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      “…Hmm. I really thought this would be a shortcut.”


      It had been a day since Lorna departed Aiphoné for the capital. She now found herself standing in a marsh besieged by constant thunderclaps.


      “This…is going to be tricky.”


      Lorna looked around. She could make out the eyes of countless monsters advancing on her through the fog. At the front of the pack was a white lion wreathed in bluish-white electric sparks. The beast exuded an overwhelming, kingly presence as it moved closer and closer toward her. Such an imposing figure would surely be enough to make most people swoon from fear.


      Lorna, however, wasn’t looking at the creature. She was too busy poking at a board made of light floating before her.


      “Let’s see… ‘The boss of the Electro Thundermarsh is…Eleone the Bolt Panthera. Level 50. Weak to Earth and Ice. Attacks anyone who intrudes on its territory. Its roar summons nearby monsters and puts them under the beast’s control.’ Huh. How about that?”


      “Grrraaaarrrr!”


      The creature, thinking the girl had let down her guard, pounced with a mighty roar.


      “And as for strategy… ‘Its Dynamic Paw is a devastating strike that attacks straight ahead. However, it has almost no way to attack the area behind it. Take advantage of this by sticking close to its hind legs and moving with it in a clockwise direction.’ Sounds easy enough.”


      “Graaargh?”


      Lorna proceeded to gingerly sidestep all of the lion’s attacks. It was almost as if she knew the precise moment the beast would strike.


      The boss, undeterred by its repeated misses, began to exude crackling sparks of bluish-white electricity.


      “… ‘Once sparks appear on its mane, it will unleash a powerful AoE lightning attack. However, this move takes a long time to activate. Causing it to flinch while it charges will cancel the attack.’ In that case—Terra Drain!”


      “…?!”


      A moment after Lorna called out the name of her skill, her staff sapped the MP from the boss and all the surrounding monsters. The entire pack soon lost the will to fight and slumped to the ground. She’d drained their MP, incapacitating them.


      With her enemies unable to act, Lorna put their MP to good use.


      “Doesn’t look like there’s anyone around, soooo—full power Petit Ice!”


      As soon as the words had left Lorna’s mouth—


      Crack-crickle-crackk!


      —the entire area around her froze over.


      In an instant, the monsters were turned into statues of ice. Then they disappeared with a poof, leaving behind only their item drops.


      Defeated Eleone the Bolt Panthera! You gained 8,844 EXP!


      LEVEL UP! Lv. 44 [image: image] Lv. 45


      Electro Slime swarm defeated! You gained 409 EXP!


      Electro Element swarm defeated! You gained 1,409 EXP!


      Lightning Eel swarm defeated! You gained 1,179 EXP!


      Paralasquid swarm defeated! You gained 1,150 EXP!


      LEVEL UP! Lv. 45 [image: image] Lv. 46


      SKILL UP! Art of Slaughter II [image: image] Art of Slaughter III


      You learned the Slime Slayer I skill!


      Obtained Title: “Bolt Panthera Hunter”


      A litany of messages popped up in front of Lorna’s eyes, each accompanied by a festive chime.


      “Um… That was it? I beat it? Huh! Guess I did! Looks like the internet was right once again. [image: image]”


      A carefree smile spread across Lorna’s face as she stood in the center of the ice field she had just created. And then—


      “Wha—?!”


      Ker-crack!


      —she was struck by a bolt of lightning.


      “Ugh… I guess the internet was right about this, too…”


      Lorna’s clothes smoldered as she looked back down at the board of light—her internet screen.


      [image: image] Map: The Electro Thundermarsh


      A Hard difficulty area where lightning strikes constantly.


      Equipping anything made of metal will make you a target for lightning strikes. Even regular enemies can stun lock you with their Electric attacks if they catch you walking in water. As this is almost certain to get you killed, avoid bodies of water at all costs.


      Incidentally, dodging 200 lightning bolts in a row grants you the “Bolt Dodging God” title.


      The most common materials found here are Raw Magnetstone, Elecrystal, and Thunderleaf.


      The words of the gods were written on the glowing window before her. Every sentence contained ultimate truths about the world, knowledge beyond the grasp of mere mortals.


      “Sigh… I wish I’d looked this place up on the Wiki Guide before I got here. I think the gods call that ‘googling it.’”


      Lorna’s shoulders slumped with dejection.


      A few hours prior, she’d been looking at a map on the internet. Oh, look, she’d thought simply, I bet cutting through the Thundermarsh would make a great shortcut. And that was how she’d wound up here.


      After all, with Lorna’s Enchanted Wings skill, even the most rugged terrain was bound to be a cinch. Or so she’d thought.


      I didn’t realize there’d be so much…lightning.


      She had been flying over the area when a bolt of lightning knocked her out of the sky. Moments later, a pack of monsters had surrounded her. One thing had led to another, and now she was stuck in the Thundermarsh.


      The rain’s really starting to come down. I remember seeing on the internet that there was a building nearby. Maybe I can take shelter there…


      As Lorna collected the gems and other materials the monsters had dropped, she took a look around.


      “Oh… Is that it?”


      Ker-crack!


      A bolt of lightning illuminated an abandoned church just ahead of her. The decrepit building looked about as welcoming as a haunted house. Still…


      W-well… It might be a bit scary, but there’s no way the internet would lie to me, right?


      She looked back down at the glowing window.


      [image: image] Map: Old Church of the Twilight


      A rest stop found at the center of the Electro Thundermarsh.


      Aside from resting, cooking, alchemy, and smithing are also possible inside the church.


      Known mostly for the Twilight Dragon Cult cutscene that plays upon reaching the location. Other than that, there’s nothing of interest to be found here.


      What’s the Twilight Dragon Cult? And what’s a “cutscene”? I’m not sure, but…if the internet says there’s nothing there, then I guess it’s safe to assume there really isn’t.


      Internet was an SSS-Rank skill, after all. And the information contained therein was the knowledge of the gods. It was a divine library, and as such, there was no room to doubt its assertions.


      And so…


      “Okay, well… Ready or not, here I come.”


      …Lorna stepped into the pitch-black ruins of the church.
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      At that very moment, in the church’s inner sanctum, a group of mysterious figures clad in black robes gathered around a long rectangular table. The room was dimly lit with the eerie glow of purple candlelight.


      “Welcome, my brethren,” said one of the figures, their face cast in shadow by their hood.


      All the other congregants’ faces were similarly hidden. Yet if anyone present were to use Mana Scan, they would surely be stunned by what they found.


      These were the Six Bishops of the Twilight Dragon Cult.


      The hooded figures each possessed mana far exceeding that of mere mortals. And there among them, sitting at the head of the table, was a presence with such an overwhelming store of mana that it dwarfed even the combined power of the other six.


      “Hmph. To think that we’d stoop to meeting in such a decrepit ruin… Are you certain we won’t be overheard?”


      “Heh-heh… Not a chance. This is a stronghold forged of lightning and thunder. The artifact-based intercept system will char any would-be trespassers to a crisp. Moreover, it is protected by the strongest of guard dogs—Eleone the Bolt Panthera. We meet on hallowed ground where no mortal dares to tread.”


      “Perhaps… But what of this ‘aberration’ we’ve been hearing about of late?”


      “You mean the mortal who destroyed the Guugelheits’ combined forces, I presume?”


      “Indeed.”


      The mortal they were talking about had proved an unforeseen obstacle to their plans. Rumor had it that she was a young girl—a daughter of House Guugelheit. And after being cast out because of her weakness…


      “…Within the span of two short weeks, she took over the elven village, disposed of the Guugelheit family, and even forced the Witch of Conflagration and that venomous botanist to submit to her.”


      “Hmph… That proves nothing other than the incompetence of her victims. They were only mortal, after all.”


      “Perhaps… However, the incident involving the underground temple has me concerned… I have no doubt the aberration played a hand in that as well.”


      “And now the Guugelheits are no longer providing us with mana… We still haven’t even replenished the supply needed for the artifacts.”


      “Doesn’t all of this strike you as…odd? The aberration… Her movements are too precise. It’s almost as though she knows the intricate workings of our plans.”


      “You’re not suggesting…a traitor in our midst, are you?”


      A traitor. In an instant, suspicion filled the room.


      “…Silence.”


      One word from the Winged Bishop Jihard was enough to quell the group.


      “Traitor or not, we continue as planned.”


      Jihard looked around at the other bishops before continuing. He took his time, choosing his words carefully.


      “The time is now, my brethren. The Seven Goddesses and the Generals of the Twelve Stars have lost their power. The procession of the millennia has all but erased memories of the great war. We have unearthed many powerful artifacts. Meanwhile, these times of peace have dulled the senses of the people. Soon, the pieces will fall into place, and the spell required to break His seal will be ours… There is no more reason for us to hide in the shadows. Now is our time, brethren! We enter the final stage of our plan—to purge this impure world.”


      The black-robed congregants all nodded in agreement.


      “Soon…our God, Lord Ragnadrek the Apocalypse Dragon, will be free to rid the world of filth. And once our Lord has cleared the path for the Age of Darkness…the ancient kingdom shall rise once again!”


      Jihard stood and spread his arms wide.


      “Now, my brethren! We begin our long-awaited project—the Eternal Historia!”


      As soon as Jihard had made this declaration—


      Clack.


      —the sound of a teacup being set down pierced the silence. It had come from the head of the table.


      “““…?!”””


      The black-robed figures all reeled in shock. One by one, each of them turned toward the sound. The presence that had been sitting at the end of the table emitted an aura that shook the very air around them.


      That presence, they now noticed, belonged to a single girl. Despite her appearance, however, they could tell she was no mere mortal.


      …H-her aura…! What a tremendous amount of mana…!


      This power… Even our combined strength pales in comparison…!


      So this…this is what it is like to look upon a true master…


      The Six Bishops were each Level 60. This was no small feat—for in all of recorded history, few had managed to reach even Level 50. And yet this girl exuded an aura that overwhelmed even the Six.


      “…!”


      The congregation trembled in their black robes as they waited for the girl to speak.


      Sensing their gazes, the girl raised her eyes and slowly looked over the group.


      “…?”


      She tilted her head to one side, unsure why they were all looking at her. She returned their stares blankly and, after a moment, resumed blowing on her hot tea.


      …Who is this girl?!


      This was the first time in their storied history that the thoughts of the Six Bishops were in perfect sync.
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      Lorna, for her part, had only come to the church looking for shelter from the rain.
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      Ahhh… It sure is nice to kick back with a cup of tea and listen to the sound of the rain.


      When she arrived, she found that there was exactly one seat left and counted herself lucky. She quickly sat down and brought out some hot Ipple tea she had been keeping warm in her Item Box.


      Thank goodness these other travelers are here… This church is way too spooky to sit in alone. It feels like a ghost might jump out at any minute.


      She looked up at the group of men in black robes sitting at the table with her.


      They had been speaking in hushed tones, so she had no idea what they were talking about, but she guessed they had gathered in the church for the same reason she had. After all, they hadn’t even taken off their black raincoats.


      Anyway, it looks like the internet was right…


      Lorna looked around the dilapidated church.


      …there really isn’t anything interesting here.


      Lorna was beginning to get bored. She yawned and began to poke around on the internet.


      Meanwhile…


      “““…?! ……?!”””


      The men in black robes flinched. A moment later, they flinched again. At Lorna’s every movement, the whole group reacted in unison.


      “S-say…,” whispered one to the others. “Do any of you know who she is…?”


      “She just wandered in…,” whispered another. “I assumed one of you knew her…”


      “I, too, have been waiting for someone to speak up… But this girl’s aura… She seems capable of wiping someone from existence at the merest greeting.”


      The men whispered among themselves as they tried to ascertain the strange girl’s identity.


      From her manner and expression, she seemed like a simple traveler seeking shelter from the rain. But that was unthinkable. The ancient church was protected by a barrier of deadly lightning. Moreover, it was surrounded by fearsome monsters—chief among them, Eleone the Bolt Panthera.


      “She must be an envoy from the upper echelons of our order…”


      “Indeed… Her immense power aside, there is no other way she could know of this place. And she sat at the head of the table so casually… Yes, that must be it.”


      It was the custom of the Six Bishops to leave the seat at the head of the table empty during their meetings. This was partly a symbolic demonstration that they were all equals. But very few in their order could rival the Six’s power, and none of those present had ever heard of such a fearsome girl as this.


      If such a powerful person was a member of their order, surely they would have heard rumors of her existence, at least.


      J-just who is this girl?!


      None of them could comprehend what was happening. They were so completely at a loss, in fact, that some among them began to consider a truly outlandish idea: Perhaps that girl who was rumored to have recently gained tremendous power had simply wandered into the church to get out of the rain by complete chance.


      And just at that moment, one of them spoke up.


      “…Come, my brethren,” he said in a hushed, nervous tone. “You mean to tell me that you have not yet noticed?”


      It was the Horned Bishop Tactus, known to be the shrewdest of the Six Bishops.


      “The Horned One speaks… Enlighten us, brother.”


      “Look well, brethren… Look upon the robe in which that girl is clad.”


      “…!”


      The men all had the same realization at once.


      “Those patterns… The power hidden within its folds… It cannot be!”


      “Indeed… Though I have laid eyes on it but once, and only in a mural found at an ancient ruin, there can be no mistaking it. That is the Apocalypse Dragon Ragnarobe—the robe that He wore with so much affection during His time as a mortal.”


      The Apocalypse Dragon Ragnarobe was a divine relic said to repel all magic and to endow its owner with the gift of winged flight. It was a venerated item to the pious followers of the Twilight Dragon Cult.


      “But…the robe is said to have been sealed underground along with our Lord.”


      “I-it cannot be!”


      The black-robed congregation all turned to Lorna at once and stared at her with their mouths agape.


      Suddenly, the truth seemed as plain as day. The signs had been right under their noses all this time.


      The aura that had shaken the very air and rattled the Six Bishops to their core. Her refined movements. Her appearance might have differed from the legends, but that was of little consequence.


      This girl, she was…


      “““It is She! The second coming of our Lord!”””


      The puzzle pieces fell into place, and the black-robed congregants understood all at once.


      They had not received word of the seal being broken, but that could only mean their lord had cast off his sealed dragon form and his spirit had found a new vessel.


      The fact that the girl had approached them without saying so much as a word was proof their lord was testing the limits of their faith—their ability to recognize their god, irrespective of her earthly appearance.


      Thinking of it in this way, everything suddenly made sense.


      And as the Six Bishops drew this seemingly infallible conclusion…


      What’s going on? It feels like these travelers have been staring at me forever.


      …Lorna, still busily exploring the internet, peered up at the strange group, puzzled.


      Is it possible I committed some breach of etiquette without thinking?


      She thought back to the etiquette lessons she had taken as a child and sipped her tea as properly as she could manage. But if anything, she only felt their gazes intensify.


      Oh, of course! These travelers… They must be…


      Lorna felt she had a good idea of what was going on. And so to test her hypothesis…


      She muttered, “Item Box,” and the empty space in front of her warped. Then, from within that bend in space, she pulled out a teapot.


      Just as she’d expected, the men all reacted.


      “Wh-what was that…? She bends and warps the very air…!”


      “T-truly terrifying…”


      “What could this mean…? I didn’t see Her activate any skills.”


      “I—I do not know, brethren. But I believe we are about to see a fragment of Her power!”


      The Six Bishops, their bodies trembling with devout fear, each brought their hands together in prayer.


      Seeing their reaction was enough to convince Lorna.


      Looks like I was right…


      Thinking back, there had been plenty of signs. She should have noticed sooner.


      The black-robed men didn’t have any baggage with them. All of their belongings must have been burnt to a crisp by the lightning outside, prompting them to seek shelter in the church just as Lorna had.


      And now they all turned to her with their hands pressed together—the universal gesture of supplication. Thinking it over, the meaning was perfectly clear.


      These people… They must be really thirsty!


      All the pieces fell into place in Lorna’s mind. Their hoarse muttering, the way they were constantly peeking over at her—it all made sense once she realized they’d taken an interest in her tea.


      “U-um… Would you all like some?” Lorna summoned up her courage and motioned toward the teapot and cups she had fetched from her Item Box.


      “D-does this mean…we’ve passed Her trial and been found worthy…?”


      “Her benevolence…it knows no bounds…! I am in awe!”


      “We…we will follow you till the end of time!”


      “Hooray!”


      The black-robed men fell to their knees, their voices trembling with gratitude.


      They must have been really, really thirsty. I’m just glad they’re not as scary as they look.


      Lorna felt relieved. The men were all so polite. She wished she’d tried talking to them earlier.


      I’m so glad! Taking shelter from the rain, meeting new people—this is what traveling is all about! How nice… Feels good to have something normal happen to me for a change.


      Thinking about it, most of the situations Lorna had encountered thus far in her travels were anything but normal. This, however… This was exactly the sort of thing Lorna had dreamed of—the sort of experience she had read about in books.


      She didn’t want to cause natural disasters, save the world from conspiratorial plots, or be revered as the savior of an entire people.


      This is it! This is what traveling is all about!


      A satisfied grin spread across her face.
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      A little while later, Lorna and the black-robed men gathered in the old church’s kitchen.


      “Let’s see…,” she said. “First, we need to mix the eggs and the vinegar… Oh! Looks like it’s important to drizzle the olive oil in a little at a time.”


      “Oh… Ngh… Oooh…!”


      “Hhngh… Mmmph…”


      “…Faith… O faith, guide me…”


      Everyone was completely focused on the task at hand: mixing together their concoction of eggs, vinegar, and oil.


      The peculiar recipe was for something called “mayonnaise.” According to the internet, it was a beloved beverage of the gods.


      Apparently, the gods could not sustain themselves unless they were constantly imbibing this “mayonnaise” stuff. And if one should find oneself in another world, the first order of business was always to whip up some of this delectable ambrosia. It was high in calories, portable, and made for the perfect emergency ration.


      She’d stumbled upon it one day while reading the words of the gods and had been curious to try it for herself ever since…


      Good thing I went out and bought the ingredients. This is a great way for us all to pass the time.


      The black-robed men must have been famished, because they readily offered to help.


      “I see…,” whispered one of them. “This concoction must be the equal of those elven biscuits those detestable forest dwellers are known to make.”


      “Indeed…,” whispered another. “Perfecting the portable foodstuff of the gods and employing it as rations… It could change war as we know it.”


      “The depth at which She approaches such matters… Incredible…”


      “Y-yes, but… Will this strange mixture of eggs, vinegar, and oil truly congeal as She has decreed?”


      “Fool! Questioning Her is as good as a death sentence.”


      “This, too… It is a trial, my brethren… We must stay strong and show our piety…”


      “Ngh… I… I can’t take it anymore!” complained one of them. “I don’t want to do this…! No more mayonnaise! No mo—”


      “Silence, fool!” said another, elbowing him in the gut.


      “Guh!”


      Lorna, meanwhile, was completely oblivious to the men’s discussion.


      “Heh-heh-heh.” She put on a big grin. “Isn’t it so fun making stuff together like this?”


      “““…Yes! It is!”””


      However, no matter how much time passed, the goop in the bowl showed no sign of congealing.


      “Huh… It’s not coming together for some reason… It looks like the guys in black raincoats are having the same problem. Maybe there’s some special technique we’re supposed to— Oh! I know! I’ve got just the thing!”


      Lorna turned her gaze to the internet screen and brought up something called a “how-to video.”


      Lorna wanted to avoid others learning about the power of the internet as much as possible, but she thought it over and concluded that showing her new friends a recipe video wouldn’t necessarily give away that she had a skill allowing her to access the knowledge of the gods.


      Okay…I’ll turn incognito mode off for now.


      She then made the internet screen as large as possible so everyone could see it and turned the volume up to max. “Take a look, everyone!”


      “What…is that?”


      “This is a how-to video! It…well, it’s a bit complicated, but basically it shows you how to make stuff…”


      “It… It is the Book of Creation!”


      “…Wh-what? Anyway, just watch it. Then you’ll understand!”


      The Six Bishops all swallowed nervously and fixed their eyes on the screen with reverence. Then Lorna tapped the PLAY button, and—it began.


      “A-are you really going to train me down there…? [image: image] Ohhh, Big Brother. [image: image]”


      An ad for an erotic game had started up.


      “Wait… Whaaat?!” Lorna cried. “Why? Whyyy?!”


      Panic overtook her, and her mind went completely blank. She looked at the title of the video but didn’t see anything amiss.


      Is this just another ad?! Where’s the X button? Why is there no X?! Oh, look… There’s a SKIP AD button. I just need to tap and— What?! I can’t skip it for another thirteen seconds?!


      The erotic video continued without mercy, and at max volume, as Lorna struggled with the screen…


      “Big Brooo! [image: image] I want you to train me, too! [image: image]”


      “Wh-what is this…? Some sort of moving…drawing?! A-and it’s—”


      “H-hmph! [image: image] Do you really think I want you to train me, Big Brother…? Okay, well, maybe a little… [image: image]”


      “Th-this… This is what She wished to show us…?”


      “I need no training… But…wh-what is this…feeling? It’s… It’s so warm… [image: image]”


      “She said we only need look upon it to understand… Surely there is some deeper truth contained within…”


      “I just know I can do it… I’ll become the little sister of your dreams! [image: image]”


      “What…what is this talk of big brothers and little sisters?!”


      “““What are we being shown?!”””


      “You, too, can create the sexy little sister of your dreams! Join now to take advantage of the special release campaign! Search ‘Sister Dearest’ to get started!”


      “““……………………………………………………”””


      The ad came to an end, and a deathly hush fell over the room.


      Oh… Oh boy… This got really weird…


      In the end, Lorna forgot to even press PLAY when the recipe video finally came up. She just silently buried her face in her hands.


      An unfathomable amount of time passed in silence.


      “So… This…this is what She wished to show us…”


      “Then we are all in agreement…? We know now what must be done.”


      “Indeed… Come, my brethren…”


      “““Let us create the sexy little sister of our dreams!!!”””


      “Stop it right now!” Lorna cried.


      Eventually, Lorna managed to play the how-to video, and the group was able to improve their mayonnaise-making technique. And then, a little while later…


      “We… We’ve done iiiit!”


      The black-robed men cried out in a joyous chorus as they raised the bowl above their heads. Inside was a viscous white substance.


      “Yeah! That’s it! That’s mayonnaise!” Lorna let out a cheerful Yaaaay! and high-fived the Six Bishops.


      “This is it… The symbol of our piety…”


      “Heh… We have overcome the trial…”


      “Indeed… And yet… Why does a liquid congeal in such a way? And without the use of any spell or skill…”


      “This is the mystery of alchemy… The crystallization of a wisdom that surpasses the common rules of this world.”


      “…Then this is what She intended to show us all along…!”


      The black-robed congregants were positively jubilant at their accomplishment.


      Great! It looks like they had as much fun making mayonnaise as I hoped.


      Lorna was glad she could help the group have such a good time.


      “Oh, right!” she said. “We should take a group photo to commemorate successfully making mayonnaise!”


      “““…?!”””


      Lorna had bought an object called a camera in Aiphoné for just such an occasion. It was advertised as a rare and valuable artifact and had set her back quite a lot of shil, but she felt it would be an invaluable tool during her travels.


      “Okay, here we go!” she said cheerfully. “What’s one plus two?”


      “Three, yes?”


      “Fool! This, too, is a test.”


      “Indeed… She means to teach us that one plus two does not always equal three…”


      “The truth of the world is that there is more than one answer…”


      “The correct answer must be…silence.”


      Click!


      The group tried various poses and took several shots in front of homemade banners reading MAYONNAISE COMMEMORATION PARTY! [image: image] and OUR BOND IS ETERNAL! [image: image]


      “Whoo! Nice. It’s got a real emo vibe to it!”


      “…Emo?”


      “Heh-heh-heh… This is indeed quite slay…”


      “Don’t be foolish and let your guards down, my brethren… We can still aim for an even better glow-up.”


      The black-robed figures wasted no time using the words of the gods that Lorna had taught them as they piled mayonnaise onto plates and garnished them with fruits to make the goop more photogenic.


      And then, once they were done with their mayonnaise photo shoot, it was finally time to try out their creation.


      “Thank you for the food!”


      Everyone gathered around the table and dug their spoons into the goopy white substance.


      Mayonnaise—the beloved drink of the gods. How would it taste?


      “……Huh.”


      All seven spoons hit the table with a clatter. The entire group, Lorna included, had the same thought all at once.


      Isn’t this more like…a condiment?
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      Soon after the mayonnaise-making party was over, the rain began to let up.


      Lorna handed out the photos and mayonnaise to the group.


      “Store your mayonnaise in a cool place. It will only keep for around two weeks, so make sure to eat it before it spoils. Oh, and as for the mayonnaise that didn’t turn out right—apparently, it still makes for good dressing!”


      “…I am humbled by this offering.”


      “We will be certain to enshrine this divine substance at once.”


      “Enshrine?” Lorna repeated dubiously.


      “We also have a parting gift…” The hooded men handed Lorna something that looked like a rough crystal.


      “What is it?”


      “This is an artifact known as a summon stone…”


      “You can use it to temporarily summon whomever you wish, provided you have registered them with the stone.”


      “Should you ever require our assistance, please use this stone to call us… Day or night, we are at your disposal.”


      “Wow! Thank you! Guess this makes us besties for life!”


      “…Besties?”


      Lorna felt a bit guilty receiving something so valuable when she hadn’t done anything worthy of such gratitude. But she gratefully accepted it all the same.


      Lorna quickly looked up the summon stone on the internet and found the following description:


      [image: image] Item: Summon Stone


      A crystal that can be used to summon NPCs during solo play. Using the Summon system is the most common way to obtain these stones. But they can also be obtained by completing quests or making bonds with certain NPCs.


      There were a few parts of the explanation that Lorna didn’t really understand, but the gist seemed to be that these items were a symbol of friendship.


      “Thanks again for everything! Let’s meet again someday!” Lorna wore a big smile as she waved good-bye to the hooded figures.


      Then she activated Enchanted Wings, and white wings of light sprouted from her back. After watching her take to the skies, the Six Bishops felt the tension leave their shoulders, and they each let out a big sigh.


      “Our God is as vibrant as a storm…”


      “Indeed… We have been blessed with an incredibly precious experience.”


      “I cannot remember another time when I felt such joy…”


      “To think that we seekers of destruction would be blessed with the joy of creation…”


      “Heh…”


      Having said their piece, they all looked up and, for the first time, took in the scenery around them.


      “My brethren…why has the Thundermarsh been turned into a frozen wasteland?”


      “……No idea.”


      Lorna, meanwhile, was already flying toward the next town.


      They were such nice people, she thought, reflecting on the day’s events.


      It felt great making the most of such chance meetings during her travels.


      I’m having so much fun… I’m glad I decided to go on a journey.


      She had already seen so many beautiful sights, eaten plenty of delicious food, and met all kinds of interesting people.


      She felt nothing but gratitude for the internet, without which none of this would have been possible.


      Anyway…I think the port town of Aquas is this way.


      Lorna used the internet to check the map. The shortcut she’d tried to take had turned into an hours-long detour. But it had made for a nice break, and she felt rested and recharged.


      Once she arrived at the port town of Aquas, she could board a ship that would take her to her final destination—the royal capital.
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      “Wow! It’s the ocean!”


      Shortly after making it safely out of the Electro Thundermarsh, Lorna crested a hill and looked down to find a vast expanse of water glittering like a sky-blue jewel in the distance. Countless houses lined the coast, each of them with gleaming white walls. As it happened, the scenery looked incredibly familiar.


      …It’s just like what I saw on the internet earlier!


      Lorna was getting used to looking up her destinations ahead of time. She actually thought the town seemed a little prettier on the internet, but her eyes nevertheless sparkled with excitement.


      She glanced down at the internet screen again to check the town’s details.


      [image: image] Location: Port Town of Aquas


      A town visited early on in the main story.


      As one might expect from a port, a large variety of items can be purchased here. The nearby beaches also feature several minigames like the Fishing Contest and Beach Volleyball.


      The ferries accessible from the port allow passage to a variety of new locations.


      Its regional delicacies include crabby-crabby lunch, Aquas pazza, and hyper sazae.


      My only goal here was to board the ferry headed for the capital, but it sounds like there’s a bunch of seafood to try and fun things to do! Plus, I’ve always wanted to see the ocean.


      Lorna took a deep breath and filled her lungs with sea air.


      Whoa! So this is the sea breeze I’ve read so much about! I read on the internet that all the dead creatures in the ocean give it an odor like a person’s breath!


      The internet had already begun to give Lorna all sorts of strange ideas. But that aside, as she gazed out at the blue expanse of the ocean, everything seemed fresh and new. There was a peculiar atmosphere to the ocean that the internet’s explanation simply couldn’t convey, and experiencing it firsthand had gotten Lorna even more excited than usual.


      Ohhh, wow! The ocean! It’s so big! And look at that boat! It’s huge! Wow! The ocean! Wow!


      Lorna hopped up and down, trying to see as far as she could. But it was impossible to make out the other end of the water.


      “Ha-ha! You’re quite the lively one, aren’t you?”


      “…!”


      At that very moment, a horse-drawn carriage pulled up alongside Lorna. The merchant inside (a beautiful girl) giggled as she passed. Lorna snapped back to her senses.


      “Cough, cough… A-anyway, I should head into town,” she muttered, blushing.


      Turning to face her destination, Lorna readied the appropriate skill.


      “All righty—Reckless Rush!”


      “Wha—?!”


      Taka-taka-taka-taka!!!


      Lorna’s rapid footsteps kicked up a cloud of dust she ran at top speed down the path to town.


      “Wh-who was that girl…?”


      Before the merchant could even blink, Lorna had reached the gate to the port town of Aquas.


      “Hellooo!”


      “Wh-who goes there?! Halt, in the name of—!”


      “G-gyaaaaaah?!”


      “We’re under attack! It’s an ambush! Hold strong! We must protect our town!”


      The town’s guards (all beautiful girls) pointed their spears and bows at Lorna. That was, until she pulled out her adventurers card and asked to fill out the paperwork to enter town.


      “O-oh. You’re an adventurer. And you’re…Silver rank?! At your age?!”


      “P-please excuse us for pointing our weapons at you. The monsters around here have been very active of late, you see…”


      “Oh yeah?” Lorna replied. “That does sound pretty scary.”


      The soldiers appeared exhausted, and their weapons and armor seemed worn out. Lorna wondered what was going on.


      “Does she…really not know what’s happened to our town?” one of the soldiers said to another.


      “But…if she’s Silver rank, then maybe she can—”


      “Forget it. It’s no use getting an innocent child involved in all this…”


      “…What’s the matter?” Lorna looked on in confusion as the soldiers murmured among themselves.


      At that, they all turned to her with the same sad look.


      “Well, it’s… You see… You might be an accomplished adventurer, but…take my advice and leave this town before the end of the day. You don’t want to be here tomorrow.”


      “Huh? Is something happening tomorrow?” asked Lorna.


      “…Yes.”


      Each of the soldiers nodded solemnly. Then, after a pause, one of them began to explain. She seemed terrified to even speak the words.


      “Tomorrow is…Wednesday…”


      “Uh… Right,” said Lorna. “It sure is.”


      She didn’t really get what the big deal was, but in the end, the guards let her into town, so she went on her merry way.


      Once inside the gate, she popped open a map on the internet and followed it to the nearest inn. The innkeeper (a beautiful girl) came out to greet her.


      “We…don’t get many people around these days. Do you have business in town or something?”


      “Just visiting. I have plenty of time, so I’m hoping to explore the town a bit. I was thinking of staying for a week or so.”


      “…Are you kidding me? You know tomorrow’s…Wednesday, right?”


      “Um, yes?”


      Lorna had been getting weird looks ever since she arrived.


      What’s up with Wednesday anyway?


      She was really starting to wonder why everyone was so touchy about that particular day of the week. Was something going to happen?


      Ah well. I can just google it later. But first, time to play tourist! Heh-heh-heh… I’ve got plenty of money, and no one’s going to complain if I take a week or so for a little vacation, right?


      Fresh seafood, beach-themed minigames, pleasure cruises… There was so much she wanted to see and do. It would be a waste to pass up such a great opportunity.


      And so, after relaxing at the inn for a bit, Lorna headed for the fish market.


      Freeesh seafooood… I bet it tastes so good. This is gonna be great.


      Lorna had been raised far from the coast, and while she’d eaten plenty of dried and cured fish, fresh fish from the ocean was a rare delicacy. Despite her lavish upbringing at the Guugelheit estate, she’d never gotten to try it.


      “Let’s see… I think this is the way,” she muttered. She could barely hold in her excitement as she followed the internet’s directions.


      According to what she had read, her destination was a bustling marketplace with an impressive lineup of colorful fish and shells. The lively voices of shopkeepers were said to fill the air, along with billowing smoke from all the hyper sazae they were cooking… Or at least, that was what the place was supposed to be like.


      “Uh… Wh-what…?”


      Lorna looked up from her map, checked the surrounding buildings, then turned back to the internet. There was no mistaking it—she had arrived at the fish market. But something was wrong…


      What’s…going on…? The shops and stalls… They’re all closed?


      The market was completely deserted. There wasn’t a single shopkeeper or customer in sight. Many of the display counters that should have been lined with fish had been destroyed. It was clear the market hadn’t simply declined—something had happened to cause everyone to abandon it.


      A group of hungry cats approached Lorna, mewing as they gathered around her.


      “What’s going on here, little kitties?” she asked them.


      The felines looked back at her, seeming just as lost as she was.


      Lorna decided to take a look around the empty marketplace. But in the end, she didn’t find a single soul.


      My… My seafood…


      In terms of tourism, this was about as bad as it got. And just as she was beginning to wonder where all the people in town had disappeared to, she heard a commotion off in the distance.


      “…Huh? Are those voices?” she murmured. “Sounds like they’re coming from over there.”


      Following the sound led her out of the marketplace and toward the harbor. And when she finally reached the source…


      “I’m begging you! Let me on! Let me on the ferry!”


      “Gyaaaah! Ruuuuuunnn!!!”


      “This town’s done for! We gotta get out of here!”


      …she found a throng of townspeople panicking like the world was about to end. They were all trying to push and shove their way onto a ship.


      Stuff like this sure is happening to me a lot these days.


      Lorna was getting used to panicked mobs. It seemed like she ran into one every time she reached a new town. When she thought back, it felt like she was constantly running into troublesome situations or people with problems, even when she was just taking a leisurely stroll.


      Hmm… Isn’t this a little weird? Could it be…that I’m cursed?


      It was starting to make her a bit nervous.


      B-but it’s not like I’ve done anything… Not this time anyway. This can’t be my fault, right?


      She searched through her memories of the day’s events. She’d frozen a bit of the Thundermarsh, sought refuge from the rain with a group of men in black raincoats, and spooked the guards of Aquas a bit by running toward town at super speed. In other words, nothing out of the ordinary.


