
  
    
  


  Chapter 01 – The World I was Reborn into Closely Resembled a Game


  「This might be it for me…」 I muttered to myself in the same old dark room.


  I was born a noble, but due to inheritance disputes, I’ve been locked away since I was only five years old. I’ve never stepped out of this room since then. They only kept me alive for political reasons.


  And there seemed to be no need for that any longer. The room I was confined in hasn’t been opened for the last three days. It was still locked, of course. This only meant that they’ve completely cut off my supply of food and water. My throat has long dried out and I’ve already lost all sensation to my body.


  …I don’t mind dying.
 Normally in these circumstances, one would probably have gone mad or perhaps even killed themselves. I was surprised I even survived this long.


  The only thing that helped keep my sanity intact was the dream I always had. Inside this dream, I lived in a developed country called “Japan” in a world called “Earth”. In that country, I lived life freely, not bound by anyone.


  It was nothing more than a dream, however. Still, before I knew it, I’ve begun to think that the place in my dreams was where I truly belonged. What I found particularly enjoyable was this VRMMO called『Broken Balance Online』(aka BBO) which I played using a device called a “computer”. In my dream, I wouldn’t feel sleepy or hungry; I just played it non-stop to my heart’s content until I achieved the strongest character class in the game.


  I could use magic in BBO and even go on adventures. It was a whole lot of fun. This world had magic too, but not as convenient as the ones in BBO. But, once again, it was nothing more than a dream.


  「I don’t particularly have any regrets, but I do feel disappointed that I couldn’t go to that world」I thought as I closed my eyes. If possible, in my next life, I’d like to be born as anyone but a noble.


  ◇


  The next time I opened my eyes, I was in a different world. At the same time, all the memories—from the time I was born until now—of the “me” in this world came flashing before my eyes.


  …Damn it. Still born as a noble I see.


  Not only that, I was the fourth son of a low class noble family with a small domain and I’m supposed to undergo this『Coming of Age Ceremony』tomorrow in which they basically kick me of the house. On paper, it was called『Independence』, but driving someone out of the domain with measly amount of money was pretty much the same as telling that person to die.


  If I don’t do something, I’ll be dead in a ditch. I knew nothing good can come out of being born a noble. Deep inside, I cursed, and tried to trace my memories in this world until now.


  Then I noticed something. There was magic in this world, though it was quite different from the ones in my previous life. In fact, it was more like the kind of magic in my dreams—the magic in BBO.


  There was one more thing: this world resembled Broken Balance Online (BBO) a little bit too much.


  Chapter 02 – The Inhabitants of this World Don’t Even Know Basic Magic


  Let’s sort things out first.


  In this world, my name is Eld. I am the fourth son of a poor noble family in the sticks, and that meant I wasn’t treated like a proper member of the family.


  There was only one person who talked to me—my eldest brother, Light. The rest wouldn’t even give me the time of day. I was completely unwanted. The only reason they haven’t kicked me out yet was because I was still a minor. In this world, kicking a minor out was considered a disgrace to the family. Although poor, my family was still technically of noble status, so they wanted to avoid such humiliation.


  Tomorrow, however, I’m turning fifteen—the age of maturity in this world. I will then be “Independent”, which was just a fancy way of saying I’m banished from the family. In this respect, it was the same as Broken Balance Online. In BBO, you start the game at age fifteen and begin your adventure from there. But this wasn’t the only reason why I thought this world was just like the game.


  There was something this world and BBO had in common: both had magic and jobs.
 By jobs, I don’t mean the ones on Earth like “Carpenter” or “Engineer”. Rather, the kind of jobs that are featured in fantasy games like “Wizard” or “Two-Handed Swordsman”.


  The skills here were identical with BBO. For example, the first skill a Two-Handed Swordsman would learn was『Whirlslash』and a Wizard would have『Magic Ball』. Even the effects that manifested when the skills were activated were completely the same. I’ve confirmed this when my elder brothers came bragging about their skills, so there was no doubt about that part.


  Incidentally, I was a 『Novice』— a beginner. As the name suggested, it was a designation for those who didn’t have a proper job class yet. It goes without saying, but Novice is the weakest of all the job classes. Still even they had a skill and if I could use that, it would mean that this world’s system worked the same way as BBO.


  「Self Cure.」


  As I recited the spell, faint, green light enveloped my entire body. What I used just now was the most inferior of restoration magic—a skill that any job class can use, Novice included. The fact that I could use it confirmed my theory.


  However, there was a key difference between this world and BBO. The inhabitants’ knowledge about magic and skills was sufficiently lacking. Let’s take for example the Self Cure skill I used just now. While its healing powers were on the weaker side, anyone could use it. Combine that with its low mana cost and you’ve got yourself a very convenient skill.


  And yet, in my fifteen years of living, I haven’t seen Self Cure used even once. The people rubbed random herbs on wounds that could’ve easily been healed in an instant by Self Cure. There was a skill in BBO that let one use medicinal herbs to produce healing potions but I’ve never seen it used as well.


  When I took all that into consideration, what seemed to be a hopeless situation now looked promising to me. If this was indeed the world of BBO, then rather than staying here, getting myself thrown out of the house would be better. I could get a lot stronger that way. And to top it all off, I possessed the knowledge necessary to survive in this world.


  As I was pondering all this, I heard the door behind me open.


  「Eld, it’s your 『Coming of Age Ceremony』 tomorrow. Are you all set?」


  The one addressing me was my eldest brother, Light. Being the fourth son—with particularly no redeeming feature—of a poor noble family, every other member practically ignored me, like I wasn’t even there. It was only Light who cared about me. He was nice not only to me, but to the citizens as well, earning him a good reputation.


  「Yeah… Actually, I’ve decided not to undergo the ceremony.」


  He was taken aback by my words.


  「You don’t have to worry about the expenses. Father and the rest are indeed reluctant to spend money, but it’s the family’s duty to let a son who leaves the house undergo the ceremony.」he said, urging me.


  「I’m not worried about the expenses. I really just don’t want to go through with it.」


  There were two methods to changing job classes. The first was the 『Coming of Age Ceremony』. On your fifteenth birthday, you receive the blessing of the village priest, then change job class. BBO employed this as well. The method was very simple, but it had a serious flaw: you can’t choose your class and most of them were basic, inferior job classes.


  Once you’ve changed class, you couldn’t change it ever again. This applied to the other method as well. So if you got a basic job class by undergoing the ceremony, there was no turning back. You’re stuck with it and it cannot be undone.


  This is where the other method comes in. In BBO, there was another way to change class. This method—changing class at the royal capital’s cathedral—was considered the basic of the basics. There, you can choose from different superior jobs—jobs that way surpass the basic ones. Which is why I have to leave this village without going through the『Coming of Age Ceremony』.


  「I’m sure Father will be overjoyed if he heard that. But are you sure about this? You’ll spend your entire life as a Novice.」


  「I have my own plans. Anyway, there you have it. Can you tell Father that I’m not undergoing the ceremony? He probably wouldn’t listen to me if I told him.」


  Needless to say, I didn’t intend to live out my life as a Novice. My plan is to leave this village, head straight to the royal capital, then change job classes. I might need to pay to change classes but I’m sure there are ways for a Novice to earn money.


  「…Okay. I’ll tell Father about your decision.」


  「Thank you.」


  Chapter 03 – The Day of My Departure


  The next day.


  「Wake up! It’s time for you to set off on your journey!」


  I was woken up by the sound of my father’s voice. He was surprisingly in a good mood and apparently ecstatic that I was leaving. It’s actually been three months since he last talked to me.


  We barely had any contact that I almost forgot his name. If memory serves, I believe it was Gerd. As I was pondering that, he threw a bag to my face. He didn’t hold back, of course. Had I not caught it in time, it would’ve scored a direct hit on my mug.


  I opened it to find a shabby sword and 10,000 gils inside—the minimum required by the law to be provided to a son of a noble who was going off to be independent. He clearly didn’t want to fork out more than the required amount.


  「You can have that. You’re not undergoing the Coming of Age Ceremony, right? It’s a good decision even from you. This is the first time you’ve actually contributed to the family… Now, off you go!」


  Even though he was in a good mood, it didn’t seem like he was going to throw me a farewell party or anything of the sort. Speaking from personal experience and what I knew about the man, if I went through the ceremony, he would most likely hurl abuses at me and kick me out. It was, therefore, better this way.


  I should go before something holds me up. Gerd didn’t have to tell me to leave. I didn’t have any intention of staying at home and if I had to go, the sooner the better.


  If this world worked the same way as BBO, the chances of strong monsters showing up will increase during the dark. It wasn’t that far to the neighboring town, but it’s best to leave early anyway. I can’t rule out the possibility of running into some sort of trouble that will delay my arrival.


  「All right. Bye.」


  「Bye and don’t come back! Even if you do, there won’t be any food for you!」


  With those parting words, I left the house with nothing but the clothes on my back, a chipped, shabby sword, and 10,000 gils. Incidentally, 1 gil was approximately equal to 1 yen on Earth.


  If I didn’t have my memories from my previous life, I would’ve been dead in less than a month, I thought, as I was exiting the village gate.


  Then I heard Light’s voice.


  「Eld, you’re already leaving?」


  「No reason for me to stay long. For now, I’m heading to the neighboring town and become an adventurer.」


  「Adventurer… as a Novice?」


  Novices were incredibly weak so they were not fit to be adventurers. In fact, for the most part, they don’t become one at all. But there were exceptions. There have been cases where Novices who were capable with the sword became adventurers. I’ll follow that same route, become and adventurer to earn some money, then head to the royal capital to change job classes.


  「Yeah. Apparently if you’re good with the sword, even a Novice can become an adventurer.」


  「If you wanted to become an adventurer, then all the more reason to change classes.」he said, his eyes filled with worry.


  Incidentally, any other occupation besides an adventurer was also unsuitable for a Novice. This world wasn’t as developed as Japan, so every work involved manual labor to an extent. Which is why job classes with high physical prowess like a Swordsman were treated favourably.


  Swordsmen, with their increased physical abilities, were suitable for manual labor. Even Wizards were stronger than Novices. After all, the latter’s stats were inferior to all the other job classes.


  If I somehow managed to get to the capital but couldn’t change classes, I’ll be a laughingstock for my entire life. Although, there was really no point in worrying about that now since I already refused to do the ceremony anyway.


  I was reflecting upon that when my brother took out a small pouch from his pocket. I could hear the sound of metals tinkling from inside.


  「There’s 100,000 gils here. Use it if needed. You should find work before it runs out, though.」


  I was blessed with a good brother. But I…


  「I really appreciate the thought, but 10,000 gils is more than enough before I can find work.」 I said, turning down his offer.


  Being the first-born son, Light received a hefty allowance. Still, 100,000 gils was a lot of money. We weren’t exactly well-off either, so he should use that money for himself instead.


  「…All right. I’ll keep it with me, but if you need money, you can come for it anytime. I might even be able to refer you to a job.」


  「Thanks. I’ll do my best so I won’t have to do that.」


  With that, I left town. If possible, I don’t want to come back.


  「…All right. Let’s head to a town with a guild for the time being.」


  I knew I needed to go to the royal capital to change classes, but I had no idea how to get there. Unfortunately, there wasn’t anything useful in our house like a world map.
 The Adventurer’s Guild is a national organization so I’m sure I can get information on how to get to the capital.


  I sure hope it’s close, I thought as I started down the road to the neighboring town. The only thing I had as a weapon was a chipped blade, with no defensive equipment whatsoever. I wasn’t ready for combat—not by a long shot.


  …I hope I arrive there safely without running into monsters.


  Chapter 04 – Game Combat Techniques Applied to a Different World Too


  ◇


  A few hours after I left my hometown.
 I was almost at my destination—a town called Elia, when I stopped in my tracks. There was a monster just ahead of me.


  「…Uh, oh. It noticed me.」


  A Novice’s ability to scout enemies is weak. By the time a Novice spotted a monster, the monster would have already spotted him too. In that regard, it was the same as BBO. The monster stared at me with hostility.


  「…I should be grateful I’m against this thing.」


  The monster blocking my way was a Wolf. As the name implied, its appearance was that of a canine and the weakest class of monster in BBO.


  It was fortunate that my first enemy was a Wolf. Even a level one Novice could win against it if they just fought properly. Still, I couldn’t let my guard down. After all, this would be my first real combat in this world.


  Since BBO was a virtual reality game, I still remembered the sensation of swinging a sword. But it was unknown how much of that mattered in this world.


  …I should’ve at least done a few practice swings before leaving home to get a feel for it.


  The next moment, the Wolf came charging straight at me. The way it ran was almost the same as in BBO.


  I brandished my sword, paying sharp attention to the Wolf. Observe the enemy’s movements closely, then deal with it appropriately—the basics of combat in BBO.


  Long ago, in a lot of games, a battle was mostly decided by the equipment you had. But in VRMMOs like BBO, a player’s skills were extremely crucial. Even a level one Novice could defeat a mid-level monster if he knew how to fight it.


  With the observational skills I’ve developed in BBO, I read the Wolf’s movements and took half a step to my right then swung my weapon. It leapt past by my side, following the trajectory I predicted it would. What waited for him was my sword, swung perfectly at the right direction, slicing through the air with powerful momentum. By the time I’ve completed the swinging motion, the Wolf’s body was cut in half.


  『Critical Hit』
 It’s a feature that activates when the blade hits its target with the perfect momentum and perfect angle, multiplying a sword’s power several times.


  Apparently this world had the same system as well. The Wolf might be a low-level mob, but it wasn’t as weak that a single normal blow would be enough to take it down.


  「I can move a lot better than expected.」


  It looks like the combat techniques I’ve developed in BBO can be applied to this world as well. My body moved so naturally, it surprised even me. It still remembered the sensation of playing in BBO.


  A critical hit isn’t something that can be executed easily. In BBO, if you could score a critical hit more than 70% of the time, you were considered an advanced player. I think I did well to be able to land one on my first try.


  I then used my sword to cut off the Wolf’s fangs. In BBO, they’re utilized as materials for weapons, so you can sell it for money.


  「I guess this part’s the same as the game, too.」


  I scavenged the corpse for its usable parts. “Scavenging” was the most ill-received feature in BBO, criticized for being gross and bothersome. People would complain “why can’t they just drop the items?” But you get used to it after a while. Though after the flood of negative feedback, a new skill that every class could use was implemented: 『Auto Scavenge』, which basically made harvesting materials automatic.


  I should try it.


  「Auto Scavenge.」 I muttered.


  Alas, nothing happened. If such a feature was implemented here, the Wolf’s corpse would’ve been completely dissected by now.


  It appears that while this world was identical to BBO, they weren’t exactly the same. I’m glad I learned how to scavenge for materials.


  I managed to tear off two fangs without any problems. Now, for the finishing touch.


  「Cleanse.」


  I recited the skill, removing the blood and pieces of flesh from the fangs. I then placed them in my bag and resumed my hike toward the town.


  ◇


  After several minutes of walking, the town of Elia was now within sight.


  Chapter 05 – Even the Town is Technologically Underdeveloped


  「So this is Elia…」


  Unlike my village, Elia was fairly urban. It was lively, with busy streets and plenty of shops—quite different from my hometown where there wasn’t even one decent shop, just the occasional peddler dropping by. In that regard, you could tell that this town was indeed urban.


  The townscape, however, was completely different from that of BBO. In the game, the town was lit up by magic lamps, and several airships soared through the skies. Numerous sections were neo-futuristic, but this town had a medieval feel to it.


  It must be related to their underdeveloped magic craft. Apparently my village wasn’t the only place that was technologically behind.


  The people of this world are unaware of common magic that even a Novice can use. The only thing similar between this world and BBO was the battle system and magic. I think it’s safe to assume that everything else is different.


  As I was pondering that, standing still, someone called me from behind.


  「You there. Are you lost?」


  I turned around to see a guard who seemed to think I was lost since I was standing motionless. I actually didn’t know where to go from here so he was technically right.


  「I want to go to the guild, but I do not know the way there.」


  After regarding my bag and sword, he seemed to have grasped the situation.


  「…I see. You’re a son of a noble who came here to become an adventurer.」


  「…That is right, Sir.」


  This was apparently a common occurrence. I was a bit taken aback by how he guessed perfectly.


  「I must say, you’re barely equipped… Getting kicked out with only that much luggage is the same as telling you to die.」


  「Well they did hate me.」


  「I see… Sounds rough.」


  I still didn’t really know why they hated me. If I had to guess, it was probably because of the poor harvest we had for three years after I was born. I was completely innocent, of course, but they treated me like some kind of a bringer of misfortune.


  「Let me give you a piece of advice, then. You shouldn’t be too polite with your language. Adventurers don’t talk like that.」


  「Is that so?」


  「Yeah. If bandits eavesdropped on a conversation, they would know who the leader was right away by the way you addressed each other. Adventurers make it so outsiders won’t know the hierarchy in a group, therefore lessening the chances of being attacked. If an adventurer talked politely, they’d be made fun of for not even knowing such basic knowledge.」


  …I see.
 Since there are bandits and the like in this world, it’s necessary to pay attention to those kinds of things too.


  「Gotcha. How’s this?」


  「Perfect. The guild’s that way. Good luck!」 the guard said, then left.


  I did get this impression that adventurers don’t talk politely. Now that he mentioned it, the adventurer back in our land didn’t even address my father, who was the lord of the domain, with reverence. My father didn’t seem to mind. Now I know why, I thought as I made my way to the guild.


  ◇


  「So this is the guild.」


  The adventurer’s guild office was a huge (for this world), two-storey building. Plastered on the front were the words 『Adventurer’s Guild – Elia Branch』.


  I stepped inside and noticed a world map posted right by the entrance. It looked like the royal capital was in the neighboring continent right across the sea. Travelling to a different continent sounds like quite the pain, but luckily, it wasn’t too far. I can travel by sea, so for now, I guess my goal would be to ride the ship that gets me there.


  For the time being, let’s check what kinda requests they got. By examining them, I should be able to know what type of monsters lurk in the area, which would in turn determine my next move, I thought as I studied the requests posted on the wall.


  Then something struck me as odd. The request to take down a Wolf was ranked as C.


  Based on what I’ve gathered so far, adventurers were ranked from A to F. So the Wolf request was a job ranked as third highest. There was no way a monster that could be killed in one attack by a Novice—granted it was a critical hit—was ranked that high. There must’ve been some kind of a mistake.


  I checked the F-ranked requests to find out how they made such a slip-up. Normally, this would be how a Wolf was ranked. But I couldn’t find any name that could refer to the Wolf. What I found written, however, were monsters I’ve never seen in BBO—like 『Kick Rabbit』 and 『Uribou』.


  There was nothing Wolf related among the E and D- rank requests either. The requests to kill wolf-type monsters started from C. Plus I’ve never seen the monster names from D below in BBO.


  I wasn’t sure what to make of the situation. It was simply hard to believe that the Wolf was ranked third highest. And since I couldn’t find the names of monsters I know among the requests, I didn’t have any benchmark to gauge the strength of each rank either.


  There was a bigger issue to begin with. On Earth, the proper name『Wolf』referred to an actual wolf, but was it the same case in this world? For all I know, they called a wolf here a 『Hamster』.


  Fortunately, I had the fangs of the monster, which in BBO, was referred to as a『Wolf』. If I brought them to the counter, I would learn what the monster was actually called in this world.


  With that thought in mind, I made my way to the purchasing counter.


  Chapter 06 – A Weak Mob is Treated as a Strong Monster for Some Reason


  「Would you be selling raw materials, Sir?」


  The receptionist addressed me with a radiant smile as I approached the purchasing counter.


  「Yeah. I wanna sell a monster’s fangs, but I don’t know its name.」


  「…You don’t know the name of the monster you killed? I can understand if you were a beginner. Still, you should learn all you can about your enemy before you fight it.」she said, regarding my whole being.


  It seemed she was concerned about me.


  She had a point. Fighting an enemy you know nothing about is suicidal. Unlike in BBO, if you die here, there’s no respawn. I should be more cautious when facing a monster I’m not familiar with.


  「I am a beginner… who haven’t even registered for the guild yet. Wait, can I sell if I’m not even a member?」


  「You can. However different monsters have different marketable parts, so there’s no guarantee that you can sell the fang.」


  …It would be quicker if I just showed her. I’m sure someone who works at purchasing would at least know the name of the monster just by seeing the raw material.


  「I want to sell these fangs.」I said as I took them out.


  She took a glance.


  「Wolf’s fangs!」 she exclaimed.


  …It looks like the monster I took down is known as a Wolf in this world as well.


  「Come on, now. You shouldn’t lie. Where did you buy this fang? There are some who buy materials from outside then bring them here, but selling them without an official request won’t count as an achievement and will not go on your record.」


  She thought I bought the fangs so I could farm achievements. I doubt killing a monster that weak counts as one, though… Maybe the Wolf I fought just happened to be a weaker one.


  「I killed it just now. Is it really a rank C monster? That can’t be right.」


  「It’s true. It says so in the guild’s bestiary.」


  「I guess the one I killed just happened to be weaker.」


  「They’re the same species so there shouldn’t be that much difference in strength. Besides, you said you killed it “just now”, but those fangs are too clean.」


  Fair enough.
 That reminds me, this world doesn’t know about the spell 『Cleanse』 either.


  For now, let’s set aside the argument on who killed the Wolf. To be honest, I don’t really care about that either. I wasn’t after achievements or anything.


  「So anyway, how much for the fangs? I can sell it, right?」 I asked, presenting them to the receptionist.


  Since the royal capital is on the neighboring continent, raising funds will be crucial. I can’t cross the sea on my own. Considering civilization is not so advanced in this world, I might need quite a lot of money to get there.


  「It will not go on your record, but we can buy them from you. 32,000 gils is the standard price, though given how neatly they were handled, I can give you 34,000. How does that sound?」


  That’s a lot.
 In BBO, materials from common monsters were sold for next to nothing. With 34,000 gils, I can live for a week if I’m frugal. I should be grateful I met that Wolf.


  「Okay, I’ll take it. Can I register for the guild as well?」


  「Of course, but you’ll have to take an easy exam first. The exam fee is 5,000 gils.」


  「All right. I’ll register.」I said, handing the fangs over to her.


  It’s a tactic of mine: sell materials and take the opportunity to register as well. If possible, I want to get the exam application done quickly before they find out about my job class. If they find out I’m a Novice, they might reject my registration without even letting me take the exam. Or so I thought…


  「Very well. Here’s your money, minus the examination fee: 29,000 gils.」she said, handing me a pouch with silver coins inside.


  One silver coin equalled 1,000 gils. I counted them all and it totalled 29 coins. As I was doing so, the receptionist asked me the one question I didn’t want asked.


  「What’s your job class?」


  I knew they’d ask me that. For a moment, I considered just lying and tell her I’m a Swordsman or something, but I’d get busted right away if they asked me to use a Swordsman skill. I should tell the truth.


  「I’m a Novice.」


  Her expression darkened. She thought about it for a moment.


  「…Very well. You won’t get a refund if you fail. Is that all right?」


  「You’re not gonna refuse my application?」


  「There are guilds that reject an exam application, but we don’t do that here. We let applicants take the exam to convince them to take a different career path other than being an adventurer. We believe it’s for their own good.」


  So they basically fail them. She mentioned the exam being easy, though.


  「Didn’t you say the exam’s easy?」


  「It is. For anyone whose job class is not a Novice, at least.」she said as she unfolded a piece of paper on the desk.


  『Exam Subject Choices』was written on it. Apparently I can pick a subject.


  「Please pick one you’re going to take. You’ll receive the same treatment if you pass regardless of your choice.」 she added, pointing at the subjects.


  There were dozens of them. So if I just pass any of these, I can be an adventurer.


  However, most of the subjects required the use of skills exclusive only to a particular job class; like『Successfully execute Power Slash 5 times in a row』or『Successfully activate Restoration Magic 「Heal」』. It goes without saying, but there weren’t any skills that a Novice could use.


  I eliminated the skills-related subjects, and there was only one left.
 『Win in a mock battle against an examiner (a Swordsman).』


  In all honesty, it was an extremely tough ask. I don’t have any combat Skills and my stats are that of a Novice, i.e. the lowest of the low. The difference between job classes is a critical matter. Which is why I didn’t change class back in my hometown and instead go to the capital to get the most powerful job class there is.


  Not only that, I was probably still level one at the moment. After all, the experience points you get from taking down one Wolf is not enough to get to level two.
 …That’s assuming this world has such thing as levels.


  I might be accustomed to fighting in BBO, but right now, I don’t think I can defeat a trained Swordsman. I had no chance of winning, unless he sucked at combat.


  Then again, if I fail, I’ll only lose 5,000 gils. I might as well give it a shot.


  「I’ll take this one.」


  「Okay. The examiner is at the training area. Please follow me.」she said as she left the counter and opened the door to the guild’s training facility.


  Looks like I’m taking the test right away.


  Chapter 07 – The Examiner Went Easy on Me… Right?


  「Are you the idiot who wants to be an adventurer despite only being a Novice?」


  The guild examiner received the exam slip from the receptionist, glaring at me. He was a Swordsman who looked to be around thirty years old, and while not exactly huge, his body was well-built.


  …Yeah, I don’t think I can win.
 Unlike in BBO, there was no feature here that let you see stats. If there was one, the examiner’s would be probably be ten times higher than mine.


  「That would be me. I’d appreciate it if you went easy on me.」


  In BBO, there were fields where you could fight without taking any damage, but I can’t expect anything like that here. Hmm, now I kinda want to withdraw from the exam.


  「I can’t do that, unfortunately. A Novice adventurer will only end up throwing away his life pointlessly. My duty is to prevent that.」


  Looks like he’s not gonna hold back. I get the feeling that once we crossed swords, he’s not going to let me off easy and in the end he’ll pin me down and twist my arm just to make a statement. But I already said I’m taking the exam, so I might as well try.


  「All right. Just no serious injuries please.」


  「Don’t worry. I’m a professional. I’ll let you off with injuries that’ll heal right away.」


  He strode to a corner in the training area where they kept weapons and grabbed a wooden sword. It looks like that’s going to be his weapon of choice. I suppose he wouldn’t use a real sword for an exam. It would be dangerous.


  I walked over to the same spot.


  「So that’s the weapon we’re using.」


  「If you have a sword you’re accustomed with, you may use that instead.」he said, pointing at my sword.


  Nah, that would be dangerous.


  「It’s a legit sword, you know, with an actual blade.」


  「It’s all right. You won’t land a hit anyway.」


  I see. He was underestimating me. Considering the difference in our physique, it was understandable.


  「Nah, I’ll use a wooden sword as well. Can I borrow one?」


  「Pick one you like.」


  The reason I’m using a wooden sword is because it’s lighter. I don’t have to kill him, so a wooden one would be favourable.


  「…I’ll take this.」


  After testing a few of the wooden swords, I settled for a relatively shorter one. The length was perfect for my body size.


  「You’re done choosing?」


  「Yeah.」


  「All right. Then let’s begin.」he said as he faced me.


  We were about five meters apart.


  「I’ll serve as the referee.」the receptionist said, after confirming that we were ready.


  Looks like she’s going to be the referee. I don’t think we’ll need one, though.


  「Are both of you ready?」


  「I am.」


  「I’m good to go anytime.」


  After hearing our words, she took a deep breath and declared in a penetrating voice…


  「Let the Adventurers Guild admission exam… begin!」


  As soon as she said that, the examiner slowly closed the distance between us. I, on the other hand, didn’t move from my spot, waiting to see what he does first. I’ll have a chance when he activates his Skill. A Swordsman’s Skill is way more powerful than a normal attack, but in exchange—save for a few special Skills—they can’t alter their movement.


  For example, a『Power Slash』 lets you attack with more than ten times power than normal, but you can’t perform any other action until you follow through with the attack.
 For one attack, there’s approximately 0.5 to 0.7 second when he’s vulnerable. With that much time, I should be able to land a blow even though I’m weaker than him. We called this interval the『Recovery Time』.


  But the examiner should know about this too. My only choice is to make him use his Skill during a window when I can easily dodge. I’m quite good at these kinds of tactics. However, if he charged at me with pure physical prowess only, not using any kind of skill, then I’ll be in trouble.


  I kept my eye on him, trying to see what his move was. When we were about three meters apart, he raised his sword above his head and charged. He’s going to swing downward.


  I can’t take this blow. If I did, the fight will turn into a close combat battle of strength which I have no chance of winning.


  So I moved half a step to the left, slightly shifting my center of mass. A swing downward is powerful, but easy to dodge. But if I moved too much, my center of mass would be way off, creating an opening for the opponent. So I shifted it slightly with minimum movement, just enough to dodge the attack.


  As I was doing so, the examiner, to my surprise, activated his skill『Guard Crush』. It lets one use overwhelming power to break through a target’s defences. If I blocked the attack, I’d get crushed for sure.


  But using that skill right now was sheer folly. After all, I was already in my dodging motion. Activating it at this moment was the same as telling me to take advantage of the Recovery Time to attack him.


  He could be planning something. There was a possibility that unlike BBO, there was no such thing as a Skills’ Recovery Time in this world. So I tried to ignore the opportunity and watch his next move instead.


  But my body already moved to counterattack. It was pretty much on instinct. All the experience I had in BBO wouldn’t allow me to let an opportunity like this slip away.


  My center of mass was already shifting forward for the counterblow. Moving back now would only create an opening for him so I gave up the idea and swung my sword, praying that the examiner couldn’t alter his motion.


  And as expected, his movement was restricted by the Skill. He just swung downward, not stopping. Now that I’ve successfully dodged his attack, he was a sitting duck.


  Then I realized. He probably created an opening for me on purpose. If I showed I can fight, he’ll let me pass. I would understand if he failed me if I couldn’t land a critical hit on such an easy target. So I swung my sword forward.


  『Critical hit.』
 My sword was wooden so it couldn’t cut him, but the examiner was blown back and sent flying. At the same time, the receptionist’s voice rang out.


  「Th-That’s enough!」


  It looks like I passed. I’m glad the examiner went easy on me.


  「I got knocked away? By a Novice who didn’t even use any Skill?」he muttered, still on the ground, dumbfounded.


  He was still pushing through with the act. What a good guy. As I thanked him deep inside my heart, I held out my hand to him.


  「Th…Thanks.」he said, getting on his feet and still astonished.


  Man, he’s so good at acting.


  「So did I pass?」


  「I don’t really want to admit it, but since you beat me, then yes, you passed. Where did you learn such swordsmanship?」


  「Self-study.」I answered bluntly.


  I couldn’t possibly tell him that I learned it from a game in my previous life. Now that I think about it, BBO was a great place to practice swordsmanship. You couldn’t get tired no matter how many times you swung your sword, plus you could do combat training since you don’t get hurt anyway.


  Thanks to that, a Skill I couldn’t have mastered unless I trained for several days, I was able to acquire in one day. There was even a feature that let you check data on sword swinging. Back then, my friends and I would study the most efficient way to swing a sword.


  「I see. Self-study and yet you’re this strong. The world sure is vast. I never thought I’d be sent flying by a Novice’s sword.」


  「No, I was only able to do that because you went easy on me. If you were serious, I wouldn’t have had a chance.」


  That was such an obvious opening he created. Even bonus stages are more challenging. Perhaps his plan was to intimidate before the exam started to screen out spineless applicants.


  「Go easy?」


  「Yeah. You used『Guard Crush』on purpose, right?」


  「I’m not sure I know what you mean.」


  His face was saying he had no idea what I was talking about. I guess he wants to keep hiding the fact that he held back.


  Anyhow, this means my registration to the guild is approved.


  Chapter 08 – Being an Adventurer Sounds Like an Easy-going Job


  「Congratulations on passing the admission exam! Starting today, you’re officially a member of the Adventurers Guild.」


  After the exam, I went back inside to finish the admission paperwork. It seems like they weren’t going to reject my admission even after passing the exam just because I’m a Novice.


  「Thanks.」I said as I accepted my brand new guild card.


  My name “Eld” was carved on the card with my rank『F』which was pretty much what I expected.


  「Would you like me to explain the terms and conditions? It’s not necessary, but I would recommend it!」she said, handing me a piece of paper with the terms written on it.


  I should learn about the rules and stuff if I’m going to join. I’ve seen scams on Earth where people just signed a contract without reading it properly and missing something outrageous that’s written in fine print.


  「All right, explain them to me. I’d like to read the terms myself too afterwards.」


  「Okay. I’ll explain the crucial points. For more details, you may refer to the document yourself. First is the most important matter: an adventurer’s duties and responsibilities.」she said, pointing at the top-most portion of the document.


  『An Adventurer’s Duties and Responsibilities』was written there.


  「There are only three of them: don’t submit false reports to the guild, don’t divulge confidential information given by the client, and obey the laws of the country where you’re operating.」


  I see. Plain and simple.


  「So what happens if I violate these terms?」


  「You’ll be penalized based on the nature of the violation. The penalties range from temporary suspension of your license to revocation and subsequently being banned from registering again. For criminal acts, there will be punishment based on the country’s laws, so in the worst case it’s the death penalty.」


  The penalties are quite severe…
 I don’t plan to violate those terms anyway so it doesn’t matter to me. There’s one thing I need to verify though.


  「Are those three the only duties and responsibilities of an adventurer? There are no compulsory requests during emergencies, right?」


  In BBO, there were these『Emergency Requests』that activated during in-game events. They were compulsory and you couldn’t take normal requests unless you cleared them or until the event ended. And if you failed to complete the emergency request, you lose some money as penalty. It was known as a shitty feature in the game. If this world had the same feature, joining the guild might pose some risk.


  「It’s completely up to the adventurer if they want to accept a request or not. You won’t be forced to take one just because it’s an emergency. There are legitimately only three duties and responsibilities of an adventurer.」she said, pointing at a portion of the document where the terms were written.


  It looks like unlike BBO, this world’s adventurer’s guild treats its members better.


  「All right. Please continue.」


  「Okay. The next crucial matter is the requests. What you should look out for when it comes to requests are the completion time limit and penalty for breach of contract.」


  Completion time limit and penalty for breach of contract… They sound self-explanatory, but I should hear her out anyway just in case.


  「Completion time limit refers to the time you have to fulfil the request. If you failed to fulfil the request before the deadline, you’ll be deemed to have failed. The penalty for breach of contract refers to the amount you have to pay when you fail a request. Penalties for normal requests are usually not that high, but for urgent requests or those that if failed will result in considerable damages, the amount to be paid may be higher so please be careful.」


  「What happens if the deadline arrives after I’ve fulfilled the request but before I could submit a report?」


  「The deadline for submitting a report depends on how far the request takes you. It’s usually one to two days after the deadline for fulfilling the request. There will be no problem if you submit your report before the deadline. If you complete a request, but fail to submit a report on time, then you’ll be deemed to have failed. Though there are certain cases where the request will subsequently be deemed to have been completed if the failure to submit a report was due to some unforeseen circumstances.」


  I see. So first I have to check the time limit and the penalty for breach before taking a request.


  「That’s all for the important points. If you have questions, then please don’t hesitate to ask.」she said, handing me the contract.


  I took it and scanned every nook and cranny of the document. There seemed to be nothing out of the ordinary. I think I should’ve at least read this before accepting my guild card, but everything looks fine so no biggie.


  All right. Since I’m heading for the capital, I should gather necessary information. Novices are weak after all. It’ll all be for naught if I die before I get there. Information is crucial for me to survive.


  「Is there a place around here with a bestiary and combat manuals? I want to read those before I start adventuring for real.」


  「I don’t think someone as strong as you need a combat manual… You can borrow from the guild’s library. Just ask for it, and if it’s in there I’ll bring it to you. You can’t take them out of the guild. If you want to, you’ll have to either purchase or copy it.」


  「That would be great. Then I’d like to borrow the standard bestiary and combat manual that adventurers use.」


  「Standard books…」


  She looked troubled for a bit as she headed into the back. After a few minutes, she came back with the same expression on her face, carrying two books.


  「There are barely any adventurers who read books so I’m not sure if these are particularly useful, but I believe these are best if you want to go adventuring around these parts.」she said, handing me the books.


  The combat manual was titled『Adventurer Combat Manual ~From Basics to Advanced~』and the bestiary was titled『Monsters in the Vicinity of Elia』.


  Both books were quite thin. Apparently adventurers don’t read anyway so there would be no point in publishing thicker books. They were thin enough that I could finish reading them in no time at all so they were perfect for me right now.


  All right, time to see what this world’s combat techniques and monsters are all about.


  Chapter 09 – The Books are Apparently Useless


  「Let’s check the bestiary first.」


  I opened the book titled 『Monsters in the Vicinity of Elia』 and scanned the table of contents. The monsters were categorized by rank which definitely made things easier to understand.


  I started from the F-ranked monsters since those were probably the ones I’d fight the most at the moment.


  『Kick Rabbit』, 『Snap Rat』, 『Sand Mole』―.


  There were dozens of monsters written on the F rank column, but none of them I have seen in BBO. I’ve memorized the names of all the monsters in BBO, so these were probably ones that didn’t exist in the game.


  I leafed through the pages one by one, checking for monsters’ characteristics and what to look out for when fighting them. Patiently gathering data like this is a must when you plan to take on an opponent you haven’t fought before.


  But it’s not like you can’t fight a monster you have no information on. Back in BBO, we didn’t have info on newly added fields, so we had to find a way to clear the area ourselves while fighting along the way.


  I gradually went through the book; from E rank to D rank. At this point, I haven’t found a single monster native to BBO.


  The monsters I knew in BBO showed up from rank C. There was the『Wolf』, 『Scorpion』, 『Blood-sucking Bat』.


  They were all low-level mobs in the game. These are considered rank C monsters here? Is this some kind of a joke?


  I checked the B rank section and at long last, found an actual decent monster.


  『Rage Wolf』.
 It may look like it’s just a bigger version of a Wolf, but it’s a lot faster and more powerful than a normal one. If you killed one in BBO, that meant you weren’t a beginner anymore.


  Still… this thing is ranked B? Does this mean most adventurers in this world are rank A? I flipped the page to the rank A section, but it was blank. Perhaps that meant there weren’t any ranked A monsters in the town’s vicinity.


  It looked like all the monsters in the area were weak. I still can’t let my guard down, but it’s certainly better than coming across swarms of strong monsters.


  I moved on to the next book, 『Adventurer’s Combat Manual ~From Basics to Advanced~』―a very typical title for a manual.


  The basics section of the book talked about weapon maintenance and how to scavenge materials―the basic of the basics―so I just skimmed through the pages. The beginner level section also contained basic matters like how to swing a weapon, the Skills each job class can use, and very rudimentary enemy scouting so once again I just skimmed through them since I already knew this stuff.


  The intermediate level section was still about basic things: positioning against a single opponent, when to use a Skill, and how to explore dungeons. I skipped these. The advanced level section was about positioning when against multiple enemies and how to maneuver yourself against an attack from someone hostile. Once again, basic stuff, so I can just skip… wait, what?


  As I skipped the stuff I already knew about, I finished the advanced level section too. Where’s the part about fighting one-on-one, critical hits, or even anticipating movements?


  I flipped to the next page. Well, the last page actually. At last, something about critical hits. It was written as more like an extra piece of information.


  『Miracle Strike』


  When your swordsmanship skills increase, the power of your attack skyrockets in rare cases. This is called a Miracle Strike. There have been attempts to replicate this phenomenon, but none have been successful.


  There’s no way to do it deliberately, but it is said that high-level adventurers have won battles instantly the moment it activated. One theory suggests that the world’s strongest adventurer, Gillart, could use the Miracle Strike twenty percent of the time.


  A twenty percent critical hit rate and he’s the world’s strongest? More like he just graduated from being a beginner.


  Then I realized a possibility. It was so natural to me already that I even did it unconsciously, but perhaps the people of this world don’t know the trick to landing a critical hit.


  The trick to a critical hit was to relax your hand just slightly the moment your sword hit the enemy. In BBO, it was extremely common knowledge that it was even included in the official tutorial for beginners.


  It made sense that the critical hit rate would drop to only twenty percent if you didn’t know the trick. If they didn’t even know such basic knowledge, that would mean the inhabitants of this world are unaware about the basics of basic when it comes to combat. That’s pretty much the same as being totally ignorant.


  I’m sure this world doesn’t have the custom of writing down highly advanced knowledge on books. That’s why adventurers don’t read them. Yeah, I’m sure that’s it.


  In that case, maybe I can’t trust the bestiary as well. I just have to be extremely cautious around monsters when I go out of the town.


  「How are the books?」


  As I was sitting there, dumbfounded, the receptionist addressed me. I couldn’t possibly tell her “They were all extremely basic stuff, it was pretty much useless.”


  「They were helpful. Thanks.」


  「That’s good to hear.」she said. I handed her the books back.


  In any case, my first goal is to change job classes. I ended up making a brief detour, but I should start looking for ways to get to the royal capital.


  Chapter 10 – I Was Informed of a Nice Hunting Ground


  Since I came to the guild, I felt like I’ve just been asking lots of questions.


  「I wanna go to the royal capital. How do I get there?」


  「Th-The royal capital?!」the receptionist exclaimed, looking surprised.


  Her astonishment made it sound like not a lot people from this town head to the capital.


  「Yeah. The royal capital.」


  「Let’s see… You take the royal capital ferry from the port city of Minatan. That should take you to the capital. But it’s incredibly pricey for the public.」


  「The public?」


  「The ferry is primarily used by guild and country officials. There are slots for the general public, though, but the cheapest go for three million gils.」


  Three million… If I sell a hundred Wolf fangs, I should have enough. If there are plenty of those weak Wolves like the one I killed on my way here, I should be able to save money up easily.


  「Is there any other way to get there?」


  「Hmm. You can work for a trading firm or a noble family with connections in the royal capital and become someone important, or work for the guild and get a seat on the top brass. Then you might get on the ferry!」


  Yeah, no. That would take years.


  「Besides taking the ferry, your only other option is to swim across the sea.」


  「Thanks. I’ll just save up three million gils.」


  It might be a different story if I’ve already changed class, but crossing the sea as a Novice is pure suicide. There are also monsters in the sea and without any footing, fighting will be hard. To top it off, you can’t take a break. I should just take it easy and save money as I make my way to Minatan.


  I studied the map posted on the wall. The port city of Minatan wasn’t too far; about a week’s travel away.


  I should postpone travelling for now since I still didn’t know how powerful the monsters of this world were. At the moment, I should learn how to fight this world’s monsters while making money in this town.


  「I’d like to take a request. Got anything you’d recommend to a beginner?」


  「A beginner… you’re taking it, correct?」


  「Of course.」


  「In that case, I recommend this one!」she said, bringing a request titled『Lesser Wolf Kill Quest』.


  The letter E was written on the rank field.


  「I’m rank F. Can I take an rank E request?」


  「If the request doesn’t specify the rank of the adventurer that can accept it, then you can go for it.」


  Sounds like I can take it then. Still, immediately going for an E rank didn’t sit well with me. 『Lesser Wolf』 was an inferior version of a『Wolf』and the bestiary said it was rank E.


  The reward was 7,000 gils per Lesser Wolf. The highest reward of the other rank E requests was only 4,000 per monster so this one was on the higher end of the spectrum.


  There was no penalty for when you failed and it had a time limit of ten days from acceptance of request. No problem so far. But there had to be a reason why the reward was high.


  「Why would you recommend this?」


  「First is the reward. You need money to get to the capital! A Lesser Wolf’s fang is worth 12,000 gils so you’ll be killing two birds with one stone! I, Teresa, proudly recommend this request!」


  「Yeah, the reward is high. But what’s bugging me is why.」


  There was no way a request with a high reward was still left untaken. There had to be a reason for that. I’m not taking the request until I find out what that is.


  Oh and apparently, the receptionist’s name was Teresa.


  「That’s because for an rank E request, its difficulty is actually higher. It’s essentially D rank.」


  Well, that’s a pretty simple reason.


  「All right, I don’t want it. Just give me a rank F one. I’m not really in a hurry to make money that I’d take a request way above my level.」


  「You beat the examiner in a one-on-one match. I think it’s a waste for someone as strong as you to settle for an F rank request. We have a shortage of skilled adventurers at the moment and the guild would want to give the appropriate requests to strong adventurers.」


  「I only won because he went easy on me and I managed to trigger a Miracle Strike by chance.」


  「He’d never go easy on you when the whole purpose of that exam is to make a Novice like you fail. Wait, that was a Miracle Strike you used back then?!」


  「Of course. Otherwise, there’s no way a Novice like me can send the examiner flying.」


  I kind of regretted that I brought it up now. I sure hope they won’t invalidate the result on grounds of me simply being lucky. I should’ve been more cautious about mentioning the Miracle Strike.


  I waited for what Teresa had to say as I reflected on my foolishness. But what she said next was the exact opposite of what I expected.