      Well, standing here lost in thought won’t get me anywhere, so…


      She approached a bystander (a beautiful girl) and tried to get to the bottom of things.


      “Um, excuse me,” asked Lorna. “What’s all this commotion about?”


      “I-isn’t it obvious?! We’re getting out of here! Before…Wednesday comes!”


      “Wednesday, huh?”


      There was that day of the week again. Lorna tilted her head in confusion as the townsperson continued her explanation.


      “All of this… It’s all because of Wednesday! You think we want to leave our homes? No way! But there’s nothing else we can do… If only there was no such day as Wednesday!”


      “Huh. Makes sense, I guess.”


      It made absolutely zero sense. Lorna had no clue what the girl was on about. But she could hear the others nearby all saying more or less the same thing.


      “Nooooo! I can’t take it anymore! I can’t handle one more Wednesday!”


      “Cursed Wednesday! You stole everything from me! I hate you!”


      “Wednesday, you…you no good…day!”


      Wow. These people really hate Wednesdays.


      Even if Lorna didn’t understand what they were talking about, it was pretty clear they weren’t messing around. Lorna was a little slow to catch on sometimes, but even she was starting to think there must be more to this Wednesday thing.


      I wonder what in the world is—? Actually, forget it. Thinking takes too long. I’m just gonna look it up.


      She typed Wednesday into the Wiki Guide’s search bar and found the relevant page right away.


      “O-oh… This is…”


      Lorna trailed off as she read, and her eyes went wide.


      [image: image] Weekly Quest: Water Monster Raid


      Location: Port Town of Aquas


      Event Time: Wednesdays from 6:00 AM to 11:59 PM


      Participation Conditions: Adventurer rank Bronze or greater


      Rewards: Changes based on quest clear rank


      Recommended Level: 20+


      [image: image] Details: Every Wednesday, the port town of Aquas is flooded with monsters! [image: image]


      2x drop rate for Water element materials, and 2x EXP gained!


      Get extravagant rewards based on which rank you get for clearing the event! Don’t miss this chance! [image: image]


      Join up with your friends and face the flood! [image: image]


      (Note: Text taken directly from the game’s official social media account.)


      Uh… The tone is a bit more playful than I expected, but…this is probably it.


      That was how Lorna learned about the mysterious monster invasions that took place on certain days of the week.


      In the language of the gods, these had a special name.


      “Weekly Quests.”
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      Apparently, the phenomenon where monsters invaded certain areas on specific days of the week was called a Weekly Quest.


      No one knew where the monsters came from, but in the port town of Aquas, a horde of them invaded every Wednesday morning, smashing through the town’s protective walls and destroying buildings, then leaving the moment the day came to an end.


      And so an aura of gloom and despair had fallen over the area.


      “…You want to go to the capital? Sorry, but there’s no way any ships are leaving port like this. Most of the ones in the harbor have been destroyed because of all the Wednesdays.”


      “What’s that? You want to eat seafood? Unfortunately, we’ve got barely enough to go around as it is. When the monsters show up on Wednesdays, they make off with most of our food stores, so we can barely feed ourselves, much less provide for travelers.”


      “The Guugelheit family and its retainers turned tail and ran at the first sign of trouble, so the chain of command in this town’s a real mess these days.”


      “You’d best get out while you can, girlie. You don’t want to be here when Wednesday comes around.”


      After saying their piece, every townsperson Lorna spoke to hurried off. But by the end, she had a decent grasp of what was going on, at least.


      Maybe I should do something about this Weekly Quest thing…


      Forget sightseeing—at this rate, she wouldn’t even be able to catch a ferry to the capital. And besides, Lorna wasn’t so callous that she could ignore the townspeople’s suffering.


      I wonder what the Adventurers Guild in this town is up to.


      Despite their overwhelming numbers, the monsters showed up at the same time every week. Surely there was some way for the guild to take advantage of that fact. Just as Lorna was thinking this…


      “Whuh?”


      …a piece of paper fluttering in the wind smacked into Lorna and plastered itself on her face.


      “What is this…?” she murmured, peeling it off and giving it a look.


      [image: image] No experience? No problem! [image: image] Come join the Adventurers Guild now! [image: image]


      Why not dedicate your time to doing good for the whole town? Does this sound like you?


      
        	“I want to dedicate myself to work that matters.”


        	“I just have no time lately! I can’t seem to dedicate myself to anything.”


        	“As I get older, I can’t seem to dedicate myself to things like I used to.”

      


      If these statements strike a chord, then come join our cozy guild! [image: image]


      Currently accepting applicants. No screening required. Get started immediately! Learn while you travel! Get on-the-job training!


      Our guild boasts zero work-related accidents since its founding! Young recruits often get promoted to management in as little as one week!


      So join the guild and dedicate yourself today! [image: image]


      Adventurers Guild, Aquas Chapter


      Huh…


      Lorna was speechless. She read the piece of paper over again a few times. It reminded her of something she had seen on the internet recently.


      I guess this guild is one of those companies with a good “work-life balance” I’ve read so much about.


      But no matter what kind of place it was, according to the internet, anyone wanting to participate in the Weekly Quest had to register at the Adventurers Guild headquarters, so Lorna started off in that direction.


      After wandering through the eerily quiet town, she was just approaching the guild when a young adventurer (a beautiful girl) came storming out.


      “There’s no way I’m putting up with this!”


      “Wha—?” Lorna watched, bewildered, as the girl dashed away and disappeared around a corner. What was all that about?


      Thoroughly confused, she walked in through the still-open door.


      The atmosphere inside was tense. Some adventurers were slumped over on tables, while others had laid out sleeping bags and were taking naps. The guild employees, meanwhile, were going over paperwork with a dead look in their eyes.


      The floor clearly hadn’t been cleaned in a long while, and there was trash everywhere. Countless pieces of paper lined the walls—some were ads for unfulfilled quests, while others had bar graphs or pithy slogans printed on them.


      The moment Lorna stepped into the disordered entrance hall, everyone inside leveled a critical gaze at her.


      “““………………”””


      Uh… What happened to all that “cozy” stuff? Lorna thought as she wandered warily toward the reception desk.


      The receptionist (a beautiful girl) looked positively exhausted. She, too, was slumped over on the counter, surrounded by a disorganized pile of paperwork and emptied bottles of healing potion.


      “Zzzzzz… I can’t work anymore… I can’t… Eh-heh…heh-heh-heh…”


      “U-um… Excuse me,” said Lorna.


      “Yes, how can I help you?”


      Whoa! She woke right up…


      “Is something the matter?” asked the receptionist. “Let me guess. The town’s in trouble again? Hee-hee…”


      “Um, well, no. I’m an adventurer, and…I was hoping to take part in Wednesday’s quest.”


      “…!”


      The instant the words left Lorna’s mouth, the receptionist’s eyes shot open, and murmurs filled the room.


      “Heh… Heh-heh-heh…” Laughter bubbled up from the receptionist’s throat.


      “Uh…?”


      She silently grabbed hold of Lorna’s hand and squeezed, as if to say There’s no way I’m letting you escape now. Then she raised her voice and shouted so that everyone in the guild could hear her.


      “WE FOUND ONE!!!”


      “Oh, thank goodness. The last one just ran aw— I mean, she got a promotion and was no longer able to help out. Yeah, that’s it! You have fantastic timing. Talk about luck! We have so many outstanding quests. This is your chance to make a killing! Hee-hee… Hee-hee-hee-hee! Now, if you’ll just sign this forced labor—I mean, this internship contract!”


      “Oh. Uh, okay then.”


      Lorna was so swept up by the girl’s sudden enthusiasm that she began to sign the contract without giving it a second thought. But before she could finish…


      “Stop that at once.”


      …an imposing voice interrupted her.


      Turning around, Lorna saw a beautiful woman. She’d emerged from somewhere farther back in the headquarters and proceeded to approach the reception desk. A practically divine air of purity emanated from her. Was she a saint, perhaps?


      Lorna figured the woman was of high rank, because as soon as she appeared, everyone around her immediately tensed and fell silent.


      “G-Guild Master…!” cried the receptionist, a look of shame on her face.


      Lorna, too, gulped expectantly as she stared at the imposing woman.


      She’s so pretty… Hold on, though. Something weird is going on…


      The moment Lorna saw her, something clicked in her mind. A belated realization suddenly dawned on her.


      All the people I’ve met today have been beautiful women… There’s no way that’s just a coincidence, right…?


      Lorna had stumbled upon one of the perplexing truths of her world. But she had no time to ponder this, for the guild master was now standing right beside her.


      Sighing, she addressed the receptionist. “I thought it had gotten uncharacteristically noisy in here. I see you’re running the same ruse as always. Yes, this town is in the midst of a crisis, and yes, there isn’t enough help to go around. But you cannot expect this…this…cutie-patoo—cough!—I mean, this sweet young child to march into a war zone on our behalf, now, can you?”


      The woman turned to face Lorna and flashed her a warm smile.


      “My apologies, gentle traveler. I am the guild master here, and my name is Aries Téa Bluemoon.”


      “O-oh! U-um… I’m Lorna Hermish… I mean Hermit! Ma’am!”


      “Nnngggh…!”


      “Is… Is something wrong?”


      “Cough… Nothing at all. I was simply having a bit of an internal struggle just now.”


      “I see…”


      “In any event, I’m happy to hear a girl like you wants to fight for the sake of Aquas. However…I’m afraid you fail to grasp just how dangerous a Wednesday in this town can be.”


      “Really? But I thought the quest only had a recommended level of twenty.”


      “I’m not quite sure what you mean by ‘recommended level,’ but, well…take a look.” Aries pointed at a group across the room.


      They were unlike any adventurers Lorna had seen thus far. Their eyes were dim and clouded, as though they had just returned from the depths of hell, and their armor seemed scratched and battered by innumerable ruthless battles.


      “Who are they?” asked Lorna.


      “Those adventurers have seen with their own eyes the horrors of Wednesday. Surely you can tell from their faces what terrible things they’ve witnessed.”


      “All they did was see Wednesday? And they still wound up like…that?”


      “Yes… All of us took Wednesdays lightly at first. Sure, the monsters appear in droves. But it only happens once a week. We were sure the invasions would come to an end eventually. We laughed in the face of danger. We said, ‘Just think of all the money we’ll make.’ But then…” Aries trailed off and pressed her lips together before continuing in a much quieter tone. “The Wednesdays… They continued for more than a year. We defeated countless monsters. But their numbers never dwindled. Slowly, the townspeople began to lose hope… And then, all of a sudden, everything fell apart.”


      One day, the monsters managed to invade the town proper.


      “They destroyed the marketplace and the warehouses. They stole our food. They forced the town’s soldiers to retreat. The people fell into a panic… And it only got worse from there. Miraculously, there haven’t been any casualties, as the monsters only seem interested in destroying the town. But…that, too, is surely only a matter of time. Most merchants and adventurers have long since abandoned our town, and without people or supplies, we’re unable to repair our damaged equipment. And even if we choose to fight, the materials the monsters drop have plummeted in value, so there’s no profit to be made. The only ones left in town are a handful of soldiers with a death wish. And that’s about where things stand now…”


      Oh… Oh dear. These Weekly Quests are scarier than I thought…


      Lorna had looked up a lot of this info on the internet already, but she’d never guessed things were this bad.


      “B-but isn’t that all the more reason for me to help out? It really sounds like you could use a hand…”


      “Hee-hee. Don’t worry your cute little face about any of that, Lorna. We’ll be fine. We’ll put a stop to these Wednesdays once and for all eventually. Then the port town of Aquas can go back to the old days, when no one worked overtime. And when that happens…please come back and pay us a visit, all right? We’ll be waiting for you, with all the delicious seafood you can eat.” The woman’s gaze was firm with resolve, and when Lorna saw it…


      “Aries…”


      Oh… Oh no… How am I supposed to tell her “I already know what to do to put an end to this, so give me about an hour and I’ll fix everything for you” now? This is so awkward…


      To be honest, Lorna wanted to clear the Weekly Quest as soon as possible so she could get back to enjoying her stay. But thinking about it now, Lorna realized she had no experience battling in a group. If she joined a raid without knowing how to coordinate, or worse, if she started carelessly firing off spells, the town would surely be destroyed. In truth, she was more of a threat to the town than the monsters were.


      Huh. I guess I’m still pretty inexperienced. I wonder if Aries has already noticed.


      Fighting alone and fighting in a group were two completely different things, and Lorna wasn’t really cut out for the latter. She needed to do something about that shortcoming before she charged headfirst into a raid.


      “Okay… Forget it, then. I’ll pass on the Wednesday quest.”


      “I’m glad you understand,” said Aries.


      “I guess I need a bit more experience before I can take on a raid.”


      Lorna wasn’t in any particular hurry. Taking a ship to the capital was the fastest route, but there were other ways to get there. And she could always come back and enjoy what Aquas had to offer some other time. Surely Aries and the others would eventually manage to put an end to the Weekly Quest and rebuild the port town to its former glory.


      “Oh, right,” she said. “Can I still trade in some materials? I picked up quite a few on my way here.”


      “Of course. We don’t have much money…but because of all the Wednesdays, merchants no longer visit the town, and we’re in desperate need of supplies. We’d be very grateful for the materials.”


      “Oh, good! That’s a relief. My Item Box was almost full.”


      “…Huh? Well, in any case, just place whatever you have here on the reception desk.”


      “Okay! Let’s see…” Lorna happily swiped through her list of items.


      ““………………………Uh, what?””


      Aries and the receptionist stiffened.


      Lorna was only carrying a small bag—there was no way she could be carrying that many materials. And yet…


      Pop, pop, pop, pop, pop, pop!


      A black hole opened up, and countless rare materials sprang forth onto the counter. They couldn’t possibly all fit, of course, and they quickly began spilling onto the ground, forming an increasingly large pile.


      I-is that the legendary Phantom Leaf? A-and these materials are from the Electro Thundermarsh! And more importantly, where is all this coming from?


      Aries had no idea what was happening, but one item in particular caught her eye as it rolled down the pile.


      “Um… This here… I’m sure I’m mistaken, but is this possibly the mane of Eleone the Bolt Panthera?”


      “Eleone? Ohhh, right. Now that you mention it, I guess I did beat something with a name like that.”


      “You…guess? Are you seriously telling me you passed through the Thundermarsh on your way here?”


      “Oh, uh, yep! It was just a little shortcut!”


      “A little…shortcut…”


      If what this girl had said was true, she’d achieved a historic feat. No regular adventurer could simply go traipsing through the Electro Thundermarsh, home of Eleone the Bolt Panthera.


      The only people known to have returned alive from that place were the party of Reinharte the Swift, a prodigious adventurer who had disappeared five years ago. Simply defeating monsters in the Thundermarsh and bringing back their materials had earned young Reinharte considerable notoriety and a promotion to Gold rank.


      Everyone present was well aware of all this, and they all had the same exact thought.


      Just who the heck is this girl?!


      What’s more, th-these materials…so many of them have the lightning element. Items like this are almost never on the market… If we made weapons out of them, we would have an elemental advantage against the Wednesday monsters. And if Lorna was able to defeat Eleone, then… H-hold on, does this mean…?


      It was starting to look like they might clear the Wednesday quest after all.


      As all this dawned on Aries, she began to laugh. Then she grabbed Lorna firmly by the shoulders.


      “U-um, Aries? Is something wro—?”


      “…Welcome to the Aquas Adventurers Guild!!! We are the friendliest, coziest guild around!!!”


      “Uh…?” This abrupt yet very friendly welcome took Lorna by surprise. “Er, I mean, I’m going to be leaving town pretty soon, so…”


      “What are you saying?! From today, you’re one of us!”


      “But you said—”


      “Come, everyone! Let’s welcome our newest comrade and show her some of our hospitality! Everyone, a round of applause!”


      “Uh… Um…?”


      Suddenly, everyone in the room had surrounded her. They all smiled broadly, forming a barrier around Lorna and blocking all means of escape. Then they began calling out “Congratulations! Congratulations!” as they applauded.


      Lorna stood amid the crowd, dumbfounded.


      Wow… I guess it really is a cozy guild after all! she thought, eyes sparkling in admiration.
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      Shortly after Lorna accepted the Wednesday quest in the port town of Aquas, she found herself on a beach near town with Aries and the rest of the Adventurers Guild. They had asked for her help preparing for the quest.


      “Wow… It’s so pretty…,” Lorna murmured.


      A world of blue and white spread out before her. Pearly sand glittered in the sun, and just a little farther out, she could see the glittering, pale blue shallows.


      “This place is called…Virs Coast, right?” she said.


      “Wow, I’m surprised you know that!” exclaimed Aries. “Cute and smart! You really are the whole package!”


      “Uh, sure… Anyway, what are we here to—?”


      “Whaaaaaaat?! You know about Virs Coast?! Lorna, you’re amaaazing!”


      “Wow, wow, wow! We should start calling you Professor Lorna!”


      “Professor Lorna’s a total geniuuuus!”


      The adventurers accompanying them all began to cheer.


      “““LORNA! LORNA! LORNA!!! HIP, HIP, HOORAY!!!”””


      Then they burst out into thunderous applause.


      “Uh… Um…?” Lorna looked on, bewildered.


      The battle-worn adventurers clapped their exhausted hands until it felt like their arms might fall off and raised their tired voices until they cracked. They were determined to show this girl the depths of their hospitality even if it killed them. Their town’s very existence was on the line, after all.


      This is all for Aquas! …We’ve gotta…be…hospitable…


      Compliment her, keep complimenting her, then compliment her some more!


      Is it working?! I hope it’s working!


      The adventurers all looked at Lorna expectantly.


      Lorna met their gazes, unsure how to react. Then, after a moment, bashfulness won out, and she scratched her cheek in embarrassment.


      “Eh-heh-heh… I-it’s really no big deal…”


      YES! It’s working! More! More compliments!


      Together, they all cried out, “Whoo!”


      “Th-this is…starting to get really embarrassing,” muttered Lorna. “Can you just treat me normally, please?”


      “Whaaaaaaat?! She’s so humble! Amaaazing!!!”


      “Wow, wow, wow! Strong and modest?!”


      “Professor Lorna, you’re increeeedible!!!”


      “Um…” Lorna fidgeted. “I don’t remember you all being so…enthusiastic before.”


      After paying the girl a few more compliments, Aries finally explained what they were doing.


      “The Virs Coast is where the Wednesday monsters start their attack. If we can build a defensive wall here and prevent them from entering town, then they won’t be able to wreak havoc. Right? And then people will start coming back.”


      “Huh, I guess. Still…” Lorna looked out at the coast. She could see a number of half-completed wooden barriers. “It doesn’t look like that plan’s been going very well, does it? Are you sure we can finish in time for tomorrow?”


      “Hee-hee-hee. I wasn’t sure what you were going to say at first, but there’s no need to worry about that. If it looks like we won’t finish in time, we’ll just have to make sure we do. Right?”


      “Uh. I… I guess? But… Huh.”


      Lorna didn’t really understand what the guild master was getting at, but one thing was clear: She and the others wanted Lorna’s help building the defensive walls.


      “So what do you want me to do?” she asked. “I’m afraid I don’t have the Carpentry skill or anything like that.”


      “No, no. That’s fine. What we need from you is—”


      But before Aries could finish what she was saying…


      “Ahhh! A monster!!!”


      …a massive fish leaped out of the ocean and charged at the nearest defensive wall.


      “Protect the wa—AAAAGGGHHH!”


      “Dammit, how’d it manage to hit the barrier?! It didn’t come anywhere close to it!”


      “How many times do I have to tell you? When these things tackle, they manipulate hyperspace to hit their target from a distance!”


      “Just what the hell is a fish doing walking around on land anyway?! These things make no sense!”


      The adventurers grumbled to one another as they watched the giant fish hop around and, bit by bit, destroy the nearby barriers.


      “No… Nooooo!!!”


      “The walls! We stayed up all night making those!!!”


      “I’ve had it with this! No more overtime! I’m so tired!”


      The adventurers let out mournful cries, looking like a tableau depicting the tortured residents of hell.


      “…Right,” said Aries. “So as you can see, it’s not just the lack of hands that’s the problem. Even on a regular day, monsters are constantly appearing in this area, and it’s impossible to make much progress. I’d like you to take care of them, Lorna.”


      “U-um… That’s fine and all, but are those people okay? They’re screaming an awful lot.”


      “Don’t worry! This guild prides itself on our impeccable record. We’ve had zero work-related incidents since our founding!”


      “Uh, okay…”


      “Besides! My specialty is healing and support—Summon Water Spirits!”


      When Aries called out the name of her skill, a magic circle formed at her fingertips, and two water spirits emerged. They floated toward the injured adventurers, and in an instant, all of their injuries were healed.


      “Hee-hee-hee! [image: image] Come now, everyone! It’s healing time! [image: image]”


      “Noooo…! It’s the guild master…!”


      “No more! Please! No more healing! I just want to rest…!”


      The adventurers, now healed by Aries’s magic, staggered to their feet like a group of zombies and resumed working on the protective walls. It was like watching soldiers on a death march.


      “Aaand there,” declared Aries. “Good as new.”


      “U-um… So I’ll just be over here dealing with the monsters, then,” said Lorna.


      “Excellent! Try not to overdo it, Lorna!”


      “G-got it!”


      Lorna rushed toward the coastline with enthusiasm. Despite being told not to overdo it, Lorna couldn’t help herself.


      Everyone looks so worn out… This is no time to hold back. I’ve gotta give it my all!


      The ocean was a scary place. According to what Lorna had read on the internet, there were sharks with six heads, sharks that could teleport anywhere, sharks that turned anyone they bit into a zombie, sharks that could possess humans, sharks that could fuse with krakens to power up, and sharks that could fly through the air and do battle in outer space. And the sea was swarming with them!
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      Letting her guard down for even a second would surely cost Lorna her life, so she reached into her Item Box and pulled out the Queen’s Heart Crown.


      The crown had the following effect: Draw Aggro (Large). In other words, simply by equipping it, Lorna would draw the attention of all the monsters in the area, keeping them away from the other adventurers.


      If I can gather the monsters to me, then it will be way easier for me to let loose and hit them all with a big spell. It’s kind of flashy for headwear, but it really comes in handy at times like this.


      Lorna equipped the crown and began to walk toward the sea.


      Aries was watching her from afar, praying for her safety.


      I feel bad putting Lorna through this, but…I need to know how strong she is… The town’s fate depends on it.


      Aquas was at its limit. There was no way it could survive another Wednesday. Their only choice was to put all their faith in this girl who’d just arrived.


      Besides, in this world, there were times where one person could accomplish what whole organizations could not. It wasn’t uncommon to hear about one high-rank skill bearer single-handedly turning the tides of battle.


      Yes, just as that one witch had done so long ago.


      Elmina Manaflame, the Witch of Conflagration. Though she held the same guild master rank as Aries, her A-Rank skill was positively superhuman.


      Her image was quite literally burned into Aries’s memories.


      “Heh-heh-heh… AH-HA-HA-HA-HA-HA!!!”


      She could see her now—Elmina cackling from her chair, sitting regally like the queen of the battlefield as she elegantly sipped from her wineglass. She scorched her enemies in hellfire until they were reduced to cinders as if it were mere child’s play.


      But even Elmina hadn’t managed to put an end to their woeful Wednesdays…


      “Sigh… There’s no point in continuing on like this.”


      “I’m afraid such meaningless combat is beneath an elite such as myself.”


      “You think I’m admitting defeat? Please. I’m simply choosing to retreat. An elite retreat.”


      “If anyone dares claim that I lost, I’ll burn them ali— Wait! Stop!”


      (In a high-pitched voice) “Mistress Elmina is undefeatable! She didn’t lose! By the way, I’m not Elmina!”


      “I didn’t lose! I’m not— Hey! Who called me a loser just now?! Take it back! Take it back this instant!”


      Aries would never forget, too, how the witch had played off her retreat and fled into the horizon.


      But if she could just get someone on that level to spend a little time here, it might give the guild a chance to strengthen their fortifications.


      Yes, right now, Aries had only one priority. A single goal, above everything else.


      I have to believe in Lorna…and make her feel as welcome as possible.


      But just as she affirmed her resolve…


      “……………………Huh?”


      FSH… FSSSSSH… FWOOOOOSSSSSH!!!


      …a massive whirlpool opened up in the ocean. The driftwood floating on the surface of the water was sucked down into the depths—and then someone screamed.


      “Wh-what’s that…?!”


      Aries followed the person’s gaze. With a splash! something appeared from the center of the vortex—a gargantuan shark with a body a hundred feet across.


      There was no mistaking it. This creature was…


      “Gigalodon, Lord of the Coastal Sea!”


      This formidable aquatic beast was said to appear when too many of the surrounding monsters were defeated over a short span of time, reducing its food supply. It was the area boss of the Virs Coast.


      “GYAAAAAH!!!”


      The adventurers immediately fell into a panic.


      Their reaction was quite reasonable. Gigalodon was believed to be Level 50. And very few people had reached Level 50 in all of recorded history. Aries was sure no one could possibly defeat it.


      “Everyone, retreat! Get out of there!” she cried. “The area boss should disappear by tomorrow! Forget the walls! Escape!”


      “B-but, Miss Aries! Without the walls, we’ll be overrun!”


      “There’s no beating Gigalodon! Your lives come first! I’ll take the rear! You go ahead and—”


      All of a sudden, Aries stopped speaking. She’d just noticed Lorna still standing near the coastline.


      “L-Lorna?! What are you doing?!” she cried. “Get out of there! It’s— Why are you smiling and waving?! Run! Wh-why?! Why are you walking toward the monster?! Um, hello?! What are you doing?!”


      Lorna was gingerly walking toward the boss as though she hadn’t noticed the commotion.


      Gigalodon, meanwhile, had the girl in its sights and was rushing toward her.


      Everyone in the area began to scream. And yet…


      “It’s staying in the ocean, huh?” mused Lorna. “In that case, it’s probably just a regular old shark. Time for—Petit Bolt!” she cried out, utterly calm.


      BWOOOOOOMMMM!!!


      A blast of lightning as dense as a laser beam flew out from the tip of Lorna’s staff, creating a roar loud enough to rupture the eardrums of anyone in hearing distance. The bolt tore across the sand, parted the sea in twain, and engulfed Gigalodon’s massive body.


      Fssssshhtttt.


      In an instant, the area boss evaporated.


      Sparks crackled across the surface of the ocean as the blast erupted in a tremendous display of light. Then, after a few moments, calm was restored.


      Slowly, one after another, countless monster materials floated to the surface of the water.


      “““…………………”””


      The adventurers stared in utter shock. They had just witnessed the unbelievable.


      And as for Lorna—


      Defeated Gigalodon, Lord of the Coastal Sea! You gained 7,489 EXP!


      LEVEL UP! Lv. 46 [image: image] Lv. 47


      Mamanta swarm defeated! You gained 410 EXP!


      Virs Slime swarm defeated! You gained 310 EXP!


      Sea Mole swarm defeated! You gained 357 EXP!


      SKILL UP! Art of Slaughter III [image: image] Art of Slaughter IV


      SKILL UP! Magic VIII [image: image] Magic IX


      You learned the Petit Cheer starter spell!


      You learned the Fish Killer I skill!


      Obtained Title: “Inland Sea Lord Poacher”


      —she was feeling a bit overwhelmed as a litany of messages scrolled by her face.


      W-wow. That was way more lightning than I expected… Wait. Huh? I got a new title? Was there an area boss mixed in there or something? Weird… No one in the guild is yelling praises at me or anything… I guess whatever I just beat really wasn’t that big of a deal…


      Lorna glanced over at the adventurers. They were all frozen in place, their mouths agape.


      “Ariiies!” shouted Lorna as she ran back toward the guild master. “I think that should take care of the monsters for now!” She wore a big, expectant smile as if to say Praise me! “What was all that fuss you were making a minute ago anyway? Did something happen while I was off fighting?”


      “Well, yes,” replied Aries. “But…it’s already been taken care of.”


      “…Oh? All right, then.”


      Aries looked at Lorna, then at the ocean. She rubbed her eyes in disbelief.


      D-did this girl just…one-shot the area boss? There’s no way she’s human, right?


      Even Elmina—renowned as the strongest adventurer in the region—could never pull off something of this magnitude. How, if the girl was this strong, had Aries never heard so much as a single rumor about her?


      Just what is she? Don’t tell me… Is she an angel sent here by the gods? No, that can’t be…


      After things had settled down a bit, Lorna went back to helping build the defensive walls. Of course, she didn’t know much about construction, so she was mostly just providing support.


      “Aaaaah! A monst—”


      “Petit Bolt!”


      Ker-crakk!


      An electric explosion split the sea’s surface, and soon monster drops floated up from the depths.


      “O-okay!” said the adventurer who had raised the alarm mere seconds earlier. “Looks like we can ignore the monsters! Keep building!”


      “…Oh no! Miss Aries, come quick! Someone’s hurt!”


      “…I’m out of MP!” the guild master replied. “Do we have any potions?!”


      “I’m afraid not! Looks like we’ve burned through our supplies!”


      “Oh, if you’re out, just use this!” shouted Lorna.


      “Wh-whaaat?!” cried one of the adventurers. “Their injuries—they’ve been fully healed!”


      “M-my MP!” Aries gasped. “It’s completely replenished!”


      “What the heck kind of potion is this?” asked another adventurer.


      “Oh, it’s Elven Nostrum!” Lorna replied casually.


      “Wh-whaaaat?!”


      “Oh, and don’t worry,” she added. “I still have two hundred more, so use as many as you need.”


      “Ummmm?!?!”


      “Ahhhh! Monsters! More monsters!” someone screamed.


      “Phew, there’s just no end to them…” Lorna sighed. “Oh! I know! Petit Wall!”


      Rumble, rumble, rumble!!!


      Massive chunks of earth rose up from the ground and instantly formed a gigantic barricade like the ramparts of a castle.


      “All right!” she exclaimed. “This wall should protect you while you build your defensive barriers!”


      “““……………”””


      “Uh, hello?” Lorna glanced around. “Is everyone okay?”


      “Uhhh, well…”


      The adventurers gazed at their measly wooden barricades, then up at the nigh impregnable edifice Lorna had created in seconds.


      “…Why don’t we just use that wall instead?”


      And just like that, the defensive wall was complete.


      At that moment, something dawned on Aries.


      Does that mean…we could have left all this to Lorna from the start?


      In time, the massive barrier Lorna had raised would come to be known as Wall Lorna, a symbol of the port town of Aquas. But that is a story for another time.
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      “And so we finally have a proper defensive wall to protect us.”


      Shortly after they’d finished the preparations for the upcoming Wednesday, Aries gathered all the adventurers she could and began discussing their plan of action.


      “As long as we have Wall Lorna, combined with Lorna’s incredible battle skills, we no longer have to fear the horrors of Wednesday! And now that we can protect the town, the people will return to Aquas. Soon, we will be a bustling port of commerce once more!”


      Everyone raised a spirited cheer at Aries’s encouraging words.


      Lorna’s presence was like a ray of hope for the town—the first one they’d seen in a long, long time.


      “That said, our problems are still numerous. Our armor is worn, our supplies are low…and, most serious of all, we lack the manpower we need.”


      Not even Lorna could handle all the monsters by herself. They appeared from every direction across a wide span of territory and didn’t stop until the day was over. If possible, she wanted to keep their most powerful player in reserve as long as she could.


      Unfortunately, to even stand a chance against the Wednesday monsters, an adventurer needed to be at least Level 20—and those were in short supply. Plus, anyone with that kind of experience was in great demand and constantly taking on quests with little time to rest.


      “Manpower…?” said Lorna. “Oh, hey! That gives me an idea!”


      “Huh?”


      She materialized a crystal from her Item Box—the very one she’d received from her friends after they took shelter from the rain together. They’d told her to call upon them if she ever needed their assistance.


      “Wh-what’s that?” asked Aries.


      “I think those guys said this thing was an artifact called a summon stone. Let’s see. I think I use it like…so?”


      “Uh-oh! Hold on! I have a really bad feeling about this. Every time you do something, it always— Aaaaack?!”


      Aries tried her best to stop Lorna, but it was too late. The girl had already raised the summon stone above her head. It gave off a dazzling flash, and six shadows stretched out behind Lorna. Soon, they materialized into a group of hooded figures.


      “““…We have arrived.”””


      The six figures hovered around Lorna like a pack of familiars.


      They were the Six Bishops of the Twilight Dragon Cult. These devious men were high-ranking members of an organization dedicated to the resurrection of the Apocalypse Dragon Ragnadrek. They had also recently become Lorna’s “besties for life.”


      Overwhelmed, Aries stumbled backward and fell on her bottom.


      Ugh, I knew it…, she thought. This turned weird fast…


      The nearby adventurers could sense the Bishops’ immense power immediately. Some screamed, while others swooned and fell unconscious.


      Seemingly oblivious, Lorna turned to face the robed figures.


      “Our bond is…?” she prompted playfully.


      “““…‘Eternal’…”””


      “Yaaaay!”


      Lorna and the men shared a round of high fives.


      Well, they sure seem to…get along well, thought Aries, holding her head in disbelief.

    
  


  
    
      
        [image: image]
      

    
  


  
    
      “Okay, everyone!” exclaimed Lorna. “Thanks for coming! Now, there’s something we’d like your help with!”


      “…Then the time has come for us to begin!”


      “…We have been awaiting those words…for a long, long time.”


      “Finally…the Age of Darkness is at hand…”


      “They say they’re good to go, Aries!” said Lorna. “Now we have even more manpower!”


      “U-um…Lorna…? Hi. So… Who exactly is this group of shady men? They’re really giving me ‘leaders of an evil cult secretly planning to destroy the world’ energy, if I’m being honest.”


      “They’re friends of mine!”


      “No. Nuh-uh. No way. This is weird! This is weird, right?! Just look at them! They’re exuding a powerful, dark aura! And their character design doesn’t match ours at all!”


      “Huh? What dark aura? And what do you mean by ‘design’?”


      “…Nyeh-heh-heh-heh…”


      “…Mwa-ha-ha-ha…”


      “…Muh-huh-huh-huh…”


      “Just listen to them!” shouted Aries. “They all have distinct evil laughs!”


      “…What? But these guys are, like, super nice,” Lorna insisted.


      “R-really…? I mean…if you say so, then I guess—”


      “…Foolish humans… Their struggles are so pitiful…”


      “…Life… Dreams… Hope… From whence do they arise…? And how shall they be thwarted…?”


      “…True joy lies in destruction… The beauty of death is unparalleled…”


      “…Tragic… Oh so tragic… Gee-hee-hee-hee…”


      “Nope! These guys are scary! They’re really, really scary!”


      Despite Aries’s protests, the Aquas Adventurers Guild had found itself a set of powerful new allies.