  「Using a Miracle Strike, even if it was a coincidence, means you’re a highly skilled swordsman! Now I know why you’re so strong.」


  Wait, what?
 True, there was a trick to triggering a Miracle Strike deliberately, but surely anyone can activate it by chance. Was it really such big a deal?
 Teresa began searching for something among the bundle of requests. And then…


  「You should take this request!」she said as she took out a new request—a C-ranked one.


  Sending a level 1 Novice to take a high rank request right off the bat was basically the same as telling them to die.


  No way. I can’t trust Teresa. I’ll choose a request on my own. I picked a rank F kill quest with the lowest reward.


  Kick Rabbit Kill Quest; the reward was 1,500 gils—perfect as my first job.


  「If you insist… I’ll process it then.」Teresa said, discontent on her face as she took the request form and my guild card and headed to the back of the guild.


  After a while, she came back.


  「I’m done processing the request. There’s nothing but Kick Rabbits in Elia’s Second Forest so it’s safe. Still you should be ready and on your guard.」


  Oh, she certainly could do it if she put her mind to it. This is exactly the kind of information I needed.


  「Can you tell me where this Second Forest is?」


  「Of course!」


  ◇


  After about ten minutes, I headed out to fulfil the request right away while it was still early. It would be dangerous to be out when it gets dark.


  「Oh, if it isn’t the strongest Novice around. Going out for a job?」


  I was making my way to the town’s gate when I ran into the guild’s examiner. He’s the guy that supervised my admission exam and went easy on me.


  「I’m not really the strongest, but yes, I took a request. I’m off to kill some Kick Rabbits in Elia’s Second Forest.」


  「Kick Rabbits in Elia’s Second Forest…?」he said with a puzzled look on his face..


  Well, he was a legitimate Swordsman so a Kick Rabbit kill quest was probably outside of his field. I have to change job classes quick too so I can fight with confidence and pride.


  「Yeah. I was told that there’s only Kick Rabbits in the Second Forest so it’s safe. They recommended a high rank request at first, but I declined and picked the easiest one I could find.」


  「…I see. Well, good luck.」he said, averting his gaze.


  He was most likely feeling guilty for going easy on me.


  「Thanks. I’ll do my best. We Novices can’t underestimate something like a Kick Rabbit after all.」I said as we parted ways.


  All right, time to head to Elia’s Second Forest. The safe hunting ground with nothing but Kick Rabbits is waiting for me.


  Chapter 11 – There Was Something Off About the Hunting Ground


  After walking for about thirty minutes, the forest was now within my sights—right where I was told it would be.


  That must be Elia’s Second Forest, I thought as I made my way inside.


  「So that’s the Kick… Rabbit?」


  As soon as I stepped into the forest, I caught a glimpse of something move. Not just one, but six of them.


  But there was something off about them. As the name suggested, Kick Rabbits were rabbit-type monsters with a scouting radius of about fifteen meters according to the bestiary. Even a Novice like me should be able to spot it first.


  But the monsters I saw looked more like a wolf. They looked exactly like the Lesser Wolves—even their size—in the bestiary. And most importantly, they noticed me and were heading towards me even though I was still about fifty meters away from them.


  That receptionist tricked me. She lied about it being safe and sent to me to do the request she originally recommended—the Lesser Wolf kill quest.


  Even if I did figure it out now, it was already too late. The Lesser Wolves have already spotted me and were charging straight at me.


  They were slower than a normal Wolf, but still faster compared to a Novice like me. I can’t escape now. I have no other choice but to fight.


  「Six of them… and they’re slower than the Wolves in BBO.」


  If I keep my cool and deal with them appropriately, I can definitely win. As I was analyzing the situation, I turned around and readied my sword. The Lesser Wolves were charging straight at me. I pretended to face them head-on, then just before they could lunge at me, I leapt to the left.


  The four in front went past where I was positioned moments ago, but the other two managed to keep up with me. That’s what I was hoping for anyway.


  「One down!」


  A lesser wolf pounced at me, and I cut him down from the front. With a critical hit, of course. A Novice can’t fight if he can’t even land a critical hit on a monster that came straight at him.


  The other one stopped in its tracks as the wolf I took down came flying at it. The perfect chance.


  「Two down!」


  I sliced the second one in half with a downward critical swing. So far I took down two of them and I was still unscathed.


  When facing against several opponents, the number one rule is not to take on multiple foes at a time. Of course, I alone can’t divide the enemies, but I can control the flow of the fight so that for just a moment, I get a one-one-one.


  If I just destroy their formation like this, victory is as good as mine. Four foes is definitely a lot easier than six. They were trying poorly to chase after me, breaking their ranks.


  「Hiya!」


  This time, I was the one who charged at them, swinging my sword. Once their formation has collapsed, it’s best not to give them a chance to reorganize. Based on what I’ve gathered so far, I can take four Lesser Wolves head-on without a problem.


  I then proceeded to kill them one by one all with critical hits.


  「You’re the last one!」


  I managed to kill them all without much trouble. Then I felt my body become lighter. Did I level up? I wouldn’t be surprised if I did considering the number of monsters I’ve killed so far.


  In BBO, when you levelled up, there would be a fancy sketch with fanfares playing in the background. But I doubt this world had such a thing. First of all, I wasn’t even sure if this world had such a feature as levelling. I would find out quicker if just tested it so I picked up a pebble from the ground.


  「Reinforced Stone Throwing.」I recited.


  As I chanted the Skill, light enveloped my right arm. I then swung my arm around and threw the pebble. It swiftly zipped through the air, light wrapping around it.


  This was a skill that a level 2 Novice learned. I couldn’t use it before I left my hometown. But I can right now. This definitely meant I levelled up.


  「Not bad for my first day.」


  I registered for the guild and levelled up. An outstanding accomplishment for my first day of adventuring, if I do say so myself.


  All right, time to head back. I have to give that receptionist a piece of my mind.


  ◇


  「Did you manage to hunt some Kick Rabbits?」


  Approximately one hour later.
 After getting back from my『Kick Rabbit Hunt』I was greeted by Teresa with a bright smile. Feigning ignorance, are we? Of course, I already thought about how to deal with this situation.


  「Does the guild call this monster a Kick Rabbit?」I asked, showing her a Lesser Wolf’s headless corpse.


  I left one on purpose so I could give her a piece of my mind.


  「That’s a surprise. There shouldn’t be any Lesser Wolves in the『Kick Rabbit Forest』.」she said, not a hint of surprise on her face whatsoever.


  「That’s the first time I’ve heard of the place.」


  「What? I believe I recommended the Kick Rabbit Forest. That’s strange. It looks like you mistakenly went to Elia’s Second Forest instead.」


  I see. She’s going to play innocent till the bitter end. But when she puts it like that, I had no way to prove that she lied to me. This is tyranny. Is this even allowed?


  「Yeah. Apparently I went to Elia’s Second Forest. Which means I failed the job. Please cancel the request. There’s no penalty, right?」I said, handing her my guild card.


  「Oh, no! Silly me!」she exclaimed in a loud, exaggerated voice.


  I think I know where this is going. I think I do, but I’m gonna ask her anyway.


  「What’s wrong?」


  「It seems I made a mistake and processed the Lesser Wolf kill quest instead. You killed the Lesser Wolves, right?」


  「Yeah. Six of them. I have their fangs as well.」I said, showing her the wolf fangs.


  At this point, she was basically saying she did it on purpose. Can I get angry now?


  「With the fangs plus the reward, that’s 19,000 gils each. I’ll give you a bonus of 1,000 gils since the materials are in good condition so that’s 20,000 each for a total of 120,000 gils!」she said, handing me 120,000 gils.


  …All right. All is forgiven. If I took the Kick Rabbit request, I probably would’ve only gotten 1,500 gils.


  She must’ve taken my abilities and how strong the monsters were into consideration to give me a request from which I could earn the most. Teresa sure is nice.


  Thanks to her, I felt like I was one step closer in my journey to the capital plus I’ve learned about a profitable request. I can make money with Lesser Wolves kill quests.


  「Will there be a Lesser Wolves kill quest tomorrow as well?」


  「Of course. We were actually worried because there haven’t been enough kill quests undertaken recently.」


  …I see. Then I’ll take down more Lesser Wolves and be of service to the guild.


  With that, I left the guild. It was getting late, so I’ll continue tomorrow.


  Chapter 12 – I Was Up Against a Swarm of Enemies


  The next morning.
 After a night’s stay at an inn, I walked around town to purchase a new sword.


  Weapons are important. Even if you’re accustomed to fighting or can land critical hits, if your stats are low, you can’t take down an enemy.


  I was only able to defeat every enemy I’ve encountered so far with one shot because they were weak. Unlike in BBO, you can’t see stats in this world, but it doesn’t change the fact that stats are important.


  If the Lesser Wolf’s defense was twice that of a Wolf, my critical blow could’ve been countered and I probably wouldn’t be here right now. That’s how crucial stats are.


  As I was pondering that, I arrived at an equipment shop located near the guild. According to the guard I asked, this was the only equipment shop in town. And the owner doesn’t make the goods, but rather he purchases them.


  「Welcome. What are you looking for, Sir?」


  「A somewhat shorter sword that’s just right for my build.」


  「A shorter sword… In that case, please follow me.」


  He led me to a section of the shop where a large quantity of brand-new swords were displayed. They all cost 30,000 gils, a somewhat affordable price.


  But they seemed to lack offensive power. They were better than the sword I had right now, but I didn’t feel like I could entrust my life to them either.


  「Do you have anything better?」


  「I’ll show you the best sword I got here. It’s a bit more expensive, though.」


  He guided me further back into the shop to show me a sword with 150,000 gils written on its price tag. It was just the right length.


  「Can I try a few swings?」


  「Of course.」


  I took the 150,000 gil-sword in my hand and swung it around lightly.
 It’s a great sword. It didn’t have any extreme capabilities, but it was carefully crafted. With this I can fight without worrying about it getting smashed to bits. If I bought it, that would be most of my money gone. I’ll take it anyway.


  After all, Novices have awful stats. I wanted to at least up my offense with a weapon.


  「I’ll take this.」


  「Thank you!」


  I handed the shopkeeper 150,000 gils and received my brand-new sword.


  「Would you like some armor to go with that as well? I’ll give you a discount!」


  Armor, huh? Wearing one would certainly increase my durability, but I didn’t need it right now. With a Novice’s basic defense, armor of this grade wouldn’t make much difference. Instead, it would only slow me down, therefore increasing the chances of me getting hit—a huge drawback. If he had armor with a special effect that made me move faster, then I want it. But it looked like he had nothing extraordinary like that. Well, even if he did, I didn’t have the money anyway.


  「Nah. I’m good.」


  All right. I’m pretty much out of money. I have to go make some more.


  ◇


  「Is there a request to kill Lesser Wolves today?」


  「Yes! We still have 32 left in the kill quest limit.」


  「Kill quest limit?」


  「The maximum number of monsters you can kill that’ll give you a reward. You can kill more than that, but you won’t get any money. Also, there’s only so many of them out there so when you get closer to the limit, the encounter rate decreases. Experienced adventurers would avoid taking kill quests with less than five targets left.」


  I see. That basically meant going over the limit was inefficient.


  「Got it. I’ll look for another request, then.」


  「Pardon? There’s still 32 left for the Lesser Wolves kill quest.」


  「That’ll only take less than two hours. Rather than coming back here to get another request, I’ll just take another one and do both in one go.」I said as I started looking for another request.


  I don’t want to stay a Novice for long. To change job classes sooner, I need to save money to get to the royal capital.


  「Thirty-two in just two hours…?」


  「You heard me. Wolf-type monsters have higher scouting abilities and tend to group up, so taking down a lot is easier.」


  Plus I didn’t have to find them. They’d spot me first and come charging at me. Of course, getting pincer attacked by two or more groups would be dangerous, but high-level players in BBO knew how to avoid running into such a situation.


  I could kill the wolves in one blow. It was the ideal job for someone like me with combat experience but awful stats. Unfortunately, there was nothing I could do if I could only kill so many. I had to look for another request.


  So I went over the requests. Teresa would most likely just give me something stronger than Lesser Wolves if I asked for her help. If I wanted something with just the right level of difficulty, I had to look for one myself.


  Right now, I would rank my abilities at high E. I did manage to take down a Wolf which was rank C, but it was alone. I don’t think I can win against a pack of those so taking a C rank request right now was out of the question. There was a huge difference between just “winning” and “winning slowly but surely”.


  So I’m going to stay away from requests that required taking down anything stronger than Lesser Wolves. The reward reflected the level of difficulty. Since the lesser wolves gave 7,000 gils, I just had to look for requests with rewards lower than that.


  Then I found the perfect request.


  Spear Mouse kill quest. Rank E.
 Reward: 4,000 gils per mouse.
 Kill count limit is 546.


  The reward wasn’t too high with lots of kills to go before the limit was reached. Now I can make money safely with this request.


  「I wanna take this one.」


  「The Spear Mouse kill quest, correct? I think that’s an excellent choice! It’s perfect for you, Eld-san!」


  It sounds like she supports my choice. It was a lower-ranked request but perhaps she realized that this was reasonable.


  ◇


  A few hours later.
 After taking care of the Lesser Wolves request, I headed for the Spear Mouse hunting grounds.


  Incidentally, after asking for the location from Teresa, I confirmed it with the town’s guard as well so there was no chance of me getting tricked this time. Humans are creatures that learn.


  「Is this the Spear Mouse Forest?」


  Not long after I started running, I arrived at the forest. It felt a lot farther than where Teresa said it would be but a 30-minute difference was within margin of error. This place was most likely the Spear Mouse Forest. I think.


  There weren’t any mouse-type monsters in BBO so this would be my first time fighting one. It’s best to get the experience now so when I do face off against stronger mouse-type monsters, I’ll know how to fight them.


  I explored the inside of the forest then spotted a large mouse with a pointed head that resembled a spear. I say “large” but only relative to its normal size. It was only about forty centimeters tall.


  I guess I’ll try taking one down. I headed straight for the Spear Mouse. When I was about thirty meters away, it turned toward me. It looks like it noticed me.


  「Scouting range is about thirty meters…」


  When facing a monster for the first time, gathering information is more crucial than killing them.


  All right, what will it do now? I inched closer while watching the Spear Mouse’s movements. Its next move was completely unexpected.


  It cried out to the skies. This only meant one thing: it was calling for its friends.


  After a few more squeals, similar cries rang out from all directions.
 …There won’t be just ten or twenty of them. At the very least, it’ll be in the hundreds.


  「This is bad…」


  If it was only a smaller swarm, I could try making it so I fought one at a time over and over again. But when they numbered at least ten, I couldn’t do that.


  My only saving grace was that they were ranked E. If the guild were not mistaken in designating their rank, they were only as dangerous as the Lesser Wolves. In fact, the Lesser Wolves were among the strongest E rank monsters, so there was a high possibility that these Spear Mice were safer to deal with.


  Not that it mattered how strong they were. Right now, I still have to fight them.


  「Take this!」


  I ceased surveying the situation and charged a nearby Spear Mouse with my sword. I didn’t bother trying to land a critical hit; it was important to just land a blow as soon as possible. But that was enough to kill it in one attack.


  They’re weak, all right—a lot weaker than Lesser Wolves. They were most likely recognized as E rank only because they attack in swarms.


  However, these Spear Mice were the worst match for me. Right now, my stats were close to being the lowest and I was making up for it with skill, allowing me to just barely fight.


  You can, after all, compensate the difference in stats with skill. Case in point: I haven’t actually been hit since I got to this world.


  But a close-range royal rumble against a lot of monsters is a different story. No matter how good I am at combat, I will definitely get hit. Dodging the attacks of a few dozen monsters is physically impossible.


  So I assessed my current situation. Judging by the cries, there were at most 300 of the Spear Mice.


  Their offensive ability is what matters, but I can’t tell at the moment. Overall, however, their individual stats should be quite low. I should be able to beat them.


  「…No other choice but to fight.」


  I charged at a nearby Spear Mouse with my sword. What you should focus on in situations like this is to decrease the opponent’s numbers. The fewer the enemies, the lesser chance of getting hit and the higher chances of winning.


  As I took down one, more and more started gathering and they rushed at me one after another.


  「Argh, that hurts!」


  But I could endure the pain. The injuries weren’t serious. As I suspected, they weren’t all that powerful. Taking into consideration the damage I was receiving plus the number of enemies, I analyzed my situation for a moment and came to a conclusion: I can win.


  I swung my sword, slaying one Spear Mouse after another, all the while enduring the pain. Even against multiple enemies, you can still use your own skills and techniques, not just swing your sword recklessly. Continuously taking down as many monsters as possible in the most efficient manner—that counts as a skill. And the most important thing to consider is…


  「Self Cure.」


  …the timing of your heals. Novices have extremely low MP. Self Cure may only require a low amount of MP to use, but people don’t have an unlimited mana pool. The number of times you can use the skill was therefore limited.


  If you were too slow on your healing, it could be too late. On the other hand, if you cast it prematurely and you still had a lot of health, your heal will be wasted. I paid attention to the amount of heal I needed and adjusted the timing on when to use it accordingly, while fighting continuously.


  I just needed to stay composed and be a machine with only one goal: kill the enemies. So I simply focused on swinging my sword while continuing to use Self Cure to recover stamina. By the time I was dangerously low on MP, I’ve taken care of all the Spear Mice.


  「…I somehow managed to do it.」


  It was a gruelling battle. They were a lot more troublesome than the Lesser Wolves which were considered to be among the strongest E rank monsters.


  「Who the heck thought this was an E rank request?」I complained as I gathered the pointed part of the Spear Mice’s heads. They called this the『Spear Mouse’s Spearhead』.


  I had no idea what they used them for, but bringing these to the guild will apparently prove that I indeed killed the Spear Mice. It was a drag to collect all these materials after that arduous battle, but when I thought about how each one of them will fund my trip to the capital, I felt motivated. After a while, I finished gathering all of them.


  The spearheads totalled 276. The reward from the request alone will give me more than 1,100,000 gils. Plus the amount I will get from selling these…
 Now that’s the dream! What I could do with all that money! I thought as I made my way back to Elia.


  ◇


  「Two hundred seventy-six?!」


  Teresa’s voice echoed in the quiet guild. When I reported that I killed 276 Spear Mice, she was dumbfounded.


  Oh come on, stop pretending. You’re the one who said this request was perfect for me.


  「I spotted one and before long a lot more emerged. That’s how the Spear Mice behave, right?」


  「No, it’s not!」


  …What?
 It’s not?


  Chapter 13 – I’m Somehow Loaded Now


  「Aren’t they classified as rank E because they group up in large numbers?」


  「They do group up but not in a way that you could defeat hundreds of them in one day! How many swarms did you kill?」


  「…Just one.」


  Though I wasn’t quite sure if I could call those things that gathered from all over the forest as only “one” swarm.


  The receptionist wore a puzzled look on her face.


  「One swarm and 276 of them… Wait a minute… Please show me the spearheads you got from the Spear Mice!」


  「Sure.」I said, handing her the Spear Mice spearhead.


  「This is….from an Army Spear Mouse!」She blurted out loud as soon as she saw the spearhead.


  「So it’s a different kind of monster?」


  「Way different! A normal Spear Mouse is rank E, but an Army Spear Mouse is a rank C monster.」


  Oh, rank C. No wonder they were strong. Now that I think about it, it did feel like I ended up farther than where she said the Spear Mouse forest would be. I must’ve made a wrong turn somewhere.


  …I guess that means…


  「So did I fail the request?」


  「That’s a strange thing to worry about. Going up against a troop of Army Spear Mice alone would normally spell certain death.」


  Really…?
 Even a Novice like me somehow managed to take them all out, so wouldn’t a Swordsman be able to do it solo easily?


  Then『Self Cure』came to mind. It’s a skill that people in this world don’t use. If it weren’t for that, it might’ve been extremely difficult to take down those Army Spear Mice alone.


  「Well, I made it back alive so there’s no point in getting worked up about it now. Can I switch the request to an Army Spear Mouse kill quest then?」


  「Of course not.」


  What a disaster… My dreams… ruined. I expected to earn over 1,100,000 gils!


  Oh well. There’s still 640,000 gils from the Lesser Wolf kill quest. I’ll just settle for that today.


  As I was brooding, the receptionist spoke.


  「But the price for an Army Spear Mouse’s spearhead is higher than the total of the reward for the Spear Mouse request and its spearhead price combined.」


  「For real?」


  「It’s a top tier C-rank monster after all. One spearhead will earn you 20,000 gils.」


  20,000 gils for one spearhead. That’s pretty much the amount I’d get from the Lesser Wolf request. It’s quite cheap for a C-rank monster, but still considering how easy it is to kill a lot of them, the price is outrageous. One Army Spear Mouse is an easier kill than one Lesser Wolf too.


  …Hmm? Wait, that means…


  「I have 276 spearheads, so do I get 5,520,000 gils?」


  「Well, we have a limit on how many we can purchase…」she said before checking some documents.


  A moment later, her face lit up.


  「It seems we can buy all of them! In fact, we have a shortage of Army Spear Mouse spearheads so this is very good news for us!」


  Just like that, I somehow earned enough money to get to the capital. It was too easy, I kind of felt guilty about it.


  「All right, I’ll take it. Oh, and the Lesser Wolves fangs as well.」


  「Right away!」she said as she took the materials and brought me the money.


  That’s the guild for you. They have an enormous fund to disburse this kind of huge amount in lump sum cash.


  「Please verify the reward.」she said, handing me a bunch of gold coins and five shiny, white coins.


  Platinum coins… This is my first time seeing one.


  「If I’m not mistaken, one platinum coin is 1,000,000 gils, right?」


  「That is correct. It has been a while since I’ve disbursed platinum coins for a reward. A word of advice: don’t show them in public. Thieves will have their eyes on you.」


  「Are there thieves here?」


  「Public security is good around these parts so there’s not a lot of them. Unless they’re powerful thieves, I’m sure you can send them packing. You can also just kill them on the spot.」


  Wait, can I really do that? I’d like to avoid fighting with thieves. I’ll be screwed if I get caught by a surprise attack. If they’re accustomed to one-on-ones, then it won’t be as easy as the fight with the examiner.


  As I was pondering that, Teresa spoke.


  「Which reminds me, Eld-san. With that reward, you can now go to the royal capital, right?」


  「Yeah. I’m leaving today. Thanks for everything.」


  Teresa’s methods were somewhat heavy-handed… no, more like crafty, but if it weren’t for her, I definitely wouldn’t have been able to earn money to get to the capital in such a short time.


  「It’s unfortunate that you’re leaving, Eld-san. We haven’t had a strong adventurer in a while.」


  「I’ll come back if I ever feel like it.」


  All things considered, I had fun in this town. The examiner’s a good guy too.


  「What are you going to do in the royal capital?」


  「I have important matters to attend to—something that’ll help me grow as an adventurer.」


  Changing job classes at the royal capital’s cathedral. I was still unsure whether that was possible in this world. But I’m confident that the system of changing classes exists.


  I have a few reasons for believing so, but there’s no point in pondering about them at the moment. I’ll find out right away once I get to the capital.


  「See ya.」I said as I made my way out.


  But then Teresa stopped me.


  「Ah, Eld-san! I have one last thing to tell you.」


  「What is it?」


  「I lied about the Kick Rabbit request!」


  …Oh, that. I might’ve held it against her if I got hurt then, but as a result I did get the money to buy a new sword and even know my place in this world. I have no reason to resent her for that now.


  「It’s okay. I’ve gotten over it. But I advise you not to do that to other people. You might get on their bad side.」


  「I won’t!」


  With those parting words, I left the guild.
 All right! The royal capital is waiting for me.


  Chapter 14 – The Ship Seems to be Powered by an Ancient Relic


  「So this is the port town.」


  The day after I earned enough money to get to the royal capital.
 Not wasting any time in getting there, I immediately made my way to the port town of Minatan which was about a five-hour travel from Elia. It was a peaceful journey with no incidents whatsoever.


  The entrance to the town was elevated, giving a good view of the entire place. Three ships were anchored at the docks with countless smaller boats. One of those ships was probably the one used for travelling between the continents.


  「I want a general ticket for the ship bound for the capital. Where do I buy one?」


  「You can buy one at the Maxia trading company, but it costs a fortune.」


  「If I remember correctly, it costs three million gils, right?」


  It was a lot of money, but I managed to get it. If for some reason it cost ten million, then I’d have to go back to Elia to earn some more again.


  「Yeah, something like that.」


  「I’ll head there, then. Thanks.」


  I guess Teresa was right, I thought as I made my way to Maxia.


  ◇


  「…Damn.」


  The Maxia trading company’s office was huge. This was my first time seeing a five-story building in this world. I headed inside. As soon as I stepped into the building, I spotted a fancy-looking counter right by the entrance labelled “Royal Capital Ferry Ticket Window” . It was going on a luxurious ferry which you’d have to pay three million gils just to get on board—save for noble’s attendants and the guild’s top brass—so it only made sense that the ticket window was fancy as well. Am I allowed to be here? Me, an F-ranked adventurer?


  I spoke to the man standing by the window.


  「I want to get on the ship.」


  「Do you have letter of introduction?」


  「I don’t.」


  「Then you’ll have to pay for the general ticket which costs three million gils. Do you have the money, Sir?」 the man asked.


  He was polite even to an adventurer which showed that the company was thorough in training their staff. But he wore an expression that seemed to assume I didn’t have the money. It was certainly hard to believe that an adventurer who was barely equipped would have three million gils with him. It would be quicker if I just showed him.


  「Will this cover it?」I asked, showing him three platinum coins.


  In that exact moment, he bowed deeply in a ninety-degree angle.


  「Yes, Sir. Are you perhaps a famous adventurer?」


  「Not at all. The exact opposite, in fact.」


  「That’s a good one, Sir. How soon do you want to depart?」


  I wasn’t even joking, though. My rank was still F, the lowest. Apparently I would’ve been rank E by now if I actually accepted the Army Spear Mouse kill quest.


  No matter. I can rank up when I really need it. I’m not really having any trouble being rank F at the moment.


  「The sooner, the better.」


  「The earliest trip leaves in thirty minutes. You have to get on board immediately if you want to make it. Would that be all right, Sir?」


  「Yeah. 」


  I actually wanted to check out the town a bit but it doesn’t hurt to get to the capital as soon as possible. After all, I won’t get anywhere unless I change job classes first.


  Right now, being attacked by a group of Army Spear Mice was enough to leave me covered in wounds and bruises, but once I change class, one magic attack should be enough to blow those mice away. There’s just that much difference before and after changing jobs.


  For some reason, monsters that can be taken down by a Novice were classified as rank C. I have a rough idea now though why weaker monsters were treated as strong, and that reason was simple. The people of this world simply didn’t know how to fight; they’d lost to weak monsters even. There was no way they would know how to properly engage in combat when they had no idea how to use Self Cure or land critical hits.


  Despite that, they still survived. That just goes to show how weak the monsters in this world are. What a peaceful world. Still, there could be powerful A and B rank monsters.


  「Please come with me, Sir. We don’t have much time before the ship departs, so we must make haste.」


  As I was thinking about monsters, a guide came to lead me to the ship. Service sure was different when you board a ship that cost three million gils for a ticket.


  「There’s ten minutes left before departure. Have a nice trip, Sir.」


  The guide left as we arrived at my cabin. On my desk was a brochure for the trip.


  Apparently the whole cruise will take three hours. The ship uses an ancient relic called a Water Ferry Gem to obtain high speeds and stability not found in normal ferries.
 Ancient relic, huh? Now that sounds exciting.


  「Guess I’ll have a look.」


  Passengers could apparently go see the stone themselves. I didn’t have anything better to do for the entire trip so I might as well check it out.


  I went up to the deck and saw a large magic stone of sorts attached to the huge mast. A magic gem is a stone which only a few monsters possess and it has an incredible amount of magic stored inside. In BBO, it was used for creating magic tools, so it was traded at high prices. Then again, I wasn’t entirely sure that the Water Ferry Stone was indeed a magic gem.


  Was it really all right to put an important relic in a place with poor security? The stone would fall off if the mast broke. It would be a lot safer in a heavily-secured cabin.


  「Is something the matter, Sir?」a sailor asked me.


  The sight of a lone guy staring at the gem seemed to have caught his attention.


  「There’s something bugging me. Why is the Ferry Stone in a place with poor security?」


  「Oh, that. We actually get asked that a lot. The stone has to be attached there or it wouldn’t work properly.」


  I see. Sounds like ancient relics are not so easy to use. There should be nothing to worry about since the mast is made out of thick wood.


  「Thanks.」I said as I turned to return to my cabin.


  On my way back I spotted a few people—a young lady in lavish attire and two girls who appeared to be her subordinates—on the deck surrounding a table with dejected expressions on their faces.


  「We failed again…」


  「Maybe we were too early?」


  「That cannot be right. The recipe says to make it between 5pm and 7pm.」


  Judging from what I heard, they were trying to brew a potion. I glanced at the table with herbs scattered on top of it. Those were apparently the ingredients they needed to make the potion.


  Red spirit’s flower, vitality berries, and green corals…


  「Pale Green Spirit Potion…」


  


  It was sometimes a quest item in BBO. I knew what they were making right away. After all, there was only one kind of potion that required green corals as ingredients and a specific time of the day to brew it.


  It wasn’t particularly difficult to brew so they should be able to do it by themselves, I thought as I made my way back to my cabin before a voice stopped me.


  Chapter 15 – She Was Apparently Rich


  「You there. What did you say just now?」


  「Me?」


  The young lady was looking at me. It seems she heard me talking to myself.


  「I said Pale Green Spirit Potion. Am I wrong?」


  She was surprised, clearly not expecting my answer.


  「Oh, I wasn’t expecting someone who knows about the potion to be this close.」she said, a complex expression on her face like she was hoping for something.「Do you know how to brew it too?」


  


  「Yeah. It’s not difficult as long as you have all the ingredients.」


  「Are you some kind of a legendary doctor? I see nothing but an adventurer, though.」


  「That’s right. I’m just an adventurer who happens to know how to brew potions.」


  If I recall correctly, the Pale Green Spirit Potion was used to cure some kind of an illness. The potion wasn’t really valued as anything important in BBO but perhaps in this world it was valuable medicine.


  「Brew it for me, then. Just name your price. 」


  Oh, big words. I might overcharge you. The trick to getting a favorable deal in a negotiation is to overcharge at first.


  「All right. Ten million for a potion and you provide the ingredients.」


  One gil in this world has almost the same value as one yen in Japan. So I was basically charging her ten million yen for an extremely simple brewing. But then…


  「That’s all?」she said, a blank expression on her face.


  I wanted to overcharge her, but apparently ten million was dirt-cheap. Damn, how loaded is she?


  「Yeah. Just ten million.」


  I should’ve charged her more. I studied the ingredients on the table.


  「You’re missing an ingredient.」


  They probably failed simply because they hadn’t gathered all the necessary ingredients. They didn’t seem all too familiar with the formula so I couldn’t really blame them for that.


  「Just tell me what’s missing and we’ll get it.」


  「Leaves of a sacred tree.」


  Sacred Tree Leaves.
 It’s a name I hear occasionally in this world too and if I’m not mistaken is a luxury item. Even if you were loaded, I doubt it’s something that can be procured in a moment’s notice. But boy, was I wrong.


  「Lysia, bring me the leaves of a sacred tree.」


  「Yes, Ma’am.」her subordinate (whose name was apparently Lysia) said, making her way inside the ship.


  It appears procuring leaves of a sacred tree is a simple matter for her. Who on earth is this girl?


  「I’m Myna Maxia. What’s your name?」


  Is she a mind reader or something? I thought as I introduced myself.


  「I’m Eld, an adventurer. By the way, something’s been bugging me. Why do you trust me?」


  I asked her a question that’s been clawing at my mind. If an adventurer whose name I didn’t even know told me “I can blend this precious potion of yours” I wouldn’t believe them one bit.


  「I can tell by their voice if someone is lying. I wouldn’t be able to do my job as president of the company if I can’t even do that.」she answered offhandedly.


  Oh, so she’s a company president. Wait, Myna Maxia? I think that huge company that I bought the tickets from was also called Maxia.


  「The place I got my ticket from was called Maxia. Are you perhaps connected to it?」


  She gave me a look that seemed to say “Isn’t that obvious?”


  「The kingdom entrusts the ferries to the Maxia Company and we operate them.」


  Damn, so she’s a big shot. I wouldn’t be surprised if she threw me overboard if I failed.


  「I won’t ask you to reimburse the ingredients if you fail. You’re doing this for cheap. This is more like a gamble for me.」she said, pointing at the ingredients on the table.


  She seemed to have sensed my worry from the grave look on my face.


  「You won’t throw me overboard?」


  「Of course not. So don’t worry about a thing. Just blend it.」


  Thank heavens I won’t be sleeping with the fishes. In that moment, Lysia came back.


  「Myna-sama, I brought the leaves of a sacred tree.」


  「Thank you. Is this all the ingredients needed?」she said, putting the leaves on the table.


  Even the tools for the blending were all luxurious.


  「Yeah, this should be all of them. Can I start?」


  「Go ahead. Be quick or we’ll miss our time window.」


  Chapter 16 – We Seem to be Under Attack


  You could only brew the Pale Green Spirit Potion at a certain time. If we just dilly-dally around, we’ll miss the window and won’t be able to brew it until the next day.


  「All right. I’ll brew it now.」


  I went ahead with the task. I’ve memorized the recipe and it wasn’t really a difficult one. All I had to do was slice, broil, mix, and boil down the ingredients. After a few minutes…


  「All done.」


  I completed the brewing. In my hand was a bottle with potion inside that glowed a pale green.


  「May I verify its contents?」Myna asked, eager to get a hold of it.


  「Knock yourself out.」


  I handed her the bottle and she examined it nervously; she took a sniff of it, held it against the light, and shook it lightly. After verifying that I’ve indeed completed the potion, Myna embraced the bottle in her arms.


  「Finally… I finally have it…」


  「Myna-sama…」


  Tears streamed down her face as she held the bottle. Her two subordinates were rejoicing as well. It looked like there was some complicated reason why they wanted the Pale Green Spirit Potion.


  After a while, Myna turned to face me.


  「Thank you so much. First is your payment.」


  She handed me platinum coins. A few pieces too many, however. The deal was ten million gils so I should have ten coins in total but she gave me twenty.


  「Uh, this is ten coins too many.」


  「Yes, and that should cover your payment. The potion you brewed is for two portions.」


  


  I see. So that’s why she gave me twenty million gils. I wondered what would’ve happened if I brewed ten portions but being too greedy will only come back to bite you. This might’ve been for the best.


  「I would love to give you more, but a deal is a deal. You can have this instead.」


  She wrote my name on a thin sheet of metal that glowed golden, signed it and gave it to me. On it was a crest the same as the one on the ship. It must be the crest of the Maxia Company.


  「What’s this?」


  It’s proof of friendship with the Maxia Company. You’ll be rewarded to something great if you stop by the office and show that. It doesn’t have to be Maxia either. It’s to certify that you’re a man worthy of trust if you visit the larger firms in the royal capital as well.


  A certification to show that someone is trustworthy… This is perhaps one of the most crucial things I need at the moment. After all, I’m just an F-ranked adventurer with no acquaintances whatsoever in the capital. It should come in handy.


  「Thanks.」


  「No, thank you. I don’t think we would’ve gotten anywhere without your help.」


  And so I received the proof of friendship with the Maxia Company. In that instant, I was struck with an ominous feeling and I turned to look at the sea. In the distance, I could see a tiny speck of something but it was too far away for me to recognize what it was. But my instincts were screaming, telling me that there was a monster coming.


  「Hey, either I’m imagining things or there’s a monster’s coming at us.」


  「A monster?」


  「Yeah, and it’s coming closer.」I said, as I stared at the speck in the sea.


  It seemed to be getting bigger and bigger.


  「This ship was built to withstand any attack from monsters that live near its route. We should be fine.」


  So basically this was one sturdy ship. Still, I couldn’t shake off that ominous feeling.


  「All right. We’ll check just in case.」


  Myna seemed to have noticed the tense expression I had all over my face. She took a deep breath and gave out orders.


  「Men, go and check what’s over there.」


  「A-Aye, Ma’am!」


  All the sailors on deck took out their binoculars at once and pointed it at the speck in the distance. Her authority is nothing to sneeze at, I thought. Then a sailor went pale as a sheet.


  「It’s a Sea Dragon and it’s coming straight at us!」


  「That’s ridiculous! There’s no Sea Dragons in this region. We should be 500 kilometers away from where they dwell!」


  Sea Dragon – a monster that’s far more powerful than the C-ranked Wolf. As the name suggests, it has wings, but Sea Dragons don’t fly. Rather it uses them to swim freely and deftly through the currents and lunges at its targets with its sharp tentacles called 『Spear Arms』.


  I’m only a level five Novice (I got to level 5 after taking down those Army Spear Mice) adventurer. If I got hit by its tentacles, I’m a goner for sure.


  「We’ll be safe on this ship, though, right?」


  There was a hint of expectation in my voice as I asked her. Hope that we will be alright. But I knew from their reaction that it was not the case. The day I thought how peaceful this world is, I get in this situation. Man, how unlucky can a guy get?


  「Like I said, this ship was designed to withstand attacks from monsters near its route, and a Sea Dragon was certainly not taken into consideration.」


  Chapter 17 – It Appears I’m the Only One Who Can Protect the Ship


  This might actually be bad. A Sea Dragon is extremely powerful. I may be familiar with combat, but with my current stats, this one was out of my hands. First of all, my sword doesn’t have the range to reach the monster while it’s swimming out there.


  「Gather those who can fight at once! Everyone else take shelter inside the ship!」


  Even though her face was pale as a sheet, Myna gave out precise orders. There was nothing else that could be done in this situation. All the while, the Sea Dragon was gradually closing in and from where it directed its gaze, it became apparent what it was after.


  「Oh, no. It’s going for the mast!」


  「The Ferry Stone?!」


  「Yeah. The wooden mast is the only thing supporting that stone, right? If it goes all out, it could destroy that thing in less than a minute. 」


  A Sea Dragon’s Spear Arms were extremely tough and sharp. Metal would be a different story, but mere wood wouldn’t be able to withstand it.


  「So what do we do?!」


  「There’s only one thing to do. Take it down before it destroys the mast.」


  I studied the people that gathered around. Hmm… they don’t look too strong.


  There was no doubt that they had higher stats than me, but none of them looked like they could stand toe to toe with a Sea Dragon and defeat one. One look at their faces and I could tell that much. It would’ve been a lot easier if a strong adventurer happened to be on board.


  There was one silver lining, however. The Sea Dragon hadn’t averted its gaze from the mast for a while now. As a rule, monsters attack things that move. The only time that rule is not followed is when they already have a fixed target for whatever reason. And the target this time was the mast.


  This ship was special. Instead of sails that make use of the wind to move, this one relied on the Ferry Stone attached on its mast to sail across the sea. If the mast was destroyed, the ship will be stuck, unable to move forward or back, waiting for the Sea Dragon to tear it apart.


  If Sea Dragons don’t live in this area, then that would mean someone’s behind this. Someone who wants this ship sunk to the bottom of the sea.


  It would be great if someone could take command in the battle, but unfortunately, there didn’t seem to be anyone up to the task. Fine. I guess I’ll have to take command, then.


  「Anyone here who can fire long-range attacks?」


  Five men raised their hands. Judging from their weapons, three were wizards and the other two were archers. Considering there were no other adventurers around, having this many was a good thing.


  A wizard’s and an archer’s firepower is way above that of a Novice. With this number, they should be able to take down the Sea Dragon in about five minutes. Though if it weren’t completely fixed on its target, it wouldn’t be easy. How ironic was it that it being hell-bent on sinking the ship would be our saving grace. Then again, the wooden mast wouldn’t last a whole five minutes so it didn’t really amount to much.


  「You should be able to take it down if you just continue firing at it for about five minutes. Is there anyone here who can protect the mast during that five minutes?」


  No one raised a hand. Their job class was most likely Swordsman or something similar. If I taught them, they should be able to fend off the Sea Dragon easily for five minutes, but unfortunately, I didn’t have the time to teach them how to fight one right now.


  「I guess there’s no other choice. I’ll deal with it.」


  I climbed up a foothold near the mast. As luck would have it, the Ferry Stone was placed lower on the mast and underneath it was a stable foothold. My sword should be able to reach and block the monster’s attacks on the stone and mast.


  「Eld-san, do you really intend to buy time against a Sea Dragon? It’s an A-ranked monster; not a lot of those have been taken down before.」


  Not a lot of Sea Dragons have been killed, you say? Well, it’s way more powerful than a mere Wolf so I guess that makes sense. Still…


  「If it’s just buying time, I should be able to do it. You all just have to keep on the offensive before I get killed myself.」


  Truth be told, I don’t want to go against that thing. One mistake will surely lead to death. Hell, if someone else wants to deal with it, I’ll leave it in their capable hands and get the hell out of here.


  But no one else was up to the task. The chances of surviving will be much higher if I fight it than just sitting back and letting it destroy the ship. It may be powerful, but it was still alone.


  I’ve trained countless hours in BBO on how to withstand powerful attacks. As long as I don’t make a mistake, I won’t get killed by the Sea Dragon.


  I’ll just have to trust myself to not make that mistake.


  Chapter 18 – I’ll Handle its Attacks


  「It’s within your range! Start firing!」


  「O-Okay!」


  Though trembling from fear, they started their barrage of attacks at the monster. Spells and arrows pierced the Sea Dragon one by one. With their weapons firepower, the monster’s strength was whittling down slowly but surely. It looked like my initial estimate of five minutes was right.


  「It’s getting within range of the mast as well.」I said as I readied my sword.


  


  The next instant, sharp arms lunged at me – no, at the mast behind me. Its Spear Arms were powerful and sharp; if I get hit even a bit, they would certainly cut me into pieces. I readied my sword to hold them off.


  Even with a critical hit, I wouldn’t be able to deal much damage to the Sea Dragon with the sword that I had. But I still managed to deflect its arms.


  Critical Counter.
 It’s a difficult skill to pull off. On top of fulfilling the conditions to bring out a normal critical hit, one must also time the counter perfectly with the enemy’s attack. But in exchange, what you get is a defensive counter that’s about ten times more power than a critical hit. Which is why powerful attacks that would normally be impossible to guard against, you can render ineffective.


  「Whoops.」


  Its second arm shot forward and once again, I deflected it with a critical counter. I could feel my hands going numb from the sheer power.


  It was so powerful in fact, that if I blocked it without a critical counter, it would most likely break my arms and send my sword flying. I can’t make even one mistake.


  It goes without saying, but normally, it was impossible for even high-level players in BBO to reliably produce a critical counter. However, the current situation was anything but normal which made it easier to land critical counters. The Sea Dragon didn’t change its target; it was fixated on destroying the mast. To top it off, its attacks were always in a straight line; predicting their trajectory was effortless.


  「Wow…」


  「He’s repelling all the Sea Dragon’s attacks with his sword! Who on earth is that adventurer?」


  「I haven’t seen him before and I know the faces of all the high-ranked adventurers around.」


  I seem to be drawing attention. It was dangerous out here. I’d rather those who can’t fight stay inside the cabin. The Sea Dragon’s attacks were all focused on the mast, but there was no telling if it will suddenly stray from its target. Plus…


  「Don’t think I can block all its attacks! As long as it doesn’t destroy the mast, then we win.」


  Then I dodged one attack. Its arm shot straight past my side and hit the mast. The Sea Dragon had two arms. The timing and angle may sometimes make it difficult to produce a critical counter. Still, if I swung my sword, there’s an eighty percent chance I’ll be able to bring one out, but I didn’t want to take my chances on the twenty percent. If I fail even once, we will lose.


  Therefore in the cases where I’m not certain I could counter an attack, I dodged them instead. We just have to take down the Sea Dragon before it destroys the mast. As for the repairs, I’ll just have to ask Myna to handle it.


  「Good thing the mast is thick.」


  I had the option to evade attacks as well so I didn’t have to deal with those that were difficult to counter. The enemy wasn’t aiming at me either, so it was much easier to dodge.


  「Don’t let up! Just keep firing at it! It’s working. Aim for its eyes if you can!」


  The Sea Dragon didn’t utilize its agility. It stayed fixed in one spot so it could continue its barrage of attacks. It would be hard to miss it. The Sea Dragon was losing strength and its attacks were gradually getting weaker as well. And finally…


  「It’s gone weak now!」


  At long last, the Sea Dragon couldn’t maintain its balance from the continuous damage it had taken. It shouldn’t be able to keep on attacking the mast now. I can leave the rest to the long-range offensive team, I thought, and gave out orders.


  「Those who can’t fight, stay inside the ship! Unlike before, you could get hit if it strays off target. Long-range team, group up and stay in one spot so I can protect you!」


  Upon hearing my words, the people on deck moved inside the ship. The wizards and archers stayed near me. They were quick in doing so, because they knew this was a matter of life and death.


  「Haa!」


  「Eek!」


  As soon as we got in formation, an arm lunged at a wizard. He shrieked in terror. Quickly, I deflected it with my sword.


  「Th-Thank you.」


  「I’m just doing my part. Don’t worry and just keep firing at it.」


  All the while, they kept on the offensive, steadily whittling down what’s left of the Sea Dragon’s strength. There were plenty of arrow supplies around, and an abundance of expensive mana-replenishing potions were provided by Myna. Then…


  「It’s over.」


  Precisely five minutes have passed since the start of the battle. Finally the Sea Dragon was now motionless.


  Chapter 19 – The Cathedral was in Ruins


  「We did it! We took it down!」


  「You can come out now! We won!」


  Hearing those words, the people inside the ship erupted with joy as they made their way back to the deck.


  「Hooray! We’re saved!」


  「We’re alive!」


  「Three cheers for the mysterious powerful swordsman and his incredible skills, the wizards, and the archers!」


  Amid the cheers of joy, I silently slipped away and hid myself. At this rate, I’ll be hailed as the key person who took charge in taking down a Sea Dragon. After all, most of the passengers here were nobles and high-ranking guild officials.


  What I should avoid the most right now is drawing too much attention. Too much of it would only hinder my goal of changing job classes at the royal capital.


  Speaking of which, I haven’t heard anyone in this world mention changing class at the royal capital’s cathedral. Perhaps changing classes was something they did not do there at all.


  But changing jobs at the cathedral was still possible to do by yourself as long as you knew the incantation. My plan was to sneak in at night and get it done. Yes, that was my plan…


  「Oh, so you were hiding here.」


  Myna found me. Well considering every crew member here was basically her subordinate, finding me wouldn’t be difficult.


  「Yeah. I don’t want to be lauded as the one who took charge in taking down the Sea Dragon. For some personal reasons, I want to avoid drawing attention as much as possible.」


  「I won’t be able to give you a reward then. I can’t take from the company’s funds without a proper reason after all.」


  「I don’t really need the reward. The ship’s damaged too. I only did it to save myself.」


  I mean, I already got twenty million gils from brewing a simple concoction. It was too much in fact that I actually felt bad about it.


  「You saved all of us, not only yourself. But if you don’t want attention, then there’s not much I can do. Let’s just say I owe you one. If there’s something you want or need, just come by our office. I’d be happy to oblige even if you showed up to ask for 100 million gils as living expenses cause you’re short on money.」


  Hmm… I somehow ended up being owed a favour by some big-shot.


  「I must say, you’re very strong. I thought that wasn’t the case since you are carrying a shabby weapon.」


  「Shabby? I’ll have you know this cost me 150,000 gils!」


  What a rude thing to say. This is the most expensive sword in Elia.


  「Yes, from the price, it’s definitely something an E-rank adventurer would own. High-rank adventurers wouldn’t carry one of them.」


  「Well, I’m rank F so there’s that.」


  「No way!」


  「I’m telling the truth.」I said, as I handed her my guild card.


  Myna looked at it and was dumbfounded.


  「It seems the guild where you came from has no idea how to evaluate people. I have acquaintances in the guild. I’ll put in a good word for you so you can be re-evaluated to your appropriate rank as soon as possible. Some of those who watched the battle earlier are members of the top brass so you might go up to rank B.」


  「Please don’t. It won’t do me any good to be ranked that high despite my lack of experience.」


  「Lack of experience? It sure didn’t look like it. Well, if you really don’t want to, I won’t force the issue. I’m sure you have your reasons.」


  I’ve confirmed it with that fight earlier. The skills and stats of the people of this world were not much different from the ones in BBO. The main difference however were these people had not the slightest inkling about how to fight properly.


  Just like earlier, if it’s just firing continuously at a target, slowly draining its HP, even they could fight. Though there are techniques for something even as simple as that, it was still much easier than, say, close combat where you utilize critical hits and come up with strategies .


  In this world, it won’t matter how skilled you were; there were things you couldn’t do if you didn’t have the stats. Let’s take the previous battle as an example. Even if the Sea Dragon was just standing still, ten hours wouldn’t be enough with my offensive power to completely deplete it of its HP. Which is why I can’t be a high-ranked adventurer when I’m still just a Novice.


  「By the way, what’s the name of that style of swordsmanship you were using? It was different from all the styles I’ve seen so far. Every movement was precise without much inefficiency.」


  「…It’s my own style.」


  In BBO, there were fighting styles that boasted efficiency. Unlike MMOs, VRMMOs provide much more freedom in movement so every player would have their unique style. A bunch of high-ranked players in BBO gathered for the purpose of creating a certain fighting style and that was the one I used earlier. Of course, some minor, fine movements would differ between players plus I added my own moves myself so I think it’s safe to say it’s my very own style. Besides, it’s a style that doesn’t exist in this world.


  「Your very own style, huh? That’s incredible. I’m sure you’ll eventually be known as a top class swordsman in this kingdom. I’m lucky to have made your acquaintance now.」


  「I doubt that. I suppose we’ll just have to see what the future holds.」


  「Indeed.」


  While we were engaged in our conversation, the royal capital gradually came into view. Night has already settled in, but I could still see thanks to the countless lights. That’s the royal capital for you, all right. Then one particular building caught my sight.


  「The cathedral!」


  In the outskirts of town stood my destination. The crest of the God of Jobs, Jias, was carved on its walls.


  It looked dilapidated with nary a light to be seen, only being illuminated by the surrounding lights. It bothered me, but what’s important right now is that the Cathedral of the God of Jobs, Jias, exists in the royal capital. With this, I should be able to change job classes somehow.


  「I was wondering why you screamed all of a sudden. You’re happy to see the cathedral? You must be quite the devout then, despite your looks.」


  「Yeah, something like that.」


  「I have acquaintances in the church as well so if there’s a place you want to get in to just tell me and I might be able to do something about it.」


  A wonderful proposition… Sneaking into the cathedral won’t be an easy matter. If I could get in officially, that would be best.


  「I’ll take you up on that. So can I get in there?」


  I pointed at the cathedral of Jias. Myna looked puzzled.


  「That’s not the royal capital cathedral. It’s the old church that’s been abandoned for decades now. It’s basically just a ruin. The real cathedral is over there.」


  She pointed at a massive and luxurious building in the middle of the capital. It didn’t have the crest of Jias, however. I don’t think I can change job classes if I went there.


  「Can I enter the ruins without permission?」


  「I thought you were religious, but I guess you just love ruins. No one would complain even if you went there without permission. Thugs could be living there, but I doubt there’s anyone you can’t handle. It should be all right. Worst case scenario is bandits are using the place as a hideout.」


  I see. Myna was very familiar with the capital so if she says so, it should be all right to get in without permission. It would be a lot easier to sneak in unnoticed by thugs than going through church security.


  「Thanks for the info. I’ll sneak in quietly so the thugs don’t notice me.」


  「I have no idea why you want to get into those ruins, but if you need it, I can provide escorts. 」


  「I’ll pass.」


  「I suppose they’ll only get in your way. I’m sure the strongest escorts I could call for will be much weaker than you.」


  I only said that because I didn’t want anyone to see me while changing classes. She was giving me too much credit because of my part in defeating the Sea Dragon. Anyway, I should just leave it at that for now. I’ll clear up the misunderstanding after I changed class.


  I get the feeling Myna and I will see each other a lot in the future. As we were engaged in our conversation, the ship was steadily sailing closer to the royal capital.


  Chapter 20 – It Seems the Ruins Were Occupied


  「Thank you for everything. If you have problems, you can visit us any time.」


  「I’ll be counting on that.」


  About an hour has passed since the attack. I made it off the ship safely and finally set foot on the royal capital.


  The guild officials might make a fuss if they saw me and find out I’m a Novice so I asked Myna to hide me inside the ship until the rest of the passengers have disembarked. Thanks to her, I managed to get off the ship secretly.


  「So this is the royal capital…」


  As one might expect from the capital, the place’s atmosphere is full of life and energy, much more than that of Elia. The sheer number of people bustling about was almost overwhelming. But compared to Japan, this was nothing.


  I strolled into an inn where I could rest for the night and went through the required paperwork. I wanted to change classes as soon as possible, but since there could be thugs in the ruins, going at this hour, between early evening and night-time, was not a wise idea.


  They say that the average person’s ability to focus is weakest around three in the morning. It would be best to sneak into the ruins during that time. Until then, I should get a shut-eye and give my body a good rest.


  …
 And I couldn’t get a wink of sleep. I was too excited. I could finally say goodbye to the days of fighting with my low Novice stats. That thought drove away any hint of drowsiness from my body.


  My body was well-rested from lying down, however. I can fight any time, I thought as I made my way out of the inn. I left most of my belongings since they would only get in the way and only brought the necessary stuff – some money and my sword. I separated the coins per piece so they don’t make a sound.


  The money was not for purchasing things that may come in handy. If push comes to shove, I could use it to bribe the thugs. I wasn’t sure if that would work, but it’s worth trying.


  「…It’s too quiet.」


  Even the whole capital is asleep at this hour. Most of the lights were turned off even on the main street which made it difficult to find one’s footing.


  「Night Vision.」


  I activated Night Vision, a skill common to all classes. My surrounding seemed to get brighter. This skill was indispensable for moving through the dark. I hoped the thugs don’t know the skill so they won’t find me easily. It would be best for both parties if I wasn’t discovered. There’s nothing to be gained from fighting.


  As I was getting closer to the outskirts of town where the ruins were, fewer and fewer lights could be seen. It would be difficult to even walk at all without Night Vision. I couldn’t hear a single soul in the area.


  But as I got a lot closer to the ruins, I began to hear voices. It seemed the people living in the ruins were up even at this hour. With a hearing-enhancing skill, I could hear what they were saying, but unfortunately such a skill is exclusively for bandits. A Novice can’t use it.


  (Let’s check the place out.) I told myself as I drew my sword.


  It’s not like I was planning to kill all the people here without question. It was simply much more convenient to have my sword drawn beforehand in case they attack me.


  There were different types of churches in BBO, and in this kind, the room where you could change class would be on the first basement floor. I should proceed silently to the stairs, I thought as I carefully chose my route through the ruins so they don’t notice me.


  The path to the basement was closed off. The door that led to where the stairs were was locked. I could feel the presence of people from the other side of the door.


  (I guess I’ll try a different route.)


  Going through where there are people is foolish so I checked for other possible routes, but they were all closed off.


  The locks used were of the same kind as well, most likely placed by the group that’s occupying the basement of the ruins. Just based off what Myna said, it’s safe to assume the place is being used as a bandits’ hideout.


  (This is a lot more troublesome than expected.)


  I don’t think I can simply knock and ask them to let me in. People were most likely occupying the first floor basement and the ones on the other side of the door were the lookout.


  With that, I retreated, careful not to make a sound and went back outside. I made my way to the well at the back entrance of the church and peered inside.


  (I knew it.)


  Most wells in this type of church served as a backdoor entrance that led to its basement and this place was no exception.


  The bottom of this well is connected to the first basement floor. The fact that the surrounding wasn’t closed off meant that they haven’t noticed this passage.


  But if I simply jumped in, they’d find me right away. Though it isn’t really a quiet method, I’ll just have to make a diversion.


  Chapter 21 – I Could Apparently Change Class


  I needed a diversion so I headed back to the door that led to the stairs. With a swing of my sword, the hinges of the door snapped and hurtled in all directions, leaving the door half-opened. A door with broken hinges is useless even if you put a lock on it.


  I stepped back and scampered toward the well. Right now, the bandits should be sending their forces to the broken door and strengthen security on the other entrances.


  If the people in the basement gathered around the doors, it would be easier to move around after getting in. It would indeed be hard to sneak in when the doors are being guarded, but it’s a different story if they don’t know about the backdoor entrance.


  「Down we go.」


  I jumped down the well while using the skill『Landing』. It was deep enough that I wouldn’t go unscathed if I went down without using the skill. But thanks to it, I got down safely.


  At the bottom of the well was a hole that was just wide enough for one person to pass through which was more than enough for an infiltration. The passage led to a vent on the first basement floor. The question now was which room was it connected to?


  I made it through the passage and before me were piles of luggage most likely belonging to the group. The place was being used as a storage room it seemed.


  The door was left open. They were probably in a hurry after hearing about an intruder. If I didn’t cause a diversion, they would’ve found me the moment I dropped down here.


  (Oh, they have this too.)


  Among the luggage were drugs that would occasionally show up in BBO events. In the game, an evil organization distributed them throughout the land and became the root cause of various incidents.


  The drugs were probably this syndicate’s source of funds. There wasn’t much of it in the room so burning them wouldn’t really have much of an effect. Besides, I don’t want to draw the attention of a criminal syndicate.


  And unfortunately, I couldn’t change classes in this room. It can only be done in the『Job-Change Room』.


  There were a number of those in a church… Actually in this type of church, more than half of the rooms would be a『Job-Change Room』. There weren’t any particular style to the room but the floor would be red so it wasn’t hard to miss.


  I wasn’t sure if that was the case in this world too, but since the outside of the building was identical to the one in BBO, I should be right.


  I’ll definitely get spotted if I stick my head out of the door. But I couldn’t afford to dilly-dally around here. The men that went to check the diversion might come back soon and I’d have more people to deal with. It’s a race against time.


  I covered my face with some clothes and took a peek out the door. It just so happened that a patrol was around and our eyes met.


  「Intruder!」


  As expected from a member of a criminal syndicate. He didn’t even panic upon sighting an enemy and quickly informed the others of the situation. It would be troublesome to fight these guys.


  「Kill him! …Where’d he come from?!」


  An archer showed up and shot an arrow at me. I could only hear a few footsteps coming thanks to the diversion.


  The room next door caught my eye, its floors were colored red. A Job-Change Room.


  Dodging the arrows, I scrambled into the room. I moved a bookshelf near the entrance to block the door. As luck would have it, the shelf was made of steel. It should hold out for a while.


  The Job-Change Room. To change classes, you’d have to either receive blessings from a priest or chant the incantation specific to the class you want to change into.


  You’d need at least thirty seconds to complete the process. It would take ten minutes if it’s done by a priest. Doing it myself would be a lot faster.


  I chose the class『Sage』. A Sage can master all sorts of spells, from healing magic to offensive ones. They can be flexible in fights, engaging from close-range to long-range combat and use skills to be as durable as tanks. Among the advanced classes, a Sage boasted overwhelming power. So much so in fact, that the class was said to be unbalanced and broken.


  Due to its efficiency, beginners and experienced players alike in BBO would choose Sage as a job class. Statistics even showed that eighty percent of the players were Sages.


  Broken Balance Online was indeed a fitting name for the game.


  The class was incredibly flexible and efficient, one could master any position from offense to a healer, or a tank. It wasn’t strange for a party of six to be composed only of Sages. Which is why BBO was also called the Sage Game.


  A Sage’s real strength can only be demonstrated when they’re higher levelled, but even a low-level one is powerful enough. Unlike when I was a Novice, I won’t have to rely on petty tactics and my combat techniques. I could simply fire spells at random and that would be more than enough. If I added my combat skills on top of that, I’d be pretty much invincible.


  「O Master of Magic, Ruler of Mana…」


  I quickly chanted the incantation that would turn me into a Sage. It wasn’t really necessary to memorize it in BBO, but good thing I did.


  After finishing the incantation, I felt something rush into me, warming up my body. I’ve never experienced anything like this before, but I was certain it was what one would feel when changing classes, a sensation that couldn’t be felt in BBO.


  I didn’t have time to be immersed in that sensation, though. The shelf by the entrance was slowly getting destroyed from attacks. I wasn’t expecting to be able to use my newly-gained powers so soon.


  『Fire Ball.』


  I chanted a low-level offensive spell in my mind and fired it at the wall that separated this room and the next one. Only those who have changed job classes could use spells without saying it out loud. Though I was now a Sage, my skill set was limited due to me being only level five. Yet, it was more than enough to get me out of this mess.


  「A loud bang came from inside!」


  「The next room!」


  They seemed to have noticed that I’ve escaped to the adjacent room. But it’s too late…


  『Float.』


  I used a hovering spell to get up to the vent that I used earlier. After going through the narrow passageway, I made it back to the bottom of the well.


  『Float.』


  Then I was out of the well. The spell I used was among the low-tier ones a Sage could use but it was handy. The next moment I sprinted to the center of the royal capital… or at least I made it look that way, but I hid myself in a back alley midway.


  Only a fool would run straight in this situation. The best course of action is to turn to a side street to increase the options as to where you could be.


  I should’ve lost them now…
 All of a sudden, I sensed something ominous and jumped to the side. A knife struck at where I was standing, its blade dripping with purple fluid. Poison.


  Chapter 22 – It Turns Out I Knew the Syndicate


  「Oh, you dodged my knife. From the diversion to your smooth infiltration… you’re one skilled dude. You even lost the rest of the guys.」


  A man strolled forward from where the knife came from. I was dumbstruck the moment I saw him. Not because he managed to find me, but because of the crest on his chest.


  「… The Garden of Despair.」


  I’ve laid eyes on that symbol a number of times in BBO. An organization whose goals and structure was completely unknown; their sole purpose to destroy human society.


  There were a few so-called evil organizations in BBO, but the most dangerous of them all was the Garden of Despair.


  「You know our name, huh? Where’d you hear it?」


  「Of course I’d know the name of the organization that tried to sink the ship I was on.」


  「Well, color me surprised. The Sea Dragon thing was supposed to be confidential even within the organization.」


  I only blurted that out randomly because I wanted to take the opportunity to get some information, but I apparently got it right. The man opened his mouth to speak again.


  「I heard there was an unidentified skilled swordsman with a shabby sword on board who prevented the ship from getting destroyed. Was that you?」


  Is that how they’re talking about me? I’m pretty sure the only reason I’m “unidentified” was because I didn’t know anyone on that ship. And please stop calling my sword shabby. It cost me 150,000 gils!


  「So what if I am?」


  From stats alone, I’m sure this guy is stronger than me. The way he presented himself gave the impression that he was an experienced fighter as well. I can’t let my guard down. I wouldn’t be surprised if he suddenly attacked while talking.


  His next move was not expected, however. He sheathed back the knife he was holding on his right hand and reached out to me.


  「Would you like to join us? I’m one of the organization’s top brass. My name is Brazis. I can vouch for your skills. Money, women… I’ll give you anything you want.」


  Now this was completely unexpected. A recruitment. I’ll have the highest chance of survival if I accepted his offer.


  I may be a Sage now, but I’m still only level five. I don’t have a lot skills in my arsenal and they’re not even that powerful.


  Joining the Garden of Despair could be interesting. After all I couldn’t get any classified information on the organization back in BBO. I made up my mind and answered.


  「No thanks.」


  The man looked disappointed. He took out a platinum coin and showed it to me.


  「Here’s your advance payment. If you join us, you can have one million gils right away. I’m not asking you to stay in the group forever. You can join in a trial basis for a week. The Garden of Despair is awesome! Besides getting paid a hefty sum, you get to kill all you want!」


  「Unfortunately, I’ve never killed anyone before.」


  「You’ll know once you’ve tried it. You’ll get addic.. ted!」


  Without even changing his tone while talking, he threw a knife aiming straight for me eye. All that talk just now was just a diversion to find an opening to attack. Had I accepted his offer, he would’ve waited for the right timing to stab me in the back.


  「All right, then. I’ll just have to kill you first to see if it’s really addicting.」


  I slipped past the knife and lunged forward with my sword.


  「That’s one light sword.」


  The man blocked my sword with a small knife. He was strong even though he didn’t use any critical counter. I held my sword with two hands, while he had his knife on only one hand. He pushed my sword back.


  With my sword deflected, I was greatly exposed. He took advantage of the opening and quickly followed with an attack. He didn’t use spells, only pure swordsmanship. Which is why I couldn’t find an opening.


  He’s good at combat, all right. But I got a trick up my sleeve.


  (Clay Bullet.)


  「Oops.」


  He stopped his attack to dodge the magic spell I cast silently. I took the chance to leap back and put some distance between us.


  「No wonder your sword felt light. You’re a wizard.」


  「Yeah. I used『Float』 to escape. Didn’t you see?」


  What I used just now was an extremely basic earth-type magic spell that fires clumps of dirt at a target. A Novice or a Swordsman can’t use it.


  I assumed he’d find out my class belonged to the spellcaster type as soon as I used the spell. I wanted to end this in one shot, but this guy’s tough. It won’t be easy.


  「If I saw you, I’d have shot you down with my knife.」


  「Is that… so?!」


  I charged once again with my sword. Him knowing I’m a spellcaster doesn’t change the fact that my sword is still useful. I don’t know if I can best him with it, but I can make it more troublesome for him.


  Then right before our weapons clashed, I cast a spell at his foot.


  Chapter 23 – It was Just as I Expected


  「Whoops.」


  With minimal movement, the man moved his foot about half a step to dodge the spell. His reflexes were incredible. He still managed to evade it in that window. But…


  「What?」


  Our weapons clashed for just a moment and I backed off. He tried to follow-up with an attack, but he let out a grunt in confusion and glanced at his foot. Brown sticky gum-like liquid was stuck on it.


  ― Sticky Bomb.
 A basic jamming spell that splatters viscous, sticky liquid at the point of impact. With this much stuck on him, it would take some time for him to escape.


  One of the spell’s characteristics was that it looked like the Clay Bullet. In this darkness, it would be hard to tell the difference. That’s why I used the Clay Bullet first to make him think he could dodge the next one with minimal movement. But to his surprise, it wasn’t what he expected at all.


  In BBO, it was said the Sage class can be mastered even by idiots, but it wasn’t an accurate description. While it’s true that idiots with the Sage class can be quite strong, one could be much stronger if they actually strategized and knew how to properly utilize their skills.


  (Flame Bomb.)


  Now was the time to use my primary spell.
 Flame Bomb.
 As the name suggested, it’s a spell that explodes at the point of impact. With his foot stuck and unable to move, there’s no way he can dodge it.


  Ugh…


  He braced his teeth at the incoming agony of being burned alive while desperately trying to escape. So I used a restraining spell.


  「Bind.」


  I uttered the spell on purpose so he’d hear it. I wanted to try something to reveal his true identity. What happened after was exactly what I expected.


  「Gwwaaaaaaahhhhh!」


  The man started screaming in pain and his voice gradually changed to something inhuman-like. Not just his voice. His body was changing as well.


  It wouldn’t be appropriate to call Brazis a “man” at this point.


  He was nothing but a monster now.


  ― Artificial Devil Drug.
 In BBO, it’s a drug that the executives of the Garden of Despair used when they’re driven to a corner. In exchange for losing one’s sanity and never being a normal human again, the user gains extraordinary strength.


  The fact that he used it means that the Garden of Despair in this world and in BBO had more in common than just the name and the crest. They’re the same when it comes to the worrisome parts. Wait, I gotta take care of this guy first.


  「Fire Arrow. Fire Arrow. Fire Arrow. Fire Arrow. Fire…」


  I chanted the spell quickly and shot Fire Arrows at him in rapid succession. Fire Arrow’s AOE is much smaller than that of the Fire Ball which gives it more power. It’s an extremely efficient magic spell. If it’s just firing continuously, even an idiot could do it.


  「Gaaaaahhhhhhhhhhh!」


  Under rapid fire from a powerful spell, the man… or rather, the monster howled in pure agony.


  「Fire Arrow. Fire Arrow.」


  I ignored his cries and kept chanting rhythmically. It’s a simple offensive spell that even a grade schooler can do. Therefore you could unload immense firepower in just a short period of time. You just fire the same spell over and over again and the enemy dies. This is the biggest reason why in BBO they said even idiots can be Sages.


  Utilizing numerous skills and rapid-firing simple yet powerful spells was what made the Sage class fascinating. It wasn’t necessarily a job class that even idiots can master.


  I kept on firing while musing to myself and finally the monster lay motionless.


  Phew. Well, that’s that.


  I started retreating from the place. There wasn’t any need to stay longer. The other pursuers might find me if I lingered around.


  I was lucky enough to escape without anyone else seeing my face. I better hurry back to the inn and blend in with the civilians. I’m technically a civilian too, though.


  Chapter 24 – I Decided to Get a Weapon


  The next morning.


  I peered around my room to check if anything was out of place.


  「…No attack.」


  My surrounding was as peaceful as it could get. The Garden of Despair didn’t see my face, after all. The only guy who managed to track me down had bitten the dust.


  「All right, time to get a weapon.」


  The only weapon I had right now was a sword, but a Sage needs a staff. That’s common knowledge.


  I could still use magic spells even with just a sword but there’s a difference when it comes to activation speed and power. The reason I used『Sticky Bomb』as a trump card instead of an actual offensive magic spell was mostly to compensate for my lack of power. If I had a normal staff, the number of Fire Arrows I needed to use to defeat that guy would’ve been halved.


  With that in mind, I took a look around. No sign of being followed. There’s probably no need for worry, but I’d better keep an eye out just in case. It doesn’t hurt to be too careful, after all.


  「…There it is.」


  After strolling a bit from the inn, I found a weapons shop beside the Adventurer Guild’s royal capital main office. The shop was two storeys high and quite spacious. That’s the capital for you.


  The equipment shop in Elia can’t even begin to compare. The most expensive sword they had in Elia cost 150,000 gils, but here weapons that cost over a million gils were sprawled about on display.


  I couldn’t find the staff I wanted, however. There were staffs for sale, but they were for Wizards, not Sages.


  There are different kinds of staff and a Sage can use every one of them. Needless to say, only with the appropriate staff can a Sage best exhibit his powers.


  I could buy a normal staff for now… but I want a decent one at least. I don’t know of any other weapons shops in the capital, though.


  As I was mulling things over, I remembered that I got to know someone the other day who might be able to solve my problems. Myna seems like she might know every weapons shop in the area.


  She said I could drop by Maxia if I wanted something. Then again, I had no idea where the office was located, either. Well, sounds like it’s a big company so their office must be quite huge as well. I took a look around.


  And I found it. It wasn’t just “quite huge”, it was the biggest building around with the words “Maxia Company” written on it.


  「I came to see Myna. Is she around?」I asked the receptionist.


  She just arrived yesterday so she should still be around.


  「President Myna? She’s here. May I know who’s asking?」


  「It’s her adventurer friend. She said if I need anything, I just drop by and show this.」


  I presented the proof of friendship that Myna gave to me. The receptionist jumped to her feet as soon as she saw the card.


  「My apologies, Sir! I’ll call the president right away!」


  She bolted away in a hurry. After a while, Myna showed up.


  「I haven’t seen you since yesterday, Eld. You want something right away?」


  「Yeah. I’m looking for a staff, but I couldn’t find anything I like.」


  「A staff? You’re a Swordsman, right?」


  「Nope. I’m a Sage.」I said, using the spell『Torchlight.』


  It’s a spell that only spellcaster type classes can use.


  「A Sage? Is that something in between a Swordsman and a Wizard? I haven’t heard of it before and I’m quite sure I know all the minor job classes as well.」


  「No. A Sage is purely a spellcaster type. Their skill with the sword is the same as a Novice.」


  「How’d you fight that Sea Dragon, then? Though it didn’t seem like you used any Swordsman Skill at all back then.」


  「That was pure swordsmanship that even a Novice can do.」


  In fact, I was actually a Novice when I fought that Sea Dragon.


  「Pure swordsmanship, you say? That’s incredible, indeed.」


  「Anyone can do that with practice. But my real job class is a Sage.」


  「I think it’s a waste for you to be anything but a Swordsman. You still want a staff despite being strong as you are. That means you have something in mind, then. All right. I’ll show you the best staffs we have here.」


  Myna led me to a room in the building where numerous ornamented, expensive staffs were displayed.


  Both their ornaments and capabilities were top-class. One look and I could tell. These staffs are more powerful beyond compare than the ones in the weapons shop beside the guild.


  Unfortunately, none of these were for a Sage. They were for Wizards, it seemed. A good staff would still be weaker than that of a Sage staff.


  I glanced around the room and saw a lone staff hiding in a corner. It was a lot more plain compared to the others, but it was, no doubt, a Sage staff.


  Chapter 25 – I Got a Weapon


  「Can I hold the staff?」


  「Sure, but I won’t recommend that one. We’re only keeping that here since it’s an ancient artifact. Its abilities are awful, though.」


  「It’s okay. I want to try this one.」


  I took the staff in my hand. It’s perfect. Feels like a Sage’s staff, all right.


  It’s a particularly high-grade staff. Despite its plain design, it was probably the best one in the room.


  Its low assessment was most likely because normal Wizards were using it. Only a Sage can bring out the real power of a Sage staff.


  「You want to try casting some spells?」


  「There’s no need. This is the staff I want.」


  I checked the price tag.


  「Oof.」


  Twenty-five million gils was written on it.


  I’m a few millions short. Myna regarded me and spoke.


  「Ancient artifacts may not be that powerful, but they’re still valuable. You don’t have to pay with cash by the way.」


  「Besides money, the only asset I have is my sword and it only cost 150,000 gils.」


  「What I want is your guild registration number on the back of your guild card. I’ll buy it for thirty million gils.」


  I checked the back of my card. As she said, on it were the words ‘registration number’ followed by a 17-digit number.


  「So you want me to work for that thirty million?」


  That makes sense. Working to pay one’s debt wasn’t uncommon.


  「I won’t force you or anything. I simply want to know your registration number. In exchange, I’ll give you the staff.」


  「Is my registration number really that valuable?」


  「A registration number is necessary to issue a designated request. It would still be up to you whether to accept the request or not. Though I’ll be sure to offer a hefty reward to make it enticing.」


  So Myna wants my registration number to send me a designated request. Thirty million for that, huh…


  「Isn’t that too expensive? I’m an F-ranked adventurer.」


  「Exactly. This is my chance. I have to call dibs on you before the others find out how strong you actually are. Incidentally, thirty million gils is the market price for an A-rank adventurer’s registration number.」


  So basically it’s a prior investment. Can’t she just secretly take a peek at the back of my card and memorize the number? There must be some reason she can’t just do that.


  Still, thirty million for something like this? Huge companies sure are on a whole different level.


  But if she says so, I’ll gladly accept the offer. Having a connection with a huge firm is beneficial for me as well. So I handed Myna my guild card.


  「All right. I’ll gladly accept. Thanks.」


  「It’s a pleasure doing business with you as well. A high-ranked adventurer’s contact number is not something you can get by just paying good money.」Myna said while taking note of the number on the back of my card.


  She then handed me the staff and five million gils.
 …I pretty much got the staff for free. Not only that, I got some extra change as well.


  I’m curious about the request she’s going to ask of me, but I suppose it’s something to look forward to. If it’s something I can’t do, she said I can just decline. I thanked Myna and left the Maxia Company office.


  ◇


  Ten minutes later.
 I was taking a stroll around town when suddenly I felt someone’s gaze on me.


  It could’ve been a coincidence. But I pretended not to notice and took an irregular route through the streets ― a route no one would take unless they were tailing me.


  The gaze still pursued me however. Now I was certain of it. Someone’s following me.


  Chapter 26 – It Looks Like I’m Being Followed


  「Who’s there? If you don’t come out, I’ll assume you’re an enemy.」


  I entered a back alley and called out to the one tailing me. It’s fine if he doesn’t show himself. That only means he’s an enemy.


  Then a man appeared behind me. He didn’t have any weapon ready.


  「I didn’t think you’d notice me. How’d you know?」


  「Just a hunch.」


  During the early days of BBO, players could attack other players and take their items. And so surprise attacks were an everyday occurrence in the game. The system of stealing items from other players received awful feedback that it was abolished in a subsequent update. Being one of the first players, my acute senses from back then still remained etched within me. To prevent from being followed, me and my friends trained in game on how to spot someone tailing us.


  Back then, players would even use Skills and spells to tail and ambush someone. Compared to that, someone who’s just making sure his footsteps were not heard was a lot easier to notice.


  「I asked you a question. Who are you?」


  I brandished my staff. He didn’t have a weapon ready but I can’t let my guard down.


  「It’s okay. I’m from the guild.」


  「A guild staff?」


  「Yes. I was a witness to your admirable feat. I saw how you deflected the Sea Dragon’s attack with nothing but a sword. But no one knew you so I did some research and found out you were a rank F adventurer.」


  Oh, back from when the ship was attacked. If I recall, some important figures from the guild were on board as well. So one of those guys had their eyes on me.


  「So you were tailing me because of my rank?」


  「I wouldn’t call it “tailing”, but more like “observing”. I thought I’d recruit a strong adventurer like you.」


  「Recruit?」


  「Besides adventurers, the guild also has a legitimate subjugation force. Unlike normal adventurers, the guild decides which request you’ll take. But in exchange, you get high rewards and compensation for injuries received while undertaking the request.」


  So they want to bring me in while I’m still low-ranked. But…


  「Sorry, but I won’t become a part of that. I want to be able to fight freely.」


  I refused the man’s offer. If I became part of this subjugation force, I might not be able to choose requests freely anymore and there’s a possibility that they’ll dispatch me for a perilous kill quest. I’d like to avoid that.


  「I understand. I’ll give up for now, but if you ever change your mind, please drop by the guild. Adventurers who noticed my tailing are always welcome. If you tell them you were referred by Rydias, they’ll accept your application.」


  With that, he left a piece of paper in front of me and went on his way.『Adventurers’ Guild Regular Subjugation Force Letter of Recommendation』 was written on it. On the topmost portion was my name and the name Rydias was listed as the referrer.


  I guess he was telling the truth. He just wanted to recruit me.


  「The guild’s structure sure has changed.」


  In BBO, there was no such thing as a regular subjugation force. There were countless requests as well. The ones no one accepted simply disappeared. But in this world, there are actual clients, and it’ll cause problems for them if their requests were not undertaken.


  The purpose of the subjugation force is probably to take such requests. I don’t really feel up for it, unfortunately. The guild sure have their hands full.


  I made my way to the guild. Not to join the subjugation force, but to change my job class and take some requests.


  「There’s not a lot…」


  For a guild in the capital, there were not a lot of requests available. There were odd jobs like carrying luggage or hard labor, but few monster kill quests.


  If I’m taking a request, I want one where I could kill monsters so I actually gain experience points.


  There had to be a reason why only a few kill quests were available. The receptionist seems to have some time so I’ll just ask her.


  Chapter 27 – Sages were Apparently an Unknown Class


  「I have some questions regarding requests.」


  「What would that be?」


  「Are there other kill quests available?」


  「There aren’t a lot of those in the capital. The army take down monsters as part of their training so there’s only a few of them around.」


  I see. So it’s because of the army. It might be better to move to a different branch.


  「Thanks. I won’t be taking requests, then. Can I change my designated job class here?」


  「So you’ve graduated from being a Novice. Congratulations! Of course, you may officially change classes here! Which class did you choose?」


  「Sage.」


  「Sage…? Is that like a Swordsman?」


  Sounds like the Sage is a minority class. I suppose it’s completely understandable. After all, you can’t be a Sage from undergoing the Coming of Age Ceremony.


  I’ll just have to tell her about it, and if it doesn’t work out, I’ll settle for Wizard. There were spells a Wizard can use but a Sage can’t, but if I used a Wizard’s spell, I can probably fool her.


  「No, Sage as in the spellcaster type.」


  「…I’m not sure I follow, but you mean Wizard, right?」


  「Yeah. Let’s go with that.」


  「Okay! We’ll have to confirm it first.」


  She took out a stone called a『Job Class Gem』. It was specifically for Wizards so『Wizard’s Gem』would be more appropriate.


  …This is bad. We had the former back in BBO, but this one only lights up only when touched by someone of the corresponding class, i.e. in this case, it’ll only light up when a Wizard touches it.


  「…I can use magic spells. Is that not enough?」


  I activated『Torchlight』- a very basic spell that lights up the surrounding. Besides a Sage, only a Wizard could use it. Since Sage was an unknown class, I figured I could convince her I’m a Wizard by showing I could use the spell.


  「It’s the rules. The only way to determine your job class is by using the gem.」


  So I can’t pretend to be a Wizard, huh… I thought as I touched the Wizard’s Gem. It didn’t light up, of course.


  「That’s strange… You can use magic so it should light up.」


  「Are there other kinds of gem around?」


  「Only Wizards can use magic spells. You can’t be a Novice either in that case. I’ll bring every gem we have just in case!」


  And so she did. But none of them were the Sage’s Gem or the Hero’s Gem.


  The Sage class can never be obtained by undergoing the Coming of Age Ceremony. It was possible to get the Hero class that way, but the chances are extremely low.


  It seems going through the ceremony was the most common method of changing job classes in this world. They had not taken into consideration the classes you can get by going to the cathedral.


  「Is this all of them?」


  「Yes! There’s a Hero’s Gem at the church, but considering you can use magic, you can’t be a Hero either, right?」


  I asked to no avail. By church, she probably meant the one that’s being used right now. Not the one in ruins. In either case, there’s no Sage’s Gem so not much I can do.


  「Whatever. I’ll just forget about officially changing my job class.」


  Without even touching the stones, I put my guild card away. It’s not like there’s any drawback to being a Novice.


  「Um, we still have a lot we don’t know about the inferior job classes. You can try their gems. Who knows, they might light up.」


  「Inferior job classes?」


  In BBO, there were only two kinds of job classes: Basic and Advanced. The basic ones include Wizard, Swordsman, Archer, and Healer, and the advanced ones had Sage, Hero, Saint, and Berserker, among others.


  Advanced classes have a lot more Skills in their arsenal, but in exchange they required a lot of exp to level up. Plus it was difficult to find the appropriate equipment. The chances of getting an advanced class by going through the Coming of Age Ceremony are astronomically low. You’d have to visit the cathedral otherwise. If I recall correctly, the Berserker class, which among the advanced class has the highest chances of being acquired through the ceremony, only has an obtainability rate of 0.7 percent.


  There was no such thing as inferior classes in BBO, though. Even the basic job classes can be powerful depending on how you utilized your skillset.


  「I’m referring to Berserkers and Saints… There are sometimes inferior classes in low-rank parties, but they usually end up leaving.」


  …I see. It made sense. If these advanced classes and basic classes partied up and took down the same number of monsters together, the latter would level up faster.


  In BBO, we levelled up separately, so there wasn’t that much difference in our exp. If they always partied up, it’s understandable that the advanced class would fall behind.


  Still, an advanced class’s Skills are top-notch. I don’t think a bit of a level gap would result in one being kicked. Take the case of a Saint for example. They learn some overwhelmingly powerful Skills like『Divine Heal』and『Holy Barrier』even at lower levels, so some difference in exp shouldn’t matter much.


  「Even Saints?」


  「The amount of healing they provide with『Heal』is just not enough. Even normal Healers can do better.」


  「What about Divine Heal?」


  「What’s a Divine Heal?」


  Chapter 28 – I Came to a Town that had Requests


  My god…
 The people of this world don’t even know a Saint’s basic and most powerful healing Skill, the Divine Heal. First their poor swordsmanship, and now this… This world is worse than I expected.


  「I see… All right. My job class is not one of the inferior classes, so I’ll just stay as a Novice.」


  「I think it’s a waste to stay as a Novice when you can use magic.」


  「I can only officially change my class by touching the stones; there’s nothing I can do. Thanks for helping me out.」


  It would be great if the guild had the Sage’s Gem ready by the time I came back here.


  I don’t really know where to find a Job Class Gem. We’d use it in BBO when changing job classes, but it wasn’t an item we could pick up from somewhere.


  I backed away from the receptionist window and studied the map beside the request board. It showed how to get to the nearby towns.


  They were kind enough to have the name of towns with plenty of requests written in red, while those with few requests had their names written in blue. Needless to say, the royal capital belonged to the latter.


  There was only one town near the capital with a red name. If you travel farther from the capital, there are a lot of town names in red. But for now, I’ll head for the nearest one. I drew attention during the fight with the Sea Dragon. It’s probably a good idea to stay away from the capital for a while.


  And with that, I had a destination in mind. The name of the town is Fiasta.


  ◇


  The next day.
 I arrived in Fiasta without running into any monsters. The roads near the capital are very safe to travel on.


  「Oh, there’s requests here!」


  As soon as I arrived in town, I headed straight to the guild and checked the request board. As I had hoped, there were kill quests that were just right for me: E-rank requests or somewhere around that level.


  But not a lot of them. There were still more than in the capital, but not enough. I fear they might run out in a matter of time.


  It might be better to visit farther towns than this. The lesser number of requests is most likely because this place is still closer to the capital.


  I’d like to take some requests while travelling, though. I’ve finally become a Sage. I don’t want to waste a whole day just moving across towns without achieving anything. Rather than simply strolling to the next town, I want to hunt some monsters on the way. So now the problem is the report.


  「I want to take a request. Can I give my report in a different town?」


  「You can as long as it’s within the kingdom. Just bring the request form itself and the monster trophy that prove you killed them.」


  So it’s possible to give my report in another place. All right, I’ll take some requests while moving to the next town.


  There were even B-rank requests available. I don’t feel like taking those though since I only just recently changed job class. C-ranked requests could be okay, but to be safe I’ll pick D-ranks.


  「I’d like to take this.」


  I handed the receptionist three D-rank requests. Kill quests for Weed Mantis (a mantis-type monster), Bash Moose (deer-type), and Huge Poison Frogs (a frog-type monster).


  They’re monsters I’ve never seen in BBO so these quests should give me some experience. Monsters in the same species usually have similar movement patterns. It’s best to be familiar with the weaker ones first.


  I’m supposed to hunt them at Fiasta’s First Forest so there’s not a lot of walking to do. After killing the required monsters in the forest, I’ll head straight to the next town.


  「Okay. You’re lucky there’s still some requests left!」


  「…Still?」


  She made it sound like it would’ve been all gone had I arrived a little late.


  「The『Flame Spear』is in town.」


  「Flame Spear?」


  「Well… He’s a famous adventurer with an alias! With Gillart missing, he’s made a name for himself as a solo adventurer and is now known as the world’s strongest! You don’t know about him?」


  Huh, so adventurers have aliases. He must be strong to have one… Wait a sec, the world’s strongest adventurer, Gillart, is missing?


  「I’ve only recently become an adventurer so I’m not familiar with these things.」


  「In that case, you may check that bulletin board right there! If an adventurer with an alias is in town, his name will be posted there.」


  She pointed at a spot on the top left of the request board. It said『Adventurers with Aliases Bulletin Board』 and the name『Flame Spear』was on it.


  …Yeah, I don’t think I want an alias. You’re only in town to take requests and you’ll have your name posted for that? That’s just sad.


  That’s why they use aliases instead of real names, I suppose.


  Chapter 29 – It Looks Like Someone’s Fighting


  「So is it safe to assume that towns with names on that bulletin board have few requests available?」


  「That’s right! There are unfriendly fellows though so you have to be careful sometimes.」


  I see. There could indeed be nasty people among strong adventurers. I gotta watch out.


  「Incidentally, is this Flame Spear guy terrifying?」


  「Not at all. They’re not even part of the subjugation force but they travel across towns and settle requests that were left untaken! They’re no doubt the most famous among the adventurers with aliases!」


  That explains the lack of requests. Now that she mentioned it, despite there being room on the request board, the ones I took seemed to be piled up on each other.


  That probably means the request board was actually full before so they had to just post the additional requests on top of each other. And the spaces available right now indicates that the requests posted there were already taken by the Flame Spear.


  They sure are passionate about their job. I can see why they’re famous.


  「I see…」


  As we were talking, the receptionist finished processing the requests I took.


  「Take care.」


  「Thanks.」


  I headed to the door. According to the map, if I cut through Fiasta’s First Forest from here and just head straight, I’ll get to Seicient.


  There’s plenty of requests there as well so it should be worth it. If the Flame Spear has already taken care of the requests, then I’ll just have to make do with the leftovers and move to the next town.


  With that in mind, I left the guild and started for Fiasta’s First Forest.


  ◇


  「Somewhere around here should be all right.」


  About thirty minutes had passed since I entered Fiasta’s First Forest. I readied my staff to look for monsters.


  「Magic Search.」


  Sages have weak monster detection abilities. It’s usually the job of the Scout, an actual class, to search for monsters. Then again, any job class has better detection skills than that of a Novice.


  It’s a different story when a Sage uses『Magic Search』, however. It’s a spell that a Sage can learn in lower levels, but it can search for enemies in a wider range than a Scout at his best. On top of that, save for some special ones, you can identify what type of monster they are as well.


  So Scouts were deemed unnecessary and the job class was even known as the weakest in BBO. In a game where Sages, which comprised eighty percent of the player base, can use the most prominent monster detection spell there is, there was no need for a scouting role.