      “W-well, then… I suppose that takes care of our lack of manpower,” said Aries hesitantly. “Now we just need to focus on getting our equipment patched up. I’ll ask Dwargo the blacksmith to help us out again. Rest up, everyone. We’ve got a big day tomorrow. Got it?”


      With that, the meeting came to an end, and everyone went their separate ways. The adventurers, who’d had no chance to rest up until now, slowly headed home to recharge as best they could.


      Meanwhile, Lorna stayed behind at the Virs Coast and continued her work.


      “Petit Wall!”


      Rumble, rumble, rumble!!!


      She raised more large earthen walls, then tried to cut into them with a saw she had borrowed from the guild’s work area. Unfortunately…


      “Hmm, yeah,” she muttered. “This isn’t going to work.”


      A regular saw simply couldn’t cut it against the thick walls she’d summoned.


      How am I supposed to do this? The internet said the best way to deal with the Wednesday quest was to make use of those things, but… I’m going to need a better tool than this. I wonder if it mentions where I can find one with a sharper edge?


      Lorna, her shoulders slumped, started poking around on the internet.


      Huh. This town has way more side quests than Aiphoné did… Oh! This might actually work!


      Here is what Lorna found:


      [image: image] Map: Port Town of Aquas


      Item #8: Deathblade - Kiru-Ichimonji (S)


      Perfect! Just look at that name. It sounds really sharp! And it’s Rank S, too.


      After having handled the SSS-Rank staff, Staff of World Tree, a weapon that surpassed reason, Lorna was a little apprehensive about anything ranked S and above. But she didn’t have time to hesitate.


      Well, whatever. It’s a sword. That probably just means it’s really good at cutting.


      Besides, there was no way waving a sword around could cause a natural disaster.


      Let’s see… Looks like I can get this thing at a place called Dwargo’s General Goods. Oh, but I need to collect a bunch of items first if I want to get it. Can I even find all these before tomorrow?


      Seeing the troubled look on Lorna’s face, the black-robed congregants rushed to her side.


      “…Is something troubling you?”


      “…If you need anything at all, simply say the word.”


      “…We are at your service. Think of us as your Avatars and use us as you will.”


      “Huh? Um, okay,” said Lorna, a little taken aback.


      The world is so full of kind people. All I did was share some of my tea while we were taking shelter from the rain. I guess they’re the type to never forget a good deed.


      The black-robed men seemed a little bored. Lorna had summoned them on a whim and essentially just asked them to stand by. It felt a bit rude, now that she thought about it.


      Well, if they’re willing to help, I might as well take advantage of their kind offer.


      She turned to face the men.


      “All right, if you insist. I have a few items I’d like you all to get for me…”
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      Aries had made her way to the northern quarter of the port town of Aquas, aka the Artisan District.


      The abundance of local resources had once made the Artisan District a bustling hub of creative prosperity. Now, however, it was a quiet place with minimal foot traffic.


      And yet one could still hear the steady clang, clang, clang of metal striking metal. The sound was coming from a shop called Dwargo’s General Goods.


      “Please, Mister Dwargo, would you make some weapons for us?” Aries begged. “We need your Smithing skill if we’re to make it through the next Wednesday alive!”


      “Hmph… I don’t care how many times ye come ’n’ ask. I ain’t makin’ no weapons.”


      Aries bowed low before the shop’s owner. The dwarf, meanwhile, kept his attention on his work, never taking his eyes off the iron under his hammer.


      “But, sir, I’m begging you! We’ve obtained a large supply of materials from the Electro Thundermarsh! If you can make us some lightning-element weaponry, we’ll be far more capable of holding back the stampede… And the only person with a high enough Smithing level is you!”


      “……”


      Dwargo’s face twitched slightly at the mention of materials from the Electro Thundermarsh. They were rare—the sort of thing one could go one’s whole life and never lay eyes on. Any self-respecting blacksmith would be honored to work with such high-grade materials. And yet…


      “…Yer in the way of my work. Get out.” Dwargo wasn’t having any of it.


      Aries, realizing that pushing him further would be futile, turned to leave. “Fine… But I’ll be back.”


      The two of them had repeated this exchange beat for beat multiple times over the past year.


      “…Tch.” Dwargo clicked his tongue and laid down his hammer. Then he picked up the iron pot he had just finished and lined it up with the others.


      The store’s shelves were stocked with general goods such as pots, nails, and the like. There wasn’t a single weapon in sight.


      Business was slow. No one wanted to buy pots from Dwargo in the midst of this crisis.


      …Ye think I don’t get it? I know better’n anybody this town needs weapons…


      Dwargo loved Aquas just as much as the next resident. He didn’t like having to keep turning Aries rudely away. But…


      …I can’t make weapons no more.


      The dull surface of his latest pot reflected the dwarf’s sullen face back at him. He was no longer the man who had once been dubbed “the greatest forger of magic swords in the Subterranean Kingdom of Dongowa.”


      Back then, he’d done everything for the simple love of smithing—making swords was his passion. He’d dreamed of making the strongest sword in the world, the type that would go down in history.


      Dwargo had the good fortune of being born with the A-Rank skill Smithing and was the youngest ever to successfully craft an A-Rank sword.


      In recognition of his skills, he was given the honor of making a weapon to be presented to the king of the dwarves.


      But that had turned out to be the beginning of Dwargo’s woes.


      He’d gathered the best materials around and devoted half a year to crafting the most exquisite sword he could muster.


      “It’s done! I’ve done it! My masterpiece!”


      It was his magnum opus. It far exceeded every A-Rank sword he had ever crafted by leagues and bounds.


      Why waste time appraising it? He knew in his heart that he had created the greatest A-Rank sword in the world.


      Full of pride in his newly crafted weapon, he rushed to present it to the king. And when he did, well…


      “Th-this sword’s rank… It is S!”


      “…What?”


      The appraiser’s words were as good as a death sentence for the dwarven smith.


      The sword was Rank S, unfathomably lower than even the lowest Rank G. His masterpiece had been rejected by the ranking system put in place by the gods themselves.


      But the situation was far worse than that. The sword was heavy. So heavy, in fact, that it was almost impossible to swing. And on top of that, it required incredible amounts of MP from its user every time it was swung. A dwarven knight gave it a single test swing, and as a result, his MP was drained to zero and he fell unconscious on the spot.


      “S-scoundrel! You dare present the king with such a terrible sword?!”


      “N-no! This ain’t right… This sword’s my masterpiece! Yer Highness! I’m beggin’ ya. Ye’ve gotta believe—”


      “Dwargo. I am incredibly disappointed in you.”


      And so Dwargo’s reputation as an expert swordsmith was forever sullied. He was branded a traitor and banished from the Subterranean Kingdom for high treason.


      Dwargo hadn’t forged a single weapon ever since. Even in his new home, far, far away from the kingdom of the dwarves, the mere thought of forging another S-Rank sword, of being looked down upon as a failure again, filled him with such terror that his hands began to tremble.


      He no longer had any right to forge weapons of war, tools that could decide their wielder’s very survival.


      That was how Dwargo began to focus his skills on a different goal—everyday goods. The items he made were all of high quality and incredibly well-received. And in time, that became enough for Dwargo.


      This’s plenty. This is the smithin’ path I deserve.


      Dwargo made pot after pot, day in and day out. Even after people stopped coming to buy them, his hands never ceased their work.


      Dwargo passed the time working on his pots again that day. It was afternoon when the door chime rang once again.


      “Hmph…,” Dwargo snorted, assuming Aries was back to beg some more. “…Yer a real pain in the behind, y’know that? Ask all ye want, I ain’t forgin’ no—”


      Suddenly, he stopped cold. What he saw at his shop entrance made him drop his hammer to the floor.


      “…Gee-hee-hee… So here are the cooking implements. Good, good…”


      “Oh-ho… Quite a competent-looking whisk for such a barbaric era…”


      “With this bowl…I shall do it!”


      “…Mayonnaise… We must offer Her more mayonnaise…”


      Fwoooooossshhh!!!


      Six figures had stepped into the shop. They were draped in black hoods and, more concerningly, steeped in an evil aura. One glance told him this dastardly group was after nothing less than worldwide destruction.


      Er… W-wait. What’s the big…? H-hold on, now… Wh-who…? Just one second… What is…?!


      Dwargo found it impossible to form a coherent thought.


      But this was only the beginning. Soon, the black-robed congregation parted, and from among their ranks emerged a far more ominous presence.


      “Hellooo!”


      At first, the figure looked like a regular young girl. But once Dwargo’s eyes fell upon her incredible staff and robe…


      “I… Uh……… Ah…”


      …Dwargo was overcome by a sudden realization.


      I’m about to die.


      The words floated into his consciousness from deep within his psyche. A moment later, as though his body was on a delay, he broke out in a cold sweat.


      What? Why? Wait, this is really bad! I’ve gotta run—but no, I can’t. I’m dead!


      Everything was happening too quickly for his brain to catch up. Why had such beings come into his shop? Why now?


      Somewhere deep down, Dwargo hoped they’d simply wandered through the wrong door by mistake.


      “Um… You’re Mister Dwargo Nikodou, right? The dwarf from the Subterranean Kingdom of Dongowa? With the A-Rank skill Smithing? The one who forged an S-Rank magic sword?”


      “…?!”


      He had been made. The fraught past he’d tried so hard to hide from the world—she had exposed it in an instant. These people knew exactly where they were, and they were looking for him.


      N…no! No, no, no, no, no!!! J-j-just who is this girl?! What’s this terrifyin’ child doin’ in my shop…?!


      Dwargo didn’t understand. And as he tried to grapple with the situation, the girl approached.


      Tap… Tap… Tap…!


      The sound of her boots hitting the floor was like the ticking of a clock, counting down the last few seconds of the dwarf’s life.


      When the girl reached the counter, she paused for a moment, then began to speak.


      “Um, hi. Sooo… When I say the keyword ‘world’s strongest sword,’ I suspect you’ll eventually ask me a question—‘Which of these creations is my masterpiece?’ Right? And I’ll answer, ‘It’s this old rusty sword in the umbrella rack,’ which will make you tell me that to revive the sword to its former glory, I need to bring you thirty Sacred Embers, thirty High-Grade Coals, and ten Mythril Whetstones. But I already brought all that. Also, you’re probably going to tell me to stop the Mythril Centipedes that were about to run amok in the Northern Mythril Mines, but I’ve already exterminated them. So with all that out of the way, can you just give me your S-Rank magic sword, Deathblade - Kiru-Ichimonji, please?”


      “…………Oh. All right, then.”


      And so it was that Lorna received Deathblade - Kiru-Ichimonji.
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      A short while later, Lorna was able to pick up her order from Dwargo’s General Goods.


      “…I’ve fixed the sword,” said Dwargo. “Here’s the item you wanted—Deathblade - Kiru-Ichimonji.”


      “Yaaay!” Lorna happily took the weapon.


      “H-hey, you best be careful; that there sword is heav—”


      “…Sorry, could you repeat that? I wasn’t paying attention.”


      “Wh…what…?”


      Dwargo watched in blank amazement as the small girl lifted in one hand the sword that had been too heavy for even a muscular dwarven knight.


      Well, that was easy! It’s so nice when the internet lets me cut right to the chase!


      Lorna stared at the sword she had just collected. She wasn’t sure how this process usually went, but thanks to her black-robed companions enthusiastically collecting all the necessary items for her, she’d managed to obtain her new weapon in under an hour.


      “This sword is so cool! It’s got a really interesting shape to it…”


      She had drawn the blade from its sheath and was admiring it. The blade was crimson and had a strange, magical quality to it. It wasn’t shaped like a typical sword, either—it was long, narrow, and slightly curved, and only one side of the blade was sharp enough to cut.


      The black-robed congregants, who had been preoccupied with the shop’s selection of cooking implements, looked over in amazement. “Oh-ho… To think such a blade could be forged in this backward age…”


      Let’s see… I think this was the page with more details about the sword…


      [image: image] Weapon: Deathblade - Kiru-Ichimonji


      Rank: S


      Type: Katana


      Price: 11,100,000,000 shil


      Effect: ATK +1,111, SPD -111


      Every attack using this sword activates the Cut in Twain skill.


      [image: image] Equip Skill: Cut in Twain (S)


      Effect: Consumes MP to unleash an attack that ignores the target’s DEF but leaves the user open to attack. Hits are guaranteed critical. High chance of destroying enemy armor and/or severing body parts.


      [image: image]Details: A katana obtained from the Hard difficulty quest The Disgraced Blacksmith.


      This blade was crafted by hammering the legendary ore, scarletite, until it was so thin it became translucent. There is almost nothing this sword can’t cut through.


      It is difficult to use and has many disadvantages, but it is capable of unleashing devastating attacks that do more damage in a single strike than even some SSS-Rank weapons. Using it also makes you feel really cool.


      Hmm… So this sword is called a “katana,” huh? It’s S-Rank, so I guess it makes sense for it to be strong. But hold on a sec… This thing’s worth more than eleven billion shil? Is it really okay for me to take it for free?


      Lorna’s face contorted with a mix of guilt and confusion. Seeing this, Dwargo anxiously called out to her.


      “Lass… Are ye sure ye even want that sword?”


      “What do you mean?”


      “Like I said, that thing’s just an S-Rank…”


      “It’s great! This sword is exactly what I need!”


      “…!”


      Lorna’s earnest smile made Dwargo falter—what more could he possibly say?


      And Lorna’s words were sincere. Sure, she could use it as a tool to cut through the walls she made—but she had another reason, too.


      Heh-heh. As long as I’ve got this sword, I don’t have to worry about causing natural disasters every time I attack!


      She was planning to use the sword during the raid quest. Every time she cast a spell, the land around her was thrown into chaos. That made fighting in a populated location like Aquas difficult. But now she had a sword. Strong or not, the most it could do was cut.


      Heh. “Sword Master Lorna” has a pretty cool ring to it… Hiyah!


      Lorna gave the katana a carefree swing with the finesse of an inexperienced child playing with a toy.


      Slice!!!


      Everything before Lorna’s eyes was instantly split in two.


      “………Uh?”


      Everyone in the shop froze, and silence fell, until…


      Rumble, rumble, rumble, rumble…!!!


      …Dwargo’s shop began to fall apart.


      “Wait… What? No… Nooooo! I didn’t…! I didn’t mean to—”


      Lorna turned to explain herself in a panic, sword still in hand. And as she did…


      Slice!!! Fssssshing! Rumble, rumble, rumble, rumble…!!! BWOOOOOOOM!!!


      …the scarlet flash of the sword cut through everything around her.


      The katana was exactly as advertised—it had sliced everything perfectly in twain.


      Obtained Title: “Tyrant of Destruction”


      “Wh-whyyyyyyyyy?!”


      By the time Lorna sheathed her new weapon, the damage had been done. Dwargo’s shop was now a pile of rubble.


      …Incredible… What an attack…


      …She is truly without mercy…


      …Our Goddess… She is exquisite…


      The black-robed men trembled with a mix of fear and admiration.


      “Ha…! Ha-ha-ha…!” Dwargo fell to his knees, laughing as tears ran down his cheeks.


      “Oh! Oh nooooo!” cried Lorna. “Sorry, sorry, I’m so sorry! I didn’t think this would happen!!!”


      “No… You don’t get it… I can’t believe this… All along…!”


      After so many years, Dwargo finally understood—his sword hadn’t been a failure after all.


      I wonder how long it’s been… When did I start carin’ what others thought o’ the swords I forged? …I was an idiot to doubt my own craftsmanship.


      Meanwhile, this girl whom Dwargo had only just met believed in his sword more than he did. He had been blinded by “common sense”—the assumption that S-Rank was lower than A-Rank. He was so obsessed with what others thought of his skills, so afraid to let them down, that he went as far as to dub his own masterpiece a reject.


      That’s right…


      The words of Dwargo’s father came rushing back to him.


      “Listen up, Dwargo. A person don’t pick the sword. The sword picks the person. Go ahead ’n’ make it. The best sword in the world. One day, that sword o’ yours… It’ll bring yer destiny right to ye.”


      Dwargo turned to look at Lorna again.


      The girl was hanging her head. “I’m so, so sorry! I’ll pay you back for all the damage, I swear!”


      “…No. It’s fine, lass. I’d been wantin’ to remodel the place anyway.”


      Dwargo glanced around, and his eyes fell on an iron sign, now sliced apart. DWARGO’S GENERAL GOODS. The letters stared back at him. The sign was useless now… But it didn’t matter. He was done with it.


      He looked up and saw the blue skies above and the vast ocean in the distance. It felt as though he had been released from a cage. He was free.


      “Heh… So you’re my destiny, eh?” he muttered.


      “Huh…?” Lorna stared at the dwarf, puzzled.


      U-um… What a weird thing to say. Maybe the shock of losing his shop has him all mixed up… She felt a mixture of concern and consternation. A-anyway… Maaaybe I should try to use this sword as little as possible.


      Reaching this conclusion, she shut the katana away in her Item Box.


      “…Tell me, lass. What’s yer name?” asked Dwargo.


      “Huh? It’s Lorna.”


      “Hmph. I’ll make sure to remember it.” With a snort, Dwargo turned his back to her. “…Come and see me again sometime. I’ll hammer ye out an even stronger sword.”


      “Um…?”


      “That’s all I’ve got to say to ye, lass… So take that sword and get outta here.” The dwarf glanced back over his shoulder. He blushed slightly before turning away again and mumbling something under his breath. “And……thank ye.”


      After Lorna and the black-hooded men left his shop, one thought overtook the dwarf.


      Swords… I want to forge more swords…!


      A fire had been lit inside him. He thought the urge might tear him apart if he didn’t get up and act on it right away.


      I can’t believe I forgot… I love forgin’ swords. That’s more’n enough for me.


      Dwargo wanted to make more swords—for his own sake and no one else’s. How long had it been since he felt like this?


      He looked around at the ruins of his shop and saw that, luckily, his forge was still intact. He would have to rebuild the rest eventually… But right now, he had something more important to do.


      Tch… Think o’ all the time I wasted! What the hell’ve I been doin’ all these years?!


      Dwargo adjusted the heat in the forge, picked up his hammer, and began pounding away at a red-hot sheet of iron.


      Clank, clank!


      Aries showed up a little while later to investigate the terrible noise that had rocked the town.


      “Wh-wh-whaaaat?! I came to see what all that ruckus was about and…look at this! Your shop! It’s gone! What happened here, Mister Dwargo?”


      “Hmph… No big deal. Somethin’ good, in fact.” Dwargo’s mouth curled into a grin. “So? Ye got lightning materials, do ye? Hurry up ’n’ bring ’em here!”


      “P-pardon?”


      “There ain’t no time to forge new ones… But if I work through the night, I can give yer weapons a lightning attribute, at least.”


      “…Th-thank you! I’ll go get all the weapons I can carry!”


      “Hmph… If ye got words o’ thanks, give ’em to the lass called Lorna.”


      “Huh…?” Aries wandered off, mumbling, “What did Lorna do this time…?”


      For a while after that, the clanging of metal on metal rang out from Dwargo’s destroyed workshop. And then, eventually, all fell silent.


      “Hmph… Not bad.”


      Dwargo held up a new sign. Etched into it were the words DWARGO’S WEAPON SHOP.


      Meanwhile, Lorna was making her way back through town.


      He said he’d make me an even stronger weapon.


      She stared at her new saw—the Deathblade - Kiru-Ichimonji. One swing had been enough to turn the man’s shop into rubble. She tried to imagine an even stronger sword but couldn’t.


      If such a blade were ever to be forged…


      …I don’t think I’d want it anyway.


      Of that much, Lorna was certain.

    
  


  
    
      [image: image]


      After finally obtaining a saw—otherwise known as the S-Rank sword Deathblade - Kiru-Ichimonji—Lorna returned to the Virs Coast.


      The whole area was bathed in the warm glow of sunset as she resumed preparing for Wednesday.


      “Petit Wall!”


      Rumble, rumble, rumble!!!


      At Lorna’s command, a massive earthen wall emerged from the sand.


      “Next uuuup…Cut in Twain!”


      Shiiing!


      Lorna gave her katana a nonchalant swing, and it sliced through the massive wall like warm butter.


      “Whoo! Now, that’s a good cut! Now I can finally make my secret weapon.”


      After cutting the stone walls into blocks, Lorna stored the pieces inside her Item Box.


      “Enchanted Wings!”


      Then, taking to the skies, she began stacking the blocks, letting each one fall with a tremendous thud!


      Using these massive hunks of stone as a building material was even easier than she had anticipated—they seemed to stick together, almost like they were magnetized.


      “Uh… Who’s that scary girl flying around over there?” asked someone nearby. “And how’s she defying the laws of nature like that?”


      “You haven’t heard?” replied another. “That’s Lady Lorna. She’s the newest member of the guild.”


      “Damn!” a third chimed in. “I gotta show her plenty of hospitality, but…I don’t even know where to begin complimenting a feat like that!”


      In the distance, they watched as Lorna rearranged the terrain itself with the innocence of a child at playtime. The bizarre display began to draw more and more people until even the guild master took notice.


      Oh dear… She’s up to something again…


      Aries debated whether to ignore Lorna’s latest activity, but in the end, she decided it would be best to check in on her. Though Aries had only known the girl for a day, she’d already internalized an important truth.


      If I leave Lorna to her own devices, trouble is sure to follow.


      And so the guild master quickly made her way over.


      “U-um… Hey, Lorna,” she said. “What exactly are you up to this time? Did you decide on a whim to do some major terraforming, or…?”


      “Oh, hi, Aries! This is called ‘DIY!’”


      “‘Dee eye why’? What’s that?”


      “Oh, huh. I guess this is another one of those internet-only words. Anyway! I’m making a super-secret weapon to help us out on Wednesday!”


      “I…see. A super-secret weapon, is it?”


      “Yeah! You’re going to be so surprised when you see it!”


      “O-oh yeah… I can’t…wait…”


      Aries couldn’t begin to imagine what, by Lorna’s standards, would constitute a “super-secret weapon.” But she had a feeling it couldn’t be anything good.


      At a glance, the growing structure looked like a tower made of rock. It was tall and thin, and the only thing that really stood out about it was the point at the top.


      “Oh! It kind of reminds me of…a lightning rod. Are you planning to drop lightning onto it and use the water to electrocute all the monsters at once?”


      “Uh, nope. It’s, well… It’s a bit tough to explain. And it might not even work. You’ll just have to wait until tomorrow to see it when it’s done.”


      “…Huh.” Aries still had no idea what Lorna was up to, but she could tell the girl was trying her best to help the town. “Well, it doesn’t look like there’s anything I can do. Just make sure you take a break when you’re done, okay? You’ve got to be in fighting condition tomorrow morning.”


      “No problem! I should be done soon!”


      “Hee-hee… Thanks, Lorna. I mean it.” And with that, Aries left Lorna to her work.


      Not long after, Lorna stopped to marvel at her stone tower. It was finished—her super-secret weapon.


      “Okay…I think this is where it needs to be.”


      She checked the internet to make sure. A video guide was playing on the screen, explaining how to easily clear the Wednesday quest. It showed an endless parade of monsters appearing one after another. No matter how many you defeated, they would keep coming until the end of the day. Worse, it didn’t matter even if you wiped them all out—they were certain to reappear the following Wednesday to assault the town.


      This cycle would continue, on and on, until the end of the world—or what the gods called “End of Service.”


      …I can’t tell the townspeople any of this…


      Frankly speaking, dealing with the Wednesday stampede would be trivial for Lorna. But she couldn’t spend the rest of her life holed up in Aquas dealing with these monsters week after week. And that was why she’d decided to put a bit of extra work in and build this super-secret weapon.


      As for whether it would work—well, the town’s survival depended on it.
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      After she was done, Lorna headed back to the inn and got as much sleep as she could.


      Early the next morning, before sunrise, the town’s adventurers gathered on Virs Coast.


      “It begins… Another Wednesday.” Aries addressed the army of adventurers. “Once again, monsters will surely overrun our good town. As you know, many adventurers have faced the Wednesday onslaught, many have failed…and many have fled. Wednesday is a war without end. A deadly battle that confers neither honor nor reward. And yet to all of you who have remained… To all of you who have gathered here today… I am proud of each and every one of you.”


      Smiles crept over the adventurers’ faces as they listened. They all knew the one who had struggled the most and worked the hardest was none other than Aries herself. That was why they had followed her all this time.


      “Before we begin, let’s go over Lorna’s proposed strategy. First, the tanks will head for the coast and knock the monsters back into the sea. Once that’s taken care of, the attackers will begin shooting lightning attacks toward the surface of the water. That will repeatedly paralyze the monsters—a strategy Lorna has called ‘stun locking’! Even if some manage to break through, the defenders will take care of them. So, attackers, ignore everything behind you and focus all your efforts ahead!”


      “““Okay!!!”””


      The adventurers responded in unison as they brandished their lightning weapons. Then a voice came from behind.


      “Hmph… If yer equipment breaks, just bring it to me. Dwargo’s Weapon Shop is here for the lot o’ ye.”


      “And if anyone gets hungry,” called out someone else, “just come to me! You can eat your fill, free of charge!”


      “Us fishermen will help out, too! We’re only good for catching fish, but we’ll do our job well. The rest we leave to you, adventurers!”


      Some townsfolk who had originally planned to escape were pitching in, saying, “We can’t run away when everyone is working so hard to protect us.”


      Wow…, thought Aries, her eyes filling with tears.


      Was she dreaming? The entire town had come together for the first time. And it was all thanks to the girl known as Lorna. Looking around, everyone’s faces were filled with hope and determination—a far cry from the despair they’d been lost in before Lorna showed up.


      “This is it…our last stand! The scourge of Wednesday ends today!”


      “Yeah! There has to be an end to these monsters eventually, right?”


      “We’re finally going to take our town back from the clutches of this awful, awful day.”


      “We can do this! As long as we’ve got—”


      “Heh… Everyone here’s thinking the same thing as you.”


      Everyone’s eyes glimmered with hope, and their thoughts became one.


      As long as we have Lorna, we can do anything!


      All at once, the entire army turned to face her.


      …Huh? Kinda feels like everyone’s staring at me…


      Lorna, meanwhile, was anxiously checking and double-checking the internet.


      Urk… I’m so nervous… What am I gonna do if this doesn’t work?


      She had completed her secret weapon, but there was no guarantee it would do what she hoped. She imagined what would happen if her plan didn’t work. It was clear as day.


      “Lorna, how come you’re only using a weak spell like Petit Bolt?”


      “…What do you mean?”


      “Yeah, why do you have to be so stingy with your MP? Why not just fire off a bunch of Giga Thunders? If you have enough MP to cast Petit Bolt seventy-eight times, then you could just as easily use Giga Thunder fifty-two times. Isn’t that the obvious choice?”


      “Yeah, what a cheapskate, bah-ha-ha.”


      “And you’re obviously supposed to start with Terra Drain. We told you we only wanted people who knew what they were doing in our guild.”


      “Seriously. Attackers need to use Terra Drain, then fire off eighteen Giga Thunders, chug Elven Nostrum, then keep firing off more Giga Thunders. Isn’t that just, like, basic knowledge?”


      “Seriously. Who doesn’t know that?”


      “I bet you she knows all that.”


      “Yeah. She’s just being a cheap little baby, wanting to save her MP. Freaking loser.”


      “I-I’m sorry, I swear I’ll do better next—”


      Lorna has been kicked out of the party.


      Noooooo…


      She felt a shiver run down her spine.


      Lorna knew very well what happened when someone didn’t do their part in a raid. She had seen it play out on the internet time and again.


      Everyone got mad at the loser and chewed them out. Even people who used to be kind would turn on you in a second and start hurling insults. They might even kick you out of their party or guild.


      I don’t want to make all my new friends mad at me. I’ve got to give this my all…!


      Lorna clapped her hands against her cheeks and firmed up her resolve.


      This was her first raid, after all. Even if she had plenty of firepower, it wouldn’t mean anything if she couldn’t use it strategically to avoid being a burden.


      W-well…I’ve made sure to read up on the basic strategy. So all I really have to do is stick to the instructions in the Wiki Guide and everything should turn out fine, right?


      As Lorna was stressing over the details, the sun began to climb over the horizon.


      Oh… Here we go…


      The celestial body’s light pierced the darkness, announcing the beginning of a new day. It was now the specified time: six AM. The Wednesday quest was about to begin.


      Lorna refreshed the page just as the clock struck six.


      [image: image] Up-to-Date Etalia Info


      Wednesday Quest Water Monster Raid has begun!


      “I-it’s here…”


      Lorna swallowed hard. But Virs Coast remained peaceful. Nothing happened.


      “The monsters…aren’t appearing?”


      “Wh-what the—? Where are they?”


      The adventurers glanced around the area cautiously for anything amiss.


      “No, they are here… Look up!” someone cried.


      “They’re coming from above!!! Everyone, look out!”


      All the adventurers raised their heads. A multitude of black holes had opened in the sky above them. And from their dark recesses, countless monsters were born.


      “What’s happening…? I’ve never heard of anything like this before…”


      “Something’s wrong… This is new…!”


      “This can’t be happening… What do we do…?”


      Despair returned to the adventurers’ faces. And their leader, Aries, was no different.


      Wh-what is this…? Why?! Why now?!


      They’d put in so much hard work preparing and planning. This was supposed to be their final stand—they’d been full of hope that they could finally bring these awful Wednesdays to an end.


      And now, as if to make fools of them all, the pattern had changed.


      After over a year of the same thing, week after week, the monsters had taken a new approach at the worst possible time.


      The monsters leered down at the adventurers below. Their eyes glowed red, and their faces twisted into horrible grins. It was as if they were mocking the humans’ folly.


      It can’t be! Did they take countermeasures?


      Aries’s mouth fell open. Why hadn’t she considered the possibility that the monsters could strategize? That they might come up with a plan of their own?


      There was no telling what would happen next. All their experience was useless now. Their planning, strategizing—all their preparations had been for nothing.


      No! We can’t give up yet!


      Aries forced her knees to stop shaking and stood up straight.


      This was no time to lose hope. She was the leader of the port town of Aquas.


      This wasn’t the end. The fighting had yet to even begin. It was far too soon to give up.


      Aries encouraged herself and sucked in a deep breath.


      “Everyone! Prepare yourselves! Another Wednesday…has begun!”


      “““…Stand firm!!!”””


      The adventurers, roused by their leader’s call, readied their weapons just as the sun crested the horizon.


      At the same moment, the monsters began to drop from their dark hollows. All at once, the creatures poured down onto the adventurers below…


      FSHOOOOOOOOOOOOO…


      SPLAT! POOF! SPLAT! POOF! SPLAT! POOF! SPLAT! POOF! SPLAT! POOF! SPLAT! POOF! SPLAT! POOF! SPLAT! POOF! SPLAT! POOF! SPLAT! POOF! SPLAT! POOF! SPLAT! POOF! SPLAT! POOF! SPLAT! POOF! SPLAT! POOF! SPLAT! POOF!


      …and one by one, they fell to their deaths.


      “““…What?”””


      With a mighty POOF! the monsters were transformed into puffs of smoke before the adventurers’ very eyes, leaving behind nothing but their item drops.


      Everyone present froze in place, unsure of what to do or think. All but one, that is. Her cry of joy pierced the silence.


      “Yes! It worked, just like the internet said it would! [image: image]”


      Only Lorna seemed to have predicted this. Her cheerful voice drew everyone’s attention, and they all turned to her at once.


      “…Oh, right.”


      Lorna realized the adventurers probably wanted an explanation for what had just happened. She scratched her head and tried to come up with the right words to ease their confusion.


      “Well, y’see…I figured this would be the quickest way to deal with them!”


      Then she flashed them all a big, innocent grin.
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      [image: image] Weekly Quest: Water Monster Raid


      [image: image] Strategy


      As of the current update, the basic strategy for dealing with this quest is to erect a tall tower to shift the location where the monsters spawn.


      When an object is blocking the monsters’ spawn points, the location they spawn from moves vertically to compensate. By taking advantage of this and building a structure that forces the spawn points to be 65 feet in the air, the monsters automatically fall to their deaths as soon as they appear. (You can also prevent enemies from spawning from any points that didn’t get moved into the sky by using items like Torch of Protection.)


      Phew… Thank goodness that worked. I can always count on the internet.


      Lorna sighed in relief as she stared at the guide on her screen.


      It had already been Wednesday for quite some time, and the monsters were still falling to their deaths thanks to Lorna’s tower.


      “…What’s…happening right now?”


      “We haven’t even done anything. Why are the monsters all dying?”


      “Wait, yer tellin’ me…we ain’t got nothin’ to do?”


      Before long, the entirety of Virs Coast was a treasure trove of item drops. In the words of the gods, building a structure to automatically defeat monsters like this was called a “mob farm.” Lorna had read a number of articles on the subject, and they had explained the logic behind this strategy as follows:


      “The monsters that spawn during the Wednesday quest are weak to begin with, and death from fall damage wasn’t considered in their design.”


      “Clearing the quest was always easy, so this is likely to remain unpatched.”


      “A small thing like this is barely even considered a glitch by Etalia’s standards.”


      Apparently, those were the facts. To be honest, however, Lorna didn’t understand much of what she had read. She tried to explain as best she could, but Aries still looked doubtful and had a lot of questions.


      “So you’re saying as long as this…mob tower thing…is standing, it will automatically take care of Wednesday for us?”


      “Yeah! It’s the most basic way to clear the Wednesday quest, don’t you agree?”


      “““There’s nothing basic about it!!!”””


      And so it was that the long nightmare known as Wednesday finally came to an end for the people of Aquas.


      From that day forth, Wednesday became known as a day of harvest—the townspeople would head to the coast and collect all the monster materials they would ever need.


      And if any monsters happened to survive, they would find it nigh impossible to break through the impenetrable barrier of Wall Lorna.


      Thus did Lorna single-handedly restore peace to the port town of Aquas.
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      “““Three! Two! One! Cheeeeeers!”””


      Around midnight, the townspeople gathered in the Adventurers Guild headquarters. So many showed up that they were spilling out into the streets. Everyone raised glasses overflowing with liquor and clinked them together. The date had changed, and they were celebrating the end of the Wednesday quest.


      “Great job today, everyone! Drink! Eat! Everything’s on me tonight!”


      “Yeeeeaaaahhhh!!! Here’s to Thursday!!!”


      “We don’t have to worry about Wednesdays anymore!”


      The tower had continued working its mob-farming magic all day, and they had survived the horrors of Wednesday without a single injury. In fact, thanks to the large amount of foodstuffs dropped by monsters on Virs Coast, there would be plenty to go around for some time. The whole town was ecstatic.


      “I can’t believe it! She put an end to Wednesdays, and at such a young age!”


      “Did you see that?! We’ve been losing our minds trying to figure out how to deal with those monsters, and she did it without breaking a sweat!”


      “Hee-hee,” Lorna chuckled. “I might have set a new record for the ‘any% speedrun’ (a term I just learned)!”