  「Oh, jackpot!」


  I got results from the Magic Search right away. Approximately one kilometer ahead, there’s a swarm of around ten monsters. I won’t know their names unless I get closer, but my guess was the Weed Mantis.


  「…Magical Invisibility.」


  Hiding myself with a spell, I moved closer to the swarm. Casting another spell will dispel the invisibility, but it allows at least my first attack to go unnoticed by the monsters.


  『Steam Explosion』would be best to use in taking out a whole group like this, but unfortunately it can only be learned at higher levels, and I can’t use it right now. Since these monsters have low HP…


  「Flame Circle!」


  I cast an AoE fire-type spell. It doesn’t have much firepower against individual monsters, but with this, the whole swarm will be engulfed in flames.


  The swarm of Weed Mantis screeched, flames engulfing their bodies before dropping dead in agony. It was my first time fighting a mantis-type monster, but bug-type monsters are usually weak against fire. And the Weed Mantis was no exception.


  「Magic Search.」


  After confirming that they were all dead, I used Magic Search once again and found two groups of monsters this time.


  One was a swarm of Weed Mantis while the other was a group of Huge Poison Frogs.


  Search monsters with Magic Search, hide oneself with Invisibility, and take them down with magic spells. If one shot is not enough, then cast a binding spell so they couldn’t move to counterattack. It’s basic solo hunting tactics for Sages. There are different courses of action as well, but this one’s the most effective when hunting a group of monsters.


  ◇


  Gradually I moved closer to Seicient while hunting monsters along the way. About an hour had passed when I spotted what appeared to be an adventurer in the woods.


  They seemed to be fighting a monster. If it was a common monster, I would be on my way. But based on my Magic Search, they were up against a powerful monkey-type monster – perhaps one that existed in BBO too: a Raging Ape.


  Basically a so-called area boss.


  Chapter 30 – Apparently High-level Skills are Needed


  There are different kinds of Area Bosses. Some are weaker that spawn every day, while there are those powerful ones that spawn only once a year. The Raging Ape is among the relatively stronger ones. It’s on a whole different league than the common monsters in this area. Judging from the sheer offensive power, it’s as strong as a Sea Dragon.


  Monkey-type monsters are very tasty targets since they give high amounts of experience points despite having low HP. There’s a trick to taking one down solo. If you don’t know about it, it’ll be difficult to kill it – more difficult than taking down a Sea Dragon.


  …If she’s having trouble, I’ll defeat it and gain some exp as well. I’m about level 6 at the moment. If I take it down, I’ll level up to 10 for sure.


  With that in mind, I assessed the situation.


  「Magic Search. Magic Search. Magic Search.」


  I activated the spell three times. By examining the movements of both the adventurer and the monster, I’ll be able to tell if they know the trick to killing it.


  「Hmm… looks like they’re having some trouble.」


  The adventurer didn’t know how to fight a Raging Ape. They seem to be high-levelled since they’re able to stand their ground at the moment. But they won’t last long enough to take the monster down.


  「Magical Invisibility.」


  I concealed myself and inched closer to the adventurer. This is my chance to gain some exp.


  「Ey! Hyah! …Ha!」


  As I expected, it was a Raging Ape. What I didn’t expect, however, was that the adventurer was a woman of small stature. On her hand was a red spear.


  The situation was a lot worse than I imagined. Her hands were full with defending herself from the enemy’s attacks. She couldn’t strike back. To top it off, she was bleeding from her shoulder.


  …I should help her out.
 Butting in while they’re engaged in close combat would be risky. She might get distracted from the sudden reinforcement and fail to defend herself in time.


  So I bided my time and waited for an opportune moment. After a while, she tried to block an attack from the Raging Ape but got sent flying a few meters instead.


  Now’s my chance.


  「Magic Taunt!」


  I cast a taunting spell at the Raging Ape. It deals no damage, but can draw the attention of a target.


  「A-An adventurer?! Run away! This monster’s too much for you!」


  The female adventurer slowly got on her feet. Despite being sent flying a few meters just now, her feet were steady. She’s tough.


  「I’ll deal with this thing somehow! Get away from here!」


  Big words, I know. Deal with it somehow? The skills I have at the moment are not enough to take down the Raging Ape. I have to learn some new Skills first.


  Spells like the『Magic Search』are Basic Skills that are automatically learned when you reach a certain level. But powerful Skills like『Steam Explosion』can only be learned after allocating Skill Points. Only then can you use them.


  Skill Points are finite so you have to be mindful in using them. The spells I’m about to learn now will be useful later on so there shouldn’t be any problem in acquiring them now.


  「Learn Skill, Skill Code: 1208, Blood Poison. Learn Skill, Skill Code: 1211, Shadow Fog.」


  I uttered the words and learned the Skills. Normally, learning a skill would require going to a church where there’ll be this stylish ritual. But you can actually learn Skills by voice command as well. This world is probably not aware of this method.


  「Gwwoooaaaahhh!」


  With the taunt successful, the Raging Ape came charging at me, but before he could reach me, something caught its foot and the monster tumbled on the ground.


  It wasn’t a coincidence, of course. I already anticipated that it would charge at me so I set a trap with Sticky Bomb beforehand.


  If the trap is effective in bringing it down, it’s a much easier fight. I’ve pretty much won.


  But then the adventurer approached the Raging Ape.
 …You’re dead if you try to attack it now.


  「Injured people should back off!」I shouted.


  「No, you get out of here! Even I can’t take it down! There’s no way other solo adventurers can kill it!」


  …She made it sound like she’s the strongest solo adventurer around.


  「I got this! Just stay back! I have it restrained with a spell right now, but don’t get close to it. It’s dangerous!」


  I cast my newly-acquired Skills – Shadow Fog and Blood Poison – at the Raging Ape and added some more Sticky Bomb to slow it down. Shadow Fog robs the target of its vision and Blood Poison reduces the target’s HP with poison.


  With my current strength, my attacks won’t deal any damage on it, but poison will. Some monsters are immune to poison. If they’re not, then they’ll take damage overtime from the spell.


  If I recall correctly, continuously introducing poison to the Raging Ape for twelve straight hours should kill it. Gaining levels and killing it using a Skill with high firepower will be faster, but twelve hours is not unrealistic.


  Chapter 31 – The Adventurer I Saved had an Alias


  Twelve hours is a long time.
 But the amount of exp I’ll get makes waiting worth it. Plus continuously casting the poison spell isn’t hard. It’ll probably be dark out by the time I’m done, but I have my Magical Invisibility so I should be fine.


  「Restrain a Raging Ape?! Is that even possible?!」


  「Yeah. Although…」


  I glanced at her right shoulder. She was talking like she was fine, but it looked painful.


  「That’s an awful injury you got there.」


  「This isn’t uncommon when you’re an adventurer.」she answered while taking out some bandages.


  I’ll end up spending some MP… but there’s no need to be a tightwad I guess.


  「Magic Heal.」


  I spoke the words and her wound healed. Sages have healing Skills too, but nothing compared to actual Healers. Still, it’s enough to fix a wound like she had.


  「…Huh?」


  The pain suddenly vanished and she looked at her shoulder, perplexed, with the bandages still in her hand. Then she felt her shoulder and asked me.


  「What did you do?」


  「I just used healing magic.」


  「You can use both offensive and healing magic? I’ve never heard of such an adventurer before!」


  「But I can use both, as you might have seen.」


  A normal Wizard can’t use healing magic. Since the Sage is an unknown job class in this world, they assume that if you can use offensive magic, you can’t use healing magic. There’s Self Cure which any class can use so strictly speaking, even a Wizard can use healing magic on himself.


  I turned to look at the Raging Ape. This is not the time to be talking about job classes and Skills.


  Right after restraining is when the binding is most unstable. I should keep my eye fixed on it for about three minutes and be ready to use magic to weaken it any time.


  「As for restraining the Raging Ape… well, it’s just as you see. By the way, I’m using poison magic on it right now. If I just keep this up, it’ll kick the bucket.」


  I pointed at the restrained Raging Ape. It could still move a bit of course. It’s impossible to fully restrict the movements of powerful monsters like this one.


  But with its speed rendered useless by the Sticky Bomb and unable to fire any long-range attacks with the Shadow Fog in place, it just sat there waiting for its eventual death.


  With the mana I have right now, casting Blood Poison and Shadow Fog for the next twelve hours is an easy matter. Actually, I’m not even losing any mana because it gets replenished naturally anyway.


  Some monsters gain resistance from abnormal status conditions if used on them continuously, but a Raging Ape has no such thing. Which is why it’s a monster perfect for farming exp; you can kill one simply by weakening it over time.


  「You’re talking about solo killing a Raging Ape. That’s impossible!」


  「Can’t you see? It is possible. I think even the Flame Spear can do it.」


  The strongest solo adventurer in the world, the Flame Spear, should be in Fiasta right now. I’m pretty sure he can take the Raging Ape down mano a mano without resorting to this kind of a tedious method.


  You only use this trick when you can’t win against it in a head-on fight. A high-level human with powerful equipment should be able to defeat it.


  I recast my spell on the Raging Ape…


  「No way. Didn’t stand a chance.」


  「Has the Flame Spear fought a Raging Ape before?」


  「Weren’t you watching?」


  Hmm? I don’t think we’re on the same page here. Wait a sec…


  「Are you the Flame Spear?」


  「Yes, that’s me. The adventurers I know call me Mylia.」


  「…Good lord…」


  I wasn’t expecting that an adventurer who’d lose against a Raging Ape was the world’s strongest so I didn’t consider the possibility it was her. Maybe it’s her reputation that earned her the title of world’s strongest.


  The name Flame Spear made me picture a huge, unpleasant man swinging his spear around. But the real deal is actually a beautiful lady. Perhaps this difference between image and reality contributed to her fame.


  「By the way, what’s your alias?」


  Right. One must give his name first before asking someone else’s.


  「My name’s Eld. I don’t have an alias.」


  「Now that’s a lie. There’s no way you don’t have one.」


  「Only strong adventurers have aliases, right?」


  Adventurers with aliases get their names posted on the bulletin board by simply visiting a guild. It’s not every day you run into them.


  So yes, I don’t have one.


  Chapter 32 – Apparently a Novice can’t Increase Their Rank


  「Only strong adventurers have aliases. In other words, all strong adventurers have aliases. There’s no way an adventurer who can incapacitate a Raging Ape on his own doesn’t have an alias.」


  This is something even a Wizard can do if they learned some basic spells that inflict abnormal status conditions. Even being level six is more than enough.


  「Okay, but I really don’t have an alias. Besides, I’m only rank F.」


  「F?! You’re lying!」


  「It’s the truth. Wanna see? I don’t even know how to raise my rank in the first place.」


  I handed Mylia my guild card. She was still not completely buying it when she took my card.


  「What’s this?! It says you’re a Novice! You didn’t inform the guild that you’ve changed job class?」


  「I did, but the Wizard’s Gem didn’t light up, so I couldn’t change it. I’m a Sage though, so I suppose there was nothing they could do.」


  It’s not like being a Novice will cause inconvenience.


  「Sage… I’ve never heard of it before. Wait, there are classes with no corresponding gems?」


  「Yeah, there sure are. But it’s not like it’ll cause problems for me if I’m treated as a Novice, right?」


  I put my guild card away. Her answer destroyed my hopes.


  「You can’t rank up when you’re a Novice.」


  「…Seriously?」


  「Seriously. It’s difficult for those with inferior classes to rank up, but it’s way worse for Novices. As long as your guild card says “Novice” you’re never going up the ranks. If there’s a job class that can only be treated as a Novice, then I can see why someone as strong as you is still an F-rank.」


  I see. So that’s why I didn’t rank up despite killing numerous monsters.


  「What’s the restriction for?」


  「Apparently to reduce fatalities due to adventurers not having the appropriate abilities expected of their ranks.」


  「If they can fulfil the same request, that means they have the required abilities. Isn’t the job class unnecessary in determining one’s strength?」


  「That’s what I think too. In fact, up until ten years ago, you can rank up regardless of job class. It got changed to what we have now by Cardinal Georgis’ reforms.」


  She’s right. Job class doesn’t have anything to do with how strong one is. So even though two people have the same strength, one might get a higher rank just because of their job class? I smell a conspiracy. Maybe this Cardinal Georgis hates those with inferior job classes and Novices.


  First, the cathedral where you can change classes has been abandoned. Then advanced classes are known as inferior job classes. There might be something fishy going on.


  「Does that mean you had trouble ranking up as well?」


  With her alias Flame Spear, my guess is that she’s a Hero. In this world, it’s one of the inferior classes. Heroes have the basic skill Flame Weapon. As the name suggests, it gives a fire-attribute buff to their weapon to increase its power.


  If used on a spear, it’ll be clad in flames. It’s a flashy Skill which probably earned her the alias of Flame Spear.


  「Yeah, I had a hard time ranking up. It’s one of the reasons I’ve gone solo. I made it all the way up to rank B thanks to my Flame Weapon, but it’ll be tough for inferior classes to go any higher.」


  「…I see.」


  I was right. Her alias came from using her Flame Weapon skill. It’s one of the weakest offensive Skills that a Hero has, though. Actually, a Hero’s basic Skills are actually weak overall. The only good ones are the passive Skills that automatically strengthens the body when learned. The rest are pretty much garbage.


  On the other hand, a Hero’s advanced Skills are extremely powerful. But it didn’t seem like Mylia was using one earlier.


  Don’t tell me the people of this world fight without knowing how to use their advanced Skills… No, that’s just utterly ridiculous.


  Fighting without advanced Skills is the same as heading into battle without any weapon. Sure, they don’t change classes in the royal capital’s cathedral, but they still have churches here and it’s still possible to change job class through the Coming of Age Ceremony. I find it hard to believe that they don’t know advanced Skills. It’s simply unthinkable.


  「You looked like you were having a rough time earlier. You didn’t use Over Guard?


  Over Guard is one of a Hero’s most basic defensive Skill.


  It auto-activates when blocking an attack with a weapon and momentarily increases defense while only costing a bit of MP. With enough defense in fact, the attack gets deflected back.


  It’s basically like a permanent critical counter. There’s not one Hero in BBO that didn’t learn this Skill. But maybe…


  「What’s an Over Guard?」she asked, looking puzzled.


  Man, this world’s worse than I thought.


  But that also means she hasn’t used her Skill Points at all. This might be a good opportunity. She’s probably somewhere between level 15 to 20. Without using advanced Skills, she’d have been killed instantly by the Raging Ape if she weren’t at least level 15. But if she were level 20, she wouldn’t have been overwhelmed by the monster.


  I haven’t watched her long enough to accurately gauge her strength, but my guess is she’s level 16. Heroes learn『Combo Attack』when they reach level 17. It’s a powerful Skill that’s considered the best among the class’s basic skillset. The fact that she wasn’t using it means she’s most likely level 16 and below.


  A level 16 Hero is more than enough to take down a Raging Ape. Maybe… just maybe, I won’t have to wait for the poison to kill it.


  Chapter 33 – I Apparently Didn’t Have to Wait that Long


  「Mylia, have you learned a Skill before?」


  「I have. Once you’ve gained enough combat experience, you just realize you’re able to use them. That’s how Skills work, right? Anyway, you can go to the guild if you want to check the list of Skills you can learn. I have a list of a Hero’s Skillset if you want to see them.」


  List of Skills? My hunch says this is not good.


  「Can I see it?」


  「Sure.」


  She showed me the list.
 …And my hunch was right.


  「Wh-What the heck is this?」


  The list was awful. First of all, advanced Skills were not on the list. Worse, not all basic Skill were listed either; only about eighty percent. Combo Attack was not included.


  「Can you swing your spear around while saying “Combo Attack”?」


  「Why?」


  「I want to test something.」


  She looked perplexed, but she readied her spear and then…


  「Combo Attack.」


  She brandished her spear while saying the words and the tip of her weapon gleamed faintly. A sign that the Skill is active.


  「What the… Whaaaaaat?! I’m using a Skill! A Skill I don’t know about!」


  She looked at me in disbelief.


  「Who are you?」


  「Just your average F-rank adventurer who happens to know a few things.」


  「We’ve already established the fact that you’re an F-rank but I’m not buying the “average” part.」


  While we were talking, the Raging Ape started to get agitated.


  「Gwoooaaahh!」


  I used Sticky Bomb and Shadow Fog to rob it of its mobility and vision, respectively, but it’s not completely restrained. It can still lash out randomly.


  It’s a bit dangerous to talk while the monster’s still there. It might randomly throw a stone and hit me.


  「Let’s talk after we kill this thing. It won’t take more than twenty minutes with your Combo Attack.」 I said, pointing at the Raging Ape.


  「Kill it in twenty minutes?」


  「Yeah. You should try it and see for yourself. I’ll take its attacks while you use Combo Attack continuously from behind.」


  Then I cast a taunting spell on the Raging Ape before releasing it from my other spells.


  「Gwwwwoooooaaaaahhhhh!」


  With all the rage it mustered from being restrained, it started going on a rampage and charged straight at me. Facing the monster, I cast a spell.


  「Magic Guard.」


  I blocked the Raging Ape’s attack with my staff. Magic Guard is basically the spellcaster version of Over Guard. It’s not as good, but it can still block attacks pretty decently. Because of this skill, there was a period of time where Sages had the tank role in parties. It’s one of the reasons why they called the Sage an all-powerful class. So anyway…


  「Hey, start attacking already.」


  I called out to Mylia who just stood there dumbfounded. In BBO, Sages with tank roles would block attacks with their staff while also firing spells. It’s one of the class’s unique characteristics. But I can’t defeat the Raging Ape with the mana pool I have right now.


  「O-Okay! …Combo Attack! Combo Attack!」


  Still perplexed, Mylia started using Combo Attack in rapid succession. As the name suggests, the Skill allows one to use combos, and the more attacks you land, the greater the power of the combo.


  I had the Raging Ape’s attention on me so Mylia was able to attack freely. Thanks to that, the Combo Attack’s power gradually increased.


  Chapter 34 – They Don’t Even Know About Magic Storage


  「Gwwwwooaaahhh!」


  「Oopsie.」


  Watching Mylia’s barrage, I kept on blocking attacks with my staff. The trick to not getting hit is to close the distance a bit then use a critical counter when possible. Then use the opening created to recast Magic Guard.


  If you get too close, you might be late in parrying attacks. But if you get too far, it might throw stones instead or something which is difficult to block. Then again, adjusting your distance against a Raging Ape isn’t that hard when you get used to it.


  「Guu.. gwooaahhh…」


  As I predicted, after about twenty minutes of fighting, the Raging Ape collapsed on the ground. At the same time, I felt my body become lighter.


  「Looks like we did it.」


  「W-Wow… We really defeated the Raging Ape in just twenty minutes. Why an adventurer like you is only rank F is beyond me.」


  Mylia was staring at me and the Raging Ape, astonished.


  「You’re the one who took it down, though. All I did was block its attacks.」


  What she displayed just now was a Hero’s usual firepower.
 …No. With the right Skill tree, she can unleash three times more power than that. All this time, Mylia was simply unaware of her Skills and was unable to utilize her strength.


  「You drew its attention and I simply used the Skill you taught me.」


  「But killing it alone would’ve taken me twelve hours.」


  「Well if I was alone, I’d be dead by now.」


  That may be true, but it was a lot easier thanks to Mylia.


  The exp earned by two people killing a monster is pretty much the same as when killed solo. So I pretty much hit the jackpot. Three or more people and the exp earned would start to diminish.


  We did waste some time in explaining some stuff. But for a temporary party, it was a good hunt.


  「Anyway, it’s dead so let’s decide how to distribute the materials.」


  「You can have it all, Eld. I wouldn’t be alive if you weren’t here.」


  「But it would’ve taken me twelve hours alone. How about an equal split?」


  In BBO, it was common to split materials and drop items equally. That way, no one would owe anyone anything and there won’t be a lot of problems later on.


  「Well if you insist, I’ll take it. How do we split it exactly?」


  「I think we just cut it vertically in half.」


  「Its skin can be sold too. If you cut it, its value will drop.」


  I see. Splitting this won’t be easy.


  「Okay, how about we sell it at the guild and split the proceeds equally? Can you come with me?」


  「Fine by me. While I’m there I’ll file a complaint regarding your rank. You can use magic, so I’m sure they can designate you as a Wizard.」


  If a famous adventurer and one with an alias like Mylia puts in a good word for me, they might allow me to officially change my job class.


  「Now that that’s settled, let’s head to the guild… Magic Storage.」


  With that, I put the Raging Ape materials in storage. In BBO everyone, regardless of job class, had a box to store items. But there’s no such box in this world. Although it seems I can still use it. I took『Magic Storage』for granted in BBO, but it’s very useful here. I was about to start walking, when I saw Mylia staring at me in disbelief.


  「…Magic what?」


  「What’s wrong?」


  「Where’d the Raging Ape go?」


  「Right here.」


  I took the Raging Ape from the Magic Storage. A Wizard can use the Skill as well, but they probably don’t know about it.


  There might be a lot more Skills they’re not aware of, but it might be better not to tell others about them. If people find out I have some peculiar knowledge, I might get targeted. I should probably ask Mylia not to tell anyone about it too.


  「Can you not tell anyone that I taught you a Skill?」


  「Sure thing. I won’t tell anyone the things you told me. They probably won’t believe me anyway if I told them an F-ranked adventurer knew this stuff.」


  She has a point. It sounds like I can go adventuring without any worries.


  Chapter 35 – Sounds Like Even Shield-Users are Weak


  After a while, we arrived in Fiasta. My plan was to go to Seicent, but somehow I’m back. Well I accomplished more than I expected so no complaints from me.


  「Alright, go ahead.」


  The moment we arrived in town, I handed the Raging Ape materials to Mylia.


  「What? You’re not gonna sell it yourself? You won’t get promoted if you’re a Novice, but this will still count as an achievement and will go in your records.」


  「Things will just get complicated.」


  There was a lot of fuss when I brought in materials from a C-ranked monster. The Raging Ape is rank A. I’m quite sure me selling will be more trouble than it’s worth.


  …Speaking of ranks, Myna said she could help me get promoted. I’ll pay her a visit when I feel the need to. I’m still low-levelled though. But I’m now a Sage so ranking up a bit shouldn’t pose much problems.


  Maybe she’ll employ sketchy means to give me a different job class. I don’t want to be under some strange debt so I’ll ask her only when I really need it.


  「I don’t need the achievements. Just tell them you took it down alone.」


  「All right. If you change your mind, just tell me.」


  Mylia entered the guild. I wanted to know how much an A-rank monster would sell so I followed her inside.


  「I got some extraordinary materials here. Can I sell them?」


  「Materials that the Flame Spear call extraordinary?」


  「Yeah. Here.」


  Mylia showed the materials from the Raging Ape. The receptionist cocked her head the moment she saw it.


  「I’ve never seen that before. What is it?」


  「It’s a Raging Ape.」


  Apparently the receptionist hasn’t seen a Raging Ape before.


  「Raging… Are you saying you killed a rank A monster?!」


  「That’s right.」


  「A-ranked monsters are way above my pay grade! …I’ll call the branch manager!」


  The receptionist scurried away. After a while, the branch manager showed up.


  「Is it true you killed an A-ranked monster?」


  「Yes, a Raging Ape. How much will you buy it for?」


  「A Raging Ape?! You killed that monster alone?!」


  Mylia turned to look at me. She wanted one last confirmation from me whether to tell them of my involvement.


  Taking down an A-ranked monster will indeed be quite an achievement. And if Mylia will attest to it, they’ll most likely believe that I was part of it.


  But I’m a Novice that can never get promoted so racking up achievements is pointless for me. If anything, it’ll only cause trouble. So I nodded to Mylia. She nodded back and faced the branch manager again.


  「Eld right there helped me. Actually he did most of the work.」


  「Wait, what happened to our agreement?」


  「Wait, I thought that nod just now meant it was okay to tell them.」


  「No, I meant the opposite! …Whatever, it’s too late. They’ll only get suspicious if you take it back now.」


  So much for staying out of trouble. What a mess. But it’s too late to fix it. There’s no taking it back now that she’s told the branch manager.


  「That adventurer? I haven’t seen him before. Did he recently get his alias or something?」


  「His name is Eld, an F-ranked Novice.」


  「A hundred F-ranked Novices won’t even stand a chance against an A-ranked monster.」


  「That’s what I thought at first too. Until I found out that he’s an F-ranked Novice. The rules don’t allow Novices to rank up, but can you do something about that?」Mylia said, eyeing me.


  「I’m not sure… That depends. Is he strong enough to fight an A-ranked monster?」


  「He sure is, and more. He completely stopped the Raging Ape’s attacks which allowed me to strike at the monster freely. I just stood behind it and kept thrusting it with my spear.」


  She recounted the battle to the manager while leaving out the part about the Combo Attack and the other Skills I used. She’s keeping her promise not to tell anyone about them.


  「Stopped the Raging Ape’s attacks on his own? Even a skilled shield-user can’t do that.」


  A Shielder is a job class that specializes in using a shield to block an enemy’s attacks and create an opening for his allies to strike. They have high endurance and plenty of taunting Skills.


  There were plenty of monsters that a Sage with a tank role can deal with, but when exploring the most perilous dungeons, at least one Shielder in the party was necessary. But not a lot of players wanted to be a Shielder. Despite BBO’s well-featured playing environment and decent Skill repertoire, it was difficult for them to go hunting on their own which in turn made it hard to level up. So when new difficult dungeons were implemented, they would actually just drag a party down.


  But the branch manager made it sound like the Shielders of this world can’t even keep one Raging Ape in check.


  Chapter 36 – Apparently There Were Unknown Job Classes


  「It would normally be impossible, but Eld did it… In the first place, do you think I can kill a Raging Ape on my own?」


  「Even you, the Flame Spear, can’t do that. The Raging Ape is a powerful monster.」


  「Right? And do you think the adventurer who helped take it down won’t give their name?」


  「I don’t think so… so this adventurer, Eld…」


  The manager looked to be deep in thought. Is something wrong?


  「Wait a minute. Did you say “Eld”?」


  「I did.」


  「Yeah. My name is Eld.」


  Once again, the manager seemed to be mulling something over. Actually, it was more like he was trying to remember something. After a while, he asked me a question.


  「Did you register in Elia?」


  「How’d you know?」


  He was right. I did register in Elia. But a Novice registering as an adventurer at the guild isn’t that big of a news to have crossed all the way here to a different continent.


  Or so I thought…


  「There’s a rumor that an incredibly strong F-rank Novice named Eld showed up in Elia. They say he fought a Sea Dragon, deflecting back its Spear Arms with nothing but a sword. The latter is just preposterous.」


  「Yeah, deflecting a Sea Dragon’s Spear Arms with a sword can’t be true… That’s not something a human can do.」


  「Yeah, I agree. People get too excited when a strong adventurer shows up. And it’s human nature to blow rumors out of proportion.」


  「Blocking all the Raging Ape’s attacks was unbelievable in and of itself, but a Sea Dragon… I’m not buying it. People are just inflating rumors.」


  Uhh, that actually happened. With the right Skills, it’s possible to parry a Sea Dragon’s Spear Arms even without a critical counter.


  「But no matter my accomplishments, I won’t get promoted if I’m a Novice, right?」


  「Yes, if you’re a Novice. So you just have to officially register your job class. You’re a Swordsman, correct?」


  「No, I’m a Sage. It’s a spellcaster type job class. There’s no Job Class Gem for it so I couldn’t register it.」


  「The talk in the guild is a Swordsman passed the exam. Due to some circumstances, he didn’t use any Skill at all and then identified himself as a Novice. At least, that’s the rumor. It’s not true?」


  Is that how people are talking about me now? I was truly just a Novice back when I took the exam. Nothing more, nothing less.


  「Damn right it’s not true. There’s no reason for me to identify as a hapless Novice if I was a Swordsman.」


  「You have a point… No matter how strong you are, we can’t register a job class that doesn’t have a corresponding gem that lights up. As for a promotion, there’s an exception.」


  「An exception?」


  「If you have a branch manager’s recommendation and have achieved something that warrants your promotion, then you may be allowed to raise your rank as an exception. Every time you get promoted, though, the requirements for the recommendation to get accepted become stricter.」


  So promotion through a recommendation. Normally a Novice can’t rank up but with this method, it’s possible.


  「Does killing a Raging Ape count as an achievement for a promotion?」


  「If you two took it down, then yes. You can only go up one rank at a time. If you’re okay with a recommendation for rank E, I’ll be glad to give you one. I can process it at my own discretion so it shouldn’t take long. Would you like to get promoted now?」


  I can finally get promoted, huh… Going just one rank up sure is tough for a Novice.


  「Thanks. I’d like to get promoted right away.」


  「Understood. I should be the one thanking you. I’m the first person to increase the rank of the rumoured strongest Novice. I can brag about this at the branch managers’ meeting. Aiding in the promotion of a top-notch adventurer counts as an achievement for us guild personnel as well.」


  「By the way, is it true that you have an unknown job class?」the manager asked while processing my promotion.


  「Yeah. I’m a Sage. It’s a spellcaster type class.」


  「I heard you took the registration exam with a sword.」


  「I was just a Novice back then. I turned fifteen only recently.」


  It’s technically not a lie. I didn’t change job class through the Coming of Age Ceremony. And if I phrase it like this, perhaps I can mislead him a bit.


  「I see. So you had incredible swordsmanship skills even before you changed class.」


  It worked. There’ll probably be trouble if people find out that there’s a different method of changing job classes besides going through the Coming of Age Ceremony.


  「It’s unfortunate that you have an unknown job class when you’re so skilled with the sword. People with unknown job classes have it rough due to lack of previous information. The Flame Spear’s class, Hero, was unknown up until ten years ago.」


  「Yeah. If I was born twenty years earlier, I would be treated as a Novice like Eld.」


  Oh. So even the Hero class was unknown at one point. There’s only an extremely few people who come out as Heroes through the Coming of Age Ceremony. So before it was discovered, they were probably thought of as simply Novices.


  The Sage class on the other hand, cannot be acquired through the ceremony so maybe I’ll stay as a Novice forever. For now, I should be content I can rank up through the manager’s recommendation.


  I think it’s risky to disclose the fact that it’s possible to change class at the royal capital’s cathedral. Various laws, the guild’s rules – systems that were made based on the assumption that changing job classes can only be done through the Coming of Age Ceremony, might all fall apart.


  One wrong move and just like in BBO, eighty percent of this world’s population might end up being Sages.


  Chapter 37 – It was in Good Condition


  「All right. I’m done processing your promotion. From now on, your rank is E. Congratulations!」


  「Thanks.」I said as I took my guild card.


  My rank has been overwritten, from F to E. Beside the letter “E” were the words 『Special Promotion』 written minutely. It was most likely proof that I got promoted through a recommendation.


  Now then. We’ve gone a bit off-topic. It’s time to get back to the matter at hand.


  「By the way, how much will you pay for the materials?」


  「The Raging Ape? Every part of the monster can be utilized. Though it’s hard for me to give a proper appraisal.」


  The manager perused the guild’s documents while appearing to be deep in thought. After about five minutes, he was done and gave us an answer.


  「It’s in good condition… How about 110 million?」


  What the… Over a hundred million? How?!


  Is this really a world where 200,000 gils is enough for a family’s monthly expenses? 110 million will last for forty-five years. You’ll be set for life!


  As I was pondering the absurdity of the amount, Mylia replied.


  「That’s a bit low, no? As you can see, its front is unscathed. I think it’s worth more.」she said, showing the manager the monster’s front side.


  Mylia attacked it only from behind so there was not a scratch on it which is huge if they wanted to make armor out of it.


  「Very well. I’ll give you 120 million for it. Any more is not within my authority to release.」


  「That sound good?」Mylia asked me.


  「Of course.」


  I immediately nodded. The price might go down if I just kept standing there dumbfounded.


  「All right. I’ll bring the money so please wait for a bit.」


  The manager nodded back as well. Looks like we had a deal.


  「There’s 120 pieces in there. Please verify it.」the manager said, setting a heavy bag in front of me.


  I peered into the bag to find it packed with platinum coins.


  「So a guild office has this much money on hand, huh…」


  「The guild provides us with plenty of funds in case there’s a huge request to be undertaken. Though I never expected that an A-ranked monster’s materials in good condition would be brought here.」


  「Is the quality really that good? Sure, it’s spotless on the front side, but its back is full of holes.」


  「Normally a squad of a hundred men would take on an A-rank monster. The monster would then get attacked from all directions, leaving its body a ragged mess. It’s almost a miracle that what you brought only had wounds on its back.」


  …Today I learned, I thought.
 Mylia then handed over the Raging Ape, took the bag of coins, and handed it to me.


  「The deal was we split it equally…」


  「I narrowly escaped death thanks to you. It’s not right to ask for money on top of that.」


  「But a deal is a deal so it’s an equal split.」


  I took sixty platinum coins from the bag and gave it to her. She seemed to want to refuse to take it for a moment, but gave in and accepted the money.


  「Thank you. Pleasure doing business with you.」


  「Same here. It’s not easy to get Raging Ape materials after all. I think we could’ve gotten a wonderful armor out of it if we took it to an armor shop. Was it all right to sell it?」


  「Heavy armor will only hamper your movement. I’m content with what I have at the moment. Quality materials should be left to those who can make the best use out of it.」


  Mylia regarded my whole body. I wasn’t wearing any armor, of course.


  「I just noticed… But did you fight the Raging Ape without any armor at all?」


  「Yeah, that’s right. Is there a problem?」


  「Problem? I’m surprised you’re still alive after all this time.」


  She stared at me, eyes frozen in disbelief. She probably thought I was crazy. I suppose in this world, people can’t train against monsters that’ll kill them in one blow so her reaction was understandable.


  I could fight with confidence like I did precisely because of my countless hours of training in BBO. If you died in-game, there wasn’t much of a penalty so I could keep on training without much worry.


  「Armor is not enough against a Raging Ape. If it lands a direct hit, you’re dead anyway. So it’s better to make your body lighter by not wearing any armor at all. That’ll make it easier to dodge attacks. Don’t you agree?」


  「I suppose you make a good point. But you’re operating under the assumption that you can dodge all of its attacks. I don’t think I can do that.」


  「Well, the training is not easy.」


  While we were engaged in conversation, I headed out the guild. We’ve split the reward, so that’s it for our party. Then an idea sprung to mind. If the discussion goes well, I can get plenty of levels in one go.


  Chapter 38 – There’s Apparently a Great Hunting Ground


  「Hey, Mylia. Do you want to party up for just a while?」


  「Party up?」


  「Yeah. I want to farm some EXP, but it’ll take time if I’m alone. But with your firepower, we can kill monsters left and right.」


  It’s not a bad deal for her… I think. With a Sage’s Skills, finding monsters is easy. I just draw an enemy’s attention and she can take it down without much trouble. She should get three times better results than when she goes hunting solo. The question now is if she’s willing to or not…


  「Partying up with you… are you sure?」


  She was befuddled for an instant after hearing my suggestion.


  「Of course. Only for about a month, most likely. We split the reward 50-50. Is that okay?」


  「50-50… Are you sure about that?」


  「Yeah. Rewards are pretty much always split equally between members of a party. If you want, I can teach you ways to get stronger as well. They have some drawbacks, so it’s up to you if you want to follow them or not.」


  「I get to party up with a strong adventurer like you and split the reward equally? I think I just hit the jackpot. Of course I accept. I’m also curious about this method to get stronger as well.」


  Looks like we have a party then.


  「I hope we get along.」


  「Same here!」


  We then shook hands. With this, I can get lots of levels in one go! The problem now is where I can do that.


  「Mylia, do you know of a place that’s great for farming EXP?」


  「A place that’s great for farming EXP… How about the Plains of Serhell? It’s about forty kilometres away and directly across the royal capital from here. There are plenty of E-ranked Sand Moles that are easy to hunt in that place. Beginner adventurers usually go there.」


  「The EXP you get from an rank E monster is too low. Somewhere with lots of B-ranked monsters would be good.」


  If I were alone, I would’ve gone for a place with C-ranked monsters, but with Mylia, it should be fine to go to a hunting ground with B-ranked monsters. If she reorganizes her Skill Tree to that of a decent one, we could even go to where A-ranked monsters roam about in numbers.


  As I was pondering our options, Mylia’s expression went grim.


  「A place with plenty of B-ranked monsters… Don’t tell me you want to hunt monsters in the Forest of Death?」


  「Forest of Death?」


  That’s an ominous-sounding name.


  「Yeah. There’s no other place nearby with lots of B-ranked monsters. Of those who go deep in the forest, only about 10% make it back. It’s the worst danger zone around here.」


  A ten percent survival rate is awfully low. That means nine out of ten dies in the forest.


  「Why’s the death rate so high?」


  「Because there are lots of rank B monsters in there. If there’s a Shielder that can defend against A-ranked monsters like you, you can farm an awful lot of EXP, but it’s ordinarily impossible.」


  I see… In this world, a tank’s abilities are not enough against B-ranked monsters and would only lead to the demise of the whole party.


  If I decided to fight a formidable monster, I’d have to gather members myself and teach them how to organize their Skills and how to fight. I would teach them delicate and high-level fighting techniques, but mentoring them would be difficult since there’s no safe place to learn and train. However, I could teach them other fighting styles that would give room for them to play it safe.


  Then again, a Sage can fight alone so I can go solo for a while.


  「Is the Forest of Death close?」


  「It’s closer than the Plains of Serhell, about a day’s travel on foot. The closest town from the forest, Desire, is a comfortable place to live in as long as you stay away from the Forest of Death.」


  「All right. Let’s check the place out a bit.」


  The Forest of Death.
 The name itself screams danger, but if we can steadily hunt B-ranked monsters there, it’s the perfect place to farm EXP. But first I’d have to use my Magic Search a number of times before going in to be safe.


  「Check the place out a bit? Are you serious?」


  「Damn right, I am. I’ll check if it’s safe beforehand. Going in a dangerous forest without any means to detect monsters is plain suicidal. Magic Search.」


  I uttered the spell on purpose so she’d hear it. Not a moment later, I was aware of the location of every monster nearby and their type.


  「300 meters in that direction, there’s a racoon-type monster. Right over this side, 500 meters away is a wolf-type monster. And there’s a sheep-type monster about 800 meters away in that direction.」


  Mylia stared blankly for a moment as I spoke, then her expression quickly changed to that of surprise.


  「Did you just locate every monster in the area in that instant?」


  「I did. Do you want to verify it? Incidentally, I found you fighting with the Raging Ape with this spell.」


  「…I know now that common sense doesn’t apply to you. Going to the Forest of Death is a risky gamble, but it should be worth it. The Forest of Death is over there. We might as well cover as much ground today so we’ll have it easy tomorrow.」


  She pointed at a direction. I expected no less from an adventurer with an alias. She knows where the towns are located.


  「All right. Lead the way.」


  「Roger that!」


  With that, we dashed off to the town of Desire. A great hunting ground is waiting for us.


  Chapter 39 – Apparently You Need to Send A Notice Before Entering the Forest


  Noon of the next day.
 After a not-so-long journey, we arrived at the town closest to the Forest of Death: Desire.


  Her leading the way made the trip very easy. Her fighting skills are terrible, but it’s apparent that she had more experience as an adventurer than me.


  「First, let’s give a notice to the guild that we’re heading to the Forest of Death.」


  「Is it necessary to give one?」


  「There’s no penalty if you don’t, but it’s common to give one when you’re going into the forest. They won’t buy the materials you get from the forest otherwise. Also the system is there because of the high death rate. If the people who go inside die, they’ll only be treated as missing which makes it difficult to dispose of the person’s assets afterwards.」


  I see. So they operate under the assumption that those who enter and never come back die.


  「I know it’s a bit late now, but I’m surprised you agreed to come with me to the Forest of Death.」


  「After seeing you fight that Raging Ape, I feel like I could fight if it’s with you. Otherwise, I wouldn’t be here.」


  「…You only just met me though.」


  「I know the risks involved. Don’t worry, I won’t hold a grudge on you if I die. I have my own reasons to want power and achievements that I’m prepared to brave the danger to acquire them. If we went into the Forest of Death and come back alive with materials, that achievement will hold the same value as me spending years taking requests one after another for the guild.」


  I see. So this is a gamble for her.


  「Why do you want achievements that much?」


  「For adventurer decoration.」


  「Adventurer decoration?」


  I haven’t heard of that one before.


  「When you’ve become an A-rank adventurer and accomplished many deeds, you’ll be conferred a noble status. It’s the only way a woman gains new noble status.」


  「So you want to become a noble?」


  「That’s right. My family was ruined and lost its nobility. I’m gonna bring back my family’s name to a noble status.」


  I see. So she wants to become an A-rank adventurer to rebuild her family. That’s why she goes around visiting guilds and takes requests no one else would bother with. She actually seems popular with the public too.


  「You’re known as the world’s strongest adventurer. Won’t you get promoted to rank A in time?」


  「It’s not that easy. I’ve accomplished many feats that I would’ve climbed to rank A a long time ago if I had a normal job class. Unfortunately it’s hard for inferior job classes to get promoted.」


  「Is it similar to how a Novice can only be rank F?」


  「Yeah, something like that. Still, the lower job classes receive better treatment than a Novice. I stopped partying up and went solo because most of the credit goes to other members with normal job classes. It’s not their fault, though. It’s just when normal and lower classes join up to party, the latter is treated more like an extra.」


  So that’s why she goes solo… I don’t really care about credit, but I think it’s better if I avoid joining regular parties.


  We entered the guild.


  「Eh? The Flame Spear?!」


  As soon as Mylia set foot in the guild, the receptionist behind the counter jumped to her feet. Everyone’s attention was drawn towards Mylia.


  「The real deal?」


  「But doesn’t the Flame Spear only come by towns with lots of requests? There’s not a lot of those here.」


  「Maybe it’s not her.」


  They’re gossiping about her the moment she stepped into the guild. So this is how popular the Flame Spear is…
 Incidentally, I was more like an extra; no one paid me any attention. Man, it sure is peaceful. I like it.


  「It’s indeed me. But I’m not here to take requests.」


  「You’re not?」


  「I’m going to the Forest of Death with Eld over there. Will you accept our notice?」


  Mylia handed the receptionist a piece of paper that said『Forest of Death Trip Notice Form』. Her expression turned to shock as soon as she saw it.


  「You’re heading to the Forest of Death? Just the two of you?」


  「Yup.」


  「It’s too reckless. I can’t let Mylia the Flame Spear die in a place like this.」


  The receptionist tried to shove the form back. I guess the Forest of Death is that dangerous. But Mylia won’t back down.


  「One doesn’t need the guild’s permission to enter the forest. If you don’t accept the notice, we’ll just head there anyway. But I swear we’ll come back alive.」


  「You’re right. We don’t have the right to stop you…」


  「We’ll be back. You can count on it so don’t worry about a thing.」


  Mylia left the notice on the counter and headed to the exit.


  「I gave the notice. Let’s go.」


  「Are there requests for the Forest of Death?」


  「It’s impossible to hunt down your target monster in the forest so there’s none. If you kill one though, your reward is pretty much the purchase price for the materials. Long ago, there were requests for the Forest of Death, but because of the need to complete them, lots of adventurers pushed themselves too far and died. So now there’s no requests for the place.」


  I see… The more I hear about place, the more dangerous it sounds.


  Chapter 40 – The Path Leads to Death


  Adventurers of this world may be awful and inefficient at fighting compared to the ones in BBO, but still there has to be a reason for the high death rate. We should keep our guards up, carefully examine our surrounding while moving onward.


  As I was exiting the guild, I heard the adventurers inside gossiping.


  「The two of them are going to the Forest of Death. Who’s that guy anyway?」


  「I haven’t seen him before. I don’t know of an adventurer with an alias named Eld.」


  「If there was a new adventurer with an alias, the whole guild will be talking about it. Since that’s not the case, this Eld guy must not have an alias at all.」


  「She’s going to the Forest of Death with a guy like that? I don’t know the circumstances behind this decision, but I guess this is the end for the Flame Spear…」


  Wow, they sure can talk. I wonder how they’d react if they found out I’m rank E. There’s no reason for me to tell them that, though.


  「Don’t pay them any mind. If we bring back materials from the forest, that should clear any doubts.」


  「Yeah. But if things look bad, we’re getting the hell out of there.」


  「Sounds good. There’d be no point to all this if we’re dead.」


  We drew closer to the Forest of Death as we were talking. The closer we got, the more the air changed. The atmosphere was different, the kind that’s unique to high-level maps packed with magic power. I’ve felt something like this in BBO too, but the density of the air here was completely different.


  If Mylia fought properly, she could easily take care of B-ranked monsters. Still, I couldn’t help but feel anxious.


  「Magic Search.」


  Every fifty meters, I used Magic Search to get a good grasp of our surrounding while moving forward. It was the best way to avoid danger.


  If there was a monster that’s quick on its feet, as long as I’m able to detect it with my Skill and make a run for it, it shouldn’t catch up that easily. It’s a safety method that a Sage can utilize because of their wide-range enemy detection.


  「It’s only about a kilometer to the forest.」


  「A kilometer… Hold up. Are you seriously just heading straight like this?」


  The road we were taking seemed to lead straight to the middle of the forest. How a road formed in such a dangerous place was beyond me. The problem was how the road was constructed. It seemed to just go straight and cut through the forest.


  If we took the path, it’ll be easy for us to get attacked from both sides. If areas where monsters show up are taken into account, a much safer path can be created. Actually the path before us was as bad as it could get.


  「The plan was to just follow the path straight ahead. But it’s better if we don’t go in too deep. If we do, there’s very high chance that we don’t make it back out alive.」


  「…1.3 kilometers into the forest. It’ll start getting too dangerous from around there.」


  Mylia looked dumbfounded.


  「H-How’d you know that? It’s such a specific number and even among the ones with aliases, only a few are privy to that information.」


  「I mean, it’s clearly dangerous around that part. There are plenty of areas nearby that are swarming with monsters, plus the unobstructed view. Heading straight there is the same as telling the monsters to come attack you.」


  「Can you really tell just from looking?」


  「I checked with my Magic Search. Though you need experience to tell at a glance which area is dangerous.」


  Now I know why the Forest of Death’s death rate is too high. The path itself leads to sure death. If people take this route, that explains the high death rate.


  If people find out about the danger, they’ll fight near the path instead, thinking it’s safe when in fact, that area is the most dangerous. And that’s how they got the ninety percent death rate.


  I’m glad I found out why they called the place dangerous before going in. We still can’t let our guard down, but I can fight with less worry now.


  「What now? Should we fight near the entrance?」


  「It’s not safe there either. There’s the risk of being flanked. The survival rate around the entrance is not that high, is it?」


  「Most of the adventurers that made it out alive turned back just before the 1.3km mark, but still they say the survival rate is about thirty percent.」


  That sounds about right. Even around the forest’s entrance there’s a chance of getting flanked from two sides. The chances of not getting pincer-attacked during hours of fighting is about thirty percent.


  My guess is they go in with a party that can deal with enemies from the front, but then they get attacked from behind and get wiped. It’s a common fate of parties with no enemy detection.


  「What’s the survival rate of those who just went in without using the path?」


  「Let’s see… There’s not a lot of reckless fools that stray off the path. I think there were five people that did so and four of them made it back out alive. The reckless sure are lucky.」


  「No, it’s not luck. Following the path is actually the most risky thing to do. The safe route is… Magic Search.」


  Once again, I surveyed the surroundings.


  「All the way left from here just beside a cliff.」


  「Beside a cliff? We won’t have any place to run.」


  「If we have to run, we’ll just retreat straight back. It’s much more terrifying when the forest is behind you. Monsters won’t show up from a cliff, but they will from the woods. And if we fight next to the cliff, we won’t have to worry about getting attacked from behind. We’d need twice as many people in our party if we want to guard both sides.」


  「I’ve never heard of anyone suggesting fighting next to a cliff.」


  It was difficult to come up with this kind of strategy in this world because you only get one life. In BBO, it’s okay if you die, so reckless strategies were devised one after another.


  Countless tactics were devised, tested, and only the best ones stuck around. In this world, a hundred years won’t be enough to test all the strategies that players came up with in BBO.


  But I can’t force a party member to fight a dangerous battle if they don’t feel up to it. We may have strategies that have been refined throughout the history of BBO, but battles always come with risks.


  「Do you want to go with it? We can hunt monsters that wander off near the entrance instead. Though it’ll be less efficient and there’s no guarantee it’ll be safe.」


  「I’d love to say no, but I know from that fight with the Raging Ape that your tactics are superb. I thought they were a hundred years too advanced. I’ll trust your tactics more than my instincts.」


  She inferred that from that fight alone? That’s the world’s strongest adventurer for you, I guess. She knows what proper battle tactics look like.


  If I taught her how to fight properly and configure her Skills, she might become a formidable force to reckon with. After all, she’s high-levelled and hasn’t learned any advanced Skill. Which means there’s plenty of ways to configure her Skills just yet.


  Chapter 41 – I Taught Her How to Configure her Skills


  I’ll decide what to teach her after I’ve seen the Flame Spear in action. In BBO, you learn how to fight monsters by trying and dying countless times which you can’t do in this world. It’s crucial, then, to make best use of the fighting style she already knows.


  I remember the Skill tree that was considered the strongest in BBO, but if the person can’t utilize its potential, then there’s no point in teaching them. There are other configurations of Skills that are reliable and easier to use anyway.


  「All right. Let’s do it my way first… After that, we’ll decide on how you’re going to fight. Are you willing to edit your Skill tree?」


  「Edit my Skill tree?」


  「I mean learning new Skills. Skills that have been learned can’t be reverted back to Skill Points.」


  Your Skill configuration will decide the flow of a fight as well. I should explain it to her. She might hold it against me if I just decide on my own without explaining things properly.


  「Skill Point… it’s the first time I’ve heard of the term. What is it?」


  「It’s a point necessary to learn Skills. You gain them by levelling up. You won’t have enough Skill points to learn every Skill so learning one means foregoing another.」


  In fact, a player can only learn thirty percent of the advanced Skills available to them. Powerful Skills are limited, and in BBO, which Skills to choose is a complicated matter that became a subject of discussions and arguments. It’s a field with no clear answer.


  「But you know which particular Skills will make me the most strong, right?」


  「I have in mind what I know is the strongest Skill tree.」


  「Then I’ll just go with that. Can you teach it to me?」


  …That was quick. I don’t think your Skill tree is something you decide upon that easily, but okay.


  「Once you’ve configured your Skills, you can’t change them. You sure about this?」


  「If I follow your suggestion, how strong will I get?」


  「If you’ve learned at least the basics on how to utilize your Skills, you can take down a Raging Ape head-on one on one in less than ten minutes. From there on out, it’s all up to your abilities and your fighting skills.」


  「If I can get that strong, then I don’t see any reason to refuse. What I want is power to earn achievements right now rather than room to improve in the future.」


  Looks like she’s not backing down.


  「All right. Then I’ll teach you which Skills to learn. It’ll take time before it’s fully completed, but you should be plenty strong with the Skills you can acquire at your current level. Oh, and as for how to learn Skills, I want you to keep it a secret.」


  「Thanks. If you don’t tell anyone, I won’t as well.」


  Now that I got her word, I began recalling the Skill configuration of a Hero. It was normal in BBO to have several characters with different job classes. It was also normal for advanced players to have characters with the same job class but different Skill Trees and fight accordingly. And I’m one of those players. I’m about to teach Mylia the strongest Skill Tree that I came up with.


  ◇


  A few minutes later…


  「All right, are you ready?」


  「Yeah. I’ve got an idea on how to use my Skills.」


  After testing her newly-acquired Skills, we were about to fight a monster from the Forest of Death.


  The target is a Blood Tiger. One of the stronger B-ranked monsters. It wasn’t considered that strong in BBO, but in this world it’s feared among adventurers for its incredibly high durability and attack power.


  「Magic Taunt!」


  I used magic from a distance to draw the attention of one Blood Tiger. If Mylia learned how to properly utilize her Skills, I think she could take them all out, but for now we’ll only go against one for practice.


  「Gwaaaahhhh!」


  The Blood Tiger started charging at me. I’m going to draw its attention, and Mylia will attack the monster.


  Hopefully in the future she can use Over Guard and some offensive Skills at the same time to push back something like a Blood Tiger and take them down straight away. But for now, I’ll tank for her.


  「Gwaahhhhh!」


  「Magic Guard!」


  I stopped the charging Blood Tiger on its tracks with my staff.


  Chapter 42 – We Managed to Take it Down Easily


  A lot of Wizard staffs have low durability, but Sage staffs are made solid and sturdy. This is because they’re often used as blunt weapons to strike at enemies.


  「Splendid parrying as always. You’d swoon Shielders if they saw you right now.」


  「Stop staring at me and do your thing! Armor Melt Acid!」


  While reminding Mylia of her job, I cast a spell that decreases the defensive power of an enemy. A basic Skill, its effects are not that significant, but it was better than nothing.


  「Oops, sorry! Attack Field!」


  She moved and activated a Skill that strengthens the body. Its effects last for ten minutes.


  「Combo Attack!」


  With the Skill active, she thrust her spear then pulled it back immediately. There’s actually no need for her to say the Skill out loud, but it’s better to make a habit of doing so. It’ll help with coordination when in a party.


  Then again, in high-level combat, Skills are activated too fast for the tongue to keep up. In such a situation, members come up with other ways to coordinate with the others.


  「Combo Attack!」


  Using the same Skill, she thrust her spear once more. Combo Attack is a Skill that increases the power of the next attack as long as the combo is not broken. By the third combo, its effect decreases, but it’s still mighty enough to be used in succession. But the next Skill she used was a different one.


  「Guard Pierce!」


  Guard Pierce is a Skill that decreases the defense of the part of the body hit by the attack. Its AOE is small, but it’s a lot more effective than Armor Melt Acid.


  「Support Attack!」


  She activated Skills one by one in the order that I taught her to. Support Attack increases the power of the next attack multifold. It has a few seconds of cooldown so it can’t be used successively. Instead it’s used like this, in combination with other Skills. The next attack was the main one.


  「Full Burst Crash!」


  It immediately cancels the effects of buffing Skills like Attack Field, Combo Attack, and Support Attack. In exchange a mighty blow with power equivalent to that of the cancelled Skill effects is channelled into one attack. It’s a Skill that serves as one of the main repertoire for this type of Hero.


  Receiving the full force of the attack, the Blood Tiger gave a low grunt… or not. Quietly, the upper half of its body tumbled to the ground. Its body split in two from where the Full Burst Crash hit it. Not even given a chance to let out a groan, the Blood Tiger drew its last breath.


  「…Eh?」


  The one who unleashed the combo, Mylia, looked confused. She couldn’t believe the scene that unfolded before her eyes. Correction: the scene that she, herself, brought about.


  「This is the power of combining Skills. The Skill Tree I taught you earlier allows you to use this kind of combo efficiently.」


  『Combo-Type Hero』
 After creating numerous Hero-class characters and testing various Skill Trees in BBO, this was the result I arrived at. Their single-target firepower is only second to a Sage that specializes in the same field. If you make some adjustments to the combo, it’ll still have significant power against multiple enemies. It’s one of the Skill Tree’s special features.


  Its only drawback is that it’s difficult to pull off. But learning other combo patterns and using them randomly will still prove to be quite formidable. To top it off, if you learn each Skill’s characteristics, you can create your own combos on the spot appropriate to the situation. That makes this job class able to maintain high firepower.


  If there wasn’t a Sage class available, I would’ve chosen Hero without thinking twice and gone for the Combo-type. But a Sage with the proper Skill configuration is still stronger than a Hero. Which is why I chose the job class in the first place.


  「The Blood Tiger is a strong B-ranked monster that a six-man party even has trouble with. Can it really be killed that easily?」


  「Yeah. We worked together this time, but once you’re familiar with your skills, you can kill one solo. You use Over Guard to deflect its attack and create an opening, then land combos. You actually get more firepower that way. It’s risky if you’re not yet used to it, so for the time being, you’ll have to refrain from using counters.」


  Among the Skills I taught her earlier is the『Guard Critical』. With it, attacks deflected back with Over Guard get a critical hit bonus and your critical hits get more power than normal.


  Counter Combo-type Heroes were called the strongest when it came to instant firepower because of this.


  「When you said I’m going to learn some powerful Skills, I didn’t expect it to be this incredible. You can fight an S-ranked monster with this.」


  「…There are S-ranked monsters?」


  「They technically exist, but there’s not one S-ranked adventurer yet. There are actually S-ranked and SS-ranked monsters though no one’s even killed one before. If an S-ranked and above monster shows up, an evacuation is immediately ordered around the area.」


  I see. So S-rank monsters are unique beings.


  Chapter 43 – Let’s Farm Some EXP


  「What are the conditions to becoming an S-ranked adventurer?」


  「You have to kill an S-ranked monster, and perform an incredibly meritorious feat. But since no one has actually killed an S-ranked monster before, there’s no S-ranked adventurer around. Send a hundred men to kill one and it’ll send them all packing. Plus no one can achieve a corresponding incredible deed… or so I thought.」


  Mylia eyed her spear. She probably thought her combo could work against an S-ranked monster.


  I have no idea what an S-ranked monster is like, but I have plenty of spells that reduce defense so perhaps it’s possible to take one on.


  「With this, we can take on A-ranked monsters soon.」


  「We might as well take on a few at a time so we can rack up achievements in one go.」


  I levelled up after we killed the Blood Tiger. Judging by her performance, I think Mylia can fight a few more monsters at a time.


  「Do you remember the combo for multiples enemies?」


  「I do. Combo Attack, Combo Attack…」


  She recited the combo I taught her earlier. Good. Looks like she remembers. I only told her once and she actually recalls them. She must have pretty good memory.


  「All right. I’ll bait three monsters this time.」


  「Bait?」


  「Drawing a monster’s attention using taunting spells is called baiting. If there’s lots of enemies, you bait only enough. Only the amount you can take at a time.」


  「You mean you’ll split a group of monsters?」


  「Exactly. The swarms in this forest have an average of six monsters so we’ll basically kill half a group at a time.」


  Based on our performance, I think we can take on six at a time. But with that many monsters, there’ll be serious trouble if we fail. We’ll just keep it at three for now. That way if Mylia fails in her combo, we can recover easily.


  「So you can even split a group of monsters, huh?」


  「Even a Shielder can do it without much difficulty, no?」


  「There are Shielders who can do it, but it’s a highly-advanced skill. With two top-notch Shielders, one would draw the attention of half the monsters, and the other will draw the other half. Whoever is found first will have to run around until the other Shielder’s battle is over. It’s possible to do it solo, but the success rate is fifty-fifty. You’ll have to rely on luck mostly.」


  That’s awfully inefficient… Splitting a group is an easy thing to do. You just have to study the monster’s movements.


  I could release something like a textbook about Skills for adventurers. Though there’s a high possibility that society will collapse if I do so. It’ll be a while before I can teach people about the Skill Learning system.


  After walking for a bit, we spotted a group of six Blood Tigers at just the right location. We’ll use them as target practice.


  「Blood Tigers up ahead. I’ll bait three of them.」


  「Got it!」


  「Here we go. Magic Taunt!」


  I baited three Blood Tigers with the spell. There are two things to remember when baiting a part of a group.


  First is to keep the right distance. Too far and the spell won’t reach. Too close and the other monsters might notice once the fight starts.


  The second thing to remember is to not bait the leader. If the leader gets baited, the rest of the monsters will follow him as well. So it’s pointless to try to bait a part of the group if the leader gets included.


  As to why they have two Shielders work together in this world, my guess is that they’re not aware that there’s a leader. The leader’s appearance doesn’t differ from the rest, however, and it takes careful observation of their movements to determine which one it is.


  「You really got three!」


  「Yeah. Now just do what I told you to and take them down! Magic Guard!」


  Sage Skills aren’t created so they can take the tank role. So there’s a bit of adjustment to be done when taking on three enemies at a time.


  「No, you don’t.」


  A Blood Tiger lunged and tried to claw at me and in response I brandished my staff in a full swing aiming straight for its claws.


  「Gah?!」


  My staff and the Blood Tiger’s claws clashed, and with a lurch, I sent the monster flying.


  That was more than just the Magic Guard’s effect. I applied a critical counter on top of the spell to increase the power of the critical strike.


  「Sticky Bomb!」


  At the same time, I fired Sticky Bombs at its feet to restrict its movement. Swinging a Sage’s staff doesn’t really amount to much, but one of the strong points of the class is you can also cast spells while in the swinging motion.


  People think that spellcaster-type job classes don’t need to learn how to produce critical hits, but if you could use it like this, you’ll have more strategic options. It’s especially crucial for when a Sage takes on a tank role.


  「You sent the Blood Tiger flying?!」


  Surprised, she rushed behind the Blood Tiger, and started unleashing her combo.


  Chapter 44 – The Hunt is Going Well


  「Combo Attack! Combo Attack! Combo Attack! 」


  So far, she was building up power from the combo like the fight earlier. The only difference is she added one more Combo Attack to have a bit more power.


  Then―


  「Shockwave! Wide Attack! Wide Slash! Broad Slash!」


  She activated four AoE Skills in succession that hit all three monsters at once. Powerful Skills have this thing called a cooldown. Once they’re activated you’d have to wait for the Skill to come off cooldown before you can use them again.


  And AoE Skills have long cooldowns. Combo Attack has a cooldown of 0.3 seconds. Among her multi-target Skills, Wide Attack has the shortest cooldown but even then it’s about ten seconds.


  So when facing multiple enemies, you need to learn a few powerful AoE Skills and use them in succession alternately. Activating Skills at the right timing when unleashing a combo is actually difficult. In BBO, players would practice to get the timing down perfectly. If you’re too fast in activating the next Skill, your weapon might not be able to keep up, and if you’re too slow, the opening you create becomes wider.


  But Mylia was able to pull it off on the first try. I knew she had a good battle sense. Her movements are still a bit unrefined, but I can more than compensate for that.


  「Once we take down the rest, let’s go for a whole group next! If your AoE Skills hit all of them, you can slay them with the same combo.」


  「All right!」


  AoE Skills don’t lose much power even if the number of enemies increased. Basically you can kill ten monsters with the same amount of mana you’d use in killing two monsters. If you master your AoE Skills, it’ll be way more efficient than taking monsters one at a time over and over.


  Still, the burden on the tank increases with more enemies and it gets harder to hit all of them with AoE Skills. When against six monsters, some technique is necessary. But from what I’ve seen from Mylia, I think she can handle it.


  「Let’s head into the forest, then.」


  「So it’s time we enter the Forest of Death…」


  We’ve only been fighting monsters right at the edge of the forest and it seems we’ve pretty much killed them all. If we want to hunt some more, we’ll have to enter the Forest of Death.


  「Just keep doing what you’ve done so far. I’ll go around so you don’t get flanked from behind and you do your thing.」


  「…Roger that.」


  A tinge of nervousness flicked across her face. I couldn’t blame her. She just had her first battle with her new Skill Tree and we were about to head into the Forest of Death. But she wasn’t tensing up. She should be able to fight.


  I led the way to the safe route, along the cliff and stepped into the forest.


  「There’s our first target, six of them.」


  「Roger that!」


  I baited all of the monsters and used critical counters and spells to restrict their movements. From there, Mylia rushed behind them and attacked.


  「Combo Attack, Combo Attack, Combo Attack, Shockwave, Wide Attack, Wide Slash, Broad Slash!」


  It was smoother than the previous one. The total time it took to unleash her full combo was one second less than before. She got the timing down perfectly as well.


  「Wow… and this is only your second time. Your battle sense is incredible.」


  I put the monsters we killed in my Magic Storage. Monsters in the Forest of Death are apparently valuable both for achievements and as a commodity.


  「I don’t know what to feel about that coming from you… I don’t think I can ever send a Blood Tiger flying by simply striking its claws.」


  「Nothing to do with sense. It’s a result of countless hours of practice.」


  「Fifteen years old and you’re that good? If that’s a product of practice then you must’ve trained a hundred hours a day.」


  For the record, this world only has twenty-four hours per day, much like in my previous life. I was about to answer her when the next group of monsters was getting closer.


  「On to the next one. Are you ready?」


  「You bet I am!」


  Approximately one hour later.
 Mylia was taking on seven enemies at once when she screwed up.


  「Combo Attack, Combo Attack, Combo Attack, Shockwave, Wide Attack, Wide Sla― wha?!」


  She tried to use Wide Slash just a tad sooner. After the previous Skills Recovery Time, you need to wait a bit before using your next Skill. If you miscalculate that time, the Skill won’t activate. It’s one of the common mistakes a Hero makes when they get a bit used to their Skill Combo.


  「Wide Slash! Broad Slash!」


  Panicking, she tried to use the next two Skills in her combo but with the combo broken, they didn’t pack enough power to kill the monsters. There’s actually a way to salvage this kind of situation… but I think it would be difficult for her.


  Chapter 45 – There’s Actually a Trick to It


  While taking a few steps back, I activated a few spells.


  「Quick Spell, Dual Aria… Dual Arrow ・Full Burst!」


  The last two were not actual spells. I only said those to give my ally an idea of what I’m about to do.


  You don’t actually have to chant a spell out loud to use it. Using that to my advantage, I activated two types of spell, twenty times each for a total of forty.


  「GAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHHH」


  Two types of spell were fired rapidly in quick succession. Fire Arrow and Stone Arrow. They both have extremely low cooldowns while also being relatively powerful spells.


  Several arrows fly per second. The spells themselves are single-target, but the rain of magic arrows pierced the monsters, and one by one they fell. In less than three seconds, they were all dead.


  「Wh-What was that? Magic just rained down rapidly…」Mylia asked, staring at the fallen monsters in astonishment.


  What I used just now was a well-known combination of spells called a『Dual Quick』.


  「Quick Spell and Dual Aria. To keep it short, the former allows one to unleash spells rapidly, and the latter lets one use two spells at the same time. It’s a combination of those two.」


  What makes this combo brutal is that even at my level, I can still unleash so much power. In BBO, everyone knew about it.


  I’ve levelled up a bit so I’m now able to use this kind of combo. When we arrived at the forest, I was only level 10, but now I’m level 12. Incidentally, Mylia is level 20.


  「Can’t you actually do all this without me? Clearly the combo you just used is more powerful than my combo.」


  「No, the combo I just used consumes a lot of mana. I don’t plan to use it unless it’s an emergency. I’ve only got a bit of mana left so let’s call it a day.」


  There’s no way a level 12 human can unleash so much more firepower than someone who’s level 20 without some sort of a catch. Dual Quick is a combo that consumes an incredible amount of mana. Those who frequently used it in BBO would buy MP restoration potions with real money and fight while gulping them down. I can’t do that in this world.


  「I’m sorry. We’re going back early because of my mistake when we should be able to hunt some more.」


  「Nah, we did pretty good for our first day. Besides, it’s a common mistake among those who just started learning their combo.」


  「It turned out okay since you were the tank, but I’m quite sure if anyone else took on the role, the whole party would’ve been wiped out. What should I do in situations like that?」


  「First is to get the timing perfectly on when to follow up on your combo. Once you’ve done that, you’ll notice right away when you activate a Skill a bit earlier. If that happens, you delay the timing by saying『W-Wide Slash』instead of just『Wide Slash』.」


  When saying your Skill out loud, it’s okay to include a few words before and after. You utilize this loophole and delay the timing a bit. This method consumes the least amount of resources.


  It’s different for Skills that are cast silently though, but for a Combo-type Hero, this should be enough for the time being.


  「Sounds hard to do. I don’t think I can pull it off.」


  「That’s why you practice. Another method is to not panic, and start over your combo from the beginning. You lose more time than just delaying the timing, but it’s better than wasting precious AoE Skills like you did earlier.」I said as I started turning back.


  The most dangerous part of a hunt is the trip back when you’ve already consumed MP and you can’t focus as much. We’ll have to be careful on our way back.


  ◇


  「We made it back alive…」


  「Yeah. Even though we fought while playing it safe, we actually got pretty good results.」


  By the time it started getting dark, we made it out of the Forest of Death safely and arrived at Desire.


  It may have looked like we were fighting dangerous battles, but we were actually careful. We adjusted our pace so we wouldn’t fight two groups at the same time. When there was a group large enough that it would be difficult to cover Mylia if she makes a mistake, I baited a few of the monsters and we took them down slowly but surely.


  「Pretty good? More like astounding results. How many did we kill?」


  「Seventy-three.」


  「Seventy-three monsters from the Forest of Death?! You killed that many?!」


  「Uh, it was pretty much all you.」


  She hasn’t had any decent tank before and all this time she fought without using advanced Skills, let alone combos. I can understand why she didn’t feel like she defeated that many. Besides, it’s a lot harder to kill ten enemies with basic Skills than using Skill combos to kill seventy.


  「The fact that they’re all Blood Tigers bothers me. Are there only Blood Tigers in the Forest of Death?」


  「It was bugging me as well. The Forest of Death I know has a variety of monsters. I thought you picked easy to kill targets since I recently just learned my Skills. Am I wrong?」


  「I only baited monsters located in areas where we could kill them. I did find other kind of monsters, but none that were within range of my taunting spell.」


  「That’s strange… We’re the first ones to go through the forest by the cliff. Maybe there’s no other kind of monsters in that route.」


  We entered the town while talking all the way.


  Chapter 46 – Special Treatment


  「With this many monsters we killed, it’s probably better to give our report in the special room.」


  「Special room?」


  「Normally, purchase of materials are done at the counter, but when there’s a B-ranked and higher adventurer in the party, you can request the purchase to be done in the special room. It’ll be disadvantageous for both parties if people find out what you sold.」


  I see. The guild will buy the material and whatever it is, it won’t get leaked. What a convenient system. I can’t use it with my current rank, but if Mylia can, then that would be great.


  I followed Mylia into the guild as I was musing to myself.


  「Oh, they’re back!」


  The moment I entered the guild, the whole place was abuzz. Looks like they were surprised we made it back alive… nah, there’s more to it than that.


  「I won! 50,000 gils baby!」


  「I can’t believe it. I won 30,000 gils!」


  「Wait a sec. We still don’t know if they killed a monster.」


  「Just look at those eyes. Those aren’t the eyes of someone who lost in the Forest of Death and came back.」


  「They’re empty-handed, though.」


  It sounds like we were the subjects of bets. Mylia ignored them and approached the purchase counter.


  「We killed some monsters. There’s a lot so can you get the special room ready for us?」


  「O-Of course! The room’s available so I’ll… I’ll get it ready right away! And I’ll call the branch manager for assessment!」


  Flustered, the receptionist rushed to call the branch manager. Witnessing the situation, the adventurers in the guild started getting rackety.


  「Hell yeah! I won big time!」


  「Damn it. I thought for sure the guy won’t make it back!」


  My guess was the ones cheering in joy bet on our return, while the frustrated ones bet that we would fail. Only about ten percent of them were happy.


  Looks like they estimated the chances of our coming back alive to be quite low.


  It doesn’t sit right with me that they’re frustrated we’re alive, but seeing as they lost money, I can live with it. Then an adventurer approached me.


  「I got easy money thanks to you! Thanks!」he said, handing me a gold coin and left.


  Looks like a tip.


  「I’ve brought the branch manager!」


  As I was watching the adventurers settling their bets, the receptionist came back. It looks like the special room is ready.


  ◇


  Despite its name, the special room looked boorish, with a stone floor and a sturdy-looking table in the middle. My guess is lots of materials are brought in here which is why they made the room like this. In that special room, Mylia and I were facing the branch manager.


  「It’s been two years since we purchased materials from the Forest of Death. It doesn’t look like you have a huge package with you. Are you selling claws or something?」he said, regarding us.


  He seems to think we brought some tiny materials.


  「Not claws. Whole corpses.」


  「You’re saying that not only did you kill them in the Forest of Death, but you also managed to carry their corpses out?」


  「Exactly. By the way, you keep matters confidential when purchasing materials, right?」Mylia asked.


  I used my Magic Storage to carry the materials. But if people found out about it, it’ll only cause trouble so I wanted to keep it secret. Which is why it was necessary to confirm the manager’s duty of confidentiality.


  「Of course. From the kind of material to how you harvested them, anything an adventurer wishes to be kept secret will be kept secret.」


  Among the information regarding materials sold, the guild has a duty to keep confidential anything an adventurer wishes to be kept secret. Though in truth, there’s rumors that confidential information are actually shared within the guild. But at the very least, info almost never gets leaked outside. So an adventurer can rest assured when selling materials to the guild.


  「I’m glad to hear that. What we want to be kept confidential is the transportation method. Can you keep it secret?」


  What we want concealed this time is only the transportation method. It would be better that no one knew what monster we killed as well so we don’t draw unwanted attention, but if we do that, the achievement can’t be made public.


  Mylia then won’t be able to accomplish her goal, so we decided not to keep secret what monster we killed.


  「Transportation method? I don’t think there’s any extraordinary method available out there that’s worth keeping confidential… But very well, if you say so, I won’t tell anyone.」


  Upon hearing his words, Mylia and I exchanged looks.


  Chapter 47 – I was Told my Rank was Strange


  「This… is how we transported it. Out you go.」I said, taking out one Blood Tiger from my Magic Storage and put it on the table.


  Blood Tigers are bigger than the average human. It would take a tremendous effort to lift one up without Magic Storage.


  「Huh? W-Wait a second!」


  Seeing what I did, the manager froze in astonishment and then raised his voice. I was expecting a branch manager to be aware of Magic Storage, but it looks like that’s not the case.


  「What?」I asked.


  「Where’d the monster come from?! You took it out from nowhere!」


  「From a storage-type spell. Like this.」


  I took out Blood Tigers one by one and put them on the table. Only six for now, considering the table’s size. The manager was getting more and more baffled.


  「Monsters from out of nowhere? Is this an illusion?」


  Still baffled, he touched the Blood Tiger. It goes without saying, but they didn’t slip through his fingers. They’re absolutely real.


  「Wh-Where…」


  He paused. He probably realized he was about to ask the same question he asked thirty seconds ago.


  「Six Blood Tigers. You killed six with just the two of you?」


  His tone was calm, but his hands were shaking. He’s trying to forget about the Magic Storage.


  Just ignore things you can’t comprehend. A wise decision, in a sense.


  Mylia, however, was not done and followed it up.


  「No.」


  「Ah, so you had help from others. I thought so. There’s no way just the two of you killed six Blood Tigers, a B-rank monster. It’s impossible even for the Flame Spear―」


  「Not that. I meant us killing six Blood Tigers. The total kill count is actually seventy-three. The rest are still in Eld’s Magic Storage.」


  「S-Seventy-three?!」


  The manager was taken aback and tripped over a protrusion on the floor. I tried to help him up, but he managed to get back on his feet with the help of the wall.


  「Seventy-three with just the two of you?」he asked Mylia.


  「All I did was offer a bit of support and carry the package. Mylia killed most of them.」


  I wasn’t lying. By a bit of support, I meant teaching her some Skills, baiting enemies, and taking down the monsters she failed to kill… Mylia killed 67 out of 73.


  I don’t need the achievement. I’m good so long as I can get promoted to rank D. Which is why I’m giving Mylia almost all the credit.


  Some strange person might come for me if I stand out too much. The manager turned his attention to me.


  「Who are you? Since you were going with the Flame Spear to the Forest of Death, I wanted to get some info on you. But I got nothing except that your name was Eld.」


  「I’m just an E-rank adventurer.」


  「E-rank?! An E-rank adventurer entered the Forest of Death and transported this many monsters?! Well the transportation thing aside, it’s still impossible! Even if you were with the Flame Spear, there’s no way you’d come back alive!」


  The people in this world seem to have a strong notion that your rank equals your ability to fight. I thought that since those with inferior job classes have a hard time getting promoted that perhaps there were countless others besides me: powerful adventurers that belied their rank.


  Chapter 48 – A New Request


  「His abilities are the real deal. But he can’t get promoted because he’s a Novice.」


  「…A Novice?」


  I handed the manager my guild card. Written on it was my job class, rank, and the words『Special Promotion』.


  「…It’s true. Or you have an actual job class but are hiding it for some reason.」


  「I do and I’m not really hiding it. Not one Job Class Gems lit up, you see. If there was a Sage Gem, I’m sure it’ll light up.」


  「Sage? Is that a job class?」


  「Yeah. It’s similar to a Wizard.」


  Actually, the only thing similar between the two classes is that they are both magic casters. The way they fight is different. Unlike a Wizard, a Sage has diverse and flexible fighting styles.


  「…I haven’t heard of it before. The way you took out materials out of nowhere… Is that one of this class’s Skills?」


  「Exactly.」


  「I see… I’ll keep it confidential so rest assured. I won’t tell anyone about what you said just now too if you want.」


  「All right, then. Please keep anything related to my Skills a secret.」


  With that discussion done, Mylia spoke up at the exact moment we discussed beforehand.


  「Like I said, Eld is a Novice so he can’t get promoted. But with a branch manager’s recommendation, he can. We both went into the Forest of Death and came back alive with materials. I think that’s enough to get him promoted. Don’t you agree?」


  「…I do. In fact, it feels such a waste to only get promoted to rank D. But rules are rules. You can only get promoted once at a time. Moreover, promotion to rank C and up will require the consent of other branch managers as well so it’ll take some time. Are you okay with rank D?」


  「Of course. I’d like to get promoted right away, please.」


  I’m getting promoted to rank D. That was fast. I got promoted to rank E only yesterday.


  「So… The rest of the Blood Tigers are in this Sage Skill of yours, right?」


  「Yeah.」I said, retrieving one more Blood Tiger.


  There wasn’t any room on the table so I set it on the floor.


  「…With this many, the assessment will take some time.」


  「You can’t purchase them?」


  「We can. There’s plenty of buyers for high-ranked monster materials from the Forest of Death. We’d like to purchase all of them, but I’d have to check our funds. Is that all right?」


  I suppose with this many B-rank monsters, the cash on hand becomes a problem. I still have space in my Magic Storage though. If they can’t buy them all, I can just leave them inside for the time being.


  「Sure… If the fund’s not enough, can you at least send report about this to the guild’s higher-ups?」


  「Understood.」


  Normally, killing monsters doesn’t count as achievements unless taken as an official request. This is to discourage people from just buying the materials and then selling them to the guild for achievements.


  …But when it comes to A or B-rank monsters, it’s a different story. In the first place, they’re not easy to come across. Plus if the guild puts out a request for one, plenty of adventurers die from errors in judgment because of the penalty when they don’t fulfil the request.


  That’s why if an adventurer kills one and brings the materials to the guild, it’ll count as an achievement. Still there are some adventurers that bring in purchased materials, but they get busted anyway. The guild probably places some unseen mark on the materials they purchased.


  And so we waited for the assessment to be done.


  ◇


  Approximate one hour later.
 The assessment was over and we headed back inside to the special room.


  「We have enough funds. We can purchase them all for 210 million gils. Will that be okay?」


  That’s a lot of money… Though it’s nothing compared to the price of one Raging Ape. Only two of those and it’s still more than the total for the Blood Tigers. I guess an A-rank is in a whole different league than a B-rank monster.


  「That’ll do. What about the promotion?」


  「Your promotion to rank A? Hmm… There hasn’t been such a case before, someone with a inferior job class getting rank A. But with what you’ve achieved so far, perhaps it’s possible. I know. If you want achievements, would you like to take a request? It’s a scouting mission to the Forest of Death.」


  So there hasn’t been anyone with a inferior job class who’s rank A. I don’t know how many rank A adventurers are out there, but there’s no doubt that those with inferior job classes are treated horribly.


  「A scouting request?」


  「Yes. There’s a place in the forest we need to get checked right away. But no one would take on a request that requires going in to the Forest of Death. If you complete it, I’m sure you’ll get a lot closer to your promotion. I can’t say how long it takes since there’s no precedent, but if you accept this request, I’ll help with whatever I can.」


  「…What do you think, Eld? I want to take it if possible…」


  Mylia looks like she wants to accept the request. But since it requires going deep into the forest, I have to carefully consider it first before promising anything. The degree of difficulty is different between just moving through the forest at your own pace while taking down monsters, and having to actually reach a certain destination. I might be able to do it alone if I use Magical Invisibility.


  「I want to know the specifics before I accept. You’ll tell us what it’s about, right?」


  「Why, of course. You may decide whether to accept it or not after you learn the specifics.」


  The manager laid out a map of the Forest of Death. There was a spot with a huge red X-mark on it.


  「There should be a huge pillar here. It’s hard to miss. …It looks like this.」 he pointed at the X-mark and drew a pillar with a peculiar shape.


  It looked familiar.


  Chapter 49 – Our Destination is Close


  「A Sealed Pillar.」


  「…You know about it?」


  「Yeah. I haven’t actually seen the real thing, though.」


  A Sealed Pillar.
 In BBO, a Raid Boss, a monster that’s way more powerful than an Area Boss would show up where a Pillar was.


  Whenever a Raid Boss would show up, something about the pillar changes. Players would see this and form parties to kill the Raid Boss, or create equipment for countermeasures against the attack. The change varies between pillars… But one thing I can say for sure is: the Raid Boss that appears near the pillar is nothing like the Raging Ape; it can’t be killed easily.


  「Good. That’ll save us some time. The request is to check the pillar’s appearance. If its color is anything but blue, then I want you to report back which color it is and the direction it’s facing.」


  It sounds like the Sealed Pillar in the Forest of Death is the type that changes its colors and at the same time, the direction it’s facing. In this type of pillar, the moment the Raid Boss appears, countless monsters will charge straight to where it’s facing.


  A phenomenon called a『Stampede』.


  The guild probably issued the request to watch out for this Stampede.


  「Precautions against a Stampede…」


  「You know about the Stampede too? Were you a guild executive before becoming an adventurer?」


  「No. I just knew as an adventurer.」


  「The public shouldn’t be aware of any information regarding the Stampede. But whatever. As you have said, the purpose of this request is to find out about the Stampede beforehand so we can come up with a counter-plan. There’s seventeen villages that might suffer damage from a Stampede from the Forest of Death, but we only have one large-scale anti-Stampede barrier. We need to scout the pillar first so we’d know where to place the barrier.」


  「All right. We accept.」


  Fortunately, the location of the pillar is not that difficult to reach. We can get there while simply hunting monsters along the way. And since it’s near the cliff, we can check it out without much risk.


  In fact, I’d say we hit the jackpot since we can fulfil the request and hunt monsters too. Plus we’ll proceed along the cliff so we’re bound to kill plenty of monsters and I can level up some more. I have no reason not to accept the request.


  「Thank you.」


  And so we accepted the request and were once again headed into the Forest of Death.


  I wanted to get to at least level 15 while Mylia was still around. Now it looks like I might actually get close after we fulfil this request. Once I get higher than level 15 it should be much easier to go solo hunting. I’m glad we came across this ideal request.


  ◇


  The next day.
 We were headed to the Forest of Death to check the Sealed Pillar.


  「We’re going deeper this time, but you’ll fight the same way as yesterday. Can you do it?」


  「Of course!」she said, brandishing her spear as she walked behind me.


  We’re heading farther in today, but we’ll still be doing the same thing. It should actually be a lot easier since we won’t be baiting monsters that are too far away to preserve mana.


  I’ll adjust the pace of the battles accordingly so that by the time we arrive at our destination, I’ll be level 15. It’s not like I have to really force it and get to level 15 today. I just think it’s better to be able to fight solo as soon as possible.


  ◇


  Around noon.
 We proceeded through our route along the cliff without much problems and arrived near the Sealed Pillar.


  「Now then… It’s time we stepped away from the cliff. We’ll be prone to a pincer attack, so I’ll choose a not so conspicuous route.」


  「Got it.」


  Right now I’m level 14. We took down a few monsters since then so I should be almost level 15.


  I might actually get to that level by killing monsters that get in our way to the Sealed Pillar. I used my Magic Search to search for monsters nearby.


  「…There’s a lot of monsters around here.」


  The route to the Sealed Pillar was packed with groups of monsters. Normally, the distance between two groups would be 500 meters and more. But around here, they’re barely 200 meters apart.


  Monsters growing in number around the area is a sign of a Stampede. I’m guessing the color of the pillar has changed.


  Now that I think about it, the pillar might have something to do with why almost all the monsters we’ve faced were Blood Tigers.


  「I can feel their presence. This area seems to be swarming with monsters… I don’t have the ability to detect them like you do, but I know this place is dangerous. Can we make it?」


  「Yeah. We should manage. I’ll think of a route to take, so just wait a bit.」


  So I started considering our options. Which path will allow us to reach the Sealed Pillar most efficiently? In this type of situation, the more battles, the longer it takes to get to the destination and the chances of other monsters butting in increases.


  「All right, I got us a route. We’ll only have to fight once. Just stay within three meters of me.」


  We’ll be taking a bit of a detour but there should barely be any incidents along the way. We’ll take out the monsters that might spot us and we won’t have to fight monsters unless it’s necessary.


  There’s actually a much faster route that we can take if I was a hundred percent sure that we won’t get spotted by monsters. But the chances of us making blunders is low in this one. I still have plenty of mana so we’ll just choose the safer route.


  Chapter 50 – A Dangerous Situation


  「Got it.」


  And so we stepped away from the cliff and engaged in battle right away.


  「Here they come!」


  「Roger! Combo Attack!」


  Drawing the enemies’ attention, I took a few steps forward. Mylia lunged at the Blood Tigers that followed.


  「Combo Attack, Combo Attack, Shockwave―」


  Mylia kept stacking her combo in a familiar manner and killed the monsters. At the same time, I felt my body become lighter. It looks like I got to level 15 as I expected.


  「Let’s forget about collecting their corpses. We have to check the pillar first!」


  「Right!」


  I chose a relatively safe route, but with this many monsters, a few seconds delay can lead to disaster. We’ll refrain from retrieving materials until we get back to the cliff.


  As we crept through the safe route, I cast Magic Search every few seconds to determine the location of enemies nearby. Gradually, we got closer to the pillar. Mylia followed the exact same path as me a few paces behind. After carefully following the route, the pillar came into view. Its color was orange.


  「…It’s orange and it’s facing Desire. There’s more or less five days until the Raid Boss appears.」


  「You can tell how many days are left just by looking at it?!」


  「Yes, by the color of the pillar. But I’ll explain the details later! For now, we should retreat from this danger zone, and give our report as soon as possible. It takes time for the barrier to be fully activated. We won’t make it unless we hurry!」


  For a pillar that changes color, it’s easy to tell how long until the Raid Boss shows up. It goes from Blue → Yellow → Orange → Red → Black and then the Raid Boss appears. If you’re used to it, you’d know the remaining days just by the color. Furthermore, by looking at the design of the pillar, it’s even possible to know what kind of monster the Raid Boss is.


  The Raid Boss that’ll show up in a few days is not all that strong. But it’s still plenty powerful. Even if I blocked its attack with a critical counter, I won’t be able to deflect it back and I’ll be overpowered.


  It has plenty of HP as well. Even if Mylia used her most powerful single-target combo a hundred times, she still won’t kill it.


  But I don’t have time to explain that right now. We’ll have plenty of time after we report back to the guild.


  There’s five more days till the Raid Boss appears and the following Stampede. Five days might sound like a lot, but activating a barrier large enough to hold off a Stampede will take days; time is a luxury we can’t afford right now.


  「Gotcha!」


  「Let’s hurry!」


  We rushed back to Desire.


  ◇


  「Call the manager!」


  The moment Mylia stepped into the guild, she called out to the receptionist. Not a moment later, the branch manager appeared. Looks like we came at the right time; the manager happened to be around.


  「…Oh, the Flame Spear. I thought you went to scout the Sealed Pillar.」


  「We did and now we’re back.」


  「In such a short time?!」


  The branch manager was taken by surprise. Mylia continued on.


  「We came back in a hurry! There’s only five days left before the Stampede!」


  The manager looked petrified.


  「…Five days? How do you know that?」 he asked skittishly.


  「The pillar’s color was orange. There’s only 4.5 to 5.5 days left by my estimate. And it’s facing this town, Desire.」


  「Orange, huh… I don’t know the exact number of days, but as you say, it probably won’t be long.」


  It looks like this world knows how to use the color of the pillar to determine the number of days left before the Stampede. Or maybe not since Mylia was unaware of it. Perhaps the manager knew only because this guild is close to the pillar.


  He was deep in thought and after a while, spoke up.


  「Thanks for the report. If we turned on the barrier now, we’ll make it. Just wait a bit!」he said as he scampered out of the building.


  It seems he went to set the barrier up. He returned after five minutes.


  「…The reward is yours. As for Eld, I’ll give a recommendation for a promotion to rank C. If this case reaches the royal capital, Flame Spear, you might be able to take the A-rank promotion exam as well.」


  「I’ll be expecting some good news! Can the guild handle the transportation of the equipment for the barrier?」


  「Yeah. Fortunately, the device is in Desire. We just set it up earlier. It should take a little less than four days for it to be activated.」


  It looks like they’ll be able to suppress the Stampede without much trouble. Still, we really barely made it. Less than four days before the barrier activates… If the scouting was delayed even half a day, it would’ve been too late.


  Chapter 51 – An Impostor Blended in


  「That was close…」


  「Yeah. I’m just glad we made it in time.」


  ◇


  Five days later – the day of the Stampede.
 I woke up early to see the whole town covered in a green barrier.