      “The any-per-what now?”


      On and on, the townspeople extolled the young girl’s exploits. And as for Lorna…


      “Um… Okay, I got changed… What do you think?”


      “Wooooow!” exclaimed Aries. “Lorna, you look so, so, soooo cute!”


      Lorna had changed into the traditional garb of the port town of Aquas—the Sailor Uniform.


      Everyone had decided to take a group photo to commemorate their victory, and Aries gave Lorna a dress for the occasion (for some reason, she was breathing heavily as she handed it to her).
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      Incidentally, here’s what the internet had to say about Lorna’s new outfit:


      [image: image] Equipment (Body): Sailor Uniform


      Rank: E


      Type: Clothing


      Price: 13,000 shil


      Effect: DEF +50, MIND +10, Water Resistance +15 percent


      [image: image] Equip Skill: Sound Sensor II (E)


      Effect: Makes it easier to perceive nearby enemies (passive).


      [image: image] Details: The traditional garb of seafaring people in the port town of Aquas (which isn’t to say any of them actually wear it).


      Chic yet practical, this uniform was designed to be torn off quickly should the wearer fall overboard, and the fabric is naturally water-repellent. The collar was designed to be popped up to help the wearer hear even when standing on a windy ship, and the scarf can be used to wipe away sweat and moisture.


      Due to its weak stats, it’s only useful during the early game, but it and the Royal Academy Uniform (aka the blazer) are two of the more popular pieces of equipment among the fan base. After all, some things in life are more important than abilities and base stats.


      According to the internet, the gods loved uniforms like this. Lorna assumed Aries had given her one as proof she’d accepted Lorna as an unofficial member of the town.


      “Huff… Huff… So cute… I can’t handle it…” Aries’s gaze was still fixed on her.


      “U-um… Are you sure it looks okay? You’re staring at it awfully closely.”


      “Huh? Oh. No, no! It’s great! You look great! You’re practically sparkling, Lorna! I just knew it would suit you… Heh…eh-heh-heh-heh-heh…”


      “U-uh… If you keep staring at me like that, I’m going to get self-conscious…”


      “Hey, Lorna,” said another adventurer, “forget about the guild master for now. How about we go take that photo?”


      “All right!”


      Once they’d taken the commemorative photo, it was time for the part Lorna was most excited about: the food.


      “Mm-mm! [image: image] I finally get to try fresh seafood!”


      She wasted no time stuffing her face with her culinary reward.


      The table was set with the town’s local delicacies: Aquas pazza—fish poached in seawater, olive oil, and white wine; crabby-crabby lunch, which used whole crabs; and refreshingly blue sea salt soda. All the food had been prepared using item drops from the Wednesday monsters.


      “Gya-ha-ha-ha! No more boats gettin’ destroyed! No more monsters tearing through our shops and warehouses! Us adventurers can finally focus on our original job—exterminating monsters! And we can eat all the fish we want! Whoo!”


      “““Yeeeeaaaahhh!!!”””


      The night was lively in the way unique to port towns, with alcohol and plates piled high with fish being passed back and forth everywhere one looked.


      “Oh yeah!” said Lorna enthusiastically, “I took some of the mayonnaise my black-robed friends made and used it to create something called ‘tartar sauce’! I’ve read that it goes really well with fried fish!”


      “Whoa! This tastes great! It’s so different.”


      “…Heh… So this is the true potential of mayonnaise…”


      “Wooow! I love this stuff!”


      “Hey, I bet this could become a new town specialty! Gya-ha-ha-ha!”


      Lorna’s tartar sauce proved an instant success.


      “Boy, all this good food makes me wish we had some music.”


      “Oh man! Too true. It’s times like these when you really want a bard, eh?”


      “Oh! Well, if it’s music you’re after,” said Lorna, “I can use my skill to play some!”


      “You can play music, Lorna?!” cried Aries.


      “Is there anything this girl can’t do?”


      “Okay, here we go!” said Lorna. She set the volume to max and tapped play on a music video, then…


      “A-are you really going to train me down there…? [image: image] Ohhh, Big Brother. [image: image]”


      “Oh! Oh no! No, no, no! Stop, stop, stop, stopppppp!!!”


      That little episode aside, the spirited banquet continued long into the night. At some point, Aries wandered up to Lorna, a bottle of alcohol in one hand.


      “Hee-hee… Lorna! You having fun?”


      “Oh, hey, Aries! Yes, thank you! I almost feel bad. I can’t believe how much food I ate.”


      “Don’t mention it. If anything, I’m the one who should be thanking you.”


      “Hmm?”


      “…I was so close to giving up before you got here. I didn’t think we’d ever bring an end to Wednesdays. I was sure this town was done for. Seeing everyone come together and have a good time like this… Well, I thought it would never happen again…”


      “Aries…”


      “Oh dear, there I go…getting all serious. This is supposed to be a happy occasion. I just wanted to say…thank you, Lorna. I mean it.”


      “N-not at all!” Lorna replied, bowing. “Thank you!”


      At the end of the day, Lorna had just wanted to try the town’s seafood, and all she’d done was follow the internet’s instructions. It made her feel awkward to receive such warm gratitude.


      “B-besides…if you’re grateful, you should really thank the gods instead.”


      “What do you mean?”


      “Well, you see… Um, it’s a bit hard to explain, but… Basically, I have a skill that lets me listen to the words of the gods. And, well, I just followed their instructions to come up with that plan.”


      “……Are you serious?”


      Aries was a priestess by trade, so Lorna had dropped quite the bombshell. Thinking about it, however, Lorna being chosen by the gods made a lot of sense. Aries regained her composure and chuckled.


      “Hee-hee… I guess I was right about you, Lorna. You really are an angel.”


      “…Hmm?”


      “Oh, also… We need to talk about your fee for Wall Lorna and the trap tower.”


      “What do you mean?”


      “Well, we can’t simply keep using them for free. But since there’s no precedent, it might take a while to land on a fair price. That said, I think it would be somewhere in the neighborhood of this much. We’ll deposit the payment in your guild savings account every week.”


      “Whaaaaaaa—?!”


      The number Aries showed her had so many zeroes at the end that Lorna cried out in shock.


      “W-w-wait! Th-th-this… It’s t-t-too much…! You didn’t even ask me to build them; I just did it on my own, and—”


      “Sure, but we are using them. Besides, considering how much value the town is getting out of them, this much is nothing. Building a wall and a tower of that size—taking into account the materials, transport costs, construction, and labor… It would have cost us several billion shil, at least.”


      “R-right, but…can you even afford this? I remember you mentioning you weren’t doing so well financially…”


      “Hee-hee… Don’t worry about that! You haven’t even seen what I’m capable of—people around here used to call me the Borrower.”


      “There’s no need to prove yourself…”


      This declaration did little to alleviate Lorna’s concerns. She was increasingly sure it would be a really bad idea to accept the money.


      “A-anyway, I think you should use this money to help rebuild the town,” she said. “That way you’ll be helping me out, too! Enjoying my stay here is way more important to me than money!”


      “Oh, Lornaaaa! You’re such a good girl! A real angel!” Aries reached over and hugged Lorna to her chest. She reeked of liquor. “All right. If you insist, we’ll use the money to rebuild the town for now… But if you ever need money, just let the guild know, ’kay? You can withdraw anytime you want!”


      “R-right… Sounds like a plan…”


      It seemed matters were even more dire than Lorna had realized.


      But with that out of the way, Lorna had finally achieved one of her main goals in Aquas—tasting the seafood. And now that she had…


      “Huh?”


      …a litany of messages rushed past her eyes, each accompanied by a joyful chime.


      Weekly Quest: You cleared the Water Monster Raid!


      S-Rank Rewards: Obtained Water Mirror Aegis, Ancient Medal x10, 50,000 shil, and 50,000 EXP!


      LEVEL UP! Lv. 47 [image: image] Lv. 54


      Unlocked access to Fast Travel!


      Obtained Title: “Wednesday Guardian”


      “Oh, it’s the message for clearing the Wednesday quest!” she exclaimed. “Wow, just look at all the rewards I got!”


      “…What message? What rewards?”


      As Aries watched in confusion, Lorna began looking through her new items and abilities. And there, among the list, something caught Lorna’s eye.


      “…Huh? ‘Fast Travel’? What’s that?”
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      By early morning the following day, the port town of Aquas was already bustling with activity.


      Lorna, however, had stayed at the banquet late into the night and slept until noon. Once she woke up, she lazed around in her room, searching the internet. She’d decided to look up more details about the rewards she’d obtained from clearing the Wednesday quest.


      I’m pretty happy about the fifty thousand shil and EXP…but I dunno what these two other things are—the Water Mirror Aegis and Fast Travel.


      It seemed Fast Travel was a reward given to anyone who reached Level 50, but Lorna wanted to know more. She opened pages about the two items and looked at each in turn.


      [image: image] Equipment (Shield): Water Mirror Aegis


      Rank: S


      Type: Shield


      Price: 80,800,000,000 shil


      Effect: DEF +808, MIND +808


      Petrification Resistance +100 percent, Light Resistance +32percent


      [image: image] Equip Skill: Reflection (S)


      Effect: Casts a magic-reflecting barrier around the user for 60 seconds.


      [image: image] Details: The reward obtained for clearing the Wednesday Water Monster Raid with an S-Rank.


      This shield is said to have been created by trapping the reflective mirrorlike surface of a calm body of water. Some believe the left-right reversal seen when staring into the shield is a portal to another world. But no one knows which world is the real one.


      The equip skill provides not only a solid defense but also a strong offense…


      [image: image] System: Fast Travel


      [image: image] Details: A system skill unlocked at Level 50.


      Allows you to instantly teleport to locations you’ve visited before (locations are registered automatically).


      Can’t be used indoors.


      I’m…starting to wonder if it’s okay for me to keep getting these reality-shattering abilities all the time. Doesn’t this kind of ruin the world’s balance?


      According to Aries and the others, Lorna was the only one to receive these rewards for completing the quest.


      I wonder if what I did counted as clearing the quest by myself.


      But any doubts she had were quickly overcome by excitement as she thought about trying out her rewards. There had been too many people at the banquet to do anything, and she’d fallen asleep the instant she got back to the inn. But now she was awake and all alone in her room.


      Well then, let’s give these a try… I’ll start with this one.


      She browsed through her Item Box for her new shield—the Water Mirror Aegis. According to the message she’d received after clearing the quest, it had been sent there automatically.


      When she brought it out, a translucent shield emerged. It looked like it was made of crystal. There were no braces or straps to hold it with. It simply floated beside Lorna’s hand. She tried moving her hand around, and it followed automatically.


      Uhhh… How’s it doing that? This thing is a little too eye-catching, and I bet it’d be a real pain to have it floating around while I’m doing stuff. I should probably stow it away unless I’m in battle…


      Besides, the Apocalypse Dragon Ragnarobe provided her with plenty of around-the-clock defense.


      Out of curiosity, she tried standing on the shield, and—


      “…I-it…it worked…!”


      —she was able to float for a moment.


      Wh-whoooa… This is kinda fun!


      According to the internet, “Standing on a floating shield and jumping allows you to execute a double jump (glitch).” Sure, Enchanted Wings gave her the ability to fly through the air freely, but a double jump might be nice if she ran into a situation where a little more height or distance would suffice.


      After enjoying a bit of aerial shield surfing, Lorna took another look at the shield’s stats.


      “Plus eight hundred and eight to my DEF and MIND, huh…? Yet another item with mind-bogglingly high stats…”


      At that, she decided to check her own stats for the first time in a while.


      
        [image: image] Lorna Hermit, Lv. 54


        HP: 508/508


        MP: 99,999/348


        ATK: 56 (+360)


        DEF: 114 (+1,604)


        M-ATK: 221 (+3,600)


        MIND: 221 (+2,484)


        SPD: 112 (300)


        LUCK: 114 (+400)

      


      
        [image: image] Equipment


        Weapon: Staff of World Tree (SSS)


        Armor: Water Mirror Aegis (S)


        Armor: Apocalypse Dragon Ragnarobe (S)


        Armor: Sailor Uniform (E)


        Armor: Reckless Boots (B)


        Accessory: Elf Queen’s Amulet (A)


        Accessory: Substitute Doll (F)


        [image: image] Skills


        Internet (SSS)


        Terra Drain (SSS)


        Enchanted Wings (S)


        Sound Sensor II (E)


        Reckless Rush (B)


        Queen’s Majesty (B)


        Reflection (S)


        Magic IX (D)


        Giant Killer III (D)


        Art of Slaughter IV (D)


        Dragon Slayer I (C)


        Alchemy V (D)


        Plant Killer I (F)


        Slime Slayer I (F)


        Fish Killer I (F)


        [image: image] Titles


        The Abandoned One


        Yggdrasil’s Chosen


        Calamity Witch


        Lord Slayer


        Apocalyptic Conqueror


        Queen’s Heart Rose Exterminator


        Bolt Panthera Hunter


        Inland Sea Lord Poacher


        Tyrant of Destruction


        Wednesday Guardian

      


      Wow… My DEF has already reached quadruple digits. Wasn’t it 9 only a little while ago? With stats like these, I’m becoming less human by the day. Not to mention all these crazy skills, half of which I don’t even understand.


      Her eyes glazed over as she looked at the screen.


      “Oh well. Time to give the new ones a try—Reflection!”


      A moment after she called out the skill’s name, a transparent barrier appeared around Lorna. She’d read that it was supposed to reflect magic, so she tried casting Petit Heal on herself. Sure enough, the healing light bounced off the barrier, and she felt no effects from the spell.


      W-well, this seems pretty strong. If I was up against a spellcaster, it would be practically impossible for them to attack me…


      Still, she was happy to further bolster her defenses, and at least this skill didn’t make a big commotion like some of her other ones did.


      Besides, I don’t think I could handle any more ATK boosts. I’m already so— Huh?


      Her train of thought was interrupted when part of the shield’s description caught her eye.


      [image: image] Equipment (Shield): Water Mirror Aegis


      While this shield is practically handed out for free in the current version, its skill is still completely broken.


      If you target yourself with an AoE spell while in the Reflect Magic state, nearby enemies will be hit with both your original spell and its reflection, allowing you to inflict double magic damage.


      “…………”


      Lorna rubbed her eyes before reading the last line a second time.


      “…allowing you to inflict double magic damage.”


      I’m…just going to pretend I didn’t see that.


      Lorna quietly closed the screen.


      “Anyway… Time to try out the other one.”


      She shifted her focus to the skill called Fast Travel. According to what she had read, it was supposed to allow her to teleport to another location.


      …This one sounds pretty crazy, too.


      It seemed a fitting reward for reaching Level 50. That was feat few people had ever achieved, though Lorna had heard this world’s maximum level was actually 200.


      “So how do I use it? I guess I’ll try this—Fast Travel!” she called out.


      Just like when she used Item Box, a screen popped up near her hands. This time, however, it showed a list of locations.


      The list included Aiphoné, Ipple Woods - Clearing, Hidden Village of the Elves, Old Church of the Twilight, Guugelheit Estate, Twilight Temple, and port town of Aquas… All of them were familiar to Lorna.


      So I just have to tap one of these names and I get teleported right to it? That seems waaaay too good to be true…


      If she was right, it would make traveling around the world much more convenient. And as long as she’d visited a place in the past, she could stop by at the drop of hat whenever she liked. Using Fast Travel in combination with Item Box, she could make a fortune scalping. Only if she was willing to stoop to such a despicable activity, of course.


      Lorna gulped. …This is a totally unreasonable amount of power for anyone to have.


      Similar to Internet, Fast Travel seemed like a skill best kept secret from the rest of the world.


      Then again…it does sound pretty convenient.


      Lorna sat for a moment, debating the morality of all this. But soon, the scales inside her tipped to one side—the side that said Just use it!


      The well-known item Wings of Return already allowed its user to teleport out of a dangerous area. Surely a bit of teleporting wouldn’t garner too much unwanted attention…


      Firming her resolve, she reached toward one of the names.


      “N-nothing ventured, nothing gained, right? Let’s start with…Aiphoné!”


      As the words left her mouth, Lorna was enveloped in a dazzling light. A strange power lifted her up into the air, and—


      “Whoa…? Th-this feels so cool…! So it’s just gonna fly me there, hu…uhhh?! Wait! No, no, n—!”


      SMAAASSSH!


      —Lorna’s head went straight through the ceiling.


      “………Huh. Well, then.”


      The rest of her body hung limply below as she heaved a heavy sigh. It seemed using Fast Travel indoors was a bad idea.


      She suddenly recalled that the internet had indeed warned her that Fast Travel can’t be used indoors, but…this was not what she had expected.


      I guess I’ll have to try again outsi— Huh? I can’t seem to…pull my head out…


      Lorna groaned and grunted as she tried to wrestle her head free. This continued for a while, until she heard the innkeeper call out to her.


      “Miss? That was quite the commotion. Are you all—? M-Miss?! What in the—? What happened to her?!”


      “Oh! Good timing,” Lorna said. “Can you please help me get my head out?”


      “Gyaaaaah!!! It talks!!!”
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      While Lorna was figuring out Fast Travel, the area around Aiphoné had been plunged into battle. A swarm of monsters resembling clay dolls were attacking en masse, and the town’s adventurers were fighting tooth and nail to fend off the marauders.


      “Huff… Huff…! I might not be back in top form yet, but…! Lightning Spear—Flashbolt Pierce!”


      Standing at the forefront of the defense was none other than Reinharte, the town guard who had recently come out of retirement and returned to adventuring.


      Ker-zaaap!


      Reinharte’s spear shot across the battlefield like a bolt of lightning, dispersing the invaders as it went. But he wasn’t the only familiar face—


      “Miss Elmina! There! The space in front of their leader is wide open! Hit it with your magic!”


      “Hmph! You’ve got some nerve ordering me around, guard. Though I will commend you for creating an opening for me to show off my elite magic.”


      A large magic circle formed at the tips of Elmina’s fingers, then a massive flame erupted from within.


      “Burn to cinders, knaves! Inferno Magic—Flame Elimination!”


      The flame exploded, engulfing the enemy’s ranks.


      “Did we do it?!”


      “We won! Gah-ha-ha!”


      “We might actually be too strong.”


      “The chances of us losing to such weaklings is…zero.”


      “I’m gonna jump in the shower. I’ll be back, guys.”


      The adventurers cheered.


      With Reinharte Highwind the Swift on the front lines and Elmina Manaflame, the Witch of Conflagration, heading up the rear, they had the strongest tag team in the land. Everyone celebrated their accomplishments, but the fun didn’t last for long.


      “…Tepid.”


      With a loud fwoooosh! the flames dissipated. As the smoke slowly cleared from the battlefield, a single figure emerged—a giant made of lava.


      “Wha—?! But that was a direct hit!” cried Reinharte.


      “It can’t be…!” shouted Elmina. “It took the brunt of my Inferno Magic and survived?!”


      “Guh-huh-huh… I am the scourge of magma—a high-ranking demon known as the Lava Fiend. Flame is subordinate to lava—it could never harm me.” The Lava Fiend gurgled and laughed at the pitiful humans that dared stand in its way.


      Demons were said to be an ancient race that grew too powerful and waged war on the gods themselves. According to the legends, they had perished long ago. But if they were ever to return…it would spell the end of the world.


      The old legends flashed through Elmina’s and Reinharte’s minds.


      “I heard there were humans capable of dominating even the elves and thought I’d have a bit of fun…but I see you’re all as weak as ever. No matter. It’s clear this town doesn’t have the incantation we need to break the seal. I have no more use for you.”


      Looking bored, the Lava Fiend snapped its fingers. A second later, countless monsters under the demon’s control rushed toward the adventurers.


      “There’s…just no end to them!” Reinharte, his breathing harried, retreated from the front line. He had already fought his way through countless clay dolls. His HP and MP were at their limit. “Are they seriously going to keep coming until we defeat that demon?”


      “My… My A-Rank skill doesn’t even work on that thing…!”


      “I’ll try and buy you all some time!” said Reinharte. “Gather up as many townspeople as you can and get out of here…!”


      He readied his spear, prepared to fight to the death if necessary. But none of the adventurers moved from where they were standing. Their faces were filled with despair, but they still had hope. One by one, each of them turned their gaze in the same direction—toward Elmina. She was the Witch of Conflagration, the strongest adventurer in the region. As long as she was around, surely they would be saved.


      Oh no… Why are they all staring at me…?


      Elmina, meanwhile, had broken out in a cold sweat. Her mind was flooded with doubt.


      Why?! Whyyyyyy?! Why have only bad things happened to me since I became the guild master…?! This is insane! Have I been cursed? Is that it?! I’m so sick of this!!! I should have quit when I had the chance! I want to go hoooooome!


      All Elmina wanted was to use her elite skills to coast through life. But ever since Lorna Hermit showed up, everything had been going wrong for her.


      If this is how it’s going to be…I’ll have to use my trump card.


      Elmina sighed as she turned to face the Lava Fiend. “Listen, demon. Can I ask you something?”


      “Oh? Go ahead, human.”


      “…You can do what you want with this town. Just spare me—”


      “Too bad for you, demon! We’ve got the proud Mistress Elmina on our side! She’s so strong, she even stood up to the Guugelheit family!”


      “Yeah, demon! Mistress Elmina has too much pride to ever give in to a loser like you!”


      “Come on, Mistress Elmina! Show us your skills!”


      Stoppp iiit!!! Quit pointing this thing’s aggro at me, you idiots!!!


      After all that, there was no way Elmina could beg for her life. It would be far too awkward.


      “Guh-huh-huh… Elmina Manaflame, is it?” said the demon. “I’ve heard of you. The prideful human who set aside her own greed and betrayed the Guugelheits.”


      “…Huh? O-oh…? I—I mean, yes! Obviously! I am an elite in every way. Incidentally, just for my edification, why don’t you tell me some other good things you’ve heard about me?” Elmina was feeling far less vexed now that the creature was praising her.


      “Guh-huh-huh. What a shame. I was planning to let you live and to give you even more power. At first.”


      “………What?”


      “We demons value humans who have earned the title of Witch. An A-Rank skill bearer such as yourself could have become a high-ranking member of our forces…”


      “Hold on a second. Tell me more.”


      “Guh-huh-huh… Alas, it seems pride goeth before a fall, silly witch. If you cannot be bought, then you’ll die along with this town you love so dearly.”


      “W-wait! I’m not… Can’t we talk this over?!”


      “It’s time to teach you the true meaning of despair.”


      “Waaaait! Why not forget all that and tell me about the demon forces’ benefits package?!”


      But it was too late. Elmina’s entreaties fell on deaf ears.


      Fwooooooosh!!!


      The Lava Fiend gathered a massive amount of mana in its palm, kicking up rough winds that pummeled the surroundings.


      “Wh-what a tremendous amount of mana!”


      “I can’t… I can’t see anything…!”


      The demon was going to blow Aiphoné right off the map.


      The flow of mana was throwing off bursts of light and energy, knocking most of the adventurers off their feet and keeping them from opening their eyes.


      I can’t believe it’s come to this… I’m going to have to squeeze out every last bit of MP I have just to soften the blow…!


      Elmina began to focus her magic into a spell. But as she watched the demon’s ball of mana swell at unbelievable speed—


      “That’s not…possible…”


      —her determination wavered and disappeared. The demon had already gathered more mana than any human could dream of. Its light reached all the way to the heavens. And at the center of that light…


      “Whoa! I made it! It’s Aiphoné! And…Elmina? Elmina, it is you! Oh, and Reinharte! Hi, guys!!!”


      …was Lorna Hermit, for some reason.


      Why…? WHYYYYYYY?!


      Elmina let out a primal scream inside her head.


      Fwooooooooosh!!!


      The girl exuded mana magnitudes more powerful than whatever the Lava Fiend was preparing. Lorna, who had been the source of all Elmina’s recent traumatic experiences, filled her with more dread than any demon ever could. And by sheer coincidence, she’d descended on the battlefield at the very moment the Lava Fiend released its attack.


      “Guh-huh-huh! You really think summoning an Avatar can stop me? I’ll erase this tiny girl along with your whole damned town!”


      The Lava Fiend lowered its hand directly at Lorna’s turned back and shouted.


      “DIIIIE! BLAZING INFINITYYYYYY!!!”


      BWOOOOOOMMMM!!!


      Somehow, the flame blast bounced off Lorna and was reflected back at the Lava Fiend. It engulfed the demon, triggering an unbelievably massive explosion behind Lorna.


      “Uh…? Huh?”


      Lorna finally turned around to see what all the commotion was.


      Behind her, she found a massive crater gouged into the grasslands with the Lava Fiend down inside it, half its body blown away.


      Wh-whoa. That’s one tough-looking monster… Yikes…


      Lorna stood staring down at the havoc. She had already forgotten that, a moment prior to teleporting, she’d cast Reflection on herself.


      “H-holy… That demon’s toast… What just happened…?”


      “Did…did Mistress Elmina do that?”


      The adventurers, once again able to see the battlefield, were shocked by the sudden turn of events. They couldn’t fathom how so much had happened in so little time. All they saw was Elmina standing before them.


      It…can’t be… She killed that demon with one attack…? She didn’t even see it!


      Elmina had seen the whole thing, however.


      In an instant, Lorna Hermit had perfectly mimicked the Lava Fiend’s spell and fired it back toward the demon. And her version had been even stronger than the original. She hadn’t even bothered turning around. It was as though she didn’t even see the demon as a worthy opponent.


      Lorna Hermit… Is this her true power…?


      Lorna had just pulled off a feat that surpassed human understanding. It was the work of a god. No one present could even begin to imagine what had just transpired.


      “Guuuhhh… Why, you…” The Lava Fiend growled, trying its best to hold up its crumbling body. Then it shouted:


      “Elmina Manaflaaaaame!!!”


      “Huh? Me?!”


      It seemed not even the demon understood what had transpired.


      “Guh…ggh… I’ll admit I’m impressed… To have dealt so much damage to me is no small feat… You’re as strong as they say… It seems my power is not enough to defeat you.”


      “Uh… Um…?”


      “Guh-huh-huh… Gurgle, gurgle… Seems I’ll have to retreat for now. But, Elmina Manaflame, you would do best to remember this: There are many more demons in this world. You may have defeated me, but more shall surely hunt you down for your misplaced heroism, witch.”


      “Wait! I didn’t even do anything!”


      “Guh-huh-huh! Farewell!”


      “Wha—? No… Please! Don’t leave yet! I didn’t doooo anythiiiing!!!”


      The Lava Fiend melted into a puddle, then seeped into the ground and disappeared.


      A hush fell over the battlefield. Until—


      “Yeeeeaaaaah!!! Mistress Elmina beat the demon!!!”


      —all at once, the adventurers broke out into ecstatic cheers.
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      “That was amazing! All hail the hero, Elmina Manaflame!”


      “Remember this day, boys! We’ve just witnessed history!”


      “Uh. Wait, I— I didn’t even— It wasn’t me! I don’t want any more demons coming after meeee!!!”


      Lorna, meanwhile, stood nearby and applauded the heroic witch.


      Wow, I can’t believe Elmina was able to beat such a tough-looking monster. She’s really amazing. She’s got so much pride and compassion, yet she still manages to stay humble.


      Lorna was disappointed she hadn’t been able to see Elmina in action from the start, but she was happy to have shown up at what seemed like the best moment. As she thought all this over, Reinharte approached her.


      “Oh, hi, Reinharte! I brought you a souvenir. It’s hyper sazae! Make sure you share some with everyone at the guild.”


      “O-oh. Thanks. More importantly, um…how long have you been back here, Lorna? I thought you were making your way to the capital.”


      “Oh. Well… I, uh, forgot to load up on souvenirs from Aiphoné, so I came back to get some!”


      “…Oh, I… I see.”


      That seemed to be a good enough explanation for now. Reinharte accepted her words at face value on the grounds that Lorna always does things like this.


      But on reflection, Lorna decided she probably should have thought more about her actions.


      I teleported on a whim, but I should probably time things a bit better next time.


      It would be pretty suspicious if a person who was supposed to be somewhere else kept suddenly showing up in town all the time. Maybe buying a house in Aiphoné would make it easier for her to drop in unannounced… She would have to spend some time thinking over her options, in any case.


      Oh, hey! Now actually would be a great time to load up on Aiphoné souvenirs. I’d love to share some with Aries and the others.


      Having reached this conclusion, Lorna decided to take a leisurely stroll around town. As he watched her, Reinharte had a sudden realization.


      “I bet I know what happened. She sensed the town was in danger and gallantly rushed in to help us. It’s clear Lorna was the one who defeated the demon, but she didn’t even acknowledge it. She’s always so cool and humble… Lorna really is amazing.”
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      After loading up on souvenirs from Aiphoné, Lorna decided to go to the Hidden Village of the Elves next. She figured it wouldn’t be as big of a deal if the elves saw her teleport in. Despite that, she still caused a bit of a commotion when she appeared in the village out of nowhere…


      Brushing it off, Lorna headed for the castle, where she was greeted by Queen Ellhar and Princess Elna.


      “Hi, Your Majesty! Hi, Elna!”


      “Savior! You’re back!”


      “Lady Lorna. ’Sup fam, as the gods would say. I am surprised to see you back so soon. It’s hardly been two weeks since you were last here.”


      “Yep! But guess what? I just got the ability to teleport to any place I’ve already visited!”


      “…Indeed. It does my heart well to see you continuing to defy all logic.”


      “How have things been in the village since I last visited?”


      “Thanks to you, Lady Lorna, the villagers have been vibing.”


      “That’s right! Everyone in chat has been popping off!”


      …What the heck are they talking about?


      Lorna had already forgotten the slang she herself had taught the pair of elves.


      “Oh yeah! I brought some souvenirs!” she said, handing them a variety of things she’d picked up in other towns. She felt bad about receiving so many gifts during her last visit and thought it only right to return the favor. “Try some of these scallops! You’ll flip!”


      “Oh…? It has been hundreds of years since I last ate seafood… This indeed makes me wish to flip.”


      “Wow! I’ve never had seafood before! It’s so sweet. I can feel myself flipping!”


      Lorna had been worried the seafood wouldn’t be to the elves’ liking, but everyone seemed to love it. It wasn’t long before they’d finished everything she’d set out.


      Conversely, the Ipple pie she’d brought assuming the elves were fond of fruits hadn’t elicited much of a reaction at all. Perhaps they’d had so many fruits and vegetables over the course of their long lives, they’d grown sick of them.


      But they did enjoy the watermelon she’d brought from Aquas—it turned out they’d never seen one before.


      Soon, the whole village had gathered, and a banquet was declared.


      “Let us raise our glasses to the Savior! Cheers!”


      “““Whooooo!”””


      As the atmosphere grew festive, drinks were poured and passed around.


      Elna watched in excitement as Lorna showed her images on the internet and told her about the souvenirs she had brought. That said, Lorna hadn’t been gone very long, so there wasn’t all that much to talk about.


      “Wow! A marsh where lightning is always striking? And a body of water so large you can’t see the other end? That sounds like a fairy tale! It’s giving isekai!”


      “You’re telling me there is a town where monsters attack in droves on Wednesday every week? No cap?”


      “Yeah! And the ocean totally smells just like a person’s breath. Just like I read about!”


      “Wow! Grass! Whole fields of grass!” replied Elna, using the internet slang for laughter Lorna had taught her. “I want to see the ocean, too, someday!”


      “I’ll take you with me next time, then!”


      “Oh, Savior! Do you really mean it? That’s a promise, right?”


      “Hmm… I’m not sure how I feel about a child like you venturing into the outside world, Elna,” her mother chimed in. “You know it’s dangerous.”


      “Oh please, Mother. I’m not a child anymore! I’m one hundred and thirty years old, you know!”


      …Huh. I never realized Elna was a hundred and fifteen years older than me, thought Lorna.


      As they continued to chat…


      “Your Majesty, there is something I must speak with you about.”


      …a purple-haired elf woman in a white coat approached.


      She was dressed more conservatively than Lorna remembered, but there was no mistaking her—it was the apothecary who had recently tried to take over the world using poisonous pollen.


      “Oh, it’s you!” said Lorna. “Zari—”


      “Eeeeeeek! Sh-sh-she’s baaaaaack?!” The elf shrieked as though she’d just seen a ghost.


      “Um… A-are you—?”


      “I’ll do anything! I swear! Just please don’t torture me anymore!”


      …Why is she so scared? Did I do something to spook her?


      A little later, after Zariché had calmed down a bit, they were able to talk normally.


      “Wow, so you’ve been researching the method of infinite duplication for herbs?” asked Lorna.


      “Indeed. Zariché has always had a talent for research,” the queen replied. “Rather than sentencing her to hard labor, I decided it would be more beneficial to put her knowledge and skills to good use. I’ve had her duplicate large stores of Phantom Leaf to ensure nothing like what happened two weeks ago ever happens again.”


      “Oooh, good thinking. The right job for the right person.”


      “That’s not to say Mother or anyone else has forgiven Zariché for the awful things she has done,” said Elna.


      Despite what had happened, it seemed like things in the village had settled down.


      “Are you sure that’s a good idea, though?” asked Lorna. “Her skill lets her control plants, right? Isn’t it a bit…dangerous to trust her with more of them?”


      Zariché had already proved she had a knack for advancing devious schemes for world domination while the other elves were none the wiser. It seemed best to be cautious around her.


      “Don’t worry about me. I’m like a rose with its thorns plucked. I’ve been bound by an oath spell not to commit any more misdeeds. And there isn’t much I can do without the Guugelheits’ mana. Besides…” Zariché averted her gaze. “I’m having more fun researching the ‘Lorna farming method’ you taught us. I have no time for world domination. Not for another hundred years at least.”


      “‘Lorna farming method’?” It seemed the duplication method she’d taught the elves had since been given a rather embarrassing name.


      With all that out of the way, Zariché proceeded to bombard Lorna with a host of questions.


      “Eee-hee-hee-hee! [image: image] How wonderful! There are just so many medicinal herbs and alchemy recipes to learn! [image: image]” Her enthusiasm grew with every question she asked. “I only wish Her Majesty was more invested in such useful knowledge, rather than all those divine colloquialisms she forces you to teach her.”


      “Ngh…” The queen turned away, clearly vexed.


      “Oh, right,” said Lorna. “I brought a few medicinal plants you can’t find around here. Would you like some? Thunderleaf from the Thundermarsh, Switch Herb I bought in Aquas, and Coraltree Branch I picked up along the Virs Coast…”


      “Really?! I can have these?!” asked Zariché.


      “All the souvenirs I brought got eaten before you showed up, so please help yourself.”


      “Eee-hee-hee. [image: image] I much prefer this anyway. Ohhh, these herbs are so lovely I can hardly stand it! [image: image]”


      To Lorna, the herbs were no more valuable than grass she’d picked from the ground on a whim. But Zariché was salivating as she ecstatically rubbed them against her cheek. The elf was clearly quite devoted to her research—a natural-born mad scientist.