  「Looks like the barrier is active.」


  「Yeah… This is the first time I’ve seen an anti-Stampede barrier. Can it really stop the onslaught?」


  「Yup. The barrier actually doesn’t stop the monsters’ attacks. The town is just covered in a special kind of magic that the monsters despise so they don’t come close. So they turn back.」


  I’ve seen this type of barrier in BBO when there’s a Stampede event. The best part was watching the monsters turn back all at once when they reach the barrier. Then all of a sudden, the barrier vanished.


  「Does the barrier turn invisible?」


  「I don’t think so…」


  As I was talking to Mylia, I spotted a disturbance in a nearby guild warehouse. If I recall correctly, the device was in there. Something must’ve happened.


  「Hey, what happened?!」


  「The guard who was supposed to protect the device, destroyed it!」


  「This guy is an impostor!」


  When we arrived at the warehouse, I got a good grasp of the situation. It looks like an impostor mixed in with the guards. The barrier disappeared because he destroyed the device. What a sloppy management…


  「Good lord… can we fix it before the Stampede?」the branch manager asked a guild staff.


  He arrived a little after we did.
 …The guild staff shook his head.


  「We can fix it. But even if we did, we’d have to start the activation process all over again.」


  「So the whole thing will take five days…」


  The Stampede is forecasted to arrive at noon today until tomorrow morning. Obviously, we won’t make it in time.


  「Tell the residents to evacuate! We’re abandoning the town!」


  The manager was quick on his decision. If we can’t protect the town, then at least let the residents escape. A sound judgement.


  We should evacuate as well. I shot a glance at the impostor. He was already dead, a sword stuck in his body by another guard. I recognized the tattoo on his neck.


  It’s the crest of the Garden of Despair. Upon seeing it, I knew right away that the casualties will be more than just this town.


  The Garden of Despair works countless evil deeds with casualties ranging from a few to many. But this time it’s different. They sacrificed a member; which means the damage will be colossal.


  The Garden of Despair I know won’t sacrifice a member to destroy just one town. Not because they’re nice, but simply because it’s inefficient. They will pull all the stops to destroy humanity. That’s the Garden of Despair I know.


  My guess is even if we got out of the way of the Stampede and escaped, we still won’t be out of harm’s way. It’s most likely that there will be an earthquake caused by the Stampede, shaking magical power stored under the earth.


  There was an event in BBO where a whole continent was wiped out from an earthquake caused by a Stampede. If that happens, there’s no escape. I’ll go down as well.


  …We have to stop the Stampede no matter what. There’s not a lot of time. We have to hurry.


  「It looks like running is no longer an option.」I said and sprinted toward the Forest of Death.


  「What’s gotten into you all of sudden?! You’ll get caught in the Stampede if you go to the forest!」


  Mylia called out to me. But I don’t have time to stop. I answered her back while running.


  「I’m going to stop the Stampede!」


  「Stop the Stampede? There’s tens of thousands of monsters out there! Even you can’t stop it!」she said, trying to prevent me from going.


  Lucky for me, I had a chance.


  Chapter 52 – The Boss Appears


  「You’d think so too, right? But I actually only need to kill one monster to stop it.」


  It’s a risky move so I didn’t want to do this if possible. But running away would only put us in danger. The best move right now is to attack instead.


  「Kill one monster?」


  「…A Stampede is nothing more than an aftershock from the Raid Boss’s appearance. If we kill the Raid Boss, the Stampede should stop immediately.」


  「Raid Boss…? That’s an S-ranked monster! Even deploying a party of a hundred men, there hasn’t been any case of one being killed before! A powerful Skill isn’t enough to take it down. It’s impossible!」


  「I have a plan. There’s no guarantee it’ll work so you should evacuate too.」I said, casting Magical Invisibility to conceal myself as I headed into the Forest of Death.


  The spell doesn’t just hide me from monsters, but from humans as well.


  I want to explain things properly, but there’s not much time before the Raid Boss appears. The forecast a few days ago was that it’ll show up 4.5 to 5.5 days so there’s about a one-day margin. At the earliest, it’ll appear soon and if I hurry, I should just barely make it.


  「Huh? Eld? Where’d you go?」


  Mylia lost sight of me and looked around.


  「Is he already in the forest?!」


  Mylia rushed to the Forest of Death as if to follow me. She shouldn’t be able to see me. She’s got good intuition.


  But she stopped right at the entrance to the forest. She noticed that there were countless monsters gathered inside. My whole being concealed with Magical Invisibility, I went straight through to the deeper parts of the forest.


  「I lost sight of him… Even Eld wouldn’t charge straight into the forest.」


  She gave up as expected and turned back toward the town.


  The battle with a Raid Boss is so gruelling that it makes the fights we’ve had so far in the Forest of Death look like simple games. Unfortunately, Mylia wouldn’t last more than ten seconds with her current level. Which is why I wanted her to escape.


  「Now then… there’s not much time.」


  Right now, I’m level 18. Monsters grew in number due to the effect of the upcoming Stampede and we farmed some exp by defeating them.


  But I’m still too weak to fight the Raid Boss head-on alone. In the first place, a Raid Boss is not a monster to be challenged alone. Still, I sprinted deeper into the forest in a straight line.


  「It looks like the Raid Boss will appear earlier.」


  Not only are there multitudes of monsters, but they’re already facing one direction. Among the signs of a Stampede, this one indicates that it’s happening soon.


  There could be less than thirty minutes left before the Raid Boss appears. It’s within expectation. Still, it’s too early.


  Suddenly, as I was running, there weren’t any monsters anymore. Until then I’ve been avoiding monsters every ten steps, but now even when surveying the surroundings, not one monster was in sight.


  It’s proof that I’m getting closer to the pillar. Monsters disappear around the pillar right before the appearance of the Raid Boss. I’m only a kilometer away now.


  「I made it…」


  When I arrived at the Sealed Pillar, the signs indicated that the Raid Boss would appear any moment. The pillar itself looked sinister, dark in color with eerie creaking sounds emitting from it. The surrounding temperature has dropped ten degrees from when we came to scout the pillar.


  I waited for a few minutes. Then slowly, the pillar was uprooted from the ground. The earth shuddered and cracked. And with a thunderous roar the ground split open, and from it emerged a gigantic creature. A Raid Boss has appeared.


  「All right. Time to do this.」


  Sages indeed have plenty of powerful Skills. They can take on any role: from carrier to tank to scouting. As such, it’s known as an all-purpose job class.


  But that alone wouldn’t be enough for the Sage to be called the strongest class and dominate most of BBO, with 80% of the players being one.


  The reason why the Sage class is called the strongest lies elsewhere, and I’m about to show that.


  Chapter 53 – The Power of a Sage


  Electric current ran through the surrounding earth and set trees on fire as the『Heaven-Rending Lightning Dragon』let out a cacophonous screech.
 ―Electric Fire.


  Just by being there, a Raid Boss inflicts damage that’s the same as its attribute. Normally, you’d have to withstand it and try to kill it before it kills you. Fortunately, Sages have Attribute Resistance Skills.


  「Learn Skill, Skill Code 1291: Magic Anti-Electric.」


  These attribute resistance Skills are extremely powerful; it’s able to completely negate attribute damage that a Raid Boss unconsciously inflicts in its immediate surroundings. However it’s an advanced Skill and therefore consumes a fair amount of Skill Points. Still it’s necessary to learn all the types of attribute resistance anyway so acquiring it now is fine.


  「Magic Anti-Electric!」


  As soon as I chanted the spell, my body became enveloped in some aura. It’ll protect me from being electrocuted.


  Though one actual shot from a Raid Boss won’t be stopped by some resistance Skill. I probably won’t get out alive. But…


  「It’s not moving…」I muttered to myself as I regarded the dragon that’s surveying its surroundings.


  It’s just as I expected. The Raid Boss won’t attack first. The reason is that it doesn’t see me as a threat just yet. For the『Heaven-Rending Lightning Dragon』that’s several meters in size, humans are similar to insects.


  Just like how humans don’t notice insects at their foot, the dragon doesn’t notice me as well. Humans will only notice insects when they bite.


  And just like how insects get swiftly crushed once they’re noticed, so shall I meet the same fate once the Raid Boss turns its attention at me.


  I’m still only level 18. I need to be at least level 50 and have learned various defensive spells before I can fight this monster head-on. Which is exactly why I’m not fighting it “head-on”.


  「Learn Skill, Skill Code 1265, 1254, 1233, 1211, 1201, 1215, 1230, 1281, 1282.」


  I learned every Skill necessary with the Skill Points I had available. Then I started chanting spells.


  「Attack Field, Berserk Field, Enhance Field, Earth Field, Over Magic Field, Ultra-Extended Incantation, Close-Range Firing―」


  The spells I activated were power-enhancing Skills. Every single one except Attack Field has its drawbacks.


  If I chanted a spell now, I would take damage, expend a massive amount of mana, and my attacks won’t reach more than three meters. Chanting spells will also take ten times longer than normal. But in exchange, I gain overwhelming power. And since I’ve buffed myself with earth attribute, the lightning attribute’s weakness, I can unleash tremendous power against the creature.


  Even the most effective magic spell I used, Berserk Field and Over Magic Field, only enhances my strength three times. But with seven of them cast at the same time, its effects are multiplied resulting in an absurd amount.


  Based on my calculations, all the spells I cast enhanced my power by a whopping 324 times. There’s no doubt that once I unleashed it all, I would barely be able to move. But I’m not done yet.


  「Earth Enchant, Earth Over Enchant.」


  This time I used the spells on my weapon, not on myself. A Sage’s staff has a lot of properties and one of them is you can buff it by stacking two same-attribute spells at the same time.


  With this earth-attribute buff, the damage it will deal to the lightning-attribute dragon will be multiplied by 10. Multiply it further with the buffs on myself, you get a walloping 3,240.


  Still, multiplying the power of a level-18 spell by 3,240 times won’t be enough to kill a Raid Boss. There’s still some spells I can use… but the rest of my spells’ effects only last for an extremely short amount of time.


  First, I must get close enough for my『Close-Range Firing』.


  Chapter 54 – I Still Remember


  「Alright, let’s do this.」


  I started walking toward the『Heaven-Rending Lightning Dragon』. The trees in the area have been burned to the ground by lightning and reduced to ashes. It would be difficult to dodge its attacks if there were still trees around so this is actually advantageous to me.


  Then the dragon let out a deafening cry. A familiar one. We had Heaven-Rending Lightning Dragons in BBO, after all. Afterward…


  「I knew it.」I murmured, head turned toward the sky.


  Above was a tiny rain cloud. The cry just now was a sign for one of its Skills,『Divine Lightning』.


  Divine Lightning has a small AoE, but it’s powerful enough that some light defense won’t be able to handle one attack. Death will be inevitable. But it’s easy to dodge since you’d know where lightning will strike just by looking above.


  「Whoops.」


  As soon as I rushed to step away from under the cloud, lightning struck and the ground burned red, wisps of smoke rising into the air.


  「…If that hit me, I’d be dead.」


  Magic Anti-Electric won’t be able to withstand an attack that powerful. Not just the Divine Lightning, either. All of the dragon’s Skills have enough power to kill me in one shot.


  Fortunately, the monster doesn’t have wide AoE Skills. As long as it doesn’t perceive me as an enemy, it won’t follow-up with a different Skill as well.


  If I can dodge its attacks properly, I can get close without a scratch. Its powerful Skills don’t matter if they don’t hit.


  As I was inching closer, it let out a shrill cry once more. Again, a familiar sound. A sign of the Skill『Lightning Current』.


  「So that’s next, huh? It’s been a while. Let’s try this.」I muttered to myself as I kept on dashing toward the dragon, not stopping.


  Then it swung its head downward toward the ground. The next moment, with a booming roar, countless lightning currents ran across the ground. They were fast – too fast for the eye to follow – and seemed to move at random. There’s no way I could dodge them. However…


  「…I guess the body still remembers.」I whispered to myself as I took quick steps as if dancing, and dodged them all.


  I didn’t see currents, for the record. I just remembered the pattern and moved accordingly. In BBO, I died several times just to memorize the steps. And once I’ve memorized them, I still died hundreds of times.


  The Heaven-Rending Lightning Dragon was a boss that dropped a great item. So I killed tens of thousands of them in BBO.


  My body has remembered the pattern of the currents from fighting the same enemy for tens of thousands of times. Once memorized, dodging them is just a walk in the park.


  Then again, I’m putting my life at stake right now so it’s actually frightening. Unlike in BBO, if I die here, there’s no respawning.


  As I was carefully advancing, the dragon cried once again. A cry I didn’t want to hear the most.


  With its screech, dust began to swirl to the air. My vision impeded by a sandstorm, I couldn’t see past a few meters.


  『Static Storm.』
 A Skill that summons a sandstorm to rob vision.


  Now I won’t be able to see the enemy. It doesn’t affect the dragon since it just fires at random anyway. So I’ll have to dodge the incoming attacks with only extremely limited vision.


  「It’s okay. This is a piece of cake.」I told myself and trotted forward.


  The Static Storm is also one of the Dragon’s Skills in BBO. Even if you can’t see, you can still dodge attacks if you stay calm and move accordingly. What I need to do is just the same as collecting materials which I’ve done tens of thousands of times.


  This is not a game. My life is at stake here. Which is why I have to move like I’m just looting materials. If my movement dulled because of fear, I’ll surely die. I’ve made it this close. There’s no turning back now.


  Once again, the dragon screamed.


  It’s the Skill Electric Current.
 The monster was hidden from view by the sandstorm. Just from the sounds of its cry, I guessed its location, the direction it was facing, and gauged the proper timing of my next move.


  Then with quick, deft steps that I’ve repeated tens of thousands of times, I dodged the dragon’s Skill. Gradually, the sound of the electric currents running through the ground became distant. I did it.


  「Good. I still remember.」


  I sprinted toward the creature once more. In BBO, the average interval between its attacks is 12.6 seconds. There’s only one way to go with this. And that’s to do what I’ve done tens of thousands of times before.


  Chapter 55 – Not Everything was the Same as the Game


  A few minutes later.
 I managed to dodge every attack under extremely limited vision and made it before the Heaven-Rending Lightning Dragon.


  「I knew it… It’s just like in BBO.」


  If the dragon was even slightly different from the one in BBO, I would’ve been dead a while ago. Just like the game, this world has magic and Skills; even the enemies were the same. Of course, not everything was identical. There were monsters here that weren’t in BBO.


  And now for the finishing touch, I chanted one more buffing spell. Its effects last only for a short amount of time so I couldn’t cast it beforehand.


  「Critical Field, Critical Enchant.」


  These two spells buff my critical strike. If I bring out a critical blow now, it’ll have 50 times more power than normal. If I’m not able to muster a critical strike, I won’t be able to deal much damage at all. Normally, critical strike is only available to melee weapons… But there’s actually a trick to it.


  「Boulder Hammer.」


  I used a mid-level earth-type spell. I was assaulted by a headache and a sense of lethargy.


  It’s the price of stacking multiple buff spells that have drawbacks. Using one spell consumes massive HP and MP.


  Furthermore, because of my『Ultra-Extended Incantation』, it takes time for the spell to fully activate. Which is exactly why this combo will work.


  「Take… this!」


  Enduring the headache, I raised my staff above my head and brandished it in a full swing. Right before it hit the dragon, I loosened the power just a little bit.


  Critical hit.
 The staff’s power was almost nil. But now in a full swing, its damage is amplified by 50 times. Still it’s enough to penetrate the dragon’s defense.


  But it was not only my staff that dealt critical damage. The spell produced by my staff, the Boulder Hammer, with its activation delayed by the Ultra-Extended Incantation, was about to take shape.


  The critical buff from my staff is extended to the spell as well.


  The buff on myself totalled 324 times. The attribute buff 10 times. Critical buff 50 times. Multiply all the figures, 324x10x50, and you get a total of 162,000.


  A boulder with 160,000 times more power materialized in the air and scored a direct hit on the Heaven-Rending Lightning Dragon.


  I say a boulder, but that’s only from a human’s perspective. It’s not that big for a dragon.


  It shouldn’t even deal much damage at all. But the tremendous power contained in the rock will prove that wrong.


  It was only as big as the monster’s arm, but it crushed the Heaven-Rending Lightning Dragon with the force of a gigantic meteor. The shockwave from the blast whipped up the surrounding dust into the air, blocking the dragon from view.


  The Lightning Dragon shrieked in agony. I listened to the sound, perplexed.


  「I haven’t heard that one before.」


  In BBO, I’ve heard twelve different kinds of the Dragon’s death cry and this wasn’t one of them. Well, this isn’t a game anyway, so everything doesn’t have to be the same.


  I waited for the dust to settle. Then I realized something.


  I’ve actually heard the cry before. A shriek that the dragon lets out when it receives substantial damage. In BBO, I almost always killed one in one shot so this is the first time that I’ve heard it in a while. Though I’ve heard it numerous times during my early days of taking on the monster.


  Most of all, the creature should give enormous amount of exp, but I didn’t level up. That only means one thing – the dragon is still alive.


  Based on BBO data and calculations, that much power should have killed it.


  Did I screw up? Maybe they have the same movement pattern as the ones in the game, but their HPs are different? Or the buff multiplier is different in this world than in BBO?


  I was baffled by the unexpected turn of events. But my body still moved.


  A battle never always goes in one’s favor. One must not hesitate in taking action. When faced with an unforeseen situation, you must immediately come up with a solution. This is a skill I’ve mastered in BBO.


  「Spell Release. Enhance Field.」


  First I need to deactivate one of the buff Skills, Enhance Field. It’s a Skill that increase the power of a spell in exchange for a massive amount of MP. By deactivating it, I’ll have just enough mana to unleash one more attack. Its power will decrease by one-third, but it should be enough for a finishing blow.


  「Boulder Hammer.」


  Once again, I chanted the spell. After just a bit, the Dragon rose up and screamed in rage. At the same time, it started charging its magic attack: Lightning Strike Annihilation.


  A Heaven-Rending Lightning Dragon’s trump card. It’s said that it’s impossible to withstand the force of the attack – an ultra-powerful Skill. If I get hit, I’ll be gone without a trace, literally. Utterly destroyed.


  But I didn’t try to dodge. I can’t. Once the Dragon perceives you as an enemy, there’s no way to avoid its attacks. There’s only one thing to do: kill it before it kills me.


  My Boulder Hammer’s activation is just a tad faster. My staff is still in my hand. All I have to do is swing it and produce a critical hit.


  If I missed the critical hit, I’m a goner. If I messed up the timing just a bit, I’m also dead.


  Under such pressure, both my arms moved surprisingly smoothly. My body knows how to draw a critical hit.


  At the same time I unleashed the critical strike, the Boulder Hammer struck the Heaven-Rending Lightning Dragon. This time it let out a familiar cry – one that can only be heard when it’s dying. In that exact moment an enormous amount of exp flowed into me, and I felt my level shoot up.


  Chapter 56 – I Had a Favor to Ask


  「All right. Time to head back.」


  I’ve defeated the monster, but I still have something to do. In fact, the important stuff starts now.


  No one would believe me, a D-ranked adventurer, if I said I took down a Heaven-Rending Lightning Dragon. But if I don’t step forward, they’d assume that the Raid Boss destroyed itself and all my hard work will have been for naught.


  I got some valuable materials, but it’ll take some time for me to able to process them. If I asked someone else to process materials with unknown origins, I’ll just get reported to the authorities.


  I just hope my plan goes smoothly. And so I hurried back to the town of Desire.


  ◇


  After a while, I spotted Mylia on the road back to town.


  Good. First step cleared.


  「Mylia!」


  「…Eld?!」


  Mylia looked at me like she just saw a ghost. It seemed she wasn’t expecting to see me.


  「Where’d you go? No wait, forget that. You should get away from here, quick! The monsters are coming. I’m staying here to stop them!」


  It looks like she was here to stop the monsters. Even with her recently configured Skill Tree, she can’t stop an army of monsters alone. Not like there will be monsters in the first place.


  「I killed the Raid Boss. There won’t be any monsters.」


  「…What?」


  Mylia stood there, dumbfounded.


  「Here’s proof.」I said, showing her the horn of the Heaven-Rending Lightning Dragon.


  I’m sure she hasn’t seen the monster before, but a look at a part from a strong monster, and you’d know the power contained within it. All the more so for an experienced adventurer like Mylia. One look and she should know that this monster part is on a whole different level, nothing like she has ever seen before.


  「Eek…」


  She took a few steps back upon seeing the horn.


  「Do you get it now?」


  「Y-Yeah. I thought you’d be able to take down an S-ranked monster… Did you really?」she said, and for a while she just stood there in a daze.「I guess you saved my life.」 she muttered.


  This is my chance. It’s time to realize my goal.


  「Yeah. If I didn’t defeat the Raid Boss, a Heaven-Rending Lightning Dragon, you most certainly would be dead. So as thanks, I want you to do me a favor.」


  「All right. I’ll do anything I can.」


  「…Did I hear that right? Anything?」


  Nice. I got a good answer. She’s an honest woman so she’s not gonna like what I’m about to ask of her. Having her word beforehand helps.


  Now I just need to verify one thing.


  「First, I have a question. Where were you when I was gone?」


  「I stood guard here to protect the evacuees from the incoming monsters.」


  I see. Any other situation and I would say that’s suicide… But I have to thank her recklessness this time.


  「Was anyone with you that time?」


  「None. It’s a suicide mission. No one else would take the role.」


  「…So that means no one saw you since then?」


  「I suppose.」


  Perfect. My efforts would not have been for nothing.


  Chapter 57 – A Trick


  「All right. I’m counting on you.」


  「…Right.」she nodded, her expression resolute.


  「I want you to tell them you killed the Raid Boss, the Heaven-Rending Lightning Dragon. 」


  「…What?」


  She looked every bit confused. She probably wasn’t expecting this at all.


  「Wait, what do you mean?」


  「I mean exactly what I said. I want you to take the credit in the killing of the Raid Boss. I’ll teach you what to say, of course.」


  「Do you gain anything from this?」


  「Of course.」I said, showing the horn.


  「If you say you gave this to me, I can sell it. If I brought it to the guild for no reason at all, I might get handed to the authorities.」


  「But can’t you just tell them you killed the monster yourself?」


  「I don’t think they’ll believe me. But they might believe you.」


  Mylia is a rank B adventurer trusted by the people of this world. If she said “I killed an S-rank monster” and showed the horn, they probably won’t question her. It seems no one’s killed an S-rank monster before, but she’s still popular enough that people will believe her.


  「Perhaps… But if you just want to sell the part, I can do it for you. I’m sure it’ll work out somehow.」


  「Maybe. But my real motive lies somewhere else.」


  「…Real motive?」she asked, puzzled.


  「Yeah. You said you wanted to accomplish a lot of feats as an adventurer so you could become a noble, right?」


  「That’s right. That’s why I became an adventurer.」


  「There’s your answer. I want you to become a noble. It would be a lot easier to move around if I have a noble as a friend, don’t you agree?」


  I have no interest in becoming a noble. But it would be useful to have a noble as a backer. Collecting information, for example, would be a lot easier for one of nobility than a D-ranked civilian.


  「I understand your motive. It’s a sweet deal for me as well. But I don’t feel right about submitting a false report to the guild.」


  「You said you’d do anything, right?」


  「…All right. I’ll report to the guild and take credit for this. But this still isn’t enough for me to become a noble.」


  Figures. According to the regulations, only A-ranked adventurers who have accomplished a great deed can become a noble.


  Mylia is only rank B, so she has to get promoted to rank A first. This achievement should be enough to earn her that promotion.


  Actually, her current abilities should put her above rank A. Even before she configured her Skillset I evaluated her to be A-ranked. If ten Mylias from back then challenged the Mylia now, they can’t win. She should be more than qualified for the promotion to rank A.


  「You can help me out once you’ve become a noble. Present this horn as proof of your kill and return it to me.」I said, handing her the horn of the Heaven-Rending Lightning Dragon.


  「Thanks. I’ll do my best to become a noble fast.」


  「Aight. I’m counting on you.」


  We started walking towards town.


  ◇


  A few hours later.
 We arrived at the town of Desire where its residents have evacuated.


  「Do you remember what you’re gonna say to the guild?」


  「Yup. Down to the last word.」


  I told Mylia of a legit-sounding method that was used to kill the Heaven-Rending Lightning Dragon. That way, she could explain how she took it down and convince the guild. The real method I took is so at odds with the battle style the guild knows, they might not be able to wrap their heads around it. So I told her something that’s easy to understand. In truth, what I taught her can’t kill the dragon, but I’m sure they’ll never know.


  「Well then. Let’s split up for now.」


  「See you at the guild.」


  We parted ways and I headed to a different entrance. The story is that she defeated the Dragon alone. If we came back together, people might suspect something.


  Chapter 58 – The Report Went Well


  「Mylia the Flame Spear! You’re alive!」


  The receptionist looked genuinely happy to see Mylia. It seems the guild was aware that she stayed behind to protect the residents.


  Meanwhile, I pretended to look for requests while watching over Mylia so I could back her up if she made a mistake. If she does fine, I won’t have to.


  「It all worked out fine in the end.」she said, showing her badly-damaged armor.


  They’ll think something is up if she was unscathed after fighting a powerful monster so she damaged it herself at a spot where it’s easy to notice.


  「I’m glad you’re all right! It’s past the supposed time of the Stampede. Did you perhaps stop them?」


  「Stopping a whole army of monsters alone is impossible. I killed the ringleader.」


  「The ringleader? Are you saying…」


  「Yes. The S-ranked dragon that showed up at the pillar.」she said, showing the horn.


  The receptionist swallowed hard.


  「You killed an S-ranked monster?!」


  「That’s right. I was just lucky that I managed to defeat it. I don’t know how else to put it.」


  「Luck? A rank S monster is not something that can be killed with luck! Have you forgotten that an S-rank monster wiped out a 100-man party that was said to be the strongest in history?!」


  「Of course I haven’t forgotten. But I thought that was the only option I had to protect the town.」Mylia answered with an uncomfortable smile.


  She may have made a promise with me, but she’s probably feeling guilty spouting one lie after another.


  Hang in there! Just stick to your lies and make them believe you!, I cheered from deep inside my heart.


  「This is too much for me… I’ll call the branch manager!」


  The receptionist disappeared into the back of the guild and returned a few minutes later. The branch manager appeared, looking dubious.


  「Flame Spear, is it true you killed an S-rank monster?」


  「It’s true. Here’s its horn.」


  Astonishment filled the manager’s face when he saw the horn. He examined it for a while.


  「I haven’t seen a horn with so much power. I’ve seen a horn of a B-rank dragon, but this one’s in a whole different league.」 the manager said.


  「Now do you believe it was an S-rank monster?」


  「Yes. Anyone who looks at this horn will understand that it belonged to an S-rank monster. Still you’re saying you killed it on your own? Even you, the famous Flame Spear, couldn’t have…」


  The manager looked doubtful. The perfect question.


  「That’s right. I killed it on my own. In the first place, is there anyone else in the area who can defeat an S-rank monster?」


  「Good point. There’s no other adventurer with an alias around. That means you couldn’t have had help either…」


  He seemed to be deep in thought. After a while he muttered as if he just remembered something.


  「There’s Eld. He’s a Novice so his rank is low, but he’s incredibly strong.」


  Mylia’s face stiffened. She didn’t expect my name to be brought up. She thought a guild would pay no heed to a D-rank Novice.


  What will you do now?


  「…Well, he may be strong, but it’s impossible for a Novice to kill an S-rank monster. It’s much more plausible that you took it down alone.」the manager added.


  Cool, it worked out. That was close.


  「Very well. It’s hard to believe, but given the circumstances, the only possible explanation is you killed an S-rank monster solo. Just to be sure, I have a question. How’d you kill it?」


  「At first I thought of taking out the monsters that would head straight to town. But I realized it would be difficult to do that on my own.」


  「So you picked a fight with an S-rank alone?」


  「That’s right. I managed to kill it because I found out its weakness. The dragon’s weakness is its horn. See? It looks weak, doesn’t it?」Mylia said, showing the fractured part of the horn.


  The truth is, the horn is not its weakness at all. But showing a broken horn and saying “This is its weakness” with confidence, it would sound like she was telling the truth.


  「Y-Yes, it does. So you focused on that horn.」


  「I hid behind a tree and launched a surprise attack. I unleashed all the Skills I could on the horn.」


  「Normally, a dragon’s horn is the toughest part of its body and it’s difficult to destroy. It takes enormous courage and great judgment to realize that it’s its weakness and then launch a surprise attack. I’ve heard the rumors about you. I suppose your fame isn’t for nothing. All right. I’ll send a report to the guild saying that Mylia, the Flame Spear, killed the S-rank monster.」


  He started writing down what Mylia said on his report.


  Looks like it went well.


  Chapter 59 – I Have a Destination Now


  「There hasn’t been a case like this before so the reward assessment will take some time. Can I hold on to this horn? It’s a monster that hasn’t been taken down before so we don’t have rules on which part will serve as proof of the kill. Then again, for a dragon, it’s normally the horn. I’ll return it at a later time, of course.」


  「Sure.」


  「Thank you for defeating the S-rank monster, the root cause of the possible Stampede, and for protecting the town. I believe this feat is worth a promotion to A…no, S-rank. Unfortunately I don’t have the authority to promote you to rank S. You’ll have to wait for the executives’ meeting.」the manager said, bowing his head to Mylia.


  With this, I succeeded in making Mylia take the credit. I want her to become a noble as soon as possible.


  ◇


  「Good job out there. Looks like it went well.」


  「I felt extremely guilty taking credit for what you did though.」


  「No one would’ve believed me if I took credit anyway. The Heaven-Rending Lightning Dragon will rest in peace knowing that we didn’t just kill it for nothing.」


  「I suppose… Anyway, I think it’s strange that you’re only rank D. You can kill an S-rank monster on your own.」


  「It’s probably because I’m treated as a Novice. I got a recommendation to rank C though, but I have to wait for the results. If only they’d recognize my real job class. For now I just have to go up the ranks the old-fashioned way.」


  Mylia went silent for a moment.


  「What’s your next plan?」she asked.


  「Let’s see… I want to get stronger. It would be great to find a place with moderately strong monsters. The Forest of Death fit that criteria perfectly.」


  Once a Raid Boss is defeated, monsters will not show up around the area for a while. It would be safe to assume that I can’t use the Forest of Death for now.


  「I’ve never met anyone who says the Forest of Death has “moderately strong” monsters. There’s almost none of those in that danger zone.」


  「But you’re starting to think the same, aren’t you?」


  She once again went silent.


  「…You may be right.」 she muttered.


  「If you learned how to fight properly and use your Skills, it’s a walk in the park…But there’s still room to get stronger.」


  Right now, I’m level 25. I should at least be able to fight decently now, but this world is perilous.


  If something happens, I’m not sure I can handle it with the way I am right now. The only reason I was able to kill the Dragon was because despite its power, it was a monster that was easy to take down. If an actual powerful enemy by BBO’s standards show up, I don’t think I can do anything with my current power.


  「Hmm… So basically, you want to go somewhere with strong enemies?」


  「Yeah.」


  For a while, Mylia was deep in thought. Then it appeared as though she recalled something.


  「In that case, how about the Great Forest of Elia?」


  「The Great Forest of Elia? Is it a danger zone like the Forest of Death?」


  「No. It’s just a normal huge forest. But lots of strong monsters have shown up recently so it’s become a problem.」


  An abnormal monster outbreak.
 Depending on its cause, it could be too dangerous that it’s best to stay away. I might not even be able to fight with my current level.


  「It’s not a matter of emergency?」


  「The monsters are strong, but they don’t go out of the forest so it’s safe for now. If they’re just staying inside, we can just let them be.」


  「Incidentally, what kind of monsters have been appearing?」


  You can guess what the cause of the outbreak is from the type of monster that appeared. If I have no idea what it is, then I just have to assume that it could be too dangerous so I’m definitely staying away.


  「Hungry Ogres. They’re a bit stronger than the monsters in the Forest of Death. There were lots of fatalities when the outbreak started, but there’s no casualty now that no one enters the forest anymore.」


  I felt relief. The cause of a Hunger Ogre outbreak is easy to guess. Most likely, there’s an ogre-type Boss in the forest. In that case, it’s either a King Ogre or an Emperor Ogre.


  With my current level, I should be able to defeat a King Ogre… but an Emperor Ogre is a little bit too much for me. An Emperor Ogre is a demon-type monster. Its stats are not that high, but in exchange, it’s very intelligent and cautiousl. The complete opposite of a Heaven-Rending Lightning Dragon.


  It’s a type of enemy I’m weak against right now. If I fought it out head-on with a Boss-level monster, I’ll lose.


  In any case, it’s not the type to leave the forest. Hungry Ogres give tons of exp. If the Boss is a King Ogre, then I can get the material I want the most right now. Two birds with one stone.


  「Do you know the scale of the outbreak?」


  「According to the guild report, their number is estimated to be around 500.」


  That definitely sounds like a King Ogre. If it were an Emperor Ogre, there would normally be more than 5,000 Hungry Ogres around.


  「All right, it’s settled. I’m going to the Great Forest of Elia next.」


  Chapter 60 – I Was Stopped by a Guard


  「That was quick. Are Hungry Ogres really that good of a target?」


  「No. Sure, they give lots of exp… but the one I want most is their Boss, the King Ogre. There’s no doubt it’s the cause of the outbreak.」


  Mylia’s eyes widened. She then drew close to me, panicking.


  「B-Boss?! The Hungry Ogres are plenty strong already. There’s no way you can defeat their Boss…」


  She thought things over and after a bit…


  「That’s right, you just killed an S-rank solo. I don’t think there’s any monster you can’t defeat.」


  「There are monsters even I can’t defeat. In fact, it’s actually the opposite. I don’t stand a chance against most of the monsters around. That’s why I need to get stronger. And for that, I need a part from the King Ogre.」


  The part I want is the King Ogre’s heart. The heart of some Boss monsters can be processed to make an item called a『Wisdom Stone』. If I used that, I can power-up my Skills which will make me stronger overall. It’s a very valuable item and my Skills’ power would go up a lot if I used it right at the outset. I have to get a Wisdom Stone somehow.


  Incidentally, the heart of a Heaven-Rending Lightning Dragon can be made into a Divine Stone. It’s used after getting your Skills powered-up by the Wisdom Stone. But I won’t use it right now and I don’t have the necessary Skill to process it either. I’ll just have to get to the Divine Stone later.


  「Materials from a King Ogre… I don’t know what you’re going to make out of it, but if it’s something you deem necessary then I’m sure it’s something amazing. I’ll be cheering you on!」


  「You’re not coming?」


  「I have to wait for the results of the guild report.」


  Right. The guild just sent a report of the killing of a dragon and there hasn’t been a case like this before. It would indeed be better to stay put and wait. It’s possible they’ll ask her questions.


  So I guess we part ways here.


  「All right. Till next time, then.」


  「Yeah. I’ll become a noble quick and pay you back.」


  「I’ll contact you if there’s another matter I want you to take credit for. I hope you’ll help me out then.」


  With my current level, no one would believe me if I said I killed an S-rank monster. There’s my track record from the Forest of Death so a B-rank monster they might believe. But an S-rank is out of the question.


  If there will come a time when I’ll have to kill another S-rank monster, I’ll just ask Mylia to take the credit. But I can’t do that unless she’s actually in the area.


  「If possible, I don’t want to rely on your efforts…」


  「I’ll work hard so I can get promoted faster. Until then, I’ll have to count on you.」


  「…All right. By the way, it’s best if you stand out a bit if you want to get promoted. If you achieve an incredible feat, they might be forced to consider your promotion even though you’re just a Novice.」


  With that, we parted ways. My next destination is the Great Forest of Elia.


  ◇


  「Uhh… This way.」


  The next day.
 I was walking down the road that led to the Great Forest of Elia.


  The geography is different than in BBO so I have to rely on maps. Perhaps due to this world’s underdeveloped surveying technology, the maps are not precise and I’m having a hard time just reading them. I feel like if I go off the path just once, I’d get lost.


  As I walked on while double-checking my path, I spotted a guard standing by the road. I didn’t do anything wrong so I doubt he’d arrest me or something… but it’s still discomforting. So I tried to just walk past the guards without stopping.


  「The adventurer over there! Stop!」


  Oh crap, they had to stop me. Maybe it’s just some random questioning.


  「Is there something wrong?」


  「Where are you headed? Elias?」


  The Great Forest of Elias is located near the town of Elias. If I’m gonna take requests that’ll take me to the forest, I should head to Elias first.


  「Yeah. I’m going to Elias. I heard there’s a lot of great requests there.」


  The guard regarded my gear.


  「Your gear looks new. What rank are you?」


  …Oh, he noticed my new gear. I suppose some people might assume I’m a beginner when they see what I’m equipped with. After all, they’re as good as new.


  「I’m rank D. I have combat experience, though.」


  「…Here’s some friendly advice: you should turn back. You know about the Hungry Ogre outbreak in the Great Forest of Elias, right?」


  I see. So they’re standing guard here to stop reckless adventurers from heading there. In that case, I shouldn’t mention anything about going there to kill Hungry Ogres. He might stop me.


  Chapter 61 – The Guild Had a Ton of Requests


  「I won’t run into any Hungry Ogres if I don’t enter the forest. I’ll make sure to fight right outside.」


  「True, there hasn’t been any Hungry Ogres that wandered out so far. For some strange reason, there have been a lot of deaths in Elias. Even outside the forest. A number of parties that should have been able to defeat Hungry Ogres have been killed. You should not go there.」


  I see. If there are casualties outside the Hungry Ogre outbreak zone… maybe monsters that were driven out are flocking outside.


  That’s actually good news for me. Fighting local monsters one by one is not really worth it, but if lots of them are gathered in one area, it would be a great hunting ground.


  「I’ll be careful. Thanks for the warning.」I said, moving onward.


  The guard looked stunned. And as I was getting farther, he called out.


  「…If it gets too dangerous, turn back immediately! You’re no good dead!」


  「Got it! I’ll turn back if it’s dangerous!」


  It seems I’ve got a nice hunting ground. I’m looking forward to it.


  ◇


  After a while, I arrived at Elias without any trouble.


  Considering the increasing number of casualties, it was rather anti-climactic. Since monsters have been driven away from their habitat, I thought they would show up on the roads as well. Maybe adventurers took care of those monsters that wander on the roads.


  I entered the town and a guard called out to me.


  「Are you an adventurer? Are you here to take requests?!」


  「Yeah.」


  「Thank you! We’re short on people lately. It would be great if you took on requests – anything will do. Don’t push yourself too hard though!」


  This is how they welcome an adventurer in town? It sounds like there’s really a juicy hunting ground in the area. I made my way to the guild and entered the building.


  「Whoa… that’s a lot of requests.」I muttered to myself as I stared at the requests cramped together.


  Papers were posted on top of each other. With no space left for more, the rest were posted on the wall near the request acceptance counter and the bathroom doors.


  Just from my field of vision alone, I see fifty kill quests for『Wild Scissors』, a D-rank monster. Choosing a request will be tough. It would be great to consolidate the requests that require the same target. While I stood there overwhelmed by the sheer amount of requests, the receptionist talked to me.


  「Mr. Adventurer, are you having trouble choosing a request?」


  「Yeah. There’s just too many. I don’t know which one to choose.」


  「Then for you, I recommend this!」she said, handing me a request form.


  Its contents were brief.


  Kill Anything Request
 Target: Any Monster
 Specifics: Just kill monsters and bring body parts for proof of your kill. After that, the guild staff will pick out the appropriate requests for you and mark them as cleared.


  The desperate tone of the request showed just how hopeless the guild’s situation was. They probably want adventurers to just kill all the monsters they can find instead of wasting time finding their targets.


  「Are there that many monsters out there?」


  「Not many… More like, their behavior had gone strange. Monsters that normally stay put in the forest have wandered out and are attacking people. Maybe they’ve run out of food because of the Hungry Ogres.」


  「So you want their numbers reduced as much as possible.」


  Under normal circumstances, you can just ignore monsters that stay in the forest. But if they go out, they give people no choice but to kill them. And as a result, they have this mountain of requests.


  「All right. I’ll take that one. No matter what I kill, it’ll count as a request completed, right?」


  「Every monster that have been spotted in the area. The request we’ll pick as completed will be “whichever has the highest reward by the time you return”. So if you have requests you want to secure for yourself, then you have to formally accept them.」


  I see. So it’s first-come-first-served. If I can find the request with the highest reward in this mountain of papers, I should secure them first.


  「Yeah… no.」


  It seemed the guild staff, with no space left on the walls, have posted requests on the ceiling as well. I’d rather use my time hunting than waste it sifting through all this one by one and comparing the amount of reward. I’m not going to level up by doing paperwork.


  Chapter 62 – I Set Off to Complete the Request


  「I knew you’d say that. For the『Any Monster Kill Quest』, the guild will pick the request with the highest reward for you. So rest assured.」


  「Thanks.」


  This『Any Monster Kill Quest』is most likely possible thanks to the guild staff’s efforts in doing tons of paperwork.


  「We should be the one thanking you! We were having trouble since the monsters won’t decrease in number.」


  「…I can see that.」I muttered, eyeing the countless requests.


  「All right. I’m off to go hunting.」


  「Okay! Good luck and don’t die!」


  And so I left the guild. Alright, time for the hunt. We got plenty of requests available. My target, of course, is the Hungry Ogre.


  ◇


  「…There’s not a lot of monsters around.」


  I was on my way to the Great Forest of Elias. I tried checking for monsters with my Magic Search, but it didn’t feel like their number increased.


  They saw the monsters appearing near the town as a problem, but in reality, there was not a lot of them. The problem is they had no means to distinguish between monsters that wandered near town and those that did not. So they can’t feel safe unless they hunt every monster in the neighborhood. They could just take shelter until the outbreak is over, but perhaps they have a reason why they can’t do that.


  I headed over to where my spell detected something and spotted a lone Hungry Ogre right away.


  「Oh. Huge as ever I see.」


  I could see the monster clearly even from a distance. Hungry Ogres are around three meters tall, after all. It wouldn’t be strange for monsters to flee after seeing these giants all over the place.


  It was then that our eyes met.


  「Uh, oh. He spotted me.」


  Even after spotting me, the Hungry Ogre didn’t do anything conspicuous. Instead it hunched its body and moved slowly towards me.


  Hungry Ogres are monsters with high intelligence. It knows that if it raises its voice to intimidate, smaller and weaker creatures like humans will run away. Which is why it’s moving closer slowly.


  Not like I plan on running anyway.


  「Gugaaaaahhhh!」


  At just the right distance, the Hungry Ogre suddenly rose and screamed. Shocked, I froze in place – or I pretended to be shocked and used my spell.


  「Flame Pillar.」


  As I chanted the spell, a pillar of flames rose in front of me. The Hungry Ogre, who thought it found an opening after the act of intimidation, tried to lunge at me, but instead dove straight into the blazing flames.


  「Gaaaaahhhhh!」


  It wailed in astonishment and pain, stepping back, trying to escape. If the odds are against you, retreat. A wise decision for a monster.


  「Sticky Bomb.」


  When fighting against monsters with high intelligence like Goblins and Ogres, failing to kill them will come back to bite you. If they escaped, they’ll call their allies and you’ll end up being surrounded.


  So I fired a Sticky Bomb at the foot of the Hungry Ogre trying to escape. Unable to negate the momentum from trying to scamper away at full force, it tripped over and became fuel for the flames.


  「Sorry, but I can’t let you go.」


  If it were a monster with no Boss, I would let it escape and welcome its friends as well. But it would be difficult to fight against numerous Hungry Ogres and the King Ogre. So I have to reduce their number first. If the Boss is gone, the Hungry Ogres will escape too and that would be a waste of exp.


  As I watched the Hungry Ogre burn, it gradually lost its strength. But it still wouldn’t die. Soon enough the Flame Pillar died out.


  「…I must’ve miscalculated.」


  I thought this was enough to kill a monster like the Hungry Ogre. At least, in BBO. I guess I needed more power.


  「Flame.」


  Without panicking, I fired the weakest fire-type spell there is at the Hungry Ogre’s head. With that, the monster that was already weak, finally drew its last breath.


  「That’s one down.」


  Since I don’t have Mylia with me today, I’ll end up using mana for every monster I kill. I should fight more efficiently and lessen my mana consumption as much as possible. I won’t use overpowered spells. I might cause a forest fire too after all.


  As I was coming up with a strategy inside my head, I looked for my next target.


  「Magic Search.」


  First I have to use a detection spell to survey my surroundings. When monsters are behaving erratically, situations change in a short amount of time.


  It’s not uncommon to suddenly be surrounded before you know it. It’s necessary to frequently check the current situation.


  Chapter 63 – They’re a bit Tough


  「…There sure are a lot of them.」


  I was faced with an abnormal situation right off the bat. Just ahead of me was a group of monsters.


  I say “abnormal” because there were four different kinds of monsters in that group: Wolves, Vampire Bats, Wild Scissors, and a Hungry Ogre.
 Completely different kinds of monsters were creating a group.


  Normally, this wouldn’t happen, but when there’s a strange phenomenon going on, this happens sometimes. And the Hungry Ogre outbreak counts as one.


  Some of the Hungry Ogres led and commanded other monsters in the area and formed a group. The monsters are treated horribly, though.


  If the Hungry Ogres get hungry, they get eaten. If they run, they get killed and then eaten. And unfortunately for the local monsters, Hungry Ogres are voracious. I suspect that more than half the reason why monsters are getting out of the forest is that they don’t want to be part of the Hungry Ogres’ emergency rations.


  「Alright. Let’s do this.」


  I carefully moved closer to the group so the Hungry Ogre doesn’t see me. In this case, the Hungry Ogre’s lackeys will get used as decoys. If I killed that decoy and showed my strength, the Hungry Ogre will escape.


  So I need to take some measures.


  「Oops.」


  As I was inching closer, the Vampire Bats spotted me. They can fly so they have incredible scouting abilities.


  The Vampire Bats screeched as soon as they saw me. I’m guessing they’re saying something like “We found food!”.


  Upon hearing their cries, the Wolves and Wild Scissors gathered around as well. They sure are passionate about their jobs when they’re just gonna get eaten anyway. If the Hungry Ogre does eat me here, its hunger will only get delayed. They will still get devoured later.


  And so I ran.


  「No! Go away!」


  I cried while I sprinted away with the monsters hot on my tail. It goes without saying, but monsters are faster than humans. They caught up in no time, but I still ran while deftly dodging their attacks.


  The monsters howled and shrieked in rage as they chased me. They were probably getting pissed because they couldn’t catch someone who’s just running about and unable to strike back. That goes the same for the Hungry Ogre.


  「Gaaaaahhh! Goooaaaaahhh!」


  While it looked like it was just screaming in fury, it was actually giving out orders. The monsters that simply chased haphazardly gradually moved to surround me.


  And my only escape route was in the direction of the Hungry Ogre. The monsters were trying to lead me to their leader.


  「H-Help me!」I cried while running straight to the Hungry Ogre.


  Seeing me dashing to him, the Hungry Ogre waited ecstatically for me. The moment I was before its eyes, it tried to swing its hands at me. But what he grabbed was a Wild Scissor that was trying to corner me from behind. The fool failed to get out of the way. I dodged the Hungry Ogre’s attack and quickly moved behind him.


  The Hungry Ogre lost sight of me and grunted in confusion. It clearly didn’t expect that I wanted to kill him. It was written all over his face. Understandable. The prey he thought he had completely cornered escaped his grasp.


  「Flame Circle.」


  Since they tried to corner me, all the monsters were gathered near the Hungry Ogre. Now I can take them all out in one attack. Mana is an important resource so I wanted to kill them all at the same time.


  Enveloped in flames, the monsters shrieked and howled in agony. I shot Sticky Bombs at the ones that tried get out of the flames to hold them in place. None will be left alive.


  Delivering a final blow will only reduce my mana, so I waited for them to be roasted. Fire magic has incredible power for its low mana cost. It’s very convenient to have, so long as you’re careful not to start a fire.


  「Gaaaaahh.. gahhh.」


  As I watched the monsters burn, the Hungry Ogre collapsed. The rest of the monsters were weaker so they were all wiped out. Though something’s off…


  「They’re quite tough…」


  As soon as they were caught in the Flame Circle, the Hungry Ogre’s underlings should’ve died right away. But it looked like the monsters were able to withstand the flames a bit.


  Chapter 64 – There Were Even More Requests Now


  I haven’t heard of a Hungry Ogre’s followers getting stronger. There’s probably something that caused it. Maybe it has something to do with the high number of casualties in the area.


  I proceeded to collect the monster parts that would serve as proof of my kill.


  「Doesn’t look like their boss is an Emperor Ogre.」


  A monster’s strength varies even among the same species. They could be weak or strong. And the one I killed was quite strong.


  When an Emperor Ogre shows up, an incredible number of Hungry Ogres appear too, so the stronger ones command the weaker ones. Seeing as a strong Hungry Ogre is leading Wolves and such, the Boss is probably a King Ogre. I’m curious as to why the Hungry Ogre’s followers were stronger than normal. But so long as an Emperor Ogre doesn’t show up, taking them out should be easy.


  「On to the next. Magic Search.」


  Although baffled about the strangeness of the situation, I surveyed my surroundings to look for my next target. There’s tons of requests available, so I should just hunt as many as I can.


  A few hours later.
 I stowed away the monsters I killed into my Magic Storage and headed back to the guild. If I submitted all of them, I’ll definitely draw some attention.


  「Well, Mylia did say I should stand out a bit.」


  The inferior job classes are treated coldly by the guild. It’s even worse for Novices who can’t get promoted under normal circumstances.


  But if I stand out a bit, I can get promoted by authority of the guild branch managers. I want to do something about this rule someday, but right now I just have to go up the ranks somehow.


  It’s hard to gauge how much is “standing out a bit”. But since there’s no A-rank among the monsters I killed, I shouldn’t stand out too much. So I’ll just submit them all.


  I opened the door to the guild…


  「Ugh.」


  The moment I opened the door, request forms landed on top of my head. It looks like more and more requests were issued while I was gone and with no space, they made it all the way to the door.


  「Come on. This is just ridiculous.」I muttered as I sauntered toward the counter.


  I went hunting well into the night so there were no other adventurers around.


  「Ah… I’m sorry! Posting them above the door was probably going too far.」the staff said as she took the requests and piled them on top of a desk.


  It seems she gave up on the idea of posting requests on the walls. A wise decision. I took down a lot of monsters. I wonder if it’ll help reduce this massive amount of requests.


  I made my way to the counter.


  「I want to submit my report. 」


  「Thank you! Did you bring proof of your kills?」


  「Yeah.」I said, taking out a Wolf’s fang from my『Dimension Storage』.


  Dimension Storage is one of the basic Skills learned by spellcaster-type job classes. Items can be stored in a different dimension so you won’t have to carry around heavy luggage.


  There are limitations like what kind of item you can store inside and its maximum capacity so it’s not exactly all-purpose. But monster parts don’t spoil inside plus it doesn’t get in the way of your hunt. It’s a priceless Skill in this world.


  Bringing out a huge monster will only get in the way, so I’ll start selling the smaller ones first. Wolves can’t even fit on the counter. One by one I took out monster parts from the storage…


  「Umm, where are all those parts coming from?」


  The receptionist looked bewildered as she watched me bring out the materials. Now that I think about it, this one wasn’t included in the list of Skills that the guild is aware of. I suppose it’s all right to explain it. It’s a basic Skill anyway.


  「It’s a Skill called Dimension Storage. You can store items in a different dimension.」


  「S-Such a Skill exists?! You can keep on hunting without carrying anything!」


  「Yeah. It has some limitations, though. A fairly high-levelled Wizard should be able to use it.」


  Wizards and Sages can learn Dimension Storage. It wasn’t important in BBO, but it could be a convenient Skill in this world.


  「I’ve never heard of that Skill before! I’m sure it’s not in the guild’s database either. How much can you store inside?」


  「Hmm… It’s a bit difficult to explain, but a lot I guess. It can fit fifty-two Hungry Ogres inside, at least.」


  A Dimension Storage’s capacity can’t be calculated by simple weight and volume. You can store a lot of weaker monster materials for starters. But you can’t store the same number of materials from stronger monsters. There’s actually a formula for it in BBO, but computing is a pain and there’s lots of items here not found in the game. So teaching the formula is pointless.


  「Fifty-two Hungry Ogres?!」


  The receptionist jumped to her feet. She clearly didn’t expect that many.


  「Uhh… you mean just their body parts that serve as proof of their kill, right?」


  「No, I meant their whole body. They looked valuable. It would’ve been a waste to just leave them.」I said, dragging out a Hungry Ogre’s arm from the storage.


  「I-Is that… the arm of a Hungry Ogre?!」


  「Yeah. I stuffed its whole body in. But I can’t take it out here. There’s not enough space.」


  Hungry Ogres are humungous. If I take them out here, I’ll fill up the whole guild. The guild has a warehouse where they keep materials, so I can probably take them out there. In any case, if I want to sell them over the counter, I would have to dissect their bodies.


  The receptionist just stared blankly and muttered.


  「I, uhh, have no idea what’s what anymore… Can I call the branch manager?」


  Chapter 65 – Dimension Storage was Well-Received


  「I just need requests processed. Do you need the manager for that?」


  「There’s just too much new information. I don’t know what to do. I can’t handle a Hungry Ogre bulk purchase either.」she said as she disappeared into the back.


  Hmm… for some reason every time I visit a guild, I end up seeing the branch manager. Well, Mylia did say that if I want to get promoted I should stand out a bit. So this should be fine.


  A few minutes later.
 The manager showed up, out of breath.


  「Adventurer Eld, are you around?!」


  「Yeah. I’m right here.」


  「This is the discovery of a century! It’s extraordinary!」


  He scampered toward me, storing and bringing out his pen from another dimension. It looks like he already understands how to use the Dimension Storage.


  「By discovery of a century, you mean the Dimension Storage?」


  「What else?! With this Skill, you can hunt monsters for hours without worrying about luggage!」


  「Yeah, that’s right. It’s a convenient Skill to have.」


  「It’s way more than just convenient! This spell is revolutionary! Change is coming to the world of adventurers!」


  Then he suddenly turned serious.


  「Can I report this Skill to the guild?」he asked.


  「What will happen if you do?」


  Dimension Storage is a convenient Skill that’s not even used for combat. But if it spreads, hunting will be much more efficient for adventurers. I’d be upset if it gets reported and I get nothing.


  「First, you’ll receive a hefty reward from the guild. The computation for the amount will probably take years. For an extraordinary new Skill like this, it would be at least one billion.」


  Oh. One billion just for informing them of a basic Skill? Talk about profitable. That’s too much for a reward.


  「How will you handle the Skill?」


  「Once the guild has verified the Skill’s capabilities, it’ll be added to the public Skill list. If side effects are discovered at this point, you won’t be held accountable so don’t worry.」


  I see. So I can make billions without any risk.


  「All right. Please submit the report.」


  It’s not like I’ll lose anything if knowledge of this Skill gets disseminated. I also don’t want to be met with surprise every time I use it at a guild.


  Plus if it gives more power to the guild, it’ll be easier to deal with the likes of the Garden of Despair. Two birds with one stone.


  「Very well. Thank you. Anyway, discovering a new Skill is incredible. I can see why you’re rank D when you’re only a Novice… Wait, a Novice?」


  The manager noticed that something was off.


  「Why can a Novice like you use a magic spell?」


  Dimension Storage is a Skill common to both a Wizard and a Sage. It wouldn’t be strange for a Sage to use it at all. But since this world does not know about the Sage class, I’m treated as a Novice (a beginner).


  Perhaps this is my chance. Maybe he can make me a Wizard. The determination of a job class can only be done through the Job Class Gem and nothing else. But someone important like a guild branch manager might be able to make an exception.


  「I’m only a treated like a Novice because of the Job Class Gem. I’m actually a Wizard.」


  「Treated like a Novice? The gem didn’t glow?」


  「Yeah. But I can use a Wizard’s spell. Can you somehow make me a Wizard instead?」


  He mulled it over. After a while he looked at me with a serious expression.


  「Unfortunately, registration of your job class can only be done through the Job Class Gem. It wasn’t like that a long time ago.」


  「So it can’t be done now?」


  「Yes. Ever since the era of Cardinal Georgis, rules regarding job classes have been strict. The inferior job class Hero for example was actually under the Warrior class before.」


  I see. Cardinal Georgis… I’ve heard that name before.


  If I recall correctly, that’s the name of the guy who started persecuting the advanced job classes and called them the inferior job classes instead. If the man behind this persecution is someone more important than a guild branch manager, it will be difficult to rework the job class system.


  「I’m sorry I can’t do anything to help.」


  「No, it’s not your fault. I was the one asking to do the unreasonable. I’ll work on this problem myself.」


  Based on what he’s said, I can probably rework the class system, designating the inferior job classes as advanced classes once again, once I’ve dealt with this Cardinal Georgis dude. If I keep racking up achievements, I might get to see the guy.


  Depending on his reaction, I might “abuse” the knowledge I acquired in BBO to the max. I can’t wait to meet him.


  「…I’m sorry. But I can at least get you promoted to rank C.」


  「You mean a recommendation?」


  I think my promotion to rank C is pending approval. I haven’t heard anything about it after the recommendation was sent… Has there been progress?


  「Yes. The endorsements of three different branch managers are needed for your promotion. You already have two. First is from Desire’s branch manager and the second is from the royal capital guild’s branch manager. It’s unusual for the royal capital branch manager to get involved in a promotion. What did you do?」


  It sounds like the royal capital’s branch manager approved my promotion as well. I haven’t met him so I have no idea why he gave his approval. Maybe Myna pulled some strings.


  In any case, I’ll gladly accept my promotion. I’m having a hard time selling monster materials with my current rank.


  Chapter 66 – The Guild’s Warehouse was Huge


  「That’s great. I wanted to get promoted quick.」


  「I know. Rumors say rank C is not even enough for you and you’re aiming for higher. This whole system of rank discrimination against other job classes should just be abolished.」he muttered.


  In that moment, he looked as if he just said something he shouldn’t have.


  「Please don’t tell any important guild personnel I said that. I’ll get fired.」he asked, embarrassed.


  「Sure thing.」


  It looks like objecting to the ranking system is enough to get a branch manager fired. That’s valuable information in itself.


  「Thank you. If there’s a pretext, I can ask headquarters to promote you to rank B. Do you have anything in mind?」


  「Let’s see… What about killing Hungry Ogres?」


  We’ve been talking about the Dimension Storage for a while. But I didn’t come here to teach them the Skill. We strayed off topic as I was taking out the monster materials I gathered. I came here to submit my report about the request I took.


  「Killing Hungry Ogres, huh… Solo killing them is quite an achievement, yes. But I don’t think it’s good enough for a special promotion. By the way, how many did you kill?」


  「Fifty-two.」


  The manager’s eyes widened.


  「Fifty-two?! Are you sure it’s not just two?!」


  「It’s fifty-two all right. I killed them while carefully saving mana.」


  There’s no convenient way to restore mana in this world. So economizing mana becomes necessary when hunting many monsters.


  「This goes way beyond just how you conserved your mana! Are you sure you didn’t inflate the numbers?」


  「I counted them properly. Well I’d say there’s a margin of error of one or two.」


  「That’s not what I meant. Well, whatever. We’ll know once we count them all. Please bring out their corpses.」


  「There’s not enough space here. Hungry Ogres are huge.」


  Hungry Ogres are around three meters tall. I can’t carry them easily like a Wolf’s fang. Placing them at the counter is out of the question too.


  「Good point. I’ll take you to the warehouse. The purchase will be done there.」


  ◇


  A few moments later.
 I was taken to the guild’s warehouse.


  「I heard it was big, but this is incredible.」


  The warehouse was way bigger than where I usually go to submit my report. There were piles of food, monster materials, and medicinal plants all over the place.


  「It has to be this huge in case of unusual situations. Like for example, when lots of Hungry Ogres are brought to us.」he said, surveying the interior of the warehouse.


  Finding a spacious spot, he gestured for me to follow him.


  「This should do. Please bring out all the materials you gathered.」


  Unlike earlier, I don’t have to worry about space. Taking them out from another dimension, I dropped all the materials to the floor directly.


  Fifty-two Hungry Ogres. I haven’t counted how many of the other monsters I killed but I’m guessing it’s around five hundred. Approximately half of them were the Hungry Ogre’s followers.


  Chapter 67 – More Reason to Kill Monsters


  「Wh-What’s going on here?!」


  「I just took out the materials, that’s all.」


  「That’s not what I’m asking… Now it looks like there might actually be fifty-two Hungry Ogres here!」


  It sounds like he didn’t believe me when I said I killed fifty-two Hungry Ogres. It’s better if I just actually showed him.


  「Yeah. You want to count them?」


  「I’ll count the Hungry Ogres at least.」


  And so he started counting the Hungry Ogres. He still had that skeptical look on his face… but with the evidence before him, he had no other choice but to accept I was telling the truth. And a few minutes later.


  「Th-There’s fifty-two Hungry Ogres. It’s five million per ogre so the total reward is 260 million gils.」he said in blank amazement after counting them.


  It looks like I counted right.


  「How about the other monsters?」


  「There’s too many. I can’t possibly compute them all on my own. I’ll ask the guild to work on it later.」


  「All right.」


  Silence.
 After a bit, the manager turned to me and bowed.


  「On behalf of the whole region, thank you for killing all these monsters. I’ll personally recommend your promotion to rank B to headquarters. A Novice’s promotion to rank B will take time before it’s approved, though.」


  It seems he’s going to submit a recommendation for my promotion to rank B. I feel like this Cardinal Georgis dude might butt in. But anyway I just have to gratefully accept the recommendation.


  「And one more thing… If it’s all right with you, will you kill a lot more monsters in this town?」


  「You don’t have to ask. That was my plan all along. Is the damage really that bad?」


  If the number of monsters increased, so will the number of requests. But there’s something about how he said the words. Like there’s a different reason as to why he asked me that.


  「Well the monsters are wreaking havoc… but that’s the not the real problem. It’s the Migration Plan.」


  「Migration Plan?」


  「Yes. Abandon Elias and move to a place with few monsters. Not one resident wants to go, though.」


  I see. Taking shelter away from the monsters. But…


  「What do you mean no one wants to go?」


  「They literally just don’t want to. The Migration Plan is for the benefit of the nobles in the royal capital.」


  「…Benefit of the nobles?」


  「Yes. Elias is built on Count Meigis’ land. The people who hate him use monsters as an excuse to decrease his territory.」


  I see. So the monsters are being used as tools for political warfare.


  The residents don’t want to abandon the town from a monster outbreak that will eventually die down as time goes by. Agriculture is thriving in this world and migrating would mean cultivating new lands.


  「Do people hate this Meigis guy?」


  「He’s loved by the people. But nobles from the main faction despise him, especially Cardinal Georgis.」


  Cardinal Georgis again… His name keeps on coming up.


  「Why do they despise him?」


  「He opposed the discrimination against inferior job classes. He was not the only noble opposed to it; there were quite a number of them. But Count Meigis’ methods drew significant attention.」


  「…Drew attention?」


  「Yes. He gathered those people with inferior job classes that the country persecuted and tried to give them work that matched their abilities.」


  Hmm, yes. He would definitely draw attention if he gathered people from all over the country. And he became a target for Cardinal Georgis who pushed for the persecution of the inferior job classes.


  In that case, Count Meigis could make for a great ally. It will take time before Mylia becomes a noble. Having a few noble friends will make it easier to move around. Making the manager owe me a favour would be the best move here.


  「…I understand the situation now. I’ll do my best so the residents won’t have to leave town.」


  「Thank you. Word from the government is that the migration will be called off if enough monsters are killed. We would be grateful if you could take out a lot of them.」


  「I’ll take my reward, of course. Also, if the Migration Plan is cancelled, can you introduce me to Count Meigis?」


  Just stopping the migration would be a waste. If I met with Count Meigis, I think I’ll be able to pull a few more strings. Yes. A few more strings…


  「Count Meigis?」


  「Yeah. I want to talk about the inferior job classes.」


  「Very well. I don’t know if he’ll want to see you, but I’ll help you out.」


  Good. It feels like we’ll actually get somewhere.


  I had no plans to interfere with politics myself… but if he’s on the side of the people with inferior job classes, we might get along.


  「Thanks. So now I just have to go around and kill monsters.」


  「Yes. I expect great news.」


  And just like that, I now had more reasons to kill monsters than just to gain exp and acquire valuable items.


  Chapter 68 – I Used Some Tricks to be More Efficient


  The next day.
 After receiving a total of over 300 million gils for my kills, I was out hunting once more.


  「I won’t make it in time if I go about this normally.」


  I tried to efficiently use my mana in hunting Hungry Ogres yesterday. But it would still take some time to take out all the Hungry Ogres with the same level of efficiency. So I have to cut my mana consumption even further.


  That said, I actually already made preparations yesterday. While I was hunting Hungry Ogres, I did a survey of the local geography. Knowing the land’s features will allow for a more efficient hunting.


  「Magic Search.」


  I entered the forest and used the spell. I then found a Hungry Ogre at the location I expected.


  There are comfortable and uncomfortable places for monsters. The comfortable locations would have lots of food or where they’re less likely to get attacked.


  And when you kill monsters in their comfortable spots, there will be another one in the same place the following day. Bearing in mind their nature, you can search for monsters more efficiently.


  「Aight, on to the next.」


  Yesterday, I would immediately attack once I spot one, but right now, I won’t. If I follow the same pattern as yesterday, I would end up killing the same number of monsters. If I can gather a few close together, I can take them down efficiently. Though it gets more risky.


  「This should do.」


  After finding seven Hungry Ogres as I was running around the forest, I stopped. Taking them out should be good enough for now. The King Ogre might show up if too many Hungry Ogres gathered around. Killing a single Hungry Ogre is easy, but facing several of them is quite rough.


  I activated my taunting spell in succession, baiting the Hungry Ogres, and moved to my destination. It’s a place with a cliff on one side and a river on the other.


  「Gaaaaaahhhh!」


  「Goooooaaaahhhhh!」


  When I made it to my destination, I saw the baited Hungry Ogres making a beeline for me, fuming in rage. They don’t like water so they’re charging forward while keeping a distance from the river. So basically they’re forced to clump up together.


  「Gwwooooaaahhhh!」


  「Gaaaaahhhh! Gaaaahhh!」


  The Hungry Ogres were running for me, seemingly fighting over the narrow path. It could’ve turned into an all-out brawl if they were monsters with low intelligence. But the Hungry Ogres are not dumb enough to actually just kill each other. Though even if they don’t, they will still meet the same fate.


  「Flame Circle.」


  Flames materialized in front of the running Hungry Ogres. Seething with fury, they quickly stopped in their tracks and started climbing the cliff. A move I was expecting.


  「Small Explosion.」


  I fired a basic Skill at the cliff they were climbing. Small Explosion is a small-scale explosion spell that consumes little mana and is also weak in terms of power. A normal cliff won’t crumble from something like this. But this cliff is different because I modified it a bit so that if I fired an explosion spell at a particular spot, it would easily crumble.


  The next moment, the cliff collapsed with a roaring rumble.


  Chapter 69 – An Unusual Situation


  The Hungry Ogres that tried to climb the cliff got caught in the collapse. They’re not weak enough to die from something like a rock slide though. It’s enough that I deal some damage and stop them in their tracks.


  I timed the explosion accordingly so the collapse will block their path of retreat. They’re not going anywhere now.


  「Flame Circle.」


  The spell roasted the cornered Hungry Ogres. I managed to kill seven Hungry Ogres with only two Flame Circles and a Small Explosion.


  Then, something caught my attention.


  「They seem tougher than last time.」


  The Hungry Ogres I killed yesterday were a bit tougher than the ones in BBO. But I chalked that up to being just one of the simple differences between this world and the game.


  But the Hungry Ogres today were tougher than yesterday. I can tell how much damage my attacks deal to a Hungry Ogre based on my BBO experience. Just off of that, it was clearl that the Hungry Ogre’s HP went up five percent since yesterday.


  Five percent is just that… five percent. A small number. But the problem is how they got stronger so quickly. Monsters don’t just get powerful all of a sudden without any reason. There has to be an explanation for their sudden increase in power.


  「The possible causes are a large-scale spell or a monster that can buff other monsters.」


  There are lots of ways to buff humans, but not a lot for monsters. The most common causes I can think of are either『Mana Saturation Calamity』, a large-scale spell that strengthens monsters in the area, or there’s a monster that powers up other monsters in the immediate environment. I would know right away if a spell like Mana Saturation Calamity has been used, so it’s probably the latter.


  However, only Boss-level monsters have Skills that buff other monsters. If such a monster is in this area, that would mean there are two Bosses here including the King Ogre. That makes this an abnormal situation.


  Normally, there would only be one Boss in one area. The only times there are two at once is when there’s been human interference. Something fishy is going on here.


  This doesn’t change what I have to do at the moment. I need to kill as many Hungry Ogres as possible to decrease their number.


  And kill the King Ogre as well. That’s my goal right now.


  It doesn’t matter if humans are butting in. I still want the Wisdom Stone from the King Ogre. Also if I keep killing monsters, I’ll effectively be hindering the plans of the guy who planted two Bosses in this region.


  「Let’s do this.」


  I started looking for my next target. There are still lots of geographical features I can use. I’m gonna hunt them all.


  ◇


  A few hours later.
 I used up all my MP hunting and was on my way back to Elias. As soon as I arrived, something was off. There were a lot more people out than usual and they all looked tense. I made my way to the guild and was met by the branch manager standing at the entrance.


  「Eld!」


  He called as soon as he saw me, his face indicating something bad had happened.


  「Did something happen? I got some Hungry Ogres for you.」


  「Thank you. By any chance, did you kill the Emperor Ogre as well while you were at it?」


  「You need careful planning to kill an Emperor Ogre. What, did something related to the Emperor Ogre happen?」


  Under normal circumstances, the number of Hungry Ogres in the forest means that the Boss is most definitely a King Ogre. But if there’s a second Boss in there that’s giving power to the Hungry Ogres, then it’s a different story.


  「Related to the Emperor Ogre? No, it’s about the migration.」


  「The number of monsters I killed wasn’t enough?」


  If I recall, whether the town will be abandoned depends on the number of monsters killed. Even the number of Hungry Ogres I killed yesterday was not enough?


  The branch manager looked annoyed and spoke.


  Chapter 70 – Something’s Fishy


  「No, it was enough. It should’ve been. But the government issued another condition.」


  「Another condition?」


  「To kill an A-rank monster, the Emperor Ogre. Apparently there’s an Emperor Ogre in the Great Forest of Elias and it’s the cause of the current situation. Unless it’s killed, the threat will not go away and the town will be forced to migrate. The deadline is seven days.」


  I see. Well, it makes sense. Considering the timing and the current situation… there’s something fishy going on.


  「How did the government find out that there’s an Emperor Ogre in the Great Forest of Elias?」


  「I don’t know. Maybe they sent a reconnaissance team. 」


  「An Emperor Ogre is no pushover. I don’t think a reconnaissance team can go in there and get out alive.」


  Hungry Ogres are very skilled at searching for enemies. Even if you approached them carefully, they’ll spot you easily. They’re quite fast on their feet as well, so an inexperienced adventurer is dead meat once he’s spotted.


  An Emperor Ogre is a powered-up version of a Hungry Ogre. Its enemy search range is pretty much the same as that of the latter, but its ability to see through hiding spells is way higher than that of a Hungry Ogre. Most concealment spells are useless against it.


  It goes without saying, but escaping after you’ve been spotted by it is next to impossible. Those who are experienced in fighting monsters like BBO players might be able to. But not in this world; it’s impossible. The people here treat Wolves, the weakest mobs in BBO, as a formidable foe.


  「Don’t you think it’s strange?」I asked.


  「I do. The time between the increase in casualties to when the government made their move is too short. There have been cases of migration due to monster attacks before. But none as quick as this.」


  「Maybe it was the Cardinal’s orders.」


  「No. It’s too fast still. The orders to evacuate the town arrived in less than five days since the monster attacks. Normally, it would take more time than that for the info to reach him in the first place.」


  Five days, huh? That’s too slow in Japan where there are phones. But in this world, it’s too fast. After all, you’d have to dispatch messengers to deliver information, or send messenger birds.


  Under these circumstances, Cardinal Georgis received the info about the monster attacks, put pressure on the kingdom and proposed an evacuation, and got the government’s approval all in just five days. He might have quite the authority but it’s still physically impossible.


  「It’s almost like the Cardinal knew when the Hungry Ogres will appear in the Great Forest of Elias and the monsters will go violent.」


  The manager was taken aback by my words.


  「Are you saying Cardinal Georgis plotted the monster attacks?」


  「It’s possible considering the circumstances. There’s no other explanation as to how the government moved so fast.」


  「But abnormal monster outbreaks are a natural phenomenon. Humans can’t cause them.」


  「Normally, yes… But there are people in this world that possess incomprehensible crafts.」


  A normal Skill can’t control monsters. The best one can do is make them sleep or angry. But in BBO, there were several incidents where monsters were manipulated to bring about disaster.


  There were events in the game where disasters were caused by methods a player can’t use. And then we were supposed to do something about it. One of the organizations that specialized in such monster manipulation was the Garden of Despair.


  「There were indeed incidents before where it was suspected that monsters were manipulated and used. But with no way to get proof, we never knew the truth. Are you saying that’s what’s going on here?」


  「Yeah. It’s highly possible.」I said as I tried to recall incidents in BBO.


  The Garden of Despair in the game and in this world are a bit different, but I might be able to know the methods they could use from my knowledge of the game.


  The biggest hint I have at the moment is the Emperor Ogre. Normally, when an Emperor Ogre appears, there would be a lot more Hungry Ogres than this. So I have to assume that they’re doing something to reduce their number.


  Reduce the number of Hungry Ogres and increase their HP at the same time. Make the monsters in the area violent and force them to appear frequently on the main roads.


  There’s only one kind of monster that can cause all this: An artificial monster called『Demon Venom』.


  Chapter 71 – The Government Can’t be Trusted


  「…If there’s really an Emperor Ogre in the forest, an artificial monster called a Demon Venom might be involved.」


  「Demon Venom? That sounds familiar.」the manager said, tilting his head, puzzled.


  Huh. So even in a world with underdeveloped magical craft, they know the name of an artificial monster. I sense some curious circumstances.


  「You’ve heard of the Demon Venom?」


  「Yes. Once when we destroyed a base of this dangerous criminal organization – rules bar me from mentioning their name – we found the term Demon Venom in their documents. Though we never knew what it meant.」


  I see. A criminal organization. Just like in the game, this world’s criminal organization is more technologically advanced than the guild. Wait a sec…


  「By criminal organization, do you mean the Garden of Despair?」


  「Wha–」


  The manager froze in astonishment. It seems I hit the mark.


  「Where’d you hear that name?」


  「I ran into them one time. I did take them out, though. It was then that I got the name.」


  「You took out the Garden of Despair…? Were you in a party with high-ranking adventurers then?」


  「Nope. I was alone. I did lose most of my pursuers and actually only fought one of their guys.」


  I recalled the time I fought the Garden of Despair’s assassin. If more members as strong as that guy grouped up to take me out, it would’ve been a gruelling battle.


  「So you gave your pursuers the slip, fought one-on-one and won? That explains why you’re strong.」


  His tone suggested the Garden of Despair’s assassins were awfully feared. I couldn’t blame them. If they got hit by that surprise attack (a poisoned knife, in my case), I don’t think even high-ranked adventurers have a way out of the situation. If there were several adventurers, even if one got hit by the knife, the rest can still deal with it somehow.


  「How does the guild view the Garden of Despair?」


  「A criminal organization with incredibly strong fighters and unknown technology. We don’t know any specifics. We acquired significant information about them when we seized one of their bases. Or at least we would have. Due to a guild staff’s incompetence, most of the materials were lost in a fire. We ended up with only little info.」


  「Lost in a fire, huh… That sounds suspicious.」


  If they screwed up and the materials caught fire, they could’ve put it out right away and save most of them. But if most of the materials were lost in the fire, that means either no one was guarding them or the guard just watched as they burned.


  「Yeah. That staff was accused of being a spy and was executed. There could be others as well so even when talking with a guild personnel, it’s better to be careful in mentioning anything related to the Garden of Despair.」


  「Got it. In any case, you can verify that the term Demon Venom was indeed found in the Garden of Despair’s documents, correct?」


  「Yes. There’s no doubt about that.」


  Things are getting interesting. Maybe Cardinal Georgis and the Garden of Despair have a connection. If a key figure of the kingdom is working with the Garden of Despair, we can’t trust the government itself.


  「I have a general grasp of the situation now. Anyway, if I killed the Emperor Ogre, that will stop the evacuation, right?」


  「Yeah. Can you do it?」


  「If the Demon Venom is really the one behind the monsters’ sudden violence, I have a chance. But I hope you don’t hold it against me if I don’t kill it.」


  Normally an Emperor Ogre is not a monster I can kill with my current level. If I used the Demon Venom’s effect to my advantage, I have a chance of success, but even then it’s still pretty low. If it looks like I can’t win, I’ll just retreat.


  「If you have a chance, then please. I’ll do anything I can to help. Though the power of a guild branch manager in the sticks doesn’t amount to much.」


  「I’ll do what I can.」


  「Thank you. But know that if you killed the Emperor Ogre, Cardinal Georgis might have his eyes on you. I’m really grateful you want to take on the case, but are you sure about this?」


  I see. True, if I directly opposed the Cardinals plans, I might draw his attention. He might send a few assassins after me.


  Right now I have two choices: First is I stay low and live my life quietly so I don’t draw the Cardinal’s attention. This one’s probably the easiest and most comfortable. Second is I pick a fight with him and take him out. This one sounds fun but dangerous.


  So I only have to choose between the two… but I actually already made up my mind.


  Chapter 72 – They’re Not Hoping for Much


  「It’s okay. I imagine I’d have to duke it out with the Cardinal someday anyway.」


  It won’t matter if I tried to live my life quietly. If Cardinal Georgis is working with the Garden of Despair, anywhere within the kingdom is not safe. At the moment, the persecution towards inferior job classes is only to the extent of discrimination when it comes to promotion. But there’s no way a guy who works with the Garden of Despair will just let it end there. If Georgis seriously pushed for their persecution, their very lives might be in danger.


  The Garden of Despair is more dangerous. If they penetrate the government and can operate freely, they can cause large-scale disasters all they want.


  If that happens, it’ll be too late. It would be all right if they still want to use the kingdom for their goals… but they could cause a disaster on a whim, and this kingdom will be annihilated the next day.


  Even if you escaped outside the kingdom, a disaster that big will still destroy you along with the place. One thing to do is just escape anyway and pray that the Garden of Despair won’t conquer the kingdom…


  But instead of living a life in which I can just perish anytime, I’d rather fight and settle things once and for all.


  Now normally, a regular adventurer picking a fight with a kingdom’s key figure would be nothing short of reckless, but I have the immense knowledge I’ve acquired in BBO. Plus it doesn’t look like everyone in the kingdom is on his side.


  「…Thank you.」


  「Well, I’ll do what I can. In exchange, if things work out fine, you have to introduce me to Count Meigis.」


  「Leave it to me. Is there anything else I can help with?」


  Good question.
 I don’t think I can count on the guild’s adventurers help in fighting an Emperor Ogre. I did spot something useful in the guild’s warehouse.


  「Can I have some monster oil?」


  「Oil?」


  The manager stared at me blankly. When he said “help”, he probably expected more than just being asked for oil.


  「I don’t care about the quality. I just need lots of oil. That, and permission to start a forest fire.」


  「A forest fire… Don’t tell me…」


  「That’s right. I’m gonna burn them to death.」


  There are other ways to start a fire besides using magic spells. A tree will burn if it’s set on fire and it’s also possible to start a wildfire. It’s not something you do under normal circumstances though. It’ll only cause trouble for the public.


  「Can monsters even die in a forest fire?」


  「Normally, no. They’ll just escape. The fire is simply to help with my plan. I need to take out as many monsters as possible with the limited mana I have.」


  「…I understand. If that’s necessary, then I’ll take measures as well. Just wait until tomorrow. I need to issue a notice so other adventurers don’t enter the forest.」


  「All right. Thanks.」


  ◇


  The next day.
 An order has been issued to the adventurers to evacuate the Great Forest of Elias and forbidding them from entering it as well. Not like it was really necessary. Those who planned on entering were long gone.


  「Alright, time to go.」


  After checking the directive, I left the guild. Incidentally, the remaining requests were sorted by the guild staff and consolidated them all into a “Kill Any Monster” request.


  So you get a reward by simply killing monsters. The rewards seem to have gone up a bit compared to yesterday. I wonder if the manager did that for me.


  「Why do we have to stay away from the forest?」


  「Sure, there are strong monsters in that place, but isn’t this going too far?」


  「If it’s orders from the government, there’s nothing we can do about it.」


  The residents were getting ready for the migration as if already expecting the town to be abandoned. They should be aware that they won’t have to go anywhere if the Emperor Ogre is killed…


  「We don’t have to escape if this Emperor whatever is killed, right? Maybe the adventurers can do something about it.」


  「Like hell they can. An Emperor Ogre is one of the stronger A-rank monsters. I don’t think anyone’s managed to kill one before.」


  「Oof. It’s impossible then. I heard the Flame Spear has been outstanding lately. I wonder if she can take care of it.」


  Ahuh. Looks like they’re not hoping for much. There’s barely any adventurers who would enter the forest recently anyway so asking them to have hope is simply unreasonable. Even with ten Mylias, they still wouldn’t be able to kill an Emperor Ogre anyway.


  Chapter 73 – I Gathered Them Up


  I entered the Great Forest of Elia. It seemed it had not rained lately as the plants and trees were a bit dry.


  「These will burn well.」I muttered, surveying my surroundings.


  There were barely any monsters around the entrance to the forest since I killed a lot yesterday. I’m just glad there won’t be a bunch of them appearing, I thought as I activated a spell.


  「Wind Walk.」


  Then the scenery around me blurred past at an incredible speed. Actually, it was me that was moving.


  Wind Walk is one of the Skills of a Sage. It’s a wind-type spell that allows one to move at high speeds momentarily.


  A difficult spell to master, one small mistake might send you crashing into a tree. But it’s a very convenient spell depending on how you use it. It requires level 20 to be learned. After killing the Heaven-Rending Lightning Dragon, I got some levels and I was able to learn it. This spell will play a huge part in today’s hunt.


  「Magic Search.」


  I surveyed my surroundings and barely found any monsters in the area. Not even one Hungry Ogre. They’ve probably learned that this place was dangerous after a bunch of their kind were killed. I won’t be able to gather a lot of them here. I’m going to have to go further into the forest today.


  「Magic Search. …There you are.」


  After going in a bit further, I found almost thirty Hungry Ogres with my Magic Search. I guess there are still a lot of them in the forest, with the exception of the entrance.


  My last target is their Boss, the Emperor Ogre. I need to reduce the number of Hungry Ogres first, though. Otherwise, it will be a rough battle having to fight them both at the same time. Even against the lower ranked King Ogre, fighting will be hard if it groups up with Hungry Ogres. I can manage against ten or twenty of them, but there’s still hundreds.


  「Magic Taunt. Magic Taunt. Magic Taunt.」


  After sprinkling oil on the ground, I moved through the forest while using Magic Taunt, baiting the Hungry Ogres. For the farther ones, I used Wind Walk to get closer before taunting them. I don’t have to avoid causing a forest fire today so let’s light things up.


  「Gaaaahhhh!」


  「「「Gooooaaaahhhh!」」」


  A while after using my spell, the Hungry Ogres started gathering around. Seeing thirty of them together is quite the scene. If I fought them head-on, I’d quickly get overpowered by their numbers. To avoid that, I made some preparations.


  「Flame Pillar.」


  They inched closer and closer to me, and at just the right distance, I set fire to the oil. Flames ran across the forest floor. Oil burns faster than trees so the flames traced the oil as they spread further.


  「「「「Gaaaaaaahhhh!」」」」


  The Hungry Ogres started running while avoiding the flames. But Magic Taunt is nothing to sneeze at. It won’t let them forget their rage that easily. As a result, they clumped up together on the path that would lead them to me, all the while staying away from the flames.


  There was only one path – the shortest – that led straight to me where they could also avoid the flames. Of course, this was all part of the plan. Hungry Ogres have high intelligence. And as such, it’s easier to influence their moves compared to other monsters.


  「Flame Circle.」


  Gathering enemies in a small space is one of the basics of hunting several targets. It holds true whether you use fire or the local geography.


  I used Flame Circle to block the Hungry Ogres’ path. At the same time, flames also roared behind them. With this, they’re now completely surrounded in flames.


  Grunting in confusion, the cornered Hungry Ogres desperately searched for an escape route. If left alone, they’ll probably mow down the burning trees to force their way through. With their large build, if they tried to do that, they’ll receive damage from the flames but they won’t die.


  Chapter 74 – I Received Permission to go Ham


  So I waited on a spot where the flames weren’t that strong. They had a few paths to choose where they could push their way through; areas with less oil so the flames weren’t spreading as fast.


  If they see me in one of these areas, the Hungry Ogres will surely choose that path to get to me.


  「Gaaaaahhhhh!」


  「Goooaaaahhhhh!」


  「Gii… Giiaaahh!」


  Surrounded by roaring flames, they started fighting among each other, exchanging blows. They were probably deciding who goes first.


  Shortly after, the fighting stopped. The Hungry Ogres formed ranks and started charging at me, clumping up so that after those in the front fanned the flames away, the ones that followed will not receive as much damage.


  As if I’d let them have their way.


  「……Gah?」


  A Hungry Ogre plunged into the fire and fell flat on its face after stepping on the Sticky Bombs I planted on the ground beforehand.


  「Gaaaaaahhh! ..Gah? Gwooah?」


  Collapsed, it let out a confused grunt as it tried to use its arms to get up. Its arms were stuck on the ground. I put some Sticky Bombs on there as well, after all.


  「「「「「「Goooaaaahhhh!」」」」」」


  Before I knew it, the rest of them were in the same dire strait. Tied down to the earth amidst the roaring flames, the Hungry Ogres writhed in agony as their whole body burned.


  That’s right. The path straight to me was strewn with Sticky Bombs.


  Sticky Bomb doesn’t deal any direct damage and has extremely low MP cost. As such, it’s very useful for use as traps by scattering them around. Though highly intelligent monsters like the Hungry Ogre won’t fall for it unless they’re hidden; like what I did, covering them in flames.


  「Sticky Bomb… Ouch!」


  I made sure to add more so they won’t escape. The flames were starting to spread to where I was. I need to get away soon or I’ll be swallowed by the flames as well.


  「Blood Poison.」


  For good measure, I cast poison magic on the Hungry Ogres so they don’t survive before making my escape. As I distanced myself from the flames…


  「Anti-Flame.」


  I cast a fire resistance spell on the immediate environment. It’s a spell usually used when facing fire-type monsters but it might work to stop the forest fire from spreading farther. The combustible forest is an important resource I need to kill monsters while consuming as little mana as possible so I want to leave as much of it unharmed as possible.


  「Alright, on to the next ones.」


  After verifying that the fire resistance spell was indeed working, I proceeded to search for my next target. With this method, I can conserve mana. For now, I’ll just reduce their number as much as I can.


  ◇


  Four days later.


  Luggage filled the town. It seems despite the townspeople’s complaints, they made preparations for the evacuation. While all this was going on, I kept on hunting Hungry Ogres, pushing them on the brink of annihilation. I’ve earned over two billion so far from the rewards.


  「You’ve killed an incredible number of Hungry Ogres… What about the Emperor Ogre? You think you can kill it?」


  I was about to go out on another hunt when the branch manager asked me a question. He’s been awfully busy lately — mostly from dealing with the evacuation and asking for funds for my reward — but he never fails to inform me in the morning about the situation in town and the government.


  For now, there doesn’t seem to be any significant move from Cardinal Georgis. They probably didn’t take into account my interference. His office is far from here so unless he knew about it beforehand, he wouldn’t be able to respond quickly.


  「I’m going to try to take on the Emperor Ogre today. There might be quite a huge forest fire. Will that be okay?」


  「Yes. We’ve cleared the forest of people. Don’t worry about us and go wild.」


  「Got it.」


  With that, I made my way out of town. I’ve got tons of oil that I received from the guild in my Magic Storage. I used the trees as fuel when killing Hungry Ogres so I could save as much oil as possible… all for today.


  The Demon Venom lets the monsters in its surroundings die and extracts their mana to empower surviving monsters. That special ability gives it a weakness… but just striking at that weakness won’t kill the Emperor Ogre. I won’t have much advantage fighting head-on so I’ll have to use a few backdoor methods.


  Chapter 75 – I Tried Burning Them for Starters


  After a while, I got close to where the Emperor Ogre was.


  「Magic Search.」


  I activated my search spell and detected a remarkably huge magical reaction. It was the Emperor Ogre.


  It had ten Hungry Ogre followers. I’ve already confirmed that there weren’t any more in the immediate vicinity. So I only have to fight the Emperor Ogre and its lackeys.