      Just then, Lorna noticed Zariché had brought with her a stack of papers covered in detailed graphs. Perhaps the real reason the elf had been so set on world domination was little more than a desire to satisfy her scientific curiosity.


      After Lorna spent some time chatting with the elves, it was time to say good-bye once again.


      “Ah yes. I’d almost forgotten. Take this with you, Lady Lorna.” The queen handed Lorna a bag stuffed with jewels.


      “What are they?”


      “They’re ancient artifacts known as communications crystals. They can be used to communicate with other crystals by imbuing them with mana. They might prove useful if you ever find yourself in trouble. A number of elves are stationed outside of the village. Should you ever require their help, please reach out to them using these crystals. I’ve no doubt they’ll prove useful in your travels.”


      “Wow, that sounds so handy! Are you sure it’s all right for me to have so many?”


      “We have far more than we could ever need. Feel free to hand them out if you find others you wish to remain in contact with.”


      “Thank you so much!”


      Lorna graciously accepted the communications crystals and stored them in her Item Box.


      Then, once she’d said her farewells, Lorna left the Hidden Village of the Elves.
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      Only a few days after the Wednesday quest was successfully resolved, the port town of Aquas was hardly recognizable.


      Reconstruction was underway, and the place was already bustling. It would take some time to bring it back to its former glory, but the people were filled with hope, and their newfound sense of security allowed them to dedicate themselves fully to their work.


      “Yaaawn… G’morning.”


      Lorna had once again slept in until almost noon. Once she awoke, she headed to the fish market for a bite to eat.


      “Well, well, if it isn’t Lady Lorna!” someone exclaimed.


      “Thanks again, Lady Lorna!”


      “Lady Lorna!”


      “Yaaaaay!”


      “Wait, come back!”


      The townspeople quickly surrounded her.


      “U-um… I really wish you’d all stop calling me Lady Lorna,” she mumbled.


      Ever since Lorna had freed them from their Wednesday nightmare, the townsfolk had taken to treating her like some local hero. And while it was meant as a show of respect, the whole thing made her rather uncomfortable.


      “By the way,” she said, turning to one of the people nearby, “how long will it be before ferries start heading to the capital again?”


      “Oh. Come to think of it, I just heard they were planning to ship out sometime soon.”


      “Really?!” Lorna exclaimed. “That’s great news!”


      Taking the ferry to the capital was one of the main reasons Lorna had come to Aquas in the first place. The Wednesday affair had delayed the boats, but she’d been planning to spend a week in the port town regardless. So in the end, it had all worked out.


      I can’t leave yet, though. There are still so many things I want to see. And to eat!


      And so Lorna headed over to one of the food stalls in the market.


      “Excuse me,” she said, “could you give me one of everything, please?”


      “Lady Lorna! Loading up on fish today, too, eh?”


      “You bet! I want to try all of this town’s cheap eats before I leave!”


      After that, Lorna wandered leisurely from stall to stall until something caught her eye.


      Hmm? Oh, look. It’s Aries and Dwargo.


      The guild master and blacksmith were talking with some of the townspeople. It seemed like a serious conversation.


      …Did something bad happen again?


      Lorna walked over to see what was happening.


      “Hi, Aries! Did something—?”


      “It’s Lorna!!! Squeeeeeze!” Aries reached over and gave her a big hug.


      “Wha—?”


      “Huff, huff… Greetings, m’lady! Might I just say, you look positively ravishing today. You must have fallen from heaven, because I thought you were an angel. A joke! Ha! Might I be so bold as to offer to take you to dinner? Why, you look so tasty, I just want to eat you up! Only joking of course, heh-heh! Don’t you worry, m’lady, I’m not like the others. I am a perfect gentleman!”


      For some reason, she was acting particularly creepy.


      “Um…?”


      “Whoa! Sorry about that! I think I accidentally let out my inner nice guy.”


      “Inner…nice guy?” Lorna put that aside for a moment. “Did something happen? You all look so serious.”


      “Hmm? Oh, that. Don’t worry, it’s nothing bad. We were just discussing what to do with the town moving forward.”


      After Aries had finished speaking, Dwargo called out from behind her.


      “Lorna, yer a bright one, lass. Ye’ve prob’ly got plenty o’ great ideas we could use.”


      “While I’m sure Lorna is capable of pulling off anything she puts her mind to, we can’t keep troubling her over every little thing…”


      “It’s fine!” Lorna assured them. “If there’s anything I can do to help, I’d be honored.”


      “Really?” asked Aries. “Hmm… Well, okay. If you’re serious, then we could use your help. We’ll pay you for your time, of course.”


      “Okay! So…what do you want me to do?”


      “We’re trying to come up with community development plans to help revitalize the town. Now that peace has returned to Aquas, we want to start drawing in more people so they can drop loads of mon—cough, cough—I mean, liven up the place! And we’ve been racking our brains but haven’t come up with any good ideas.”


      “Huh… I see what you mean. Hmm…”


      The town had lost a lot of labor and capital thanks to the Wednesday quest, so it made sense they’d want to undo some of the damage. Lorna was eager to help in any way she could. But she didn’t know the first thing about community development.


      This looks like a job for…the internet!


      Lorna summoned her internet screen and looked up the words community development.


      Let’s see here… Hometown tax? Social media strategies? Anime collaborations? I don’t know what any of this means. Isn’t there something a bit more—? Oh, this sounds promising…


      “I think I might have a good idea, Aries!”


      “Oh, great! Let’s hear it!”


      “We should design a local mascot!”
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      Lorna rushed back to her room at the inn and started drawing up a mascot character for Aquas.


      I told them I’d have a design by tomorrow, but…this is way harder than I thought it would be.


      She tried using an image-drawing website to draft a number of designs, but soon she was groaning in frustration.


      Maybe I shouldn’t have taken this on so easily.


      She thought back to her conversation with Aries from a short while ago.


      “What exactly do you mean by a ‘local mascot’?”


      “It’s something like a friendly animal character that represents a town. It’s a bit tough to explain, but… Oh, I know! It would probably be easier just to show you. I’ll think of something by tomorrow!”


      “Thank you so much, Lorna! You’re such a good girl! Squeeeeeze!”


      And so it was that Lorna volunteered to design a mascot character overnight.


      “I…don’t think I can do this. I just can’t come up with anything good!”


      While she’d learned how to sketch from life as part of her etiquette lessons, she quickly realized that creative design was something quite different, and she had no experience in that at all.


      The local mascot characters she saw online all had simple designs she’d assumed would be easy to replicate, but simplifying proved to be an unexpectedly difficult task. Once she’d tried her hand at it, she could tell the designs she’d seen were far more polished than she’d initially given them credit for. And she couldn’t just copy one of them, either. That was apparently a serious crime called “plagiarism.” Lorna had no choice but to learn. And for that, she needed the internet.


      It says here that people really like cats, so including something to do with cats is a surefire way to make your character popular. Come to think of it, there are a lot of cats in Aquas. I guess I should try and use that.


      Lorna dutifully wrote down the word cats.


      Still, it felt wrong to make Aquas’s mascot a cat.


      Hmm… I want to try and keep the theme related to the ocean… So maybe some kind of fish? And if we’re going to give the mascot a costume, we probably want something that has arms and legs. And it needs to be able to move around on land, of course.


      Her notepad was filling up with ideas, but she couldn’t seem to pin down an overall design.


      Uuugh! Help me, Professor Internet!


      She tried typing in some of the keywords from her notes—fish, arms, legs—and took a look at the results. After a while, Lorna stumbled upon a certain image.


      Hmm? Cthulhu Mythos…? The Deep Ones…?


      She stared at the fruits of her internet search for a little while, then—


      “This! This is it!”


      —she let out a shout of excitement.
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      “And so I am very proud to unveil Aquas’s new regional mascot—Deepmon!”


      After spending the night designing a local mascot for Aquas, Lorna headed to the guild headquarters to present her design.


      “This little guy spends most of its time living deep in the ocean. But it loves hanging out with humans, so it came up to the port town of Aquas to meet the townspeople! It also has a child named Aquassyi. Aquassyi loves to play around by cheerfully spraying goopy mucus everywhere!”


      “““…………”””


      When the townspeople saw Lorna’s design, their faces went totally blank. It was as if they were staring into a portal leading straight to hell.


      The image before them depicted an indescribable fishlike thing. Moreover, there was something unpleasantly realistic and grotesque about its design. Its mouth hung open, revealing dozens of sharp fangs. And for whatever reason, a speech bubble with the word CAAAAATS!!! was coming from its mouth.


      This…is a mascot character? thought Aries. It definitely has a lot of…character. It looks like it’s cursing the human race. Is this seriously supposed to represent Aquas? I guess I was expecting something a little different…


      Aries had hoped to be supportive of Lorna’s design. Instead, she broke into a cold sweat, unable to think of a proper response.


      A few minutes passed in silence before she finally regained the courage to speak. “Um… Lorna? Do you mind if I ask you something?”


      “Sure!”


      “Have you been…feeling okay lately? Emotionally, I mean.”


      “Huh? Of course! I’ve been having the time of my life!”


      “O-oh… That’s…good. I’m glad.”


      “H-hold on. Are you trying to say you don’t think Deepmon is cute…?”


      “N-no! That’s not it at all! Y-y’know, it’s actually quite cute. It’s a very gutsy design…”


      “What do you mean by that?”
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      “Oh, well, I just meant I like its guts! Look at its belly—it’s see-through, right? So you can see its guts! What a cute choice!”


      “Oh, you noticed! That was my favorite part, too!”


      “R-right? I thought so! So, uh, b-by the way… Why is Deepmon saying ‘CAAAAATS!!!’ exactly? Does it survive by eating cats? Maybe it just found some prey, and it’s really excited or something?”


      “No! That’s not it at all! That’s just what Deepmon’s call sounds like! I can’t believe you thought it was something so disturbing!”


      “Uh…”


      “Heh-heh. You see, including something to do with cats is a surefire way to make a character popular! Cats are very in right now!”


      “…Huh. How about that?” Aries slowly closed her eyes.


      Have I…made a mistake leaving this up to Lorna?


      Trusting Lorna with everything had worked out so far, so everyone had been more than ready to let her handle this, too. However, they were beginning to fear that strategy had just backfired in a big way.


      Tch… But we owe the lass a great debt.


      She came up with this design for the good of the town…


      We can’t do anything to hurt the poor girl’s feelings!


      And so the people of Aquas exchanged knowing nods and redoubled their determination.


      “Oh! My! Gooooodneeess!!! Deepmon is just sooo cuuute!!!”


      “Wow, wow, wow! Look at it! A masterpiece!!!”


      “Lady Lorna, you’re amaaaaaziiiing!!!”


      “Eh-heh-heh… Y-you really think so? I’m so glad!”


      And that was how Deepmon was chosen as the official mascot of the port town of Aquas.


      
        
          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      


      Sometime later, the popular novelist Lavka Light (a beautiful girl) arrived in Aquas looking for inspiration.


      “Sigh… What am I going to do about my next novel?”


      She had heard about how the town overcame a harrowing stampede of monsters known as Black Wednesday and had decided to pay it a visit.


      “But no matter who I ask, they all say a drop-dead gorgeous babe called Archangel Lorna descended from on high and put an end to the whole thing all by herself. That sort of deus ex machina’s a bit too unsubtle for my taste. They’ve obviously made up a silly little hero tale to stimulate tourism. If I wrote trash like that, my readers would eat me alive. Not that I’ve had any bright ideas lately, mind you… Is there truly nothing here to stimulate my creative urges? Maybe I should do more research into the local legend of the Undersea Kingdom of Atlan inste— Huh?”


      Lavka glanced around. She felt as though something was calling to her.


      “…?!”


      Just then, a shock ran up her spine as her eyes fell upon a shop selling merchandise of the town’s official mascot, Deepmon.


      Two groups were crowding the shop and loading up on items—a suspicious-looking bunch of men in black robes and another group hiding their beautiful faces behind hoods. Their unsettling presence seemed to be keeping everyone else away.


      But they couldn’t stop Lavka. Before she knew it, she was rushing toward the shop.


      What…is this disgusting creature?! What a horrible design for a character. I feel like I’m going to throw up just looking at it… The person who made this couldn’t have been in their right mind. I’ve never ever seen anything like this before! I can sense the darkness in the creator’s heart—their lamentation at the absurdity of life and, at the same time, their love of it. It’s all clear in the disgusting features of this abomination, like a slap in the face!


      Lavka was repulsed by what she was seeing, and yet she couldn’t look away.


      It was like fate itself had brought her and the strange creature together.


      What a…truly awe-inspiring piece of art! This…! This is it! This is what I’ve been searching for all along!


      A shock coursed through the author’s body. A wave of inspiration overcame her. Never in her life had she felt such a sensation—it was like the very limitations of logical thought were melting away.


      “Huff… Huff…! I-incredible! The ideas! They just keep coming! I know what I have to do now! This thing, this ‘Deepmon’—it will be the main character of my next novel! And I already have a title! Banished from the Bottom of the Sea! Now I’m the Strongest Hunk on Dry Land?! And I can already imagine his catchphrase! ‘I’ve done something deep again, haven’t I?’ Oh… Ohhhh…! The creative urge! I can barely contain it! I’ve never felt like this before! I can’t stand it! I must write!!!”


      Lavka ran back to her room at the inn like a woman possessed and immediately put pen to paper. She wrote for days without sleep or rest until she had finished several new novels.


      Lavka’s novels would go on to inspire even more authors to write about Deepmon. And in time, these novels would spawn a genre referred to as the Deepmon Universe or, conversely, Overly Deep Protagonist. Eventually, dedicated fans of these works would come to view the port town of Aquas as the Deepmon mecca and would even organize fan pilgrimages. But that is a story for another time.
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      ““Bye-bye, Miss Aries!””


      “Bye, everyone! Make sure to review today’s lesson once you get home, okay?”


      ““Okaaay!””


      Aries saw the children off. She was teaching them reading and writing at the Water Dragon Shrine on a hill by the sea near the outskirts of Aquas.


      She took a deep breath, inhaling the sea air, and stretched. She could hardly remember the last time she had felt so calm and free.


      Heh… I’m so glad I get to see the children smiling again. It’s all thanks to Lorna.


      After that, she proceeded with her daily ritual of sending a prayer out to sea.


      She had been born and raised on the shrine grounds, and she loved the view of the city from up on the hill. It had been so frustrating to watch the town she loved grow deserted on account of those awful Wednesdays. She’d felt a duty to do something about it.


      That was why, when the previous master of the Adventurers Guild fled, Aries volunteered to take up the mantle. It was a position no one wanted, yet she worked tirelessly into the night to fulfill her duties, both as guild master and as shrine priestess. Day after day, she held back tears and gritted her teeth, praying to the gods for help. But no matter how hard she worked, things only got worse.


      The truth of the matter was, she was on point of giving up entirely.


      But it was at that very moment a girl named Lorna Hermit appeared. At first glance, she looked like any other teenage girl. But Aries would soon learn that looks could be deceiving.


      Lorna brought with her a bevy of rare materials from the Electro Thundermarsh, defeated the fearsome boss monster of the area in a single blow, offered up two hundred bottles of the legendary medicine known as Elven Nostrum at no charge, built a massive protective wall in an instant, and, in the end, saved the town using a method beyond mortal understanding.


      The girl seemed to think little of her own accomplishments, but even one of those many feats could have gotten her into the history books.


      Where did Lorna come from…? She’s utterly devoid of common sense yet somehow so knowledgeable. She said she has a skill that allows her to commune with the gods, but I wonder. Maybe she really is an angel come down from the heavens…


      As Aries was lost in thought, a pillar of light shot up from the ground before her very eyes.


      Flaaaash!


      “……What the—?”


      Then the light slowly took the form of a human, and—


      “…Oh, huh. Would you look at that? So this is where the Aquas warp point takes me. Oh, Aries! Hi there!”


      “……”


      —Lorna Hermit descended upon the shrine. Speak of the devil—or, in this case, the angel.


      For some reason, Lorna was wearing a straw hat along with her Sailor Uniform and carrying a fishing pole slung over one shoulder. What’s more, wings of light were growing out of her back.


      I was right… She’s a literal angel…


      Aries stared at the winged girl in shock.


      “Well, see you later! I’m kinda in the middle of a fishing tournament, and I gotta get back!”


      “Wh-wha—?”


      With that, Lorna took to the sky and flew off.


      Wh-what just happened? Did she seriously just descend from the sky on angel wings…?


      Another day, another logic-defying feat from Lorna.


      Well, whatever… One thing’s for certain—Lorna’s as cute as ever.


      Aries gave up trying to reason with the unreasonable and returned her attention to her prayers.


      Flaaaash!


      Another mass of light appeared in front of her, and—


      “Hi!”


      “Uh? Uhhh…?”


      “Well, see you!”


      —Lorna was back. Then, before Aries could process it, the girl was gone again.


      …What’s going on?


      Aries was sent reeling for a moment but soon got back to her prayers. Until, that is…


      “Hi!”


      “Um… Lorna? What are you doing?” This was getting harder for Aries to ignore. “You said you were in the middle of a fishing tournament. So why do you keep showing up here at the shrine?”


      “Huh? Oh, right! I’m resetting the RNG of the fish shadows!”


      “……You’re what?”


      “So basically, if you look at the table that shows the time and locations that certain fish shadows show up, you can tell what you’re going to catch without having to fish. And if you teleport somewhere, that resets the RNG, which changes the fish shadow. So you can just keep teleporting to reset the shadows until you find the one you want. That way, you only catch the rarest ones!”


      I…have absolutely no idea what she’s saying…


      Lorna disappeared again, leaving Aries utterly baffled.


      I think…I need to find out what she’s up to.


      There was no way Aries could focus on her prayers at this rate, so she decided to chase after Lorna. She found the girl by the shore where the fishing tournament was being held.


      “Whoooaaa!” called the announcer. “Lady Lorna’s done it again!


      “Now she’s caught herself the fabled Mewnagi and a shiny version of a Breamking!


      “Lorna, the master angler, has secured a tenfold point lead over second place to take first, shattering all prior records! You’ve witnessed history in the making today, folks! People will be talking about the exploits of this fishing prodigy for generations!!!”


      Lorna was flitting from one spot to another around the fishing area, whistling as she went. Every time she cast her line, she reeled in a rare fish. News of the spectacle had rippled through town, and a large crowd had gathered to watch Lorna in action.


      Th-there she goes…doing the impossible again…


      Lorna seemed to live her life utterly free of care. Just watching her caused the tension to seep out of Aries’s shoulders.


      I wish I could be like Lorna…living a life of freedom and being true to myself.


      Aries had been suppressing her own desires for ages, working herself half to death, and doing everything “for the sake of the town.”


      But things were different now. She had been freed from the burden of the Wednesday quest. She had so much extra time. Maybe she could start living for herself from now on.


      “Heh…”


      Aries smiled and pulled out an old artifact known as a camera. Then she stooped down low and begun snapping photos.


      “Huff… Huff… Good! Sooo good, Lorna…! Gods, you’re cute! I can’t take it… Oh dear… More… Just like that… Incredible… How does she…? Oh, I love it… Amazing…! Your beauty, it’s— W-wait! What?! What are you—? Where are you taking me?! I’m not a creep, I swear! I’m the… I’m Aries Téa Bluemoon, the guild master of Aquaaas!!!”


      The guards, spotting a suspicious individual, dragged her away.


      In the end, the fishing tournament ended without incident.


      
        
          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      


      [image: image] Minigame: Fishing Tournament


      Location: Port Town of Aquas


      Period: Saturdays and Sundays from 6:00 AM to 6:00 PM


      Participation Conditions: Must own a fishing rod


      Rewards: Summon Ticket, Super Duper Rod, Marbled Bait, etc.


      [image: image] Details: A minigame found in the port town of Aquas.


      Offers a valuable opportunity for freemium players to collect Summon Tickets. Teleporting nearby to reset the fish shadows makes getting first place trivial, so it’s worth spending some time on whenever you get the opportunity.


      Whoo, that was fun! And just look at how much everyone’s enjoying themselves! All I really wanted was the grand prize, but now I’ve got all these yummy-looking rare fish, too. This was such a great event. I heard the guards had to drag some creep away, but aside from that, everything went really well.


      With the fishing tournament over, Lorna was wearing the FISHING KING sash with pride.


      Heh-heh… And now, on to the spoils.


      Lorna lined up the items she’d received at the awards ceremony on the sand in front of her.


      The grand prize was exactly as the internet had said—a premium fishing rod called the Super-Duper Rod, a year’s supply of Marbled Bait, and, best of all, two Summon Tickets.


      “Oh? What are the tickets, you ask?” the chairman of the fishing club had said as he handed Lorna the prize. “I dunno what they’re for, but I hear they’re rare artifacts, so we hand them out to people the first time they get first place.”


      According to the internet, they allowed one to obtain a summonable creature known as an Avatar.


      [image: image] System: Summon


      Etalia’s gacha mechanic.


      Grants a summon stone at random that can be used to summon an Avatar to tag along with you during solo play.


      Avatar rarity is as follows: N [image: image] NR [image: image] R [image: image] SR [image: image] SSR [image: image] UR.


      Upon release, Avatars were little more than pet monsters that could help you out during battle. But as of the latest update…


      Avatars, huh…? I don’t need anything that strong. I’d rather get something cute like Deepmon.


      A cute Avatar could help keep Lorna company during her travels. Before she learned about Summon Tickets, she’d even debated learning the Taming skill to tame an animal companion.


      “Okay, let’s see… Apparently, to summon, I need to raise the tickets up in the air and call out—Two Pulls!”


      After Lorna said aloud the incantation she’d learned from the internet, one of the Summon Tickets emitted a golden gleam.


      “Whoa!”


      Fwooosh!


      The Summon Ticket flew up into the sky and pierced the clouds. A massive magic circle formed in the sky and shot a sacred beam of light toward the ground.


      “Wh-what the—?!” someone shouted from nearby.


      “In the sky! A magic circle…?!”


      “We’re done for! It’s the end of days!!!”


      The light show taking place above their heads sent the townspeople into a panic.


      This is way more intense than I expected…


      It looked like a scene straight out of some ancient myth. In the words of the gods, this was apparently called a “gacha animation.”


      After a while, a shard of crystal came hurtling down to the ground. The crystal shattered into countless particles of light. When Lorna opened her eyes again, a figure was standing in front of her.


      “Are you the one who called me here?”


      It was a young girl, though Lorna wasn’t sure such a simple description was fitting. She had an incredibly imposing presence. It was as though she had been designed to be beautiful by the gods themselves.


      Her hair was translucent silver and flowed like water. A robe of purest white enveloped her childlike figure, and her beautiful visage appeared as though perfectly carved according to the golden ratio. Borne by the wings of a water dragon, she slowly alighted upon the ground.


      “I am known as Lulu Le Rilyeh, princess of the water dragons and future ruler of the Undersea Kingdom. Rejoice, for I have chosen you to become my loyal servant.”


      Obtained Summon Stone: Water Dragon Princess Lulu Le Rilyeh (SR)!


      The message popped up before Lorna as the girl introduced herself.


      Huh…? A person? How come it summoned a person? And she’s the princess of the water dragons? What’s going on here…? And how—? Oh!


      Before Lorna could fully grasp the situation, the second Summon Ticket began to glimmer just as the first one had. Soon, the entire scene had played out again, exactly as before.


      The ticket flew up and pierced the clouds with a fwoooosh! Once again, the crystal shard shattered before Lorna, and a new figure appeared.


      “Are you the one who called me here?”


      It was a young girl with an imposing presence, as though she had been designed to be beautiful by the gods themselves.


      Her hair was translucent silver and flowed like water. A robe of purest white enveloped her childlike figure, and her beautiful visage appeared as though perfectly carved according to the golden ratio. Borne by the wings of a water dragon, she slowly alighted upon the ground.


      “I am known as Lulu Le Rilyeh, princess of the water dragons and future ruler of the Undersea Kingdom. Rejoice, for I have chosen you to become my— Huh?”


      “Huh?”


      ““………………What?!””


      The doubles stared at each other. They were practically twins. In fact, they were identical right down to the last detail. And then…


      Obtained Summon Stone: Water Dragon Princess Lulu Le Rilyeh (SR)!
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      …the same message appeared before Lorna’s eyes for a second time.


      Um…what? Why did two of the exact same person appear? What’s going on…?


      Amid the confusion, Lorna recalled a certain word. She’d spotted it earlier on the internet and, assuming it wouldn’t be relevant to her, hadn’t paid it much mind. But now she was sure of it.


      Could it be…? Did I just pull duplicates?
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      ““Wh-who are you?! How dare you impersonate me!””


      “Um, hello? Can you please not fight with…yourself?”


      The two girls named Lulu whom Lorna had summoned moments earlier were now angrily pressing their faces together.


      ““I’m the real Lulu!””


      ““No you’re not!””


      ““I’m the real one! That’s the truth!””


      ““Grr! You’ve got a lot of nerve!””


      The two of them were like copy-pasted versions of each other. There was no telling them apart. And now they’d both fallen into a deranged panic. Their divine presence had all but evaporated.


      This…is turning out to be a real headache…


      Lorna held her head in her hands.


      I read about duplicates, but…I don’t understand how there can be two exact copies of the same person. This makes no sense…


      Not that complaining about it was going to change the facts of the situation.


      When Lorna eventually brought up the internet and did a little research, she learned that the enemies of the gods—beings known as “admins”—manipulated the odds of the Summon system to alter fate in a way that made duplicates more common.


      Recently, these admins had been gathering pretty boys and girls (but especially girls) from all around the world and forcing all sorts of angels and gods into Avatar servitude. From what Lorna saw, it sounded like things were quite dark indeed.


      …All this “gacha” stuff sounds pretty unpleasant.


      With this, Lorna had learned another of the world’s great truths.


      ““You! Servant!”” Lulu x2 suddenly called out to Lorna.


      “Huh? Me?”


      ““You need to do something about this fake Lulu!””


      “U-um… Just gimme a second…”


      In truth, there wasn’t much Lorna could do. But the responsibility for summoning two of Lulu was squarely on Lorna’s shoulders.


      W-well, at times like this, the only one I can turn to is…the internet!


      Lorna had always been able to rely on the internet to get her out of trouble. Surely it would come to her rescue again today. Holding on to hope, she began to scour the internet for information.


      “Okay. So it looks like whenever duplicates occur…you can ‘make the stronger of the two absorb the other or sell one of them for money to reduce your numbers.’ Hmm…”


      ““You…you fiend…!””


      “Wh-whoa, hold on! I’m not saying that’s what I’m going to do!”


      ““……P-please don’t sell me.””


      “I won’t sell you!!!”


      Lorna tried her best to calm the duplicates down, but Lulu x2 began to tremble and cower together.


      “I don’t even know where I am…,” said one Lulu.


      “How did I get here…?” said the other.


      “The last I recall, I was in the castle…”


      “Suddenly, a light enveloped me, and before I knew what had happened, I was here…”


      “And there were two of me for some reason…”


      ““…Th-this is all so frightening…””


      “I’m…really sorry about all this.” Lorna was starting to get the unpleasant feeling that she had kidnapped the girl and created a replica of her, then proceeded to force both of them into servitude.


      Well, it doesn’t look like there’s any humane way to put them back together, so…I guess I should start by finding a way to get them both back home safely. Hopefully I can find where they live on the internet.


      Lorna began looking for information about Lulu.


      [image: image] Avatar: Lulu Le Rilyeh, Water Dragon Princess


      Rarity: SR


      Rating: A


      Element: Water


      Race: Water Dragon


      Weapons: Claws/Spear


      [image: image] Unique Skills: Water Dragon Metamorphosis (A)


      Effect: Lulu temporarily transforms into her dragon form, greatly boosting all her stats.


      [image: image] Details: The princess of the water dragon tribe, a group that lives in the Undersea Kingdom of Atlan.


      Despite her low rarity, Lulu is one of the few humanoid Avatars that can be summoned in water. Her ability to change the terrain to Puddle over a wide range while in her dragon form makes her a good synergistic choice for lightning builds.


      Originally considered OP, she has since fallen out of the meta due to power creep.


      So she’s the princess of the water dragon tribe from the Undersea Kingdom of Atlan? That kind of makes sense. Her wings and tail definitely remind me of a water dragon. Then her house is a castle…?


      Lorna felt the blood drain from her face.


      Come to think of it, she did say she was a princess just now, didn’t she?


      Oh boy… I hope doesn’t turn into some kind of international incident…


      Lorna thought over everything that had transpired so far.


      
        	She had kidnapped the princess of another country and forced her into servitude.


        	She had created a replica of said foreign princess.


        	She had told the foreign princesses to devour each other, or else she would sell one of them for money. ([image: image]NEW!)

      


      Ohhh… Oh no, oh no, oh noooo… This is so bad. I didn’t think an actual person would come out of those Summon Tickets! And I definitely didn’t expect to wind up kidnapping anyone!


      When Lorna first looked them up, the internet had given her the impression that Avatars were basically pet monsters. She’d assumed it would be something like a dog, a cat, or maybe a Deepmon.


      I-if I don’t do something…this could lead to all-out war! I need to find a way to get the Lulus back to their kingdom, and fast!


      Thankfully, as luck would have it, the Undersea Kingdom of Atlan wasn’t that far from Aquas. And since little time had passed since the kidnapping—or rather, the summoning—Lorna figured she could avoid an international catastrophe if she returned the princesses right away.


      “L-listen… I’ll make sure you get home before you know it! So don’t worry!”


      “…Really?” said one Lulu.


      “I refuse to trust a kidnapper,” said the other.


      “Kinda hard to argue with you there…” It seemed Lorna was going to have to earn the Lulus’ trust first.


      At times like this, there’s only one thing to do…


      ““Luuuu?!””


      Lorna brought the undersea princesses to the Aquas fish market.


      The stalls were lined with glistening fish of every color like jewels in a treasure chest, and fragrant smoke wafted on the breeze. It was a veritable seafood-laden wonderland.


      ““A-are you saying we can eat…anything we want?!””


      “Yes! You can even have seconds!”


      ““…!””


      After being on the receiving end for so long, it was finally Lorna’s turn—she was going to have to pull out all the stops. Yes, it was time for Lorna to show the Lulus some hospitality.


      Thanks to Aries and the others, Lorna had recently learned the true meaning of the word. Apparently, it was all about appeasing one’s guests and building trust. And for a pro like Aries, sometimes it even involved diving into the ocean to put live fish on the end of a guest’s fishing hook.


      Lorna wasn’t quite at that level yet. But earning the princesses’ trust with a little wining and dining seemed like an effective strategy. Lorna could already hear the Lulus’ stomachs growling as they drooled over the seafood smorgasbord.


      ““I-it is a heaven on dry land…!””


      “I recommend the Dagon crab platter!” said Lorna.


      “Hmph…! I am the proud princess of the water dragons…!”


      “Do you truly think your feeble human morsels will appease royalty such as myself?”


      A few minutes later…


      ““Luuu-huu-huu! [image: image] Thish ish shoooo goooood! [image: image]””


      The two Lulus had completely dropped their guard as they gorged themselves on seafood.


      “Um, so I guess this means you like it?” asked Lorna.


      “Hmph… Well. It’s not quite so bad. For human food.”


      “Lu? Hey, fake. That fish belongs to me.”


      “Lu? I was saving it for later.”


      “Spare me! It’s mine!”


      “No, it’s mine!”


      ““I said…it’s mine!!!””


      “Please stop fighting among your…self. I’ll just go buy you another one!”


      The two Lulus had identical tastes and acted identically. Which meant they were constantly butting heads over every little thing. It was like the ultimate case of narcissism of small differences.


      As Lorna continued showing them her hospitality, the Lulus busily stuffed their faces with food. The costs were really racking up, but…


      At least they’ve finally calmed down. As long as I can keep them happy like this, I should be able to avoid any international inciden—


      ““YEOWCH?!””


      Lorna was interrupted mid-thought when Lulu x2 bit into meat buns at the exact same time and their eyes filled with tears.


      ““Why, you—! Traitorous human!!!””


      “Aaah!!!” Lorna cried. “Blow on hot food before you bite into it, please!”


      It seemed no one ate hot food in the Undersea Kingdom, and both girls had sensitive tongues.


      “Lu…? What is that…?” At that point, Lulu x2 fixed their gazes on a certain food stall.


      “Huh? No, no. Not that!” shouted Lorna.


      But the duplicate princesses ignored her and leaped upon their next treat.


      “Whoa, what’s the deal with these two?!” called the shopkeeper. “Hey, stop that right now!”


      “…Hmm?! Lu-huuu! So delicious!”


      “And nutritious! What an exquisite delicacy! I want more! More!”


      “Servant! Tell me at once. By what name do you call this cuisine?”


      “Uh? W-well, that’s…,” Lorna began.


      ““Come on! Cease your stuttering and tell me at once!””


      “It’s, uh…fishing bait.”


      ““Fish ingbate, you say…?””


      The Lulus had found a stall that sold fishing tackle. They tilted their heads curiously as they munched on paste bait used for catching fish.


      “Hmm…so this delicacy is ‘ingbate’ of fish, is it?”


      “What a mellow sea fragrance… The depth of flavor is as playful as waves lapping at the shore…and it simply melts in your mouth…”


      ““So this is the best cuisine dry land has to offer. Now, this is a meal fit for the princess of the water dragons!””


      “R-right,” said Lorna. “That’s good to hear, I guess…”


      Lulu x2 continued stuffing their faces with the bait. If someone spread bait on the surface of the water, surely these two princesses would be the first to emerge and gobble it up.


      So they’re basically just like fish… Lorna pondered this as she paid the stall’s owner for the bait her new Avatars had devoured. Just then…


      “Oh, Lorna. What are you up to?”


      “Aries!”


      …the local guild master happened upon the three of them by chance. For some reason, a card that said BEWARE! I TOOK NON-CONSENSUAL PHOTOS OF GIRLS! hung around her neck. Lorna thought it best not to ask about it.


      “So… Who are these…girls?” Aries froze the moment her eyes fell upon Lulu x2.


      “These two?” said Lorna. “They’re both called Lulu.”


      “They’re…so…”


      “Uh. Aries?”


      “…CUUUUUUTE!!!”


      ““Luuu?””


      Aries reached out, fingers wiggling, in an attempt to hug them, but the Lulus quickly hid behind Lorna.


      “This human… She has scary eyes…!”


      “Stay away, human! Do you mean to eat us?!”


      ““G-grrrr!””


      The proud princesses of the water dragon tribe were uncharacteristically spooked by Aries.


      “Huff… Huff… M’ladies! So your names are Lulu and Lulu, are they? A cute name for two cute girls! Heh-heh, only joshing! It’s a pleasure to meet such elegant ladies such as yourselves. Unrelated, but I happen to have a day off today. Could I perhaps interest you both in letting me buy you dinner? Oh, no need to fear. I am a true gentleman, I assure you!”


      “Aries, please!” shouted Lorna. “Control your inner nice guy! If you’re not careful, you’re going to cause an international incident!”


      “…Whoa?! I’m so sorry! Lulu and Lulu are just so cute that I— Wait, what do you mean, ‘international incident’?”


      “Humans!” shouted one Lulu. “Such terrifying and despicable creatures…!”


      “We should do away with the lot of them…!” agreed the other.


      “Please, Lulus! We’re not your enemies, I swear!” pleaded Lorna. “Oh, I know! L-look at this picture. It’s your pal from the ocean…Deepmon!”


      ““Wh-what is this terrifying creature?! Uuu-luuuu!!!””


      “Um, Lorna…,” said Aries cautiously, “you seem to be the one making enemies right now.”


      “Wha—? Whyyyyy?!”


      Lorna eventually gave Lulu x2 more fishing bait to calm them down.


      Aries leaned in close and, keeping one eye on the Avatars, whispered into Lorna’s ear, “So…what’s the story with these girls, exactly? I assume they’re not just friends of yours. For one, they’ve got tails and wings. And they look like exact copies of each other.”


      “Um, well…” Lorna’s voice trailed off. She was worried she might drag Aries into the whole mess if she said too much.


      “Wait, don’t tell me… You’re in some kind of trouble, aren’t you?” Aries said, practically reading her mind before Lorna could manage to make something up. “Look, I don’t mean to pry. So I’m sorry if this is none of my business. But, Lorna… There’s no need to take on everything alone, you know.”


      “Huh?”


      “You’re strong enough to do pretty much anything. But that doesn’t mean you have to. If you’re in trouble and aren’t sure what to do, then…you should feel comfortable asking for help. I am an adult, after all. Not to mention the fact that we all owe you an incredible debt of gratitude.”


      “Oh, Aries…”


      Lorna looked up to find Aries’s saintly, welcoming smile and thought, Maybe…I really can trust her.


      A card that said BEWARE! I TOOK NON-CONSENSUAL PHOTOS OF GIRLS! still dangled from her neck, but…that was beside the point.


      Lorna’s mouth slowly opened. She looked as if she was about to confess all her sins. “Can I…really tell you about it?”


      “Of course! So what’s the problem?”


      “Well…I accidentally summoned the princess of the water dragon tribe from the Undersea Kingdom of Atlan.”


      “Uh-huh, uh-huh. Uh…huh?”


      “Plus, I accidentally duplicated her, so now she’s two princesses, and then I said I would sell one of them for money even though I didn’t really mean it, and worst of all I fed them fishing bait, and…if I don’t do something about all this, it’s going to turn into an international incident and maybe even a war, and, and…”


      “……”


      “P-please, Aries! What should I do?!”


      “Calm down, Lorna. It’s going to be okay.” Aries flashed Lorna a gentle smile as she slowly fished out a bottle of liquor from somewhere. “You can’t panic at a time like this. You just need to keep calm and drink on. And soon, you’ll forget there was ever a problem in the first place!”


      “Uh, Aries?”


      “Ah-ha! Ha-ha-ha-ha! Boy oh boy! I just love liquor in the afternoon! Wheeee! Ah-ha-ha-ha!!!”


      “Oh dear…”


      Aries was an adult, all right. Pathetic, reckless, and a drunkard. Indeed, those were all very adult qualities.


      “Hee… Sorry…Lorna. Loooornaaaa. I’m soooorryyyy. I thought I could help you out for once… Buuut it looks like I got a bit ahead of myself… Eh-heh-heh-heeeeeh…”


      Great. Now I’ve got this to deal with, too.


      Lorna’s problems seemed to be growing by the minute.


      “Anywa— Wait! Where’d Lulu and Lulu go?!”


      Lorna had thought things were a little too quiet. Before she knew it, the duplicate princesses had disappeared. But after a frantic search of the area, she soon found them.


      “You there! Creatures! What do you think you’re looking at?”


      “You wish to steal my fish ingbate, do you?”


      “Heh. Heh-heh-heh… Fools. I give the lot of you three seconds.”


      “Indeed. In three seconds’ time, you shall all be bathed in your own blood.”


      ““Mrrrrrreeeooooww!!!””


      “………”


      For some reason, the Lulus had entered a staredown with a group of cats.


      “Uh. Lulu,” said Lorna. “And you, too, Lulu. What are you—?”


      “““MrrrrrRREEEOOWWW!!!”””


      “Lulus!” cried Lorna.


      “It…it hurts! S-s-stop i—”


      “Help! Please…help us…!”


      “Lulus!!!”


      The proud princesses of the water dragon tribe had challenged a pack of cats and had their water dragon tails neatly handed to them.


      Lorna rushed over, pulled the angry cats off both Lulus, and cast Petit Heal on them.


      “The animal familiars of the humans… They are truly fearsome beasts.”


      “D-dry land is a truly terrifying place…”


      I mean, I thought the cats were kind of cute, but…


      It seemed the cats were drawn to the fishy aura of the Lulus, because they just wouldn’t stay away. Perhaps cats were the duplicate princesses’ natural predator.


      Wait, why are these two so…weak?


      How could they lose to a couple feisty felines? Lorna began to feel something was off.


      “Luuu… I can’t seem to summon my true strength…”


      “P-perhaps I am enfeebled from being on dry land…?”


      Both Lulus seemed equally perplexed. Lorna was getting a bad feeling about this, so she went to the internet to confirm her suspicions.


      Here we go… “Summoned characters start at Level 1.” Oh… So by summoning them, I’ve essentially reset their level?


      This was the situation as Lorna saw it:


      
        	She had kidnapped the princess of another country and forced her into servitude.


        	She had created a replica of said foreign princess.


        	She had told the foreign princesses to devour each other, or else she would sell one of them for money.


        	She had fed the foreign princesses fishing bait. ([image: image]NEW!)


        	She had knocked the princesses all the way back down to Level 1. ([image: image]NEW!)

      


      Oh no… My list of crimes keeps getting longer and longer…


      Lorna buried her face in her hands, utterly dejected.
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      Even after everything had settled down, Lorna kept a close eye on Lulu x2. The duplicate princesses ran around town energetically, causing a commotion everywhere they went.


      ““Lu-huu! What fun! [image: image]””


      I’m so…so tired, thought Lorna.


      By the time the two of them had finally calmed down and were patting their full bellies with satisfaction, Lorna was completely worn out.


      At some point, she’d realized that if she pulled out her Super-Duper Rod, the Lulus would hop around chasing the lure, fully absorbed. That had made them a little easier to deal with, but a whole day keeping up with the princesses had taken its toll on her. Lorna was bushed.


      “I am quite pleased with you, Servant!” declared one of the Lulus. “You’ve done well!”


      “I suppose I can trust you after all!” agreed the other.


      ““What a good servant you are! [image: image]””


      Wow… They really seem to like me all of a sudden.


      The proud princesses of the water dragon tribe were surprisingly fickle. Apparently, feeding them fishing bait, saving them from cats, and playing with them for a bit had quickly raised their affection for Lorna.


      I’m just glad I won a whole year’s supply of bait from the tournament…


      Lorna smiled glumly. She’d spent quite a lot of money today.


      “R-right, well, I’m happy to hear you had a good time,” she said. “I should really bring you back to the Undersea Kingdom of Atlan soon, though.”


      “Lu! Indeed,” said one of the Lulus. “And I have already learned quite a lot about how things work on dry land.”


      “But do you even know the way back to Atlan?” asked the other.


      “Oh, that’s no prob—”


      Lorna was interrupted before she even finished her thought.


      “It seems you are in need of my assistance!”


      “Huh?”


      It was Aries, who was making her way toward them.


      She had sobered up since they’d last seen her, and she was looking rather dependable. The effect was only slightly undercut by the card that read BEWARE! I TOOK NON-CONSENSUAL PHOTOS OF GIRLS! still dangling from her neck.


      “Oh. Hi again, Aries. You know how to get these two home?”


      “I do. After talking to you earlier, I headed back to the shrine and scoured the library. I don’t know the exact location of the Undersea Kingdom, but there are many legends in this town about water dragons. Our shrine, in particular, has been around for ages, and the Undersea Kingdom of Atlan is like a sacred place for us. So I was able to find some things that might help you determine its location.”


      Aries showed them a stone tablet she had brought with her.


      “The ancient shrine maiden Marlireen left a record on this stone tablet. ‘On the night of a full moon, when the stars are in alignment, the melody and lyric of the water dragon shall open the path to Atlan.’ I think the ‘melody’ it’s talking about is the Water Dragon Harp enshrined within the underground altar of the Water Dragon Shrine. As for the ‘lyric,’ I’m afraid the song has already been lost to time. But you might be able to learn it if you go to the Lunamist Lighthouse west of town. The lighthouse keeper is an ancient golem who might still remember the song.”


      “Oh… Oh, wow. Uh, thanks a lot.”


      “Heh-heh. You’ve already done so much for our town. You can leave this one to me. I swear to you I’ll uncover the location of the Undersea Kingdom of Atlan, or my name isn’t Aries Téa Bluemoon, maiden of the Water Dragon Shrine!”


      “Oh, Aries…”


      With Aries’s every word, it was getting harder and harder for Lorna to tell her the truth: that she could look up the map to the Undersea Kingdom of Atlan on the internet any time she liked. (She would eventually tell her, though—multiple times.)
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      “Uh, let’s see… Boulder with a moon mark, boulder with a moon ma— Here it is! Looks like this is the way to the Undersea Kingdom of Atlan, all right.”


      Lorna had decided to take the Lulus back to their kingdom and was now following directions she’d found on the internet. She’d just reached the specified point, but waiting for her there was nothing but a sheer cliff overlooking the sea. There was no road in sight, despite what she’d read on the internet.


      “…Are you certain this is the right way, Servant?”


      “You aren’t trying to trick me, are you? There’s no path here.”


      “Hmm… Then it’s as I feared,” said Aries. “It seems we need some special item in order to reach the Undersea Kingdom of Atlan. And even if there was a road here, we couldn’t just walk to the bottom of the ocean.”


      Lulu x2 and Aries both had their doubts. But not Lorna.


      “Oh, I wouldn’t worry about any of that,” she said.


      There was certainty in her voice. After all, the internet would never lie. She had no doubts about what she had read. And so…


      “This might be a little dangerous, so you three should take a few steps back.”


      “Uh, what are you doing, Lorna?”


      Immediately, Lorna turned around, pulled a live bomb out of her Item Box, and nonchalantly threw it at her feet.


      “L-Lorna…? What are you—? Lorna, wait! LORNA, NOOOO!!!”


      ““SERVANT, NOOOO!””


      KA-BOOOM!


      The massive explosion sent Lorna hurtling backward into the sea. But just as she was about to smack into the water’s surface…she passed through it like a mirage.


      Thunk!


      Lorna slammed the back of her head on the sea bottom as she landed.


      “Oof, that hurt… Okay, well, it didn’t actually hurt. But still, it was kinda scary… I think it worked, though.”


      Despite being at the bottom of the ocean, Lorna could breathe and speak normally. And she didn’t feel any of the usual wetness one might associate with bodies of water. For a moment, she almost wondered if she had gone flying in the wrong direction. But when she got up and looked around…


      “Wh-whoa! It did work! I’m in the ocean!”


      Lorna was surrounded by wondrous undersea scenery. Soft light filtered down through the water’s surface above her, and glistening schools of fish flittered past.


      Ahead of her, cutting straight through two neat lines of coral trees, was a path made of blue light that seemed to stretch on forever.


      “At least, it certainly seems like it worked. Whoo!”


      Lorna heaved a sigh of relief and took another look at her internet screen.


      [image: image] Map: Path of the Sea Fireflies


      A road leading from the surface to the Undersea Kingdom of Atlan.


      Legend has it that the shrine priestesses who were sacrificed to the sea walked this path long ago.


      After completing a number of quests to gain the Water Dragon Harp and the Water Dragon Song, the ocean will part and allow you access to this path.


      However, there’s a glitch that allows you to reach the road without parting the sea. By sending yourself flying backward using something like a bomb, you can clip through the ocean’s hitbox and reach the walking path.


      According to the admins, this isn’t a bug; it’s a feature.


      Once again, Lorna began to feel like she’d skipped past a ton of important stuff using a dubious shortcut, but…


      “Looks like the internet was right again. [image: image]”


      She tried moving around and felt no water resistance whatsoever. Despite clearly being underwater, she was able to walk and jump around exactly as though she were still on land.


      Hmm… I’m glad the internet was right, but…how is this even possible?


      According to what she had read, this freedom of movement was possible only while she was on the road made of light. Lorna assumed the area was under the influence of some sort of special magic.


      While she was exploring the area, Lulu x2 came swimming up to her in a panic.


      ““Servant! Are you all right?!””


      It seemed her new Avatars had grown worried and chased after her.


      “Lulus! I’m over here!” Lorna waved cheerfully at the duplicate princesses, who stared back at her in dumbfounded amazement.


      ““You’re…fine?””


      “Yep! Looks like I can breathe normally here, even though we’re underwater.”


      ““…Are you certain you’re human?””


      “Of course I am!” cried Lorna, a bit miffed at the weird look they were giving her.


      Once she’d confirmed that she could walk around underwater, Lorna headed back to the shore to tell Aries she was okay.


      “Oh, Lorna! You’re okay! Thank goodness!” Aries gave her a big hug. The guild master reeked of liquor. “I can’t believe using a bomb to blow yourself onto the legendary path actually worked. I guess the sound of the bomb exploding and everyone screaming all at once mimicked the sounds of the Water Dragon Melody and the Water Dragon Lyric…”


      “Uh…yeah. Totally,” replied Lorna, trying not to dwell on the question more than necessary. It would be too much work to explain to Aries that she had abused a sequence break.


      Later, when Aries returned to the Adventurers Guild to announce that she would be joining Lorna and the Lulus on their journey to the Undersea Kingdom of Atlan…


      “Aries, are you seriously trying to take a break on your day off?!” a guild member chastised. “We’ve got urgent quests to get to today!”


      “N-no way!” protested Aries. “This is my first day off in a year! And I want to see the underwater kingdom, too! I want to go, I want to goooo!”


      “…You know that’s just a fairy tale, right? Wow, you must be tired.”


      “It’s not! It’s real! There’s an underwater kingdom! And I’m going! Today!”


      “Uh-huh, sure there is. Come on, let’s get back to work, okay?”


      The guild member grabbed Aries by the collar and dragged her away kicking and screaming. The Wednesday quest may have come to an end, but a guild master’s work was never done.


      I’ll just bring Aries next time…, thought Lorna as she returned to the bottom of the sea.


      ““Luuu? What happened to the other human?””


      “She has to work on her day off.”


      ““What a shame.””


      And so Lorna and Lulu x2 proceeded down the path of light without Aries. According to the internet, this road would lead them straight to Atlan.


      Sightseeing under the sea felt like something out of a fairy tale to Lorna. She pulled out her camera and started taking shots of the scenery as they went.


      ““Luu-huu! [image: image]””


      The Lulus, meanwhile, were swimming along cheerfully. They seemed far more in their element than they had on dry land.


      “Luu! I remember this place!”


      “We’re almost at my kingdom! Let me show you the way!”


      “Hee… I can’t wait,” said Lorna. Then, all of a sudden, she came to a stop. “Hold on, I think it was supposed to be around here.”


      ““Luu…?””


      Lorna reached into her Item Box, pulled out the Queen’s Heart Crown and the Water Mirror Aegis, and equipped them.


      ““What’s the matter, Servant?””


      “Oh, right. Careful, you two. Some monsters are about to show up just ahead of us.”


      ““Luuu?””


      As soon as Lorna spoke, several shadows appeared and rushed toward them. It was a swarm of aquatic monsters that made their nest along the Path of the Sea Fireflies.


      “Wh-what are these things…? They look strong!” said one of the Lulus.


      “They are, so be careful!” warned Lorna. “All of these monsters are above Level forty!”


      ““Luuu?””


      Despite their weak appearance, the monsters here were each as tough as an area boss. To make matters worse, being underwater meant they could move quickly in any direction. Lorna wouldn’t be able to use her usual strategy of wiping all her enemies out with a single spell.


      ““S-S-S-SERVAAAAANT, DO SOMETHING!!!””


      “Um, you two just stand behind me, okay? I’ll protect you.”


      ““Ahem… Very well. I order you to fight for me!””


      “Uh, sure. Oh, and if things start to get out of hand, just throw a handful of the fishing bait I gave you. They’re aquatic monsters, so that should distract them and make them lower their guar—”


      ““………””


      “Uh, Lulus? What’s that you’re eating…?”


      As Lorna spoke to her Avatars, the monsters continued their approach. They’d arrive any minute.


      Whatever happens, I have to make sure the Lulus don’t get hit!


      Being at Level 1 meant even the slightest scratch from these monsters would spell instant death for her Avatars. But Lorna had already thought up a strategy to keep them from getting pulled into combat.


      “Let’s start with—Reflection!”


      “Blub, blub, blub?!”


      Lorna deployed a magic-reflecting barrier that enveloped all three of them. The barrier would keep them safe from any long-range magic attacks and bounce the spells back onto the monsters. Moreover, by equipping the Queen’s Heart Crown, Lorna could draw the monsters’ aggro to her. And once the monsters approached—


      “Queen’s Majesty!”


      —Lorna used the crown’s equip skill to inflict Charm on the entire group.


      The aquatic monsters suddenly had hearts in their eyes. They lost the will to attack and swam up to Lorna, leaving themselves wide open.


      Huh… I’ve never actually used this skill before, but it’s pretty handy.


      She had learned from the internet that the Queen’s Heart Crown was best suited for a party’s tank, and she could see why. Though Queen’s Majesty could only charm enemies of a lower level than the user, the ability to draw them to one spot and render them harmless was a potent way to quell a normally chaotic battle.


      Good thing I thought up this strategy as a backup plan for the Wednesday quest. All that’s left now is to attack them all at once.


      Lorna pointed her staff at the aquatic monsters, now gathered up before her.


      “Listen up, Lulu! I’m going to hit them with a spell, so make sure you stay inside the barrier, okay?”


      “Luu! Move over, fake!”


      “Luu? You’re the fake. And you’re also taking up all the space!”


      “Luu? Am not! I’m not as wide as you are!”


      ““What did you say?!””


      “Pleeeaaase! This is no time for you two to start bickering! It’s dangerous outside the barr—”


      “Blub, blub, blub!!!”


      “Um, excuse me, little fishies, but we’re trying to have a conversation, so—Petit Bolt.”


      “…Blub?”


      KER-ZAAAAAPPPP!


      An unfathomably large flash of lightning lit up the ocean.


      Usually, using AoE lightning spells in water would cause just as much damage to the user as their enemies. But thanks to Reflection, that was no problem at all. In fact, the spell rebounded off the barrier to hit the monsters for twice the damage.


      The monsters didn’t stand a chance—they were vaporized in an instant.


      Kaizer Squid swarm defeated! You gained 5,101 EXP!


      Sharkvader swarm defeated! You gained 4,890 EXP!


      Hammer Greed swarm defeated! You gained 8,096 EXP!


      Shellmonite swarm defeated! You gained 7,110 EXP!


      Emerald Turtle swarm defeated! You gained 3,106 EXP!


      LEVEL UP! Lv. 54 [image: image] Lv. 57


      SKILL UP! Art of Slaughter IV [image: image] Art of Slaughter V


      SKILL UP! Fish Killer I [image: image] Fish Killer III


      SKILL UP! Magic IX [image: image] Magic X


      Starter Spells now consume half as much MP!


      After the lightning settled and the messages stopped flying past Lorna’s line of sight, the group looked out at the ocean ahead of them.


      Every single monster as far as the eye could see had been exterminated.


      Lorna let out a quick exasperated sigh before turning back to the Lulus. Their mouths were agape, and they had fallen deathly quiet.


      “As I was saying. It’s not nice to fight like that! So you should try to get along with yourself from now on. Okay?”


      ““………Okay.””


      Phew. I’m glad I got through to them.


      With all that taken care of, the three of them enjoyed a leisurely stroll the rest of the way.


      “Luu-huu! Look at all the gems!”


      “Luu! I found a big one!”


      “Wow, that is big. Why were there so many monsters here in the first place, though…? Oh well!”


      Lulu x2 collected all the dropped items as they continued along the path. And after about ten more minutes of walking…


      “Oh! There it is!”


      In the distance, at the end of the road of light, was a white castle. It was surrounded by a town full of chalky white buildings, the whole thing encased in what looked like bubbles.


      There was no mistaking it—


      —this was the Undersea Kingdom of Atlan.


      To the people who lived on dry land, it was a mysterious place spoken of only in legend that no one had ever set foot in.


      And to the Lulus, the princesses of the water dragon tribe, it was home.
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      After continuing down the underwater path for a while longer, Lorna and the Lulus finally reached the Undersea Kingdom of Atlan.


      When they passed through the town’s bubbly barrier, Lorna found that it was filled with air and that she could breathe normally.


      ““Look well, Servant. This is my kingdom!””


      “Wooow! So this is the Undersea Kingdom of Atlan!” exclaimed Lorna, impressed. “It really is like something out of a fairy tale!”


      The magical city spread out in front of her, lit by glittering sunlight streaming down through the ocean’s surface. Streams of clear water cascaded down from above like waterfalls, creating a gentle layer of white noise. The houses were made from shells, and bubbles floated up through their chimneys like smoke. Schools of jellyfish and other creatures swam by, making the scene even more vibrant.


      “Gyaaaah! A h-h-humaaaaan?!”


      “Our kingdom is doomed!!!”


      “You there, help the women and children escape! Come, all ye strong enough to fight! We must risk our lives to protect our people!”


      The city’s inhabitants, however, fell into a panic the instant they laid eyes on Lorna. These were the water dragons. They all had horns, tails, and wings like Lulu’s. But it seemed they feared humans for some reason.


      “Inconceivable! My Cutting Stream made contact…! How could it not damage her?!”


      “Humans… They are as fearsome as the tales say!”


      “Huuumaaan!!! Why have you come here?! Do our peaceful lives offend you?!”


      ……I’m getting déjà vu.


      Lorna was becoming accustomed to this sort of reception.


      She popped open the internet screen, partly to learn more about the kingdom, partly to escape from what was going on in front of her.


      [image: image] Map: Undersea Kingdom of Atlan


      Home of the water dragons and a location visited in the middle of Part 1 of the main story.


      After one thousand years of isolation, the kingdom is thought by those on land to be nothing more than a myth.


      Crystal Eve of the Primordial Water has long been sealed inside the castle, and the Lunamist Witch, Marlireen, plots its resurrection.


      Its regional delicacies are sashimi, deepwater jelly, and coral wine.


      Well. It’s a really pretty place, and I was hoping to do a bit of sightseeing, but…I guess that’s not going to be possible with everyone trying to kill me.


      Lorna seriously debated calling it a day and heading back to dry land. But before she could, Lulu x2 stepped forward to protect her.


      ““Stop this at once! My servant is one of the good ones!””


      “P-Princess! You have retur— Why are there two of you?!”


      “What the depths is going on?! They’re identical down to the finest detail!”


      “Impossible! Such a thing defies logic…!”


      You’re telling me…, thought Lorna.


      The water dragons raised their voices in confusion. It seemed Lulu x2 intervening had only made the situation worse.


      “Which of you is the true princess?”


      ““I am the real Lulu!””


      “Errr, which is it…?”


      ““Luuu! Stop copying me! You no-good copy!””


      ““It’s me! I’m the really real one!””


      The two Lulus angrily pressed their cheeks together and spoke in perfect unison. Everyone present thought they were losing their minds. There was no way for anyone to tell the two of them apart. The townspeople simply watched the princesses bicker in dumbfounded amazement.


      “Wait! This…this must be the human’s doing! I bet she kidnapped the princess and duplicated her!”


      …Yep. It was me.


      “And the one who unleashed that fearsome blast of lightning through the entire ocean… That must have been the human’s doing, too!”


      …Yep. It was me.


      “Huuuuumaaaan!!!”


      “She’s a heinous monster!”


      “Then we’ve no choice! We must wage war on the humans!”


      “Princess, you must tell us! Did this despicable human do horrible things to you?”


      ““Luu! She was considering selling me for a profit, but it turned out fine in the end!””


      “““………”””


      The Lulus chuckled and proudly puffed out their chests. The water dragons, meanwhile, had been shocked silent by the words of their princess(es).


      Ten minutes later…


      “You are hereby under arrest for the crimes of kidnapping the princess, duplicating her, and plotting to sell her on the open market.”


      Ka-klang!


      The iron bars of Lorna’s new prison cell slammed shut in front of her.


      Welp… Can’t really blame them…


      Lorna absent-mindedly took in her surroundings. She had been thrown into Atlan Castle’s underground prison, and the townspeople had slapped handcuffs on her that sealed her magic. But thankfully, they hadn’t taken away any of her items. Even stranger, there was a treasure chest in her cell (but it was locked).


      Is it just my imagination or does security down here seem a little lax…? Feels like I could escape any time I want…


      Curious, Lorna popped open the internet and found a map of the underground prison. Sure enough, there it was, written plain as day: ESCAPE ROUTE.


      I’m…just going to pretend I didn’t see that.


      Lorna quietly closed the internet.


      Meanwhile, Lulu x2 were out front arguing with other members of their tribe.


      ““Return my servant! She’s a good human!””


      “Luu? She’s my servant,” said one Lulu.


      “Luu? No, she’s mine,” said the other.


      ““She’s my servant!!!””


      “Y-Your Highnesses, please. Calm yourselves…”


      “Hey! I’m the princess!”


      “Luu? No, I am!”


      ““What did you say?!””


      “I-in any case… You’ve been tricked by that human, Your Highness. You must understand that humans are terrible creatures. They brought devastation to our kingdom once before, and they would do it again if given the chance!”


      “Why would you bring a human to our land?! Take it back from whence it came!”


      ““Luuu! I’ll take good care of her, I swear! I’ll make sure to water her every day!””


      …I’m not a houseplant…


      Based on this conversation, it sounded like the water dragons had a lot of strange ideas about humans. But Lorna was in a bind. There was no denying her crimes.


      “I swear… This is the least of our worries. We’re already suffering a food shortage! Now we need to feed not only one princess but two? And a human on top of that!”


      …Oh?


      Come to think of it, the townspeople had looked rather emaciated. That would also explain why the Lulus were so hungry after Lorna summoned them.


      “Oh, I know! If you’re hungry, would you like to have some of this?” asked Lorna before pulling out a certain something from her Item Box.


      “Wh-where did that come from…?”


      “Keep your hands where we can see them, human!”


      The guards raised their spears.


      “If it’s food you need, I’ve brought plenty with me!” said Lorna. “I could share some as a way to say sorry for all the trouble I’ve caused you!”


      Still inside her cell, Lorna pulled more and more of the something from her Item Box. Soon, its alluring aroma was making the guards’ stomachs rumble.


      “Something smells…really good…”


      “Don’t fall for her tricks! It’s a trap!”


      “Sorry, pathetic human. If you think your bribes will work on the proud guards of the water dragon tribe, you have another thing coming!!!”


      Ten minutes later…


      “““Mmm-mmmmmm! It’s so good!!!”””


      The water dragons had formed a line outside Lorna’s cell.


      “Mmm. What is this stuff? It’s positively irresistible!”


      “I’ve never eaten anything like it!”


      “Do you humans eat this well all the time?!”


      In the end, seeing Lulu x2 jump on the food and start gobbling it up was enough to make everyone else give into their rumbling stomachs. And as soon as they’d tasted that something, the locals couldn’t help themselves.


      “Mmph… So…good…”


      “Mmm! I can’t stop! I don’t want to stop!”


      “What is this incredible stuff?! It makes every fish I’ve had till now taste like scum by comparison!”


      “There’s plenty more to go around!” exclaimed Lorna. “Here!”


      “““…?!”””


      The water dragons were entranced as they ate. Some among them were even moved to tears by the flavor.


      A few members of the tribe had been cowering in fear of the human, but upon seeing the commotion, they decided to find out what all the fuss was about. The whole thing practically turned into a party.


      Oh…oh dear… It’s going to be really hard to tell them that this stuff is fishing bait, thought Lorna, breaking into a cold sweat.


      Lorna still had plenty of the year’s supply of bait she had won from the fishing tournament, so she hadn’t thought much before offering it to the guards. But now things had turned into a veritable feeding frenzy.


      I really hope this wasn’t a bad idea. What if they eventually find out what we use this stuff for? They won’t start a war with the humans, will they…?


      Even now, Lorna kept adding to her list of crimes.


      ““Luuu! [image: image] Fish ingbate is the tastiest snack in the world! [image: image]””


      “Oh, so this dish is called ‘ingbate,’ is it?”


      “Um,” Lorna began hesitantly, “I have other seafood dishes if you’re interested in—”


      “““No other dishes! Only ingbate!”””


      “Oh. Uh, okay then.”


      It seemed the water dragons had taken the bait, so to speak.


      After a while of this, all the bait in Lorna’s inventory had disappeared into the townspeople’s stomachs.


      “Oh yeah! If you want, this is the alchemy recipe for that bai—uh, dish. As long as you can use Alchemy, you can make it anytime you like!”


      “Really?! You would give us something so precious?!”


      “Think of it as a peace offering! A token of friendship from me to the water dragon tribe!” said Lorna with a smile.


      “…That you would pay us such a kindness after we attacked you…”


      “We knew from the very start that you were one of the good humans!”


      “Indeed. It is no small feat to win the fickle heart of the princess.”


      The water dragons all broke out in a hearty laugh.


      “““Welcome, Miss Servant! To the Undersea Kingdom of Atlan!!!”””


      “Uh…please. Call me Lorna.”


      And so, after a rather eventful arrival, Lorna was welcomed with open arms by the water dragons.
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      In the throne room, around the time Lorna was being held in the underground prison…


      “K-King Enalios. Here is the statement from the person believed to have kidnapped the princess. If it pleases Your Majesty, I think it wise to hold a trial for the human’s crimes…”


      “……Hmph.”


      The Ocean King, Enalios Le Rilyeh, was a large man with the majesty and countenance of a sea god. He was sitting on his throne, hewn from a massive shell, as he looked over the document his minister had handed him.


      The king heaved a deep sigh that shook his wild, undulating beard. “…Hmm… Lorna Hermit…?”


      “…Do you know of this human, Your Majesty?”


      “Perish the thought… How would I know anything about the world of humans? Ahem.”


      The Ocean King cleared his throat, and the minister quickly bowed.


      “My apologies, Your Majesty…!”


      The king had been in an unpleasant mood of late, and the slightest misstep was enough to land one in prison.


      “In any event, I’m relieved to hear my daughter has returned. Bring her to me at once. And the human, of course.”


      “Right away! However, there is something Your Majesty should know about the human and Princess Lulu—”


      “Are your ears stuffed with seaweed? I told you to bring them immediately.”


      “R-right away, Your Majesty! Pardon me!”


      Not wanting to incur the king’s wrath, the flustered minister rushed off.


      Left alone in his throne room, the Ocean King heaved another heavy sigh and—


      “……Jelly-hee… Jelly-hee-hee-hee-hee! [image: image]”


      —burst into a fit of evil, witchy cackles.


      When Princess Lulu disappeared, I worried my plans had been foiled… But to think the Lorna Hermit would get herself captured! What a delectable miscalculation!


      And then, as if dispelled by the witchy cackling, the king’s figure vanished for a moment.


      In its place was a witch dressed in an ocean-blue robe and sitting atop a large, floating jellyfish. Her eyes glittered darkly, full of enmity for the world around her.


      This was the Ocean King’s true form—the Lunamist Witch, Marlireen. She had been disguised as the king the whole time.


      When I heard Lorna Hermit had brought the Six Bishops under her command, I wondered what type of beast I was dealing with… But it turns out she’s nothing special at all! Seems like I overestimated those Twilight Dragon Cult imbeciles. And to think I wasted any time being cautious.


      Lorna Hermit. That was the name of the aberration who had appeared of late, whose actions seemed beyond comprehension. Her abilities, her goals—all of it was a complete mystery. The only thing Marlireen knew was that the girl kept thwarting the forces of darkness wherever she went.


      Some called her an angel. Others said they’d witnessed her taking to the skies on wings of light. One way or another, she seemed to have been sent on a mission from heaven.


      If the girl had traveled to the Undersea Kingdom of Atlan, it must mean she had caught wind of the witch Marlireen’s schemes. She must have realized Marlireen needed Princess Lulu and kidnapped her to thwart the witch’s plans.


      Jelly-hee-hee-hee! [image: image] Looks like I win, Lorna Hermit!


      Not only had Lorna been thrown in prison, but her hands were now bound with handcuffs that sealed her magic. The girl was little more than a limp fish on the cutting board of the Ocean King, Marlireen.


      Jelly-hee-hee-hee! [image: image] I can’t wait to see the look of despair on her face. Is she crying? Or regretting all the decisions that led her to where she is now? Show me, O water, show me Lorna Hermit right now! Heavenmist Magic—Aqua Vision!


      The witch Marlireen used her magic to conjure a sphere of water. Slowly, the scene taking place in the underground prison appeared on the ball’s surface.


      “““It’s soooo good!!!”””


      “……What?”


      Marlireen stared at the projection, stunned.


      She saw countless people lining up at what looked like a restaurant. Large numbers of water dragons had gathered in front of Lorna Hermit’s prison cell, which was now decorated with a banner and flags that read THE SERVANT’S QUARTERS. Tables and chairs had even been set out for people to eat at.


      ““Luu. This is the back of the line! No cutting!””


      Even more perplexing, Princess Lulu was dressed as a waitress. And there were two of her. They were carrying signs around, keeping the line organized.


      Marlireen almost thought her magic had backfired and showed her the wrong location… But there was no mistaking it. That was the underground prison, all right.


      And as for Lorna Hermit…


      “You’re Herring Weston, the chef, correct? And you need help with…finding your lost octopus?”


      “W-wow! I didn’t even say anything! How did you know?! That’s right!”


      …for some reason, she was reclining in an armchair and wearing a detective’s hat. Around her was a mountain of treasure, and the water dragons were kneeling before her, seeking her counsel.


      “Please tell me. Where is my octopus…?”


      “Don’t worry. Your octopus is…in your kitchen! Your wife hid it in a pot!”


      “Wha—?! Did you really?!”


      “…Yes! …Yes, dear, I did! But it’s all your fault! You were so busy with your pet octopus that you completely forgot our wedding anniversary was coming up, and—”


      “Wait, hold on! That octopus isn’t a pet! I was raising it so we could cook it for our anniversary dinner!”


      “R-really?! I’m so sorry… That was so stupid of me…”


      “Hey, don’t say that. You’re right. I guess I did forget what was most important—you.”


      “Oh, honey…”


      “Thank you, Lorna! Thanks to you, we’re going to have the best anniversary ever! Here, it’s not much, but take these ten pearls as thanks!”


      “Ooh, nice!”


      Lorna Hermit moved her fingers through the air as though manipulating an invisible abacus as she continued to show off her incredible powers of deduction. Those gathered around were pushing one another, trying to get the girl to listen to their requests.


      “My wedding ring was right where you said it would be!”


      “She was right! The ghost that’s been troubling everyone in the city really was just a piece of dried flower coral after all!”


      “Y-you’re incredible! How do you know so much without ever leaving that chair?!”


      “U-um… It’s the power of deduction!”


      “““Whoooaaaa! The power of deduction is amazing!!!”””


      “What…am I watching?” muttered Marlireen.


      Nothing about the scene made any sense. She rubbed her eyes again and again, but the projection remained the same. The only thing her magic would show her was Lorna Hermit enjoying her prison life to the fullest.


      Um… What exactly is going on here? How did any of this come to be? And…and why are there two princess Lulus all of a sudden?


      Marlireen didn’t even know where to begin. She hoped this was all a bad dream.


      How…?! How did she win over all those human-hating water dragons from inside a prison cell using only her wits?! This is impossible… They sealed her magic! They locked her in a cell! Even I couldn’t have managed such a feat. Is this some sort of ingenious scheme?


      But if her opponent really was some sort of mastermind, then why would she allow herself to be captured and thrown in prison?


      An uneasy feeling that Marlireen couldn’t quite put her finger on began to overtake her.


      This…this is fine. It doesn’t matter how much random trivia she knows about this kingdom. There’s no chance she’s found out the most important thing—that I’ve replaced the Ocean King and—


      “Say…the Ocean King has been acting really strange lately. He’s become so strict. Do you by any chance know the cause…?”


      “Ohhh, that. Well, the person you think is the Ocean King is actually someone called the Lunamist Witch, Marlireen. She’s in disguise and pretending to be your ruler!”


      Whaaaaa—?! She exposed me?!?!


      Marlireen had been thwarted, and so casually!


      That was when she finally realized something—this had been Lorna Hermit’s plan all along. Getting herself thrown into prison was simply the easiest way for her to infiltrate the castle. Once inside, she could win over the water dragons, convince the ministers and guards that her words were true by showing off her powers of deduction, and then use that newfound trust to blow Marlireen’s cover.


      That way, even if the words were coming from the mouth of a loathsome human, the water dragons would trust her and begin to suspect Marlireen.


      But…but…my disguise is still impeccable! As long as I look like the Ocean King, there’s no way they can—


      “Oh, and another thing. If you say the magic words ‘keshoka, mashoka!’ you can undo her disguise!”


      Ahhhhhhhh?! My disguise!


      With a hiss, the illusion that had been hiding Marlireen’s true form dissipated. Somehow, the girl had even figured out the method to undo her disguise.


      Don’t tell me… She must know I’m watching her right now and purposefully dispelled my disguise! If that’s how she’s going to play it, then transforming again will just be a waste of my MP… And in that case, my only choice is to sic my monsters on the whole kingdom and escape while everyone’s distracted.


      Marlireen reached for her communications crystal to command the monsters waiting outside the kingdom’s borders…but there was no response.


      The silence unnerved her. She used her magic to project an image of the kingdom’s outskirts, and…every single monster she had planted there had disappeared without a trace.


      No… No! Then, that terrifying blast of lightning earlier today… That was to defeat my minions?!


      Every facet of her schemes had been foiled before she’d even realized what had happened. The witch broke out in a cold sweat.


      How much more could this Lorna Hermit possibly know…?!


      Even the witch’s brilliant mind could not fathom the answer.


      When could all of this have happened? How long had Marlireen been strung along by the puppet master known as Lorna Hermit?


      That foolish, absent-minded look she wore was clearly a ploy to make her opponents let down their guard. Or worse, perhaps she was simply showing the world that such schemes were beneath her.


      Lorna Hermit had been in the Undersea Kingdom of Atlan for hardly an hour, and already she had dispelled Marlireen’s disguise and had the water dragons eating from her hand.


      Monster… She’s a true monster…


      Marlireen’s mind reeled as she tried to come to terms with the thing she had made an enemy of. Lorna’s feats went beyond mere “knowledge” and “deduction.” There was something positively inhuman about her.


      I’m…terrified.


      Marlireen felt a primal fear rise up in her, beyond anything she had experienced before.


      “Lorna Hermit. The Ocean King has summoned you. This way, please.”


      “Oh yeah. I’m getting tried in front of the king, right? Okey doke!”


      …What?! Oh no! Lorna Hermit is coming here!


      Lorna headed toward the throne room with a group of water dragons close behind.


      There was nowhere Marlireen could run. Something told her that, even if she tried, there would be no escaping Lorna Hermit.


      Wait. Wait, wait, wait! This is all happening too fast! Why…?! WHY?! How did it come to this?! Everything was proceeding according to plan until a few minutes ago! I was able to seal the king away. I was about to have my revenge…! What happened?!


      Marlireen couldn’t keep up with the rapid pace of events. In fact, it felt like a lot of them had been skipped over somehow. But before she could collect herself, she heard the sound of footsteps approaching the throne room.


      It was time for her to face her fate.


      “Your Majesty. I have brought the prisoner, Lorna Hermit.”


      The heavy door to the throne room slowly creaked open, and the witch Marlireen came face-to-face with Lorna Hermit.


      ““Luu?! Who the depths is that?!””


      “Where is the Ocean King?!”


      “Then…Lorna was speaking the truth?!”


      The water dragons were stunned by what they saw.


      But Marlireen no longer had any intention of hiding her identity. She floated high on her massive jellyfish and looked down at Lorna Hermit with a calm gaze.


      “…Well done, Lorna Hermit. I never would I have guessed you had such a brilliant mind… Color me impressed.”


      They were past the need for introductions. It seemed the girl already knew all about Marlireen.


      “You’ve seen through my schemes… I…I wanted revenge on the ones who betrayed me, human and water dragon alike. I took on the guise of Ocean King Enalios so I could break the seal on Crystal Eve of the Primordial Water where it lay at the bottom of the ocean. But…seeing as you knew the spell to break my illusion, I’ve no doubt you’re already well aware.”


      The witch Marlireen spoke calmly, and everyone present listened to her in silence.


      “So be it… I acknowledge your strength. But I haven’t lost yet. I won’t stop until I’ve had my revenge…on the humans, the water dragons…and everyone else. EVERYONE! I’ll destroy you all!!!”


      As Marlireen’s cries echoed through the halls, a bright flash lit up the throne room.


      Once everyone’s vision returned, they glanced around in shock. The throne room was filled from wall to wall with clones of the witch Marlireen.


      “Heavenmist Magic—Mist Direction! None of you shall escape from my prison of illusions!”


      If Marlireen couldn’t outsmart her opponents, she would overwhelm them with sheer force. Those handcuffs would keep Lorna Hermit from using her magic. Surely Marlireen could capitalize on this chance.
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      I still don’t understand how it’s come to this, but…it seems I must fight! A preemptive strike is my best chance at victory!


      The room was filled with Marlireen’s murderous intent. But the witch had made a grave miscalculation. While it was true that Lorna had told the minister the king was a fake—


      “The king is…a fake?”


      “Ha-ha-ha! That’s a good one, human. There’s no way that’s true.”


      —no one had taken her seriously. And only a few of the water dragons had heard her say it in the first place.


      And so most of those present were left dumbfounded by the speed at which the witch’s plot was revealed and subsequently thwarted.


      Why would she suddenly confess to all that?!


      “Lu…luu? I haven’t a clue what is happening…,” whispered one Lulu.


      “T-try not to think about it,” whispered the other. “I’m sure someone here understands what’s going on…”


      Quietly overwhelmed, Lulu x2 turned their gazes toward the other members of their tribe, hoping for an explanation. But everyone else seemed equally confused.


      What the depths is going on here?!


      I…I don’t get any of this!


      We were just standing there…and then she blurted out everything.


      The water dragons all looked at each other. As a decisive battle that would determine the fate of their kingdom threatened to begin, everyone present shared the same singular thought:


      Can someone please explain what’s going on???


      Hoping for an explanation, they all focused their gazes on a single person—the one who had seemingly caused all this: Lorna Hermit.


      Lorna, meanwhile, was staring at the Lunamist Witch, Marlireen. A single thought preoccupied her as well.


      …Huh. I…wonder who this lady is.


      She looked up blankly, her mouth half-open.


      And thus, the battle for the fate of the Undersea Kingdom of Atlan commenced…without a single person present knowing what was going on.

    
  


  
    
      [image: image]


      Lorna was in the castle throne room of the Undersea Kingdom of Atlan, facing off against the Lunamist Witch, Marlireen—or rather, Marlireen’s countless clones.


      “Jelly-hee-hee-hee-hee! [image: image]”


      “Lorna Hermit!”


      “Jelly-hee-hee! [image: image]”


      “You may be clever, but…”


      “Jelly-hee-hee-hee! [image: image]”


      “Can you tell which of us is the real Marlireen?”


      “Jelly-hee! [image: image]”


      “Jellyyy-hee-hee-hee! [image: image]”


      The fog filling the throne room continuously birthed more cackling clones. And Lorna, faced with this scene, was still struggling to understand what was going on.


      Uh… What’s all this about anyway? What happened to my trial? And what’s with this lady’s weird laugh? “Jelly-hee-hee”? It sounds so forced. There’s no way she naturally says “jelly” every time she laughs, right…?


      Lorna had figured she might as well knock out a few side quests while she was stuck in prison. Then, once the appointed time rolled around, she’d come to the throne room to see the king for her trial.


      However, when she showed up, some lady she didn’t know confessed to a number of crimes and then suddenly initiated combat with her.


      Let’s see… She kinda looks like a witch, so…maybe this is her?


      Lorna quickly scanned the internet for anyone who might fit the woman’s description and found the following:


      [image: image] Boss: Lunamist Witch Marlireen


      Spawn Location: Undersea Kingdom of Atlan


      Level: 60


      Weaknesses: Lightning, Ice, Wind


      Resistances: Water, Fire, Earth


      Rewards: King Jellyfish Gem (100 percent), Lunamist Tear (50 percent), Deep Sea Robe (20 percent), Claris Lunamist Staff (10 percent)


      [image: image] Details: A boss found in Chapter 8 of the main story.


      This boss uses a number of tactics such as illusions, clones, and invisibility to make for a tricky fight.


      The best way to expose the location of the real Marlireen is to use an AoE flash attack. And since she spends the battle in the air, long-distance moves are needed to hit her.


      However, since Marlireen only attacks using magic…


      W-wow… Level 60…?


      This fight might prove trickier than I thought. Come to think of it, isn’t this the witch pretending to be Ocean King Enalios?


      “Jelly-hee-hee-hee! [image: image]” “Lorna Hermit!” “You, too, have been dubbed a witch, yes?” “But that will not be enough…” “You can never defeat me.” “I sold my soul to the Demon Lord for the strength to take revenge on the world.” “My powers now far surpass that of a regular mortal!” “Jelly-hee-hee-hee-hee-hee! [image: image]”


      The Marlireen clones continued to speak one after another.


      “No matter how strong you might be…” “…you’re still only a human!” “There’s no way I can lose to…” “…someone who can’t even use magic!”


      “Whoa!”


      The instant they finished goading Lorna, the Marlireen clones all attacked her at once. They created magic circles in every direction and called out, “Drown! Heavenmist Magic—”


      “Um, guess I should probably use—Reflection.”


      “—Aqua Raaayyyy…blurble glub, glub glubbrble?!”


      “And theeen—Terra Drain! Terra Drain! Terra Drain!”


      “Noooooo!!! I’ve loooost!!!”


      The battle was over within twenty seconds.


      Since her opponent could only use magic, Lorna countered with the most obvious strategy—reflecting her spells back at her while draining her MP to zero.


      “““……”””


      Her MP drained, Marlireen lay on the floor, twitching.


      Everyone present looked down at the witch in astonishment. Then, once again, all their eyes gathered on Lorna.


      Huh… I still have no idea what’s going on, but…I guess I did it.


      Lorna wore the same blank, slack-jawed expression as always.


      And so, without anyone really understanding what had transpired, the Undersea Kingdom of Atlan was freed from the grip of its false king.


      
        
          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      


      “Yessss!!! I’m FREEEEEE!!!”


      Soon after defeating Marlireen, Lorna took the key the witch was carrying down to her jail cell. She used it to open the treasure chest inside and—


      Poof! With a puff of white smoke, the real Ocean King Enalios appeared from within.


      Originally, one was supposed to stealthily make their way through the castle—avoiding guards and solving puzzles all the while—sneak into the king’s bedroom, and fetch the key from his safe… Or at least, that was what the internet said.


      But despite using a somewhat unorthodox method, Lorna had successfully opened the chest.


      [image: image] Character: Enalios Le Rilyeh


      Ruler of the Undersea Kingdom of Atlan, leader of the water dragons, and father to Lulu Le Rilyeh.


      For many long years, the king has worked tirelessly to maintain order in the ocean. He is viewed as something akin to a demigod by the humans.


      He also keeps a steady watch over Crystal Eve of the Primordial Water.


      From how he’s described on the internet, he sounds like a pretty impressive guy, but…


      Lorna looked up from the screen at the real king.


      “Ohhhh, my little baby Lulu! You must have been sooo lonely without me! It’s me, baby. Your papa! C’mere! Mwah! Mmmwah!”


      The real Enalios seemed more concerned with spoiling his daughter.


      ““…Get away from me, Papa. You stink.””


      “How heartless!!!”


      What’s more, it seemed that Lulu x2 were going through their rebellious phase.


      Suddenly, as King Enalios was reaching out to hug his daughter(s), he froze.


      “…Erm… Why are there two of you?”


      …Whoops.


      Lorna had completely forgotten about duplicating Lulu.


      She explained everything that had happened so far to the king, including the mishap with the Summon Tickets.


      “…And so the artifacts malfunctioned and summoned two copies of Lulu, and then I beat the witch Marlireen who was pretending to be Your Majesty and captured her. And now here we are.”


      “Hrm… It seems a lot happened during the short time I was sealed away.” King Enalios was at a loss for a while but soon regained his composure. “Well, in any case…I understand. If my daughter was multiplied by a malfunctioning artifact, then I suppose I must accept it.”


      Surprisingly, he didn’t seem terribly bothered in the end.


      “Um, really?” Lorna asked. “You seem awfully calm about your daughter being turned into two daughters…”


      “The workings of artifacts are as the workings of heaven. No one can be blamed for such a thing. And it seems that my daughter is safe. So I think it best we count our blessings. Besides…now I have two adorable daughters! That’s a cause for celebration!”


      “Oh. Uh, okay then.”


      “Moreover, that led you to come and save our kingdom.” The Ocean King cast his gaze at the nearby cell. Locked inside was the Lunamist Witch, Marlireen, her hands bound with handcuffs.


      “…Hmph!” With her MP gone and her magic sealed, she sat quietly in her cell without protest.


      “Marlireen… The witch Marlireen… Why do I feel I’ve heard that name before…? Could it be?! Are you the same Marlireen from a thousand years ago? Marlireen the shrine maiden?”


      “Jelly-hee-hee-hee! [image: image] The very same! I didn’t expect you to remember every human sacrifice forced to walk into the ocean for your sake. I suppose they’ve told legends of me, is that it? The wicked witch who deceived the Ocean King and plotted the destruction of his Undersea Kingdom?”


      “Hmm? No, no… Nothing like that—”


      “Jelly-hee-hee-hee! [image: image] Not that it matters anymore! Nothing does! Not you, not me, not anyone! Before long, all of us will be dead!”


      ““Luu?! What are you planning?!””


      “Oh, honey. That’s adorable. Jelly-hee-hee-hee! [image: image] You’re all so naive. Did you really think defeating me would be enough to save your kingdom? Well, I have bad news for you! It’s as I said. I will have my vengeance!”


      As soon as Marlireen stopped speaking—


      Rumble, rumble, rumble!!!


      —the entire ocean floor trembled violently. The walls and ceiling of the castle began to crumble and creak.


      “Wha—?!”


      ““Luu?! What’s going on?!””


      The water dragons in the throne room were struggling to remain on their feet.


      “Gyaaaaah!”


      “Is it the underwater volcano?!”


      ““Luu! No! …This feels different!””


      The tremor had an ominous quality to it… It was as though the very ocean was shaking with fear.


      “Marlireen! You didn’t—!” Ocean King Enalios went pale as he glared at the witch.


      “That’s right, I did! I damaged the seal on the creature you and your silly little kingdom protect—Crystal Eve of the Primordial Water. I couldn’t break the seal completely, but…it won’t be much longer now.”


      ““Why would you do that?! What’s your goal?!””


      “If the seal is broken, then…the entire world will crumble and fall into the ocean!” exclaimed the king. “It took the combined power of the Seven Goddesses to seal away that legendary beast! Mere mortals like us could not hope to keep it at bay! You really think you’ll make it out of this unscathed?!”


      “I’ve already told you. This is my vengeance in its purest form. Humans, water dragons, all of you—all of us—the ocean will become our grave! Jelly-hee-hee-hee! [image: image]”


      “Ngh… Why would anyone do such a thing?!” King Enalios gritted his teeth.


      ““…Servant. Is there nothing that can be done?”” Lulu x2 anxiously pulled on either side of Lorna’s dress.


      Uh, this sounds pretty serious, but…I still have no idea what anyone’s talking about. What’s this Crystal Eve of the Primordial Water thing? There’s no way it could be that strong, right?


      Lorna did what she always did and sought the counsel of the internet.


      [image: image] Boss: Crystal Eve of the Primordial Water


      Spawn Location: Undersea Kingdom of Atlan


      Level: 160


      Weaknesses: Magic attacks (water body) / Physical attacks (core)


      Resistances: Physical attacks (water body) / Magic attacks (core)


      Rewards: Primordial equipment (guaranteed), Item Box Expansion +50, Primordial Core (70 percent), Primordial Dew (50 percent), Primordial Tear (10 percent)


      [image: image] Details: A Hard difficulty boss that can be fought after freeing the Undersea Kingdom of Atlan.


      The first life-form created by the Seven Goddesses soon after the birth of the world. This “body of water” was bestowed with only the ability to evolve, multiply, and regenerate. It is believed that it eventually transformed into the oceans that cover 70 percent of the world.


      Hmm… Yep. This sounds impossible.


      This thing was Level 160 and had been created by the gods… It was the real deal. A creature straight from legend. None of the opponents Lorna had faced so far had even come close.


      And considering that the gods on the internet—the very same ones that described the Apocalypse Dragon Ragnadrek as weak—admitted that Crystal Eve was strong, well…


      I don’t stand a chance against this thing right n— Huh?


      But then she spotted something.


      “This boss is really strong if you do things fairly. But it’s an easy fight if you abuse the cheese strat.”


      …Hmm? Uh…?


      Lorna said nothing, rubbed her eyes, and checked again to make sure she had read everything correctly. She had—the words were right there in black-and-white: “cheese strat,” “easy fight.” And considering Lorna’s experiences in battle so far…


      Oh, huh… Guess I probably can beat this thing…


      Lorna absent-mindedly stared off into the distance.


      W-well, no use overthinking it. This is a good thing. I should probably hurry up and let everyone know.


      With a sigh of relief, she turned to face the others, ready to tell them the good news. “Um… Hey, everyone. So about that monster…”


      “Your Majesty! The seal on the shrine! It’s about to break! We haven’t much time until—!”


      “Hngh… The ocean! I hear her agonized cries! There’s no telling how much longer the seal will last at this rate! A year? A month…? It could very well break today! The only way to renew the seal is for a member of the royal bloodline to act as a living sacrifice…”


      “Um,” Lorna tried to interrupt. “You really don’t need to do that. I can totally just—”


      ““I’ll do it, Papa! Let me be the sacrifice!””


      “Uh, hello?” No one was listening to Lorna.


      “…No, Lulu. This is my fate as Ocean King.”


      ““But why?! The ocean needs you, Papa! But I…I’m just a useless princess…!””


      “…Listen to me, Lulu. The future of the ocean is in your hands. Rule in my stead. I only wish I could have lived long enough to see you as the magnificent Ocean Queen you were destined to become…”


      ““No… Papa…!””


      “““Your Majesty!!!”””


      Ohhh dear… This is so awkward. How am I supposed to tell them now?


      King Enalios reached out to hug Lulu x2 as the water dragons shed mournful tears for their soon-to-be-departed king.


      As Lorna struggled to come up with a good way to interject, the scene around her only grew more and more tragic. But then…


      “U-um… Excuse me, everyone.”


      …Lorna timidly raised her hand and finally got the attention of the water dragon tribe. As usual, she’d spoken up at the most awkward time possible.


      “—I can beat that thing for you, if you like.”


      “““……Pardon?”””


      Her words dispelled the sorrowful atmosphere in an instant.


      Everyone in the throne room immediately fell into shocked silence. Even the witch Marlireen, who had been cackling the entire time, now stared at Lorna in dumbfounded silence.


      “Hrm… You mean…you can beat Crystal Eve of the Primordial Water?” asked the king.


      “Yeah, that! Sounds like it’s not even that big of a deal.”


      “““…Wh-whaaaaat?!”””


      And so Lorna and the others headed for the undersea altar where the mythical monster was said to have been sealed.


      At the back of the hallowed altar was a singular gate hewn from stone. A watery membrane obscured the view beyond, and a violent miasma oozed out, as if warning all would-be trespassers.


      Beyond the gate was the fabled creature—Crystal Eve of the Primordial Water.


      “A-a-are you certain you wish to do this, Lady Lorna?”


      “Y-you really don’t have to go, Servant! That thing isn’t something a human can handle!”


      “It doesn’t matter if you’re the world’s strongest servant. You don’t stand a chance! That beast is strong enough to destroy the whole world!”


      The Ocean King and Lulu x2 tried their best to convince Lorna to stay.


      “…It’s fine,” she replied. “I already know how this is going to go.”


      True, what lay beyond the gate was a creature of legend, a powerful foe that countless gods had died fighting. Even with her two pieces of S-Rank armor, a single direct hit would kill Lorna instantly.


      But none of that mattered.


      I’m not like I was back then…


      She had learned much from the internet. She was no longer the girl who had recklessly rushed into the boss room and fought the Apocalypse Dragon Ragnadrek.


      She had studied this boss’s weaknesses and resistances, watched strategy videos, and carefully visualized how the fight would go.


      The Lorna who stood in front of the boss door now was confident and prepared.


      “…Once you cross this barrier,” explained the king, “you will be face-to-face with the creature on the other side. However…you will not be able to leave. There is no way to exit from the other side until you’ve defeated the Primordial Water and the barrier has been dispelled.”


      “Yep. That’s fine. That will only make it easier for me to fight.”


      “I…see. Then there is nothing left but to wish you a fortuitous battle.” The Ocean King knelt down on one knee and bowed. It was the greatest display of respect a member of the water dragon tribe could show to a human.


      Lorna tried to get the king to raise his head “Wh-wh-what?! P-please, there’s really no need to—”


      “““Come, everyone! Let us join our king!”””


      “Whoa, hold on!!!”


      Every water dragon bent their knee and bowed low.


      The truth was, some of them still doubted her. From a young age, they had all been taught that humans and water dragons could never coexist. Humans were horrible creatures that would bring doom if they ever set foot inside the Undersea Kingdom. Some among the water dragons wondered if, perhaps, this calamity now facing them was actually the human’s fault.


      But the terrifying aura seeping out of the gate from the monster beyond was enough to paralyze them with fear. And yet the human girl was willing to fight on their behalf.


      The creature’s seal could easily be renewed if the king agreed to sacrifice himself. And by all accounts, such an outcome should be of little concern to humankind.


      And yet this human girl, in the hopes of creating a brighter future for the water dragons, had stepped forward, ready to fight.


      This was no longer a question of whether one was human or water dragon. Everyone present had put their hopes for the future squarely on the shoulders of this small human girl.


      “““…May luck be on your side!!!”””


      “Huh? Oh! Right. Thanks.” Lorna turned toward the gate and began to walk, when—


      ““Servant!”” Lulu x2 clung to her.


      “Huh? What’s wrong, Lulu?”


      “I’ve changed my mind! I no longer permit you to go! I don’t want you to die in vain!”


      “I don’t…want to lose you… You’re my friend! You’re my first-ever friend!”


      “Oh, Lulu…” The Lulus’ cries made Lorna stop in her tracks. She looked down at them with a heartfelt smile. “Don’t worry. I’m not going anywhere. And I’m not going to leave your side.”


      ““…R-really?””


      “Yep! This looks like a perfect place to camp the boss.”


      ““…Luu?””


      Lorna took a deep breath, turned toward the gate and…rather than entering, pointed her staff at it instead.


      “Okay, here we go—Petit Bolt!”


      “““……Uh?”””


      KER-ZAAAAAPPPP!


      Lorna unleashed a blast of magic at the gate. A huge bolt of lightning flew from her staff, was sucked into the gate, and…


      “Nggoooooooh!!!”


      A tremendous roll of thunder was followed by the pained cries of the creature on the other side.


      ““Um…huh?”” Lulu x2, still clinging to Lorna, looked up in slack-jawed confusion.


      The other water dragons were staring too, their expressions frozen in bewilderment.


      Lorna’s cheerful voice pierced the perplexed hush. “Great! Looks like I can hit it just fine! [image: image] Exactly like the internet said! [image: image] Okay, now to wait till it gets a bit closer and—Reflection! Theeen—Petit Bolt! Petit Bolt! Petit Bolt!”


      Lorna launched a volley of lightning bolts at the gate.


      Thunk! Thunk! THUNK, THUNK, THUNK!


      They could all hear the creature on the other side slamming into the gate with its body, but the barrier prevented it from coming through.


      “Petit Bolt! Petit Bolt! Petit Bolt!”


      “NGGOOOOOHHH!”
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      “Petit Bolt! Petit Bolt! Petit Bolt! Oh…right! I forgot I brought a chair. I could use a bit of a sit, actually… Phew. Okay—Petit Bolt! Petit Bolt! Petit Bolt!”


      “NGGOOOOOHHH!”


      “One quick little—Terra Drain! And then back to—Petit Bolt! Petit Bolt! Petit Bolt! Petit Bolt!”


      “Ngoooh… Ngoh… Ngooooohhhh!”


      Everyone watched in utter confusion.


      …What the depths is happening?


      The girl was fighting a legendary battle against an ancient mythical beast. And yet each of the water dragons witnessing it had the exact same thought…


      This…isn’t what I expected.


      They had been envisioning a battle to the death, the sort that would transform the very terrain on which they stood.


      What they saw instead was a young girl sitting on a chair waving her staff around. Because of the watery barrier over the gate, they couldn’t even catch a glimpse of her opponent. But its pained cries were enough to prove that her attacks were indeed hitting their mark.


      What’s going on here…?


      The way she fights seems awfully…unsportsmanlike.


      The water dragons were unsure of what to think. But as for Lorna—


      Okay, I’ve got it caught in a loop. Just like the internet said. [image: image]


      —she was feeling relieved as she cast her eyes down to the screen before her.


      [image: image] Strategy: As it attacks, Primordial Water transforms the water surrounding its core into four different forms: dragon, sword, star, and human. Each form has different stats and abilities and must be dealt with in different ways. Moreover, when in star form, the core will heal itself, and when in human form, its stats will improve over time. It’s important to lay on the damage thick and fast before the battle gets too drawn out.


      That said, since the collision detection for the gate to the boss room is broken, it’s also possible to hit it with attacks while standing outside (you might get hit if you’re too close to the entrance, so keep a safe distance).


      According to the internet, attacks could cross the barrier from the outside, but not from the inside, and the water that formed the barrier had no collision detection. In other words, Lorna was able to attack the boss from outside without ever setting foot in the boss room.


      According to the internet, the gods called this sort of strategy a “quick kill.”


      That said, reducing the boss’s HP to zero was no small task. It required dealing enough damage to outpace the creature’s incredible recovery speed.


      Luckily, Lorna’s powerful Staff of World Tree was up to the task. And thanks to Reflection, her magic attacks hit the boss for double damage. Better still, the fact that there was a 100-level difference between her and the boss meant her Giant Killer III further increased her damage fourfold.


      All told, Lorna was doing more than enough damage to make this mythical monster hurt.


      “Full powerrr—Petit Bolt!!!”


      “NNNGYOOOO…OOO…ooohhh…!!!”


      Finally, a particularly harsh cry came from the monster on the other side.


      An instant later, the gate flashed brightly, and the barrier shattered with the sound of smashing glass.


      Defeated Crystal Eve of the Primordial Water! You gained 111,111 EXP!


      LEVEL UP! Lv. 57 [image: image] Lv. 67


      SKILL UP! Giant Killer III [image: image] Giant Killer IV


      Item Box slots have been expanded by 50!


      Obtained Title: “Primordial Conqueror”


      Before she knew it, Lorna’s sight was obstructed by a litany of messages announcing the end of the battle.


      Since she hadn’t laid eyes on her opponent once, it didn’t feel much like she’d won. But the sounds from the other side of the gate had completely died down and the area had gone completely silent. In other words…


      “Oh. Looks like I beat it! I guess this means I saved the world, huh?” Lorna turned to face the water dragons, a warm smile on her face.


      “““……”””


      It was a long-awaited moment for the kingdom of water dragons. They had always lived in fear of the beast whose seal they protected. The creature had been the source of many tragedies and countless tears.


      They had been dreaming of the day that Crystal Eve of the Primordial Water would be vanquished for over a thousand years. And now that time had finally come.


      “““Wait… Whaaaat?!”””


      The water dragons showed their appreciation with a very confused cheer.
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      Shortly after vanquishing Crystal Eve of the Primordial Water, Lorna and the water dragons passed through the gate and into the boss room.


      ““Luu! It’s so big in here!””


      “Hrm… To think there would be such a vast space at the bottom of the ocean…”


      “Wow…it’s so pretty!”


      Before them was a bright blue expanse. The still surface of the shallow water covering the ground reflected the deep-blue sky above like a mirror. The surreal landscape could have been mistaken for heaven itself.


      “We’re at the bottom of the ocean, and yet the sun shines in the sky above, the breeze blows, and the water is clear… What a strange place.”


      “Oh! Could this…be where I think it is?” said Lorna.


      ““Luu? Do you know where we are, Servant?””


      “I think so! I’ve read that this place is sacred to the gods. They often use it for the ‘openings’ of their sacred art, which they call ‘anime.’ So this is where the holy land was!”


      “Hrm… Holy land, you say? I do feel the remnants of a godlike power here…”


      ““Okay! We’ll call this place the holy land, too!””


      And so it was that the strange room became holy land to the water dragons.


      Simply getting to see the holy land felt like reward enough, but…


      ““Luu? Look, Servant! There’s something over here!””


      “Huh?”


      The Lulus had stumbled upon a treasure chest as they ran around the area. The chest looked out of place, sitting by itself in the vast reflective space. Lorna got the sense that she had seen a similar one before.


      Huh… This looks like the same kind of chest I saw after I beat Apocalypse Dragon Ragnadrek.


      In other words—


      “This must be the reward for beating the boss.”


      ““Luu? A reward? Who is it from?””


      “Uhhh… The…world?”


      ““Luuu?!””


      “I’ve only ever seen a chest like this once before, but…when someone defeats a really strong enemy, apparently the world gives them a reward.”


      “Hrm… How very peculiar,” said the king. “Well, in that case, it belongs to you.”


      “Really? Are you sure?”


      “Of course! You were the one to defeat that creature, after all. Besides…this is nothing after all you’ve done for us. As leader of the water dragons, I, Ocean King Enalios, do hereby bequeath y—”


      ““Hush, Papa! You’ve been talking forever! Just hurry up and open it, Servant!””


      “Uh, okay then.”


      Lorna, egged on by Lulu x2, reached out and placed her hand on the treasure chest.


      The previous one she had opened had contained the Apocalypse Dragon Ragnarobe. But the foe she had defeated this time was far more powerful than Apocalypse Dragon Ragnadrek.


      “What could possibly be in here…?”


      ““I bet it’s going to be more fish ingbate! I can’t wait!””


      “Hrm… Or perhaps, the true treasure was the friends we’ve made along the way.”


      The Lulus and the Ocean King watched as Lorna tentatively reached out. And then, the moment she opened the chest—


      Shiiiiiing!


      —a divine light lit up the area, and the contents of the treasure chest floated up into the air.


      “Hrm?!”


      ““Luu?!””


      “It’s…!”


      Lorna squinted through the dazzling light at the object. It was a thin, fluttery garment that gave off a sacred aura—a fusion of cuteness and high art.


      There was no mistaking it. Her reward was…


      …a bathing suit.


      “““……”””


      An uncomfortable hush fell over the scene.


      Uh…? Wh-what the…?


      Lorna was speechless.


      The silence continued for a while. The first ones to speak up were the Lulus.


      ““…What is that, Servant?””


      “I have no clue.”


      “What is the meaning of this? The world’s reward for bringing the dream of my people to fruition is…a bathing suit?”


      “Does this mean the world wants to see you in a bathing suit, Servant…?”


      “Is this your God-given destiny…?”


      “I…don’t think so,” Lorna replied to the Lulus.


      Lorna had a hard time understanding the logic behind this turn of events. Even if the bathing suit was equipment, it couldn’t possibly be that strong…right?


      Bewildered, Lorna looked up the swimsuit on the internet.


      [image: image] Equipment (Body): Primordial Swimsuit - Crystal Dawn


      Rank: SSS


      Type: Clothing


      Price: 329,000,000,000 shil


      Effect: DEF +1,329, MIND +3,290


      Water Resistance +100 percent, reduces stamina drain while swimming (L)


      [image: image] Equip Skill: Water Clone Dance (SSS)


      Effect: Creates two water clones of yourself (dispelled when attacked or after three actions).


      [image: image] Details: Said to have been a gift from the Seven Goddesses to the hero who sealed Crystal Eve of the Primordial Water.


      Why was a swimsuit deemed an appropriate reward? And why did the Seven Goddesses wish for the hero to fight while wearing a swimsuit? Those mysteries and more are naught before the mighty power of the swimsuit.


      ………This thing is really strong…


      The bathing suit was much more impressive than the Apocalypse Dragon Ragnarobe, though Lorna supposed that was to be expected from an item that had dropped from a Level 160 monster.


      But…why is a bathing suit considered SSS-Rank equipment? And why would anyone make it so strong…? How could this frilly piece of skimpy cloth give someone +1,329 DEF…? None of this makes any sense…


      It was all very confusing.


      I…I guess the gods just like bathing suits…? Or something? Oh well. I’m glad to have the extra defense. And I can always just wear it under my regular clothes. At least it doesn’t improve my combat abilities. Now, that would have been really ridicu— Hmm?


      Lorna suddenly noticed a phrase she had missed.


      “While the Water Clone Dance is active, each attack’s power and number of hits is tripled.”


      …Huh. How about that?


      It seemed Lorna had significantly increased her damage output once again.
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      After Lorna received her bathing suit, the Ocean King said he wanted to give her a proper reward and brought her to the Atlan Castle treasury.


      When the door opened, a mountain of gold was visible beyond. Everywhere the eye could see was gold, gold, gold.


      “……Wow…” Lorna was stunned.


      The Lulus turned to Lorna and spoke with pride.


      “This is our thanks for saving the kingdom, Servant.”


      “This treasure is yours. Take it.”


      “Whoa, whoa, whoa, whoa! I can’t take all of this!”


      “Now, now. Don’t be shy. It’s said that the treasure in this room was offered to our ancestors as tribute by the humans up above… But we don’t have much use for it down here.”


      ““Luu! There’s no eating treasure, after all!””


      “R-right, but still. I couldn’t possibly…”


      “It seems you still don’t understand what you’ve accomplished,” said the king. “You have saved not only Atlan but the very world itself. We could hand you the entirety of our kingdom and it still would not be enough to repay you for what you’ve done.”


      “Your entire kingdom…?”


      The king’s words finally put into perspective the enormity of what Lorna had accomplished. Despite how easy the battle had been using the cheese strat, Lorna had succeeded in defeating a monster that threatened to destroy the world.


      Still, it didn’t feel right to simply say “Okay then, I’ll take it all!” Even though Lorna did want money, she was hesitant to accept so much of it.


      “U-um… To tell you the truth, there’s something I want even more than treasure. Is there any chance I could just eat a bunch of Atlan’s cuisine instead?”


      “…Hrm. Our cuisine?” The suggestion seemed to make the Ocean King uncomfortable. “Unfortunately…I’m afraid that won’t be possible. Normally, I would gladly grant your request, but…I’m afraid we are in the midst of a food shortage.”


      ““Luu… Our kingdom’s going through a famine.””


      “We’ve been forced to subsist on little more than seaweed for quite some time…”


      The stomachs of the king and his daughters all rumbled at the same time, then they sighed in unison.


      Oh yeah… I remember some of the other water dragons mentioning this earlier.


      It was before she had gained their trust, so Lorna hadn’t had a chance to ask them about it. “Did something happen to lead to the food shortage?”


      “The monsters at our border have been quite strong of late, which has prevented us from hunting for fish… And what with the insular nature of our kingdom, it’s always been difficult to procure enough food to feed our people. We’ve tried to raise fish and cultivate seaweed in the past, but with our limited supply of land…”


      It sounded like the root of the problem was more of a supply shortage.


      A lack of fuel made smithing and alchemy difficult, and despite their abundance of seawater, a lack of fresh water made their daily lives difficult and rendered agriculture almost impossible. As a result, the water dragons had mostly been using protective magic to maintain what little resources they’d had since ancient times. Or else, they would sneak up to the surface and collect whatever junk they could find.


      “Huh… That does sound tough.”


      It seemed the Undersea Kingdom of Atlan had no end of problems. To the water dragons, handing over their mountain of treasures was easier than offering Lorna a meal.


      Hmm… I really want to help them with their food situation, but…what can I do? Sure, I have plenty of ingredients I’ve collected from monster item drops, but that’s only a temporary solution. I don’t have any way to offer them a steady food supp— Hold on a sec. Drop items? Steady supply?


      Something inside Lorna suddenly clicked.


      “I’ve got it!”


      ““Luu? What have you got, Servant?””


      “I thought of something! I might have a solution to your problems!” Lorna explained her idea to the water dragons. “I think this could be a win-win for your kingdom and the humans on land.”
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      When Lorna suggested working with the humans, it caused a commotion among the water dragons. Most of them still distrusted humans. This was hardly surprising considering they hadn’t interacted with them in over a thousand years. And the last time the two species had crossed paths, it had ended in war. In the end, the water dragons had closed the road leading to the bottom of the ocean and cut all ties with humanity.


      Meeting Lorna had eased some of their concerns, but it was no small task to overcome their culture of aversion toward humans.


      Lulu x2 tried their best to persuade the holdouts.


      “I’ve been up to dry land myself.”


      “I always thought every human was a bad human.”


      “But the people on land are simply living their lives as best they can, just like us. I did run into fearsome beasts the humans call cats…but there was so much yummy food up there! And houses! And people!”


      “Some of those people were kind, like my servant here.”


      “Basically, what I’m trying to say is…”


      ““Don’t you all want something to eat?!””


      “““Yessss! We doooo!!!”””


      “Lulu… You’ve grown up so fast…! Ohhhh, Luluuuuu! Papa is so proud of yooooou!”


      ““Shut it, Papa.””


      And so, despite some dissenting opinions, the water dragons decided to put their trust in Lorna and agreed to give cultural exchange a try.


      Meanwhile, on land—


      Lorna sure has been gone a while… Not that I need to worry about her. She’s a tough one. But still…


      Aries anxiously wandered the shore, waiting for Lorna to return. She was beginning to think it had been a mistake to let her go to the Undersea Kingdom after all.


      If she were attacked by monsters, surely she wouldn’t have as easy a time fighting underwater as she would on land.


      Worse, Aries knew the legends—humans and water dragons had gone to war long ago. And ever since, the water dragons had demanded human sacrifices.


      Even if she were to make it to Atlan unscathed, there was always a chance she would be attacked by the water dragons.


      Urrrgh! I should have stopped her from going…! Oh, Lornaaaa! she thought, yanking at her hair in frustration.


      Just then…


      “““There she is! Ariiiies!!!”””


      “…Huh? Lorna?!”


      Aries could hear Lorna’s footsteps running up from behind her. She had returned from the bottom of the sea.


      Feeling a wave of relief wash over her, Aries turned toward Lorna’s voice and—


      “Lorn…aaaah?!”


      —was struck speechless.


      What Aries saw should have been impossible. She rubbed her eyes multiple times, but the scene before her didn’t change…


      “““…Are you okay?”””


      “Uh… I should be asking you the same question… Why are there three of you?”


      “““Oh, this? I was just testing out a new equip skill, and this is what happened. Pay it no mind!”””


      “R-right… Well, I suppose I should be used to this by now. There’s always something strange going on when it comes to you.”


      “…?” Lorna tilted her head, unsure of what Aries meant.


      Aries, meanwhile, regained her composure and went on as normal. “You sounded like you were looking for me just now. Did you have trouble getting to the Undersea Kingdom of Atlan after all?”


      “““Nope! I made it to Atlan pretty easily!”””


      “I—I see…”


      Reaching an underwater fairytale kingdom didn’t sound easy at all, of course, but Aries had a feeling pointing that out would be a waste of time. She instead chose to remain silent and let Lorna continue.


      “““But y’see, the water dragons from Atlan want to restart cultural exchange with the humans. So I came back to the surface to get you. I was hoping you’d act as the humans’ representative.”””


      “Uh-huh, uh-huh. Uh…huh?”


      “““All right, c’mon, let’s head to the bottom of the sea! Oh, wait! Actually, I’d like to bring Dwargo, too! The water dragons are keen to learn about smithing, you see, and—”””


      “Uh… Hold on one second. You’re telling me you want me to go to the Undersea Kingdom of Atlan? I don’t think I get—”


      “Ohhh! Lorna! Why’ve ye been split in three, lass?!”


      After a brief back-and-forth, but without Aries or Dwargo really understanding the situation, Lorna convinced them to follow her into the ocean.


      Twenty minutes later, the three of them reached the Undersea Kingdom of Atlan. When they arrived, Aries and Dwargo froze in absolute shock at the sight.


      “I can’t… Is this really it?” asked Dwargo. “The legendary Undersea Kingdom…?”


      “Forget that,” said Aries. “A cultural exchange between humans and water dragons is an incredibly significant historical event… And I’m…supposed to represent all of humankind…? What’s going on…?”


      Incidentally, it turned out Dwargo was not a big fan of the ocean, and he had been incredibly nervous the whole way there. But the second they arrived, his anxiety seemed to vanish.


      “Whoooaaa?! What is all this?!” he asked, filled with the excited curiosity of a dwarf half his age. “These contraptions look like they’re usin’ the peak of ancient technology! Look at this one! The perfect balance of hardness and flexibility… What sorta ratio are you usin’ in this alloy?!”


      “Oh, you must be the blacksmith from the surface. I was hoping you might take a look at this spear. It’s quite worn out, you see, and—”


      “What in the—?!”


      “Eeeek!”


      “What is this?! This spear’s worthy o’ bein’ a national treasure, I tell ye. Lookit that shape… I coulda never thought up somethin’ like this! Hmm… I see where ye went with it… Sakes, I’m gettin’ all fired up! My mind’s burstin’ with new smithin’ ideas!”


      “I… I see…”


      “I can’t take it! I gotta get smithin’ now! Where’s yer forge, laddie? Hand me all yer weapons. I’ll fix ’em all up!”


      “C-certainly. Actually, we were hoping you might help us fix our household goods as well. They’re also quite worn, and—”


      “Did you say household goods?!”


      “Eeeeek! I-I’m sorry!!!”


      “Are ye ever in luck! I’ve got a warehouse full of ’em I was hopin’ to get rid of! I’ll bring some down next time! How’s that?”


      “Oh…? Th-thank you very much!”


      This continued for a while. Dwargo quickly recovered from his undersea anxiety and set about making companions of the water dragons.


      Dwargo seems to be enjoying himself. But I’m still a bit worried about…


      Lorna turned to look at Aries. The representative of the port town of Aquas was meeting with the Ocean King.


      “M-m-my name is Aries Téa Bluemoon, r-r-representative of Aquas… I’m also a sh-sh-shrine maiden of the Water Dragon Shrine, s-so I’ve heard tales of Your Majesty’s, um, exquisiteness… Eh-heh…heh…”


      She seemed to be having quite the time meeting her shrine’s object of worship. Her face looked tense as she forced a smile.


      King Enalios, meanwhile, seemed a bit put off by this. He leaned in to whisper in Lorna’s ear. “Hrm… Tell me, Lady Lorna, is this human trustworthy? The card that reads ‘Beware! I took non-consensual photos of girls!’ dangling from her neck has me somewhat concerned.”


      “I-it’s fine! She’s a really nice person, I swear!”


      “So…this is what you humans consider nice… Hrm…”


      “What’s nice about taking non-consensual photos of girls…?” asked one of the water dragons.


      “Are all humans this dangerous…?” muttered another.


      “That would make sense,” agreed the king. “Lady Lorna is quite dangerous, after all…”


      The water dragons’ first exchange with humans wasn’t doing much to improve their impression of them.


      “Hrm, Bluemoon, you say…?” asked the King. “Then you must be descended from the family of Water Dragon Shrine maidens. I was not aware their descendants still lived.”


      “Oh. You know about my family?”


      “Indeed… My people and your ancestors have quite the storied past. To think the day would come when we would sit as equals like this… No doubt our ancestors would be quite pleased.” The Ocean King’s expression softened into a smile. It was enough to calm some of Aries’s nerves.


      “So why did you bring me here anyway, Lorna?” she asked.


      “Oh, right. Well, y’see…,” said Lorna. “For starters, Atlan’s going through a bit of a food shortage right now… But on the flip side, now that the Wednesday quest has been taken care of, Aquas has plenty of food. Do I have all that straight?”


      “Indeed.”


      “That’s correct.”


      King Enalios and Aries nodded along in agreement.


      “On the other hand, Aquas doesn’t have the money it needs for reconstruction… But Atlan has more treasure than it knows what to do with. Right?”


      “Indeed.”


      “That’s right.”


      The king and Aries nodded again.


      “Well, if you both share your surplus with each other…it’s a win-win, right?”


      ““Ohhh!””


      Neither of them had heard that term before, but they seemed to understand the nuance. This suggestion had both Aries and the water dragons rejoicing.


      “Yes, but…are all of these glittering baubles really worth so much?” asked the king. “It’s not a particularly useful metal. It’s far too soft to craft anything with…”


      “Your Majesty, I assure you! One of these gold coins is enough to buy you an entire pot full of fish!”


      “T-truly?! We have an entire mountain of these coins in our storehouse!”


      “And Aquas’s storehouses are full of fish dropped by monsters. No merchants will come to our town as it is now, and every Wednesday, we’re guaranteed to get even more fish… At this rate, it’ll all rot before long…”


      “H-how dreadfully wasteful! In that case, please, take all of these. We’ll take as much fish as this many coins can buy!”


      “Wh-whaaaa—?! I’ve never seen so much money in my life…!”


      Aries’s nerves seemed to get the better of her at first, but once the conversation turned to trade, her business acumen took over, and the deal proceeded smoothly.


      So it was that the humans of Aquas and the water dragons of Atlan agreed to the terms of the transaction. A short while later, Aries and King Enalios shook hands to seal the deal.


      “You have my thanks, child of humankind. Surely this will bring an end to the famine that has been plaguing my people.”


      “N-not at all! I’m the one who should be thanking you!”


      “Hrm… It is hard to believe that we water dragons will be working together with humans once again. We owe Lady Lorna quite the debt of gratitude.”


      “Hee-hee, you’re not the only one, Your Majesty.”


      “Hrm? You as well?”


      “Yes. I owe her quite a lot myself…”


      “Hrm… Then Lady Lorna must be quite special even among her own kind…”


      As the conversation turned to Lorna, Aries and the king suddenly became particularly excited.


      But whatever the case—


      Great! Looks like that takes care of that.


      —Lorna felt relieved that everything had gone according to plan.
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      That evening, a massive banquet was held in Atlan using the drop items brought in from Aquas.


      Before, the Undersea Kingdom of Atlan had never had a space large enough for everyone to gather. But now they had gained access to a boss room with seemingly endless space—the area they had dubbed the holy land. They filled the room with tables and piled them high with dishes so that all the water dragons in the kingdom could take part.


      “Today is a momentous occasion in the history of the Undersea Kingdom of Atlan! No longer shall we live in fear of Crystal Eve! And no longer shall our people go hungry! Gone are the low tides of misery. From now on, we welcome the high tides of good fortune! Denizens of the sea, I say to you! Rejoice!”


      “““Hooraaaay!!!”””


      The water dragons clinked their glasses of liquor with enthusiasm.


      Vibrant schools of aquatic creatures swam here and there as if dancing through the air, and the magical sound of the water dragon’s harps gave the festivities an ethereal quality.


      Laid out on the table in front of Lorna was a variety of colorful Atlan dishes that glistened like delectable jewels.


      Oooh… Who would have guessed that fish tasted so good raw?


      Lorna happily stuffed one piece of sashimi after another into her mouth.


      The table was full of food—fresh sashimi lined up in artistic tableaus, deepwater jelly made from fruity jellyfish, and coraltree fruits. Everything on the table was unfamiliar to her, but each dish tasted delicious.


      Because of the lack of fuel and seasonings in the Undersea Kingdom, their cuisine had evolved to emphasize the natural flavor of raw ingredients.


      At first, Lorna was a bit worried that the raw fish would smell, but she was pleasantly surprised to find otherwise. What’s more, each piece was cut as if to display the chef’s proficiency with a knife. A sauce made from fermented fish was served along with the sashimi and complemented the raw fish beautifully.


      Even Aries and Dwargo, who were much more accustomed to seafood than Lorna, were impressed by the Atlan cuisine.


      “Mmm… This salted fish is so good. Goes great with a drink,” said Aries.


      “You said it,” agreed Dwargo. “Pairs great with this coral wine.”


      “I bet we could make a fortune selling this stuff up top… Hee-hee.”


      “Oy, watch it. I don’t want ye sellin’ the stuff. Not till I’ve had my fill, y’hear?”


      The two of them seemed to be enjoying themselves over a drink. Anyone who knew them would think their eyes were playing tricks on them.


      And as for Lorna…


      “Hrm. So that’s what’s been happening up on land…,” mused the king.


      ““Luu?! That sounds nothing like what we were taught!””


      The water dragons had begged Lorna to tell them tales of the surface world, so she was regaling them with stories from her travels.


      Meeting humans like Lorna and Aries had gotten them curious about life above the waves. And similarly to the elves, they were starved for entertainment and ate up everything Lorna had to say.


      Lorna told them all about life on dry land, looking up anything she didn’t know on the internet. She also showed them pictures she’d taken along the way and random videos here and there.


      ““Luu… Forests with trees that grow as far as the eye can see? It sounds just like a fairy tale!””


      “Yep. That’s where the elves live. Oh, and speaking of the elves! I happen to know one who has a lot of knowledge about plants… Maybe you could ask her to help you grow some crops here in the holy land? It’s a pretty big space, and there’s a lot of sunlight. The elves love seafood, so I’m sure they’d be happy to help if you shared some of your sashimi with them.”


      ““Luu! Then we’d have even more food!””


      “Yeah! And if you planted some trees, you could use them for firewood!”


      ““Luu! It sounds like a secret base! What fun! Let’s do it!””


      “Great! Don’t let your dreams be memes!”


      Lorna and Lulu x2 talked passionately about the future. They seemed blissfully unaware that their playful chitchat would change the course of history.


      King Enalios watched over them with warmth.


      “…It seems a new wave has washed in. Perhaps our era is finally coming to an end,” he said, turning to the person next to him. “Wouldn’t you say so, witch Marlireen? Or perhaps I should call you shrine maiden Marlireen Téa Bluemoon for old time’s sake?”


      “……Hmph. Give me a break.” Marlireen grumpily turned away from the king. Her voice had lost its earlier intensity.


      She was seated in one corner of the gathering, wearing the handcuffs that sealed her magic. But even without them, she had lost all desire to cause trouble.


      “Lorna Hermit is a clever one,” she said. “I’ll give her that. It’s terrifying just imagining how far ahead she must have been planning. Yet despite everything…humans and water dragons will never get along. It’s only a matter of time before you’re all at each other’s throats once more. And then you’ll have no choice but to close yourselves off from the world again.”


      “Hrm… Perhaps in your time, that was true.”


      “Hmph… You speak as if you know everything about me. In that case, you should know that water dragons and humans have tried to coexist before—and failed.”


      The witch Marlireen thought back to an age when water dragons and people still got along. The water dragons were offered maidens by the humans. And in return, the water dragons gave the humans their treasure.


      The water dragons sent maidens of the Water Dragon Shrine—humans who shared the blood of the Ocean King—to the creature beyond the gate as offerings. It was deemed a necessary sacrifice to save the world.


      But one day, something happened—the Ocean King fell in love with one of the maidens to be sacrificed. It was a forbidden romance that started a war between their two races.


      “This is what I’ve been saying! Mixing with humans will only result in catastrophe!”


      “That witch seduced the Ocean King with her magic!”


      “Find her! Find her and kill her!”


      The scenes from that fateful day were still fresh in Marlireen’s mind. The angry voices of the people, their looks of disdain, their spears pointed at her throat. And the rejection she suffered when she reached out for help from her beloved.


      “But why?”


      So it was that the witch Marlireen was trapped in a jeweled box known as the Tamatebako. The artifact, set adrift on the sea, sealed her beyond time and space.


      When she next awoke, she found that one thousand years had passed.


      In the millennium since she was sealed away, the ocean had closed itself off to humankind. Water dragons had become the stuff of myths and legends, and the Water Dragon Shrine, which had held so much power in the region, had fallen into decline. Marlireen had gone down in history as an evil witch who had brought about a calamity.


      “…That’s right. It was me. I was the cause of the irreparable divide that split the humans and the water dragons. So tell me, what are you thinking, inviting such an evil witch to your joyous celebration? Is this your idea of revenge? Or am I here for your entertainment? So you water dragons can point and laugh at the wicked witch of ancient times? Well, whatever it is, I don’t care anymore… I was born to become a human sacrifice. Boil me, burn me at the stake, whatever. Do with me as you will.”


      “Don’t worry. We won’t do anything quite so ghastly. My ancestor said that, should you ever find your way back to this kingdom, you should be welcomed, not rejected.”


      “…What do you mean?”


      “To tell you the truth, I never quite knew why myself. But after meeting Lady Lorna…I feel like I finally understand. Lady Lorna, would you show her?”


      “Yes, of course! One moment!”


      After being called over by the king, Lorna waved her fingers in the air, muttering, “Skip ad… Skip this ad, too, and…there!” A moment later, Lorna had manifested a board made of light in front of her.


      “…And? What is this?” asked the witch.


      “Um, well, it’s a bit hard to explain, but…basically, this is like a record from the gods. They call it an ‘event cutscene.’ Anyway, I’m going to play it now!”


      Before Marlireen knew what was happening, a series of impossible images appeared on the board of light. The witch doubted her eyes.


      “……What?”


      The scene took place at the undersea altar. She could see the gate the human sacrifices passed through before being fed to the beast inside. And standing in front of that gate was a young man with silver hair and a gentle gaze.


      “…I am about to pass through this gate, to offer myself as living tribute. I do not regret anything… All of this was the fault of my foolish trespasses… I simply wanted to create a world where humans and water dragons could live in harmony… But now that that ocean has been closed off, surely our kingdom will never fraternize with humankind again…”


      The young man’s voice was as gentle as a calm sea.


      The image looked like something out of an old book—it was grainy and sepia-toned—but there was no mistaking it.


      “……Lord Shiryuu?” said Marlireen.


      That was the boy’s name. Long, long ago, he had offered her his hand when she broke into tears, afraid to die.


      It was the very same boy whom she fell in love with one thousand years ago, and who cast her away—the ancient Ocean King.


      He was just as she remembered him.


      “…The next time you open your eyes, one thousand years will have passed…a truly unimaginable span of time… Who knows what sort of age will have visited these waters by then…? Perhaps there will be harmony between the water dragons and humankind once more… If nothing else, I hope it will be a world of peace. One where no one will sneer at you and call you a sacrifice or a witch…”


      She didn’t understand what she was watching. In her mind, she could still recall his cold eyes as he abandoned her.


      So why? Why was his gaze so gentle? His face, his voice, his words—why were they suddenly all so kind?


      “…I wished for you to live…even if it meant I could no longer be by your side… I wanted you to hate me, to forget about the time we spent together…if only so you might smile again one day. And yet…I fear you may be all alone in an unfamiliar future… Knowing how quick you are to shed tears, I’m certain you will be crying all alone…”


      This was an illusion. Some kind of trick. A trap, to make fun of an old witch. And yet…


      “I only wish we could have looked upon the sea fireflies together once more… Though you never had a chance to see it, the spring brings with it the blossoming of the coral cherries… There was so much…oh, so much…that I wished to show you, to tell you… So, so many things… But I was never given the chance…”


      The boy in the moving images turned and reached his hand out toward the screen.


      He seemed to be holding out his arm to someone unseen. Even though she knew it was merely an illusion, Marlireen reached her hand out toward the boy’s…


      “…Ah…”


      But their two hands were destined never to meet. It was like trying to touch the moon’s reflection on the still water’s surface.


      “I am glad these words will never reach you…for it means I may speak from the bottom of my heart…”


      And then the boy wove together three words that he would otherwise never have been able to.


      “……I love you……”


      Having said this, the boy turned and disappeared through the gate.


      And then the pictures came to an end.


      Amid the boisterous banquet happening around them, those beside Marlireen grew quiet.


      “…Stupid,” said Marlireen, finally breaking the silence. “How very stupid… That…was no more than an illusion… What do you hope to accomplish by showing me that…? What…do you want from me? There’s nothing I can do now… There is no more joy for me in this world… So what…what was the point…?”


      “Perhaps so. And yet…” King Enalios looked at Marlireen’s face for a moment before quickly averting his gaze. Soon, the gentle sound of a young girl’s tears reached his ears. “I am still glad we were able to share it with you.”
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      The days following the Undersea Kingdom of Atlan’s decision to renew communication with the world above were dizzyingly busy for Lorna.


      “Sorry, Lorna! But could you bring these fish as well?”


      “There ye are, lass. Would ye fetch these pots ’n’ things from me shop for me?”


      ““Luu! Servant! When’s dinner going to be ready?””


      “R-right, okay!”


      Since Lorna was the only one with access to Fast Travel and an Item Box, she spent all her time traveling back and forth between Aquas and Atlan transporting supplies.


      The hardest thing of all to transport was the soil. To try and alleviate the food and supply shortage in Atlan, they had decided to try farming in the holy land. But as the seaside soil from Aquas was full of salt, it was necessary for Lorna to travel to and from the Hidden Village of the Elves to obtain usable soil for the Undersea Kingdom.


      And once they’d enlisted Zariché—


      “…A holy land? At the bottom of the ocean? That sounds positively riveting! [image: image]”


      —she had gotten a little too invested and coaxed Lorna into bringing all kinds of different soils back to Atlan.


      But in the end, all her hard work was worth it. Before they knew it, the water dragons and their collaborators had created a small floating island in the middle of their holy land.


      The plan was to use this spot for farming, but they still didn’t have enough workers, so Lorna decided to go find some.


      “So basically, we’d really appreciate it if you could come and help us set up a farm!”


      Lorna had gathered together the Six Bishops and a group of elves (oddly, the elves appeared as if from nowhere the instant she called them). They were about to make history together.


      “Oh-ho… So you’ve vanquished the Primordial Water?” asked one of the bishops.


      “What’s more…you’ve successfully subjugated the water dragons and taken over the ocean,” added another.


      “You mean you’ve successfully quelled the Primordial Water and saved the world once more?!” cried the elves.


      “We would expect nothing less from our Goddess!”


      “We would expect nothing less from our Savior!”


      “““…Hmm?”””


      The black-robed group and the elves turned to face each other. The instant their gazes met, sparks began to fly.


      “Oh-ho… And what are dirty forest-dwelling elves doing here…?”


      “We should ask you the same thing. You’re an awfully suspicious lot.”


      “…How do you all know the Savior?”


      “Hmph… She is our Goddess…and we are besties for life…”


      “Look well, elves… This photograph is our proof…”


      “““…?!”””


      The elves were blown away by what they saw—a photograph of Lorna smiling with the Six Bishops under a banner that read MAYONNAISE COMMEMORATION PARTY!


      “…This sacred item is one only we, those who have overcome Her trials, can possess…”


      “This is proof that our bonds with Her are eternal…!”


      “Ngh, that’s so impress— But no! I’m afraid we possess even greater sacred objects! Behold! Our Lorna dolls!”


      “These were made by the Savior herself!”


      “R U SRS?! You mean to say you weren’t given these sacred objects?! No cap?!?!”


      “““…Ngh…!”””


      When the elves showed off their Lorna dolls—aka the Substitute Dolls—it was the Six Bishops’ turn to be blown away. More sparks were flying between the two groups until—


      “Hey, you!” shouted Lorna. “We’re all on the same team, so you’d better get along, okay?”


      “““Fine.”””


      Once all that was out of the way, the two groups started farming under Zariché’s guidance via communications crystal. Even the witch Marlireen, who seemed to have had a change of heart, pitched in to help build irrigation for the farm. With so much help, the development of the holy land proceeded at a rapid pace.


      “Hrm… At this rate, we may be able to build a whole new town right here in the holy land,” said the Ocean King with a touch of irony. “Though the cultural exchange between our people may be somewhat limited in scope for the time being…this is quite a step in the right direction. From the bottom of my heart…thank you, young Lorna.”


      In the blink of an eye, an entire week had passed since Lorna arrived at the port town of Aquas. The day had finally come for the ferries to begin departing for the capital again.


      With Lorna set to continue her journey, Aries, Dwargo, and countless other townspeople gathered to say their farewells.


      “Ohhh, Lornaaaa! Doooon’t gooo!” cried Aries.


      “U-um, Aries…? I’ll visit again, you know.”


      “Hmph… Good. Ye better. I’ll be learnin’ all I can from Atlan. Next time you visit, I’ll smith ye up a sword ten times as strong as Kiru-Ichimonji.”


      “Uh… Okay. Great.”


      As Lorna was speaking with Aries and Dwargo, she felt someone tugging at her clothes. She turned to see Lulu x2, who had come to see her off as well.


      ““…Do you really have to leave?””


      “I do. But don’t worry. I’ll probably be back really soon. You should already know this, but I can teleport here anytime I want.”


      ““Luuu…””


      Lorna tried her best to calm their worries, but the Lulus continued to sulk. They’d spent the last few days in constant contact, after all. It seemed they were under the impression Lorna would stay with them forever.


      “Luu… Very well. Then make sure you summon me sometime.”


      “I’m going to become the ruler of the ocean one day. So I need to learn everything I can about life on dry land… Especially about the food.”


      “Ah, right.”


      Lulu x2 began to drool, and Lorna decided it might be a good idea to summon them whenever she found something particularly tasty to eat.


      If nothing else, it seemed her journey was set to get a whole lot livelier.


      After Lorna had said her farewells to Lulu x2 and turned to board the ferry—


      ““Th-thanks…Lorna!””


      —Lorna heard something shocking.


      “…Huh? Lulu…did you just call me by my name?”


      “S-Servant! I said ‘Thanks, Servant!’” Lulu x2’s faces were flushed as they cried, ““Get on the ferry already!”” and pushed Lorna from behind.


      At last, Lorna boarded the ferry. She climbed on the deck, then turned back to look at the town. Below her were all the townspeople from Aquas who had come to see her off. And in the distance, hidden among a reef, she could make out the hands of the water dragons waving her off.


      What a nice little town. I’m a bit sad to leave it, though…


      Lorna felt a twinge of melancholy as she looked out over all the people she had met during her time in the town.


      But…well. I can come back in a flash anytime I want.


      Her abilities were so convenient that she didn’t even have the chance to feel lonely. Though, something told Lorna that after receiving such a heartfelt farewell, if she showed up in Aquas a day later with a hankering for some seafood, things could get pretty awkward.


      As she imagined this scenario, the whistle blew, and the ferry pushed out of the port.


      “Oh! We’re moving, we’re moving!” she exclaimed excitedly, turning to face the open ocean.


      The seemingly endless expanse of water stretched out as far as the eye could see.


      Beyond the horizon lay her destination—the royal capital, Webenheim.
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      Meanwhile, when the townspeople returning to Aquas from the capital disembarked—
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      “Wh-what the—?!”


      —they were struck stiff on the pier.


      The town looked nothing like the one they had left behind not so long ago. The fish market was lined with stalls selling colorful seafood. The lively voices of the vendors echoed throughout the town. And smoke from grilled hyper sazae wafted here and there.


      The town looked exactly as it had back in its heyday. It was a sight for sore eyes.


      These people, who had fled their town, had now returned, ready to ease their guilty consciences by rolling up their sleeves and helping with the reconstruction. But there was nothing to help out with. Instead, all they could do was stare in amazement at a town already reconstructed.


      “Um, Miss Aries? What happened here…?” One of the townspeople who had just returned spotted Aries nearby and chased her down hoping to get some answers.


      “Well… A lot. I don’t even know where to begin,” she replied with a smirk. She squinted as she thought the matter over.


      After a moment, she began to speak.


      What she said would go on to become a famous tale told in the port town of Aquas long into the future.


      “It all started a week ago when a girl showed up in our town…”
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      Hello, there! My name is Mochimaru Sakaki!


      Thank you so much for taking the time to read this story!


      I’m so glad to have the chance to speak to you all here once again!


      I was hoping to write about something interesting that had happened recently or some special behind-the-scenes tidbit, but…I couldn’t come up with anything. So instead, I’m going to talk about how I came up with the names of the characters.


      
        	Lorna: “Rouna” in Japanese; from “Narou,” the web novel publishing website.


        	Reinharte: From LINE, a popular Japanese messaging app. Also, “rai” means lightning in Japanese, and the “te” at the end is from “hayate,” meaning fast like a gale.


        	Elmina: From “elimination” (both as in destruction and as in making someone drop out of a contest).


        	Brau + Rowser: From “browser.”


        	Zariché: From Zarik (or Zarich), an evil goddess who spreads poisonous plants.


        	Dwargo Nikodou: From DWANGO, a Japanese telecommunications company, and Nico Nico Douga, a Japanese video sharing site.


        	Lulu Le Rilyeh: From R’lyeh (a sunken city from the Cthulhu Mythos).


        	Marlireen: A mix of “marine” and “Merlin” (the wizard) put together to sound like a name.


        	Bluemoon: A phrase meaning two full moons in the same calendar month and associated with unrequited love.


        	Town of Aiphoné: From iPhone.


        	Port Town of Aquas: From “aqua” and AQUOS, a Japanese cell phone line.


        	Virs Coast: From “virus,” because monsters continue to multiply on the coast.


        	Apocalypse Dragon Ragnadrek: A mix of “Ragnarök” and “drake.”


        	Eleone the Bolt Panthera: A mix of “electricity” and “lion.”


        	Gigalodon, Lord of the Coastal Sea: From “megalodon” (a giant shark) and “giga.”


        	Crystal Eve of the Primordial Water: From “crystal” and “Christmas Eve” (since it has the image of birth/creation).


        	Deathblade - Kiru-Ichimonji: A mixture of “kill,” “kiru” (cut in Japanese), and kiku-ichimonji, a kind of legendary sword from Japanese history.


        	Elf crackers: Based on Lembas from the Lord of the Rings (elven snack).

      


      I could keep going on and on, so I’ll just end it here for now.


      I try to mostly prioritize character names that are RPG-like, easy to understand, and sound good. I even put a lot of thought into the regular monsters that get wiped out in an instant.


      And that’s basically the gist of what I go for when writing this story! In any case, I can only hope that you’ve enjoyed reading this second volume as well!


      Finally, a few words of thanks.


      I’d like to thank everyone on the SQEX Novel editorial team.


      Thank you for continuing to work so hard to make this second volume the best it could be.


      I heard it took a lot of effort to get the font of this volume just right, and it made me realize just how difficult it must be to change the font of a whole book. I’m so grateful to all of you.


      I would also like to thank riritto once again for working on the illustrations for this second volume.


      Just as in Volume 1, your work exceeded my wildest expectations. Every one of your designs made me exclaim, “This is it! It’s perfect!”


      Since this volume took place by the sea, I wound up including a lot of water-themed characters, and you did such an amazing job of making each of them unique. You even paid close attention to small details like giving Lulu webbed fingers. I was astonished by your incredible design skills. Once again, thank you so much for everything.


      And finally, a special thanks to all my readers.


      The comic adaptation of The World’s Strongest Witch by Tamaki Toga will begin serialization in May 2023 on Kodansha’s Getsumaga Kichi website. I hope you’ll enjoy reading that as well!


      Mochimaru Sakaki
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      Thank you for buying this ebook, published by Yen On.


      To get news about the latest manga, graphic novels, and light novels from Yen Press, along with special offers and exclusive content, sign up for the Yen Press newsletter.


      Sign Up


      Or visit us at yenpress.com/newsletter-signup
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Queen of the Hidden Village of the Elves.
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