  「Aight, time for a fun digging.」I muttered as I moved away from them.


  Next, I dug a shallow hole and filled it with oil. No being stingy this time, not unlike the times I fought the other Hungry Ogres. I used the trees as my main source of fuel then, but now I’m going to set the oil directly on fire to completely burn them to their bones. After all, I’m against an Emperor Ogre, one of the stronger A-rank monsters.


  「That’s one down. On to the next.」


  This time there was no guarantee I could lure it into a trap. Even if I did, I might mess up the timing on setting the oil on fire and the Emperor Ogre could escape. So I’ll set a few more traps. Once the fighting starts, this whole place will become hell.


  ◇


  「That should do it.」


  After setting up three traps, I checked to see if they were hidden. Any more and I’d have to put less oil in the holes causing my plan to backfire. Three should be just enough.


  But if I baited them straight here, the smell of the oil will give it away. I used way more oil than ever before, after all. Even a human like me can smell it.


  Which is why…


  「Flame Circle.」


  I relocated a bit and set the mountain on fire. Then I threw oil on the flames. With this, the whole place will be filled with the oil-smelling smoke. My traps shouldn’t be noticed that easily.


  The preparations are complete. Now it’s time to fight.


  「Magic Taunt!」


  At a distance, I used my taunting spell on the Emperor Ogre. I only have to bait the Boss; the rest of them will follow on their own.


  「Gigoooaaaaahhh! Goooooaaaaaahhhhhhhhhhh!」


  A few moments after using the taunting spell, the trees shook as a deafening roar rolled through the forest. There was quite the distance between me and the Emperor Ogre but I could feel my ears splitting.


  「I might need something for its roar.」


  I stuffed a piece of cloth I had with me into my ears. A makeshift earplug. It’s better than nothing.


  As I was making my preparations, I spotted a huge monster more than twice as big as a normal Hungry Ogre. It was no doubt the Emperor Ogre. So the info from the government was accurate.


  「Armor Melt Acid.」


  I cast an armor reduction spell on the Emperor Ogre.


  「Gigooooaaaaahhhh!」


  A few seconds later, its rage-filled scream reverberated across the forest. It seems the spell hit. Its huge build makes it an easy target even at a distance.


  「Wind Walk.」


  Watching their movements, I distanced myself farther using my Wind Walk. All the while I tried to lure the Emperor Ogre to one of my traps. Then it started charging straight at me.


  「Looks like it doesn’t suspect anything yet. 」


  For the Emperor Ogre, the smell of monster oil is the smell of prey. It probably didn’t feel the need to be cautious.


  With my eyes fixed on the incoming Emperor Ogre and Hungry Ogres, I set the oil on fire.


  Chapter 76 – I Managed to Kill the Weaklings


  「Flame Circle!」


  As soon as I cast the spell, the oil I stored in the ground ignited. Flames spread in the blink of an eye, engulfing the spot where Emperor Ogre and its lackeys were.


  「「「Goooooooooaaaaahhhhh!」」」


  Covered in flames, the Hungry Ogres howled in agony. Tons of oil have been lit. The heat flames produced were way more ferocious than back when I fought the other Hungry Ogres.


  「Sticky Bomb! Sticky Bomb!」


  I shot Sticky Bombs at the Hungry Ogres feet to prevent them from running away. I didn’t plant them beforehand like last time because the Emperor might notice and avoid them.


  By the time the Hungry Ogres were all dead, I immediately sensed danger and jumped to the side. A second later, a rock as huge as my head, shot straight past where I was a moment ago at an incredible speed.


  I would’ve been dead meat if I didn’t move. He prioritized attacking me instead of running away. He’s got guts.


  「Of course it won’t go that easily.」


  I glanced at the direction the rock came from and there, in the roaring flames, the Emperor Ogre stood, seething with rage. The flames seemed to be doing their work, but not enough to kill it.


  In the first place, only its legs were on fire. Its body was too big to kill with just the flames on the ground. A Hungry Ogre, on the other hand, can get its whole body swallowed by the fire.


  A thunderous roar filled with rage rang throughout the forest. The Emperor Ogre was furious after seeing its friends get killed. Its eyes glistened with bloodlust. He was fully prepared.


  「That’s right. Get over here… if you can!」


  The Emperor Ogre was stuck on the ground with Sticky Bombs as well, and even now, pools of oil burned at its feet.


  Unlike the Hungry Ogres, the flames weren’t enough to kill the Emperor Ogre, but he was still taking damage. Its legs, red and awfully seared by the flames with a few spots charred black, was proof of that.


  「Gii… goooaaaahhhh!」


  As I was regarding it, the Emperor Ogre pulled its legs off the ground along with the earth. It seems the Sticky Bombs were tougher than the ground. I actually chose a spot with hard-packed dirt but I suppose the oil loosened it.


  This was all within expectation, though. I was also focused on killing the Hungry Ogres that I didn’t use enough Sticky Bombs on the Emperor Ogre.


  「Gigwoooaaaaahhhhh!」


  The Emperor Ogre started dashing towards me, fuming with rage. But the path it took was a little off the shortest route.


  It’s apparently learned that the shortest route was dangerous. Still, if it chooses to come to me, I can still lure it somewhere.


  So I ran―


  「Wind Run!」


  And used Wind Run part way to jump back.


  The Emperor Ogre sprinted, pretending to swing its arms as if for running, but it actually threw a rock at me. Just throwing stones might not sound that big of a deal, but what he hurled weighed a few tons with a speed of a few hundred kilometres per hour. If I failed to dodge it, I’d be dead instantly.


  I can’t let my guard down even when luring it.


  All the while, I lured the Emperor Ogre closer and closer to my next trap. There were two more left so I just had to let it step on any of them. I positioned myself in between the two traps and faced the Emperor Ogre.


  If it goes for the shortest route, it won’t step on the traps. But since it thinks that “the shortest route is dangerous” I can actually make it tread on them.


  「Gigwwoooaaaaahhhh!」


  And so the Emperor Ogre moved just off to the side of the shortest path and charged straight to the trap on its own. All according to plan.


  「Wind Run. Flame Circle!」


  I sprinted straight at the monster and lit the ground under its foot on fire with magic. The surrounding was set ablaze and once again the Emperor Ogre was engulfed in flames. At this rate, I’ll burn to death as well…


  「Anti-Flame.」


  I cast a fire resistance spell on myself to protect me from the flames. It’s an outstanding spell that not only works against flames, but against smoke as well.


  I used it a lot in BBO’s volcano stages. This spell alone makes it worth it to invite Sages to a party.


  Chapter 77 – I Tried to Fight in the Flames


  「Sticky Bomb. Sticky Bomb. Sticky…」


  I used a few more Sticky Bombs to pin the Emperor Ogre’s legs down to the ground. This would all be pointless if it just rips the ground along with its legs, but I wasn’t going to give it time for that. Now, I’ll fight directly.


  「Blood Poison, Critical Field, Attack Field, Enhance Field.」


  I moved closer while casting a few support spells. Seeing me approach him, the Emperor Ogre’s mouth curved into a ferocious smile.


  「Guaaaaaahhhh!」


  The Emperor Ogre roared as it swung its bulky arm down. Nothing but a simple blow. But a blow coming from a creature over five meters tall will undoubtedly have enough power to kill me in an instant.


  I readied my staff and blocked its attack. My weapon was thinner than the Emperor Ogre’s fingers, but it deflected back the monster’s arm with ease.


  The effects of a Critical Counter and Critical Field. With these two together, I can deflect almost any physical attack. I say “almost”, as a blow from a Heaven-Rending Lightning Dragon will surely overpower and crush me.


  「Flame Pillar.」


  Right at the same time I deflected the monster’s blow, I used my Flame Pillar. An attack that’s used at the same moment a critical counter is triggered will carry a critical buff as well. I have no idea how that works, but this trick could be applied in BBO and apparently this world as well.


  「Flame Circle.」


  While the creature was still wincing from the pain, I cast Flame Circle at its foot. Its already battered legs was now engulfed in more flames. It should be unbearable for the Emperor Ogre.


  The monster let out a cry unlike any before. So the burning oil did work. Otherwise, there’s no way a normal Flame Circle with no critical buff can deal this much damage.


  「Flame Circle. Flame Circle.」


  Recognizing it as an opportunity, I cast an AoE incineration spell in quick succession. Thanks to my Anti-Flame Skill, I could get swallowed up by the flames too but not take any damage. Anti-Flame may not be effective against high-level fire type monsters, but it can, a hundred percent, protect me against flames produced from burning oil or my spells.


  「Giiiiiiiiii… Gigwoooaaaaahhh!」


  Suffering from the intense pain, the Emperor Ogre tried to swing both its arms at me. Even when sustaining immense damage, it still prioritized attacking me. Nothing less from a Boss monster.


  But using both its arms to attack in front of me was a bad move.


  「Wind Walk… Float.」


  I dodged both its arms with Wind Walk and used Float to hover up right before its eyes.


  「…Gaaaahhh!」


  Having its attack dodged, the Emperor Ogre roared in rage while it tried to use both its arms to knock me down to the ground. This is what I was waiting for. After all, I can’t get a critical buff unless it attacked me first.


  「Flame Circle.」


  Blocking its arms with my staff and triggering a Critical buff, I cast incineration magic at its face. The Emperor Ogre howled in anguish at having its eyes and mouth seared.


  「Gigooaaaaahhhh!」


  「Hmm… this thing’s tough all right.」I muttered to myself as I watched the monster shield its rage-filled face.


  I was dealing damage… I should be, but it’s not even close to dying.


  The damage I’ve dealt probably totalled twenty percent of its HP so far; 10% from the burning oil and 10% from my own attacks. The flames from the oil don’t deal significant damage, but since it’s burning over time it adds up. The Emperor Ogre’s movements have slowed down too.


  I, on the other hand, have more or less fifty percent MP left. It’s only natural that I’ve expended so much since I had to use some support Skills and offensive magic spells as well. But if I don’t use as much MP as I did, I wouldn’t even be able to deal significant damage at all.


  At this rate, I’ll use up all my MP while only reducing the Emperor Ogre’s HP by forty percent.


  An Emperor Ogre has incredible stamina in the first place even without the buff from the Demon Venom. It’s the reason I wouldn’t be able to kill a normal Emperor Ogre.


  So I’m going to use the Demon Venom to my advantage. Sages have the Skill that fits the purpose.


  「Forbidden Spell – Mana Corrosion.」


  I cast a new spell right before the Emperor Ogre’s very eyes and black mist appeared in front of me. This mist is my trump card against the Demon Venom.


  Chapter 78 – I Used My Trump Card


  「…It’s been a while since I’ve used this spell.」I muttered under my breath as I watched the mist that swirled in the roaring flames.


  The Forbidden Spell – Mana Corrosion is one of Sage’s basic Skills. Its effect is to introduce contaminated mana into the enemy’s body and destroy it from within. It’s called forbidden because the quality of the materials you get from the target once it’s killed decreases. Since it’s a spell that destroys the body from the inside, the damage dealt to its parts is immense.


  Although, normal Boss-type monsters have incredible magic resistance on their skin so the spell doesn’t even deal much damage overall. And yet, the quality of the materials still drops drastically, so the Forbidden Spell – Mana Corrosion had an awful reputation in BBO and no one used it.


  The exception is when facing a Demon Venom. When the Demon Venom extracts mana from dead monsters and beefs up a target, the latter’s magic resistance drops. The whole process is done when the target receives damage.


  Which is why using the forbidden spell right now when I’ve inflicted pain on the Emperor Ogre will multiply its effects. If it was a King Ogre that was being buffed up, this would be enough to kill it.


  「Gah? Gigoah? Gigoooooooooooohh! Aaaaaaaaaahhh!」


  The Emperor Ogre cried out as it had its body torn from the inside. But I relentlessly followed it up with another spell.


  「Flame Circle.」
 The Emperor Ogre is weak against fire. With its huge build, AoE incineration spells are the most efficient in dealing damage.


  It would be great to stack Mana Corrosion, but unfortunately stacking doesn’t work with the spell. I don’t think casting it just once is enough to kill the creature. I might be able to kill it with a second try.


  Then the screaming stopped. It seems the Demon Venom is done providing mana. In that case, I need to hurt it one more time or the Mana Corrosion won’t work.


  「The flames died out, huh…」


  The flames on the ground died before I could kill the Emperor Ogre. The oil must’ve run out.


  「Blood Poison.」


  Casting poison magic, I distanced myself from the Emperor Ogre. I had the upper hand until now not only because of the critical buffs, but also because the flames played a big part in clouding the monster’s judgment. Fighting it head-on with the fire now out is not a good idea.


  「Flame Circle.」


  I backed away a bit while casting a fire-type spell. With the flames gone, close combat is not an option. I’ll have to re-evaluate things first.


  So I headed to the next trap…


  「Gaaaaaaahhhhhhhhh! Gwwooaaaahhhhhhh!」


  The Emperor Ogre hurled stones while keeping a good distance away. After getting caught in traps twice, it has learned that getting close is dangerous. I don’t think I can lure it to a trap that easily anymore…


  Using oil to cause forest fires has resulted in most of the forest being burned down. The place where I set my trap survived the fire, but there’s only ash around the Emperor Ogre now. It might be difficult to burn the whole forest like this.


  If I keep up the long-range battle, I’ll have about a thirty-percent chance of winning. I can’t trigger critical buffs in a long-range fight so I’ll have awful mana efficiency. I’ll have to somehow deal more damage to the point that the Demon Venom will have to transfer mana again. But it looks difficult to do at this point.


  I have no other choice, then. It’s a bit of a waste, but I’ll have to learn a new Skill.


  「Learn Skill, Skill Code 1257: Deadly Pain.」


  With that, I acquired the Skill that will break me out of this deadlock. I had to spend a lot of Skill Points, but it’s a Skill with many uses anyway.


  There’s no harm in learning it. It’s an extremely convenient – to the point of being dirty – Skill to have even against humans.


  While dodging rocks, I cast the spell.


  「Deadly Pain.」


  The next moment, the Emperor Ogre let out a deafening scream. Actually, it was more like a shriek.


  The spell doesn’t deal any damage at all to the target. But in exchange, it causes excruciating pain.


  Pain makes one lose composure. The Emperor Ogre might have high intelligence, but it can’t keep its cool with this much pain. It took one step in my direction, fully intending to crush me, before it stopped.


  It probably thought that it would end up falling for a trap again if it advanced any further.


  Chapter 79 – I Got What I Came For


  What incredible self-control to be able to stop on its feet in this situation. Nothing less from a highly intelligent Boss monster I suppose. Not that it matters.


  「Deadly Pain.」


  The Emperor Ogre desperately tried to hold its ground while I mercilessly cast a second Deadly Pain on it.


  It let out an ear-splitting scream that also made me feel the pain it was suffering from. When it stopped, its eyes were boiling with rage, with nary a trace of composure left.


  「Gogaaaaaaaaaaaahhhh!」


  The creature charged forward, beelining for me. It wanted to kill me as soon as possible.


  「Flame Circle.」


  I set the ground before the monster on fire. It’s time for round two.


  It was a one-sided battle from then on. Letting its murderous instinct take control, the Emperor Ogre curled up its fist to hit me. I dodged and used it to counter, gradually scraping at its HP.


  Several minutes later.


  「Forbidden Spell – Mana Corrosion.」


  Black smoke appeared and infiltrated the Emperor Ogre’s body. After a while, it collapsed slowly on to the ground.


  I knew it. It couldn’t handle a second Mana Corrosion. But for good measure, I cast one more spell – just to make sure it was dead.


  「Deadly Pain.」


  Intelligent monsters sometimes play dead, after all. With this spell, I’ll find out right away.


  But this time, it looks like the creature was dead for good.


  「Now then… did it drop the item…」I muttered as I took out a stone that shone black from the monster’s corpse.


  A Wisdom Stone. A crucial ingredient in creating an item that buffs up Skills.


  The Mana Corrosion spell causes quality of the materials from the target monster to drop. Now that would normally be seen as a bad thing. Except this time, it worked in my favor. An Emperor Ogre actually drops an even rarer item: a Divine Stone.
 In BBO, a Divine Stone is an extremely valuable item sold at high prices, but unfortunately it’s of no use to me right now. Its inferior version, the Wisdom Stone, is exactly what I need at the moment.


  「As for the rest… guess I’ll take it all.」


  I shoved the rest of the Emperor Ogre’s corpse into my Dimension Storage. It should serve as undeniable proof that I killed the creature. While it dropped in quality due to the Mana Corrosion, they’re still materials from a very powerful monster so there should be plenty of uses for its parts.


  And with that, I left the forest. In the meantime, the residents should be getting prepared to evacuate the town. It’s best if I report back as soon as possible.


  ◇


  A few moments later.
 The branch manager rushed over as soon as he saw me.


  「Eld, you’re a battered mess! What happened?!」


  I examined my body and sure enough, I looked terrible. Parts of my clothes were burned and blood oozed from my hands from when I duked it out with the Emperor Ogre. You just don’t notice things like this in the middle of a fight, huh.


  「Self Cure.」


  I healed my hand with magic. I have spare clothes so I’ll just change later. Even with Anti-Flame, my outfit couldn’t handle fighting inside roaring flames continuously.


  「I fought the Emperor Ogre is what happened.」


  「You really did?! It’s a miracle you made it back alive. So that means…」he said, a hint of hope gleaming in his eyes.


  「Yeah. I managed to kill it somehow.」I said as I showed him the Emperor Ogre’s head.


  I dismembered the corpse this time. It doesn’t change the fact that it’s huge, though.


  Chapter 80 – I’ll be Able to Meet Someone Important


  「D-Did you really kill the Emperor Ogre?! It’s a powerful A-rank monster!」


  「I did. I had to use some cheap tricks, but I managed to take it down somehow.」


  「Cheap tricks? I knew you had exceptional abilities, but I can’t believe you killed “this”.」the branch manager said, staring at the Emperor Ogre’s corpse.


  Its body was twice as big as a Hungry Ogre, and sinister-looking. Someone who appraises materials would know with just one look how strong a monster is.


  「How on earth did you kill it? Just looking at its corpse makes me lose hope of ever taking one down.」


  「I seared it good with spells while burning the forest. And this is the result」I said as I pinched the burnt parts of my clothes.


  「While burning the forest? You set the oil on fire and fought in the flames?」


  「Yeah. Those tons of oil you gave me helped a lot.」


  「Th-That’s good to hear… But are you all right after fighting in the scorching heat?!」


  「I have some pretty useful Skills. Though my clothes didn’t get out unscathed.」


  The burnt sections were the ones that don’t cling to my body. They were most likely out of range of the Anti-Flame when I cast it.


  「So anyway, we can stop the evacuation of the town if we have this corpse, right?」I asked, pointing at the Emperor Ogre’s lifeless body.


  I didn’t actually come here to save this town, but right now this place has become crucial for me. Count Meigis might be the key that’ll lead to Sages being treated decently.
 「Yes. I’ll immediately send word to stop the evacuation. Just wait here a sec.」


  The manager started giving orders to the guild staff: inform the residents and the government of the evacuation’s cancellation.


  「Thank you. The town is saved thanks to you.」


  The manager returned and bowed his head deeply. It seems the crisis has been averted.


  「I’m just glad the town is safe. So can you introduce me to Count Meigis?」


  「About that… I don’t even have to introduce you to him. The Count himself sent word that he wants to meet you.」


  「The Count himself?」


  A Count is quite the big shot even among nobles. Which is why getting introduced to him would be quite helpful.


  Now someone that important wants to meet me? Perhaps he heard that I was going to fight the Emperor Ogre. But considering my rank and how powerful the enemy was… I doubt he wanted to see me solely because I was willing to brave the danger and face the monster.


  「When did you receive the message?」


  「Today. Right after you left for the forest.」


  Based from the timing, the Count could have known about the sheer number of Hungry Ogres I took down. Maybe he found out about it and decided he wanted to meet me.


  「Do you know why he wants to meet me?」


  「No… He probably wants to thank you for all the monsters you killed. Even if you didn’t kill the Emperor Ogre, it doesn’t change the fact that you helped the town.」


  「A noble wants to see a mere commoner just so he can say thanks?」


  Hmm… he seems to be different from the image I get from a noble. I thought they were more egoistic and didn’t care about some commoner’s minor feats.


  「Yes. A bit unusual for nobles, right? That’s just the kind of man the Count is. I received praise from him once myself. He was among the most beloved by his citizens in this kingdom.」


  I see. It sounds like Count Meigis is really loved by the people. But something about the manager’s words bothered me.


  「He was among the most beloved…? You make it sound like a thing of the past.」


  「Yes. That was indeed in the past. He still has a good reputation, but not as good as before. But I love the current Count more.」


  「Did he do something to worsen his reputation?」


  「He didn’t do anything wrong. But he defended those with inferior job classes and opposed Cardinal Georgis. As a result, nobles in the Cardinal’s faction openly harassed him and it had adverse effects on his domain.」


  Oh, so that’s what happened. I don’t think there’s anyone better to have as an ally.


  「All right. Please let me see him.」


  「Okay. I’ll send him a message as soon as possible along with news about the Emperor Ogre’s death.」


  「Thanks.」


  All right… We’re arranged to meet soon, but the crucial part starts now. I hope he can help change how the inferior job classes are treated. It’s hard to move around when you can’t get promoted just because of your class.


  Chapter 81 – I Got Something Valuable


  A few days later.
 The branch manager came to the inn I was staying at.


  「Count Meigis arrived today. You may meet him today or tomorrow. What will it be?」


  「Arrived? You mean he’s in town right now?」


  I thought that since I’m meeting a noble, I’d be the one visiting his place. Besides, it’s not completely safe yet in Elias.


  The Demon Poison would have naturally vanished after I killed the Emperor Ogre, so monsters shouldn’t be stronger and more violent than usual. These days, the monsters that escaped from the Great Forest of Elias should be coming back and that means it’s still not that safe out there.


  「He apparently took this as an opportunity to visit as well. He probably wants to check how the town is doing.」


  「…Is that so.」


  Fortunately the casualties were only on the roads and inside the forest. The town itself is unharmed. So the Count came here to see that with his own eyes.


  「I understand. I want to meet him as soon as possible.」


  「All right. I’ll tell him that. I think he’ll see you right away, so you better wait at the guild.」


  「Wait. I got a question.」


  「What is it?」


  「Should I be polite when talking to him?」


  This is a very crucial matter. This world’s adventurers don’t use polite language when talking. But that sounds like a bad idea when facing a noble, which is why I asked.


  「No need, just talk like you always do. An adventurer being polite will only draw suspicion. High-ranking adventurers talk normally even to royalty.」


  Well apparently, that was just how adventurers were.


  ◇


  A few moments later.
 I was waiting in the guild’s reception room when the manager opened the door.


  「Count Meigis, this is the adventurer Eld.」


  「So you’re Eld. Thank you very much for saving the town of Elias.」


  「The whole evacuation thing happened because you stuck up for us with inferior job classes, right? It was only natural that I would help.」


  「My conflict with Cardinal Georgis is of my own volition. I didn’t want my people involved in the mess. So I thank you.」


  「You’re welcome. I obtained some good stuff out of it and a hefty reward as well.」


  The past few days have been a great time to make profit. Plenty of strong monsters were out that were targets for kill quests.


  「It’s only right to confer the appropriate reward. You deserved it after all the work you did. I want to give you more in cash as well, but unfortunately, I don’t have any money at hand. Do you mind if I pay you in kind instead?」


  「In kind?」


  I heard the Count is losing territory from his fight with nobles in the Cardinal’s faction. To make up for that, he probably used his personal funds which is why he doesn’t have money. I wonder what he means by payment in kind, though.


  「Yes. I don’t have much cash, but I still have some precious stones. If there’s anything you want, you may have it.」he said, presenting a small chest.


  I peered inside the box. Its contents were nothing but ordinary gems. They could fetch a good price, but there’s nothing I want exactly…


  I studied each one of them and one caught my attention.


  「Can I have this?」I said, pointing at a dull red stone that sat in one corner of the chest.


  It didn’t look like valuable gem at all… but it was a Wisdom Stone.


  I didn’t expect to get another one. Now I can make two of the Skill-enhancing items. I’ll figure out which Skills to power up later.


  「Are you sure you want that? I don’t think it has that much value.」the Count asked as he eyed the dull gem.


  Perhaps the people of this world see the Wisdom Stone as just a gem of poor quality. I should check out stores that sell gems when I visit larger towns. I might find something valuable.


  「Yeah. This will do.」


  「Very well. You may have that as an additional reward.」he said, handing me the Wisdom Stone.


  A lucky find from somewhere unexpected.


  Chapter 82 – A Dangerous Matter


  「That would be all… is what I’d like to say, but…」Count Meigis said, glancing at the door to the reception room.


  Was he worried someone would be eavesdropping? It was then that the branch manager spoke.


  「I’ve driven everyone away and there would be no chance of being eavesdropped. Would you like me to step outside?」


  「Thank you, Royce. I’m sorry, but I’d like you to leave us for now. There are things that are better left unknown. That way, you’ll be safe.」


  「Thank you for the consideration, Sir. I’ll be taking my leave, then.」the manager (whose name was apparently Royce) said, and left the room.


  It sounds like the things I’m about to hear are of dangerous nature.


  「Is it all right for me to know?」


  「Yes. In fact, it would be dangerous for those with inferior job classes if they did not know about i.」


  「Dangerous if they didn’t know?」


  「Exactly. If my plan fails, I want you, those with inferior job classes, to seek asylum abroad.」


  Asylum? Now there’s a disturbing word. Though I have an idea of what he’s planning.


  「Why? Because Georgis is gonna work with the Garden of Despair to annihilate those with inferior job classes?」


  「You figured out that much?」Meigis said, astonished.


  It looks like I hit the mark.
 「I just considered that possibility. I wasn’t sure if that was really it.」


  「Unfortunately, you’re right. And once you’re all exterminated, they will turn their attention to the common masses. I do not know about Georgis, but the people from the Garden of Despair won’t be satisfied with just killing those with inferior job classes.」


  I see. They’re just like the Garden of Despair I imagined. He’s probably right. The problem now is…


  「Do you have a plan to stop them? I don’t know about Georgis, but the Garden of Despair can’t be dealt with that easily.」


  「I’m aware of that. Which is why I’ll devote myself in opposing Georgis. If I stop him, his influence on the kingdom should weaken.」


  He has a point. If the Cardinal’s influence weakens, the Garden of Despair will lose considerable power. On the other hand, if they have strong ties to the kingdom, they can do whatever they please.


  But that is exactly why it would be difficult to stop Cardinal Georgis. The Garden of Despair will do whatever it takes if that means benefiting from the Cardinal. For example, causing a monster outbreak on the land of Count Meigis, a man who actively opposes Georgis, to weaken him.


  「You’re wondering how I’m going to stop him.」


  「Yeah. Stopping Cardinal Georgis won’t be easy.」


  「You’re right. I’m up against a Cardinal. A powerful man of the church. He has much more territory and military force than me. 」


  Sounds about right. Only a man with that much authority can push the kingdom to order an evacuation of the people.


  「But there’s a chance of success if the nobles within the kingdom worked together. In fact, there’s a few of them who’s opposing Georgis, just like me. They’re not as open about it though.」


  「…So can you win?」


  「Of course not. So I’m going to add more people to our side by sacrificing myself.」


  Again, quite disturbing. I have an idea of what the Count is planning to do.


  「You’re opposing the Cardinal out in the open so the word spreads throughout the kingdom. Then you’re going to let yourself be crushed utterly and one-sidedly to let the people know Georgis is a dangerous man.」


  「You figured that much just based on what we’ve talked about so far? Are you really fifteen?」


  「There’s really only one option when you said you’re going to sacrifice yourself.」


  There were spells in BBO that required the user to sacrifice himself. But only a select few could use them: People of the church and the Garden of Despair.


  Even a BBO player like me doesn’t know how to use them. I suspect Count Meigis doesn’t either.


  「Only one option… that is absolutely correct. There’s no other way.」


  「Have you tried peaceful means to gather allies?」


  「Yes. I’ve done all I could and that brings me to my current situation. This is actually the perfect opportunity to make a move. The promotion to rank A of the Flame Spear, someone with an inferior job class, has made a huge impact on the guild.」


  Oh, this is where Mylia comes in. So her promotion has been approved.


  「So thanks to Mylia getting promoted to rank A, the overall treatment of those with inferior job classes will be better?」


  「Not entirely, but her promotion will lead to that. The main reason for the discrimination is their lack of usefulness in combat. Someone with an inferior job class climbing up to rank A is sure to leave a huge mark.」


  「…I see your point. I’m surprised they approved her promotion, considering Georgis has influence in the guild as well.」


  「They probably had no other choice when she took down an S-rank monster solo. I believe it’s more accurate to say that they were made to approve it. In either case, the fact remains that Georgis’s claim of the inferior job classes being weak is losing credibility. The guild official’s opinions on their treatment are split right now.」


  It looks like the Heaven-Rending Lightning Dragon was useful after all. My hard work didn’t go to waste.


  Chapter 83 – Proposal to Cooperate


  「…So you’re saying to ruin Georgis’s credibility while the guild’s understanding about the inferior job class is still shaken and unstable.」


  「Yes. Your efforts will play a part in the plan to bring down Georgis as well. Just leave the politics to us and you keep doing your job as an adventurer.」


  「And if you fail… you want us to flee the kingdom?」


  「Yes. Unfortunately, this plan has a low success rate. Thirty percent, at best. It might even be better to just go now.」


  It looks like he has a good grasp of the current situation. Though I’m pretty sure the success rate is lower than thirty percent. That, and Count Meigis seems to be under a misconception.


  「There’s no guarantee that it’s safe outside the kingdom, you know?」


  「…Is that so? Currently I haven’t heard of the Garden of Despair being deeply involved in other countries.」


  「If the Garden of Despair can seize a whole kingdom, you can bet they can destroy the world easily as well. Fleeing will only delay our demise.」


  Count Meigis looked surprised. He knew that they were a dangerous bunch, but he didn’t expect them to have that much power. But if what I know about the Garden of Despair from BBO is right, they’re a lot more dangerous than the Count had imagined. Now he looked baffled.


  「H-How do you know them that well?」


  「I just heard about them back when I was still undergoing combat training. So far based on what I’ve seen, everything I’ve heard about them was right.」


  「I find that hard to believe. But I can’t really say you’re outright wrong either, considering your exploits. Hmm, may I test you?」


  「Go ahead.」


  He was probably stumped that a fifteen-year-old kid was saying such things. I’m just glad he’s taking me seriously.


  「There was once a guild staff who proposed the annihilation of the Garden of Despair. He died of a mysterious illness. Do you know how he died? Incidentally, only a few people know about this.」


  I see.
 He’s trying to test my knowledge about the Garden of Despair.


  「There’s too little to go on. I can think of plenty of causes for his death. Any more info you can give? Like for example, if there was something strange found on his body.」


  「A small, red gem was found in his heart. Is that enough?」


  I have an idea thanks to BBO. It’s an illness that manifested in an event during the early days of the game.


  「Yeah. The body gradually turns gray until they can’t move anymore. Only the eyes turn red. It’s caused by a spell called Magic Petrification.」


  Count Meigis gasped. It seems like I got it right.


  「You got the symptoms down perfectly. You even know the name of the spell.」


  「Now you believe me?」


  「I do. But what do you mean they can destroy the world? Is that even possible?」


  「Yeah. Let’s take the Demon Poison that they used to make the monsters go on a rampage. If ignored, its area of effect would keep on expanding. The monsters’ habitats would be in chaos and there would be more casualties. If that spell is left alone, it can destroy the world.」


  At first, the Demon Poison only makes monsters stronger. That’s why there wasn’t that much of an impact this time. But as time goes by, monsters that are greatly affected will turn violent and wander farther from its usual area which means places that were once safe will become dangerous. The reason why casualties increased near Elias was probably because the symptoms were actually starting.


  「I-Is that so? We’ve had plenty of casualties until now.」


  「Even then, we were still fortunate. The situation was progressing slowly, and it stops when the Boss is killed. What would’ve been worse is they used a spell in which every human within the barrier is sacrificed, their souls turned to magical energy and detonate them in an instant to cause a magical disaster. You’d need some grand preparations for it so it’s not something that can be done quietly. But if they have control of the kingdom, they’re free to use it as much as they like. As I said, they can destroy the world in an instant.」


  「S-Such a spell exists…?」he asked gingerly.


  His face said he couldn’t believe it. No, he didn’t want to believe it.


  「Unfortunately, it does. I don’t have any reason to lie.」


  「Yes, you’re right. Then all the more reason we can’t afford to fail. We have to stop the Garden of Despair at all costs.」he said, with determination on his face.


  However, Count Meigis sacrificing himself won’t increase the chances of success. Spirit alone won’t cut it against the Garden of Despair.


  「Don’t you think thirty percent is too low when the fate of the world is on the line?」


  「B-But we don’t have any other options. If you have ideas, then please tell me.」he said as if asking me for help.


  If a famous noble becomes a victim, people will know how dangerous Cardinal Georgis is. Then the rest will be up to the anti-Georgis nobles left in the kingdom. It’s not a bad plan, but not really good either. I have a better idea, though.


  「If it’s an idea you want, I have one; a plan to crush the Cardinal directly.」


  「We won’t be having trouble if there was such a thing! Cardinal Georgis is working with the Garden of Despair! You know just how powerful he is, don’t you?!」


  「I do know. That’s why stirring things up by gathering ordinary nobles won’t work.」


  For a moment, I stopped talking. After verifying the strategy once more, I told Count Meigis:


  「How about we work together, Count Meigis? We can destroy Count Georgis for certain without you needing to die.」


  Chapter 84 – Weakness Found


  「Work with you? What do you mean?」


  「I mean it literally. We’ll work together to bring down Cardinal Georgis. How about it? Not gaining traction like what you’re planning. We’ll do things more directly.」


  He looked surprised.


  「Are you saying we’re going to kill Cardinal Georgis?」


  「That’s an option. If possible, I’d like to kill him. But doing that right away won’t be easy, will it?」


  Cardinal Georgis has the Garden of Despair backing him up. I don’t think they’ll let him get assassinated that easily.


  「I agree. I’d like to kill the guy even if it means I’ll die in the process. But if that were possible, one of my comrades would’ve done that a long time ago.」


  「Yeah…」


  「Knowing that, you still think you can take him down?」


  Meigis looked at me quizzically. I can understand him being doubtful. After all, these words are coming from a mere adventurer. But this is also my chance to earn his trust.


  「I can’t do it alone, but I can offer assistance. We’ll just have to target his weakness.」


  「Weakness…? Are you saying you know his weak spot?」


  「No, I don’t. I’m going to find out what it is.」


  Count Meigis looked clearly disappointed after hearing my words.


  「Don’t be ridiculous. If his weakness can be found that easily, we would’ve known about it a long time ago.」he said, as if admonishing me.


  Is it really that difficult? I think they just hadn’t noticed the weakness right before their eyes.


  「Well, I’ll try. Can I ask you a few questions?」


  「…Of course. If it helps you find his weakness.」


  「Thanks. My first question is about Cardinal Georgis. He’s a noble with considerable power. Was that always the case?」


  If Georgis was an ordinary noble, he wouldn’t be able to work with the guild to persecute those with inferior job classes. Considering his influence on the guild, he’s definitely quite the important noble within the kingdom. The question is: how’d he become such a big shot?


  「No. Cardinal Georgis suddenly grew in power the last ten years.」


  「How did he do it?」


  「Probably by working with the Garden of Despair.」


  I see. The Garden of Despair, huh…


  「The Garden of Despair wouldn’t interfere with politics on the surface. What kind of a noble is the Cardinal publicly?」


  If the Garden of Despair tryto use its vast resources directly to support Georgis, their atrocities will come to light right away. Handing their assets to the Cardinal would be difficult as well. If an ordinary noble suddenly obtained money from an unknown source, people would get suspicious. So officially he expanded his power through a proper method. What did he do then?


  「Cardinal Georgis has a hold on healing medicines which makes him overwhelmingly powerful among the church-related nobles.」


  「Healing medicine?」


  「Medicine to heal the injured. Unlike normal medicine, they demonstrate tremendous results in an instant.」


  I see. Potions.


  「Are those valuable?」


  In BBO, potions weren’t really that valuable. I’d usually drink about a hundred of them in high-level hunting grounds. But…


  「They’re extremely valuable. A potion costs at least three million gils. Only a few high-rank adventurers, and nobles can afford one.」


  That valuable, huh? If the Cardinal has a hold on a potion which has a low production output, then it’s understandable how he has such power. There are probably many patients who could only be healed by potions, so controlling production also meant holding their lives hostage.


  There’s one thing that bothers me though.


  「If Cardinal Georgis has pretty much control of healing medicines, does that mean he has a monopoly over them?」


  Potions are quite easy to make. As long as you have the ingredients and recipe, the whole process is pretty much just like cooking. How would one noble be able to control the market then?


  「No, he does not have a monopoly. Even we make some. We can’t produce a lot because we don’t have belladonna. The church has control of the places where they grow en masse so we can’t get any.」


  Belladonna… a plant that’s one of the most basic ingredients of a potion. There’s not a lot of potion that can be brewed without it. If the church has control of them, then there’s nothing people can do. They simply can’t produce potions.


  「But Cardina Georgis can still make the potion, correct?」


  「Yes. Apparently he developed a method to make healing medicines even without belladonnas. They say he produces almost a thousand in a year.」


  「So those thousand healing medicines in a year is the source of his power.」


  「Exactly.」


  I see.
 …I now have Cardinal Georgis’s weakness.


  Chapter 85 – Experiment Time


  「All right. So if a place with tons of belladonna grew, enough to produce a thousand healing medicines a year, won’t Cardinal Georgis’s power weaken then?」


  「No one’s ever discovered a place like that.」


  「For argument’s sake, let’s say there’s one.」


  Count Meigis pondered about it for a bit.


  「…Yes. Georgis is overbearing and has a lot of enemies. But he manages to make them keep their mouths shut since he almost has a monopoly on the production of healing medicines. But if someone else could supply healing medicine in large quantity, he won’t be able to maintain the power he has.」


  「I see. If such a place is discovered by someone from the anti-Georgis faction, like for example, you… your force will quickly grow. Is that right?」


  「If that happens, nobles who didn’t think highly of the Cardinal will gladly join us. There would be a chance of winning.」


  「There you have it, that’s Georgis’s weakness.」


  Count Meigis looked puzzled.


  「Are you seriously thinking of finding a place where belladonnas grow in masse? If it were that easy to find, it would’ve been discovered a long time ago!」


  「Even I know such a place doesn’t exist.」


  In the first place, belladonnas don’t grow naturally. I’m sure the place that’s under control of the church doesn’t have much either. I don’t care about those.


  「Then we don’t have anything to use against the Cardinal Georgis.」


  「You’re wrong. If such a place doesn’t exist, we just have to create one.」


  「Don’t tell me… You mean artificial cultivation?」


  「That’s right.」


  Count Meigis simply shook his head.


  「That’s impossible. Researchers have been studying how to cultivate belladonnas for centuries to no avail. 」


  「Their methods were probably not that good.」


  In BBO, potions were not valuable at all. Not because belladonnas grew in abundance naturally, but because they could be grown artificially. With a huge farm, you could make a hundred thousand or even a million potions.


  But there’s a trick to it. If one doesn’t know it, they wouldn’t be able to grow any belladonna no matter how many times they try. If you know how, things are easy. Since they grow fast, you can guarantee a great production output.


  Count Meigis looked like he didn’t believe it. I can understand though. If I were in his shoes and an adventurer suddenly said “I can grow precious medicinal plants that no one else could!” I’d probably think he was just talking big. The quickest way to make him believe me is to just show him.


  「I just need a week. As for the plantation, I can just make one deep in the mountains. I want to try it out. Can I have some seeds? You do have leftovers from producing potions, right?」


  Count Meigis thought about it for a bit then nodded.


  But it wasn’t like he believed I could really grow belladonnas. The seeds don’t really have any value, so it was more like him giving it a shot since there was nothing to lose.


  That’s more than enough for now. He’ll understand once I brought the belladonnas I grew.


  「Thanks. I’ll be back after a week.」I said, leaving the reception room.


  All right. Time to have some fun growing medicinal plants.


  Chapter 86 – I Tried Creating a Farm


  After receiving belladonna seeds from Count Meigis, I made my way to the town’s marketplace. I needed to buy something. I walked through the market while looking for a particular store. Soon enough I found one. A bean shop.


  I’m looking for seeds of a plant called Sun bean. With it, growing belladonnas will be possible.


  「Hey there, lad! How about some Gran beans? They taste good stewed! Only 300 gilans for a bag!」the shop owner said.


  I couldn’t find the beans I wanted on his storefront. I guess I should just ask.


  「Do you have Sun beans?」


  「…Sun beans?」he asked with a puzzled expression.


  …


  「You mean the Sun beans?」he asked once more.


  「Are there other kinds of Sun beans?」


  「No, only one. You should go to a store that sells feeds, then. We only sell beans for human consumption here.」


  I see. So Sun beans were used as feeds, huh? Now that he mentioned it, I don’t think I heard of them used in cooking.


  「Thanks for the info. I’ll have a bag of Gran beans.」


  「Thank you!」


  I bought a bag as gratitude for the information and left the store. I made my way to the feeds shop next.


  「Do you have Sun beans?」


  「Yeah. How many kilos do you want?」the shop owner said, pointing at the bundles of plants piled up on a spot.


  But I wasn’t looking for feeds. What I wanted were seeds.


  「Ah, I actually only want to buy seeds. Are those the only ones you’ve got?」


  「Seeds? Oh, you want to grow Sun beans?」


  「Yeah, something like that.」


  「Here you go. 300 gilans a bag.」he said, handing a bag of seeds to me.


  Although they were the same price as the Gran beans, the bag was quite big.


  「Sun beans sure are cheap.」


  「They grow fast, after all. I don’t recommend eating it, though.」


  「Why not?」


  「They taste bitter. I tried experimenting to see if it could be edible but to no avail. I feel sorry for the horses that have to eat them.」


  Oh, so they taste bitter. It’s not like I bought them for consumption anyway so there’s no problem at all.


  「Thanks.」


  「Come again!」he said as I left the marketplace.


  「All right. Time to go.」


  I entered deep into a forest with a bag of Sun beans in hand to look for a place to grow belladonnas. Apparently they were extremely valuable medicinal plants in this world. If I planted them at an easy-to-spot place, the plantation will get ransacked in no time. I’d like to avoid that.


  「Magic Search.」


  The deeper I went, the more monsters there were, and consequently the chances of the plantation being found will be lesser. Though that wasn’t the only reason I chose a place with plenty of monsters.


  「This spot should be good.」


  I found a level area and decided to grow the belladonnas there. I’m not going to create an actual field with partitions and all. I won’t even plough the land at all. Harvest won’t be a lot this way, but it’s enough to prove that growing them is possible. Besides, I’ll be asking Count Meigis’s help for formal production.


  「Let’s do this.」I muttered under my breath.


  I started scattering the Sun bean seeds randomly. They were a crucial component in growing belladonnas.


  「Water Spray.」


  After dispersing the seeds, I used a water-type spell to flood the field. There was so much water that roots of normal plants would rot, but Sun beans were tough. In fact they had strong roots that sucked up every last bit of fertilizer in the soil causing other nearby plants to actually die.


  Due to their nature, they were extremely useful in keeping soils in good condition.
 On to the next step…


  「Magic Taunt, Magic Taunt, Magic Taunt.」


  I cast taunting magic to monsters nearby. Not five minutes had passed when raging monsters arrived, growling.


  「Wolves, huh? They should be enough as fertilizers.」


  All of them were Wolves. It looks like there were a lot of them in this forest.


  「Ice Pillar.」


  One by one, I fired ice-type spells at them. Wolves aren’t really strong. It’s annoying that I can’t use powerful fire-type spells because I might end up burning the seeds I dispersed. I had no choice but to be patient.


  After a few minutes, I killed every last one of the Wolves. They were cut into pieces and scattered throughout the field.


  By tomorrow, the Sun beans would’ve absorbed the monsters’ blood and flesh as fertilizers and grown nicely. They actually turn anything into fertilizers.


  「All right. All done.」


  Before leaving, I marked the nearby trees so I don’t get lost the next time I come here. I’ll continue tomorrow.


  Chapter 87 – Growing Medicinal Plants


  The next day.
 Just like yesterday, I headed deep into the mountains to where the plantation was. The Sun beans I planted had already grown as tall as my waist.


  「…They really do grow fast.」


  Sun beans are plants that grow fast. It absorbs not just nutrients and water from the soil, but other plants and the corpses of monsters as well. Only a few bones were left of the Wolves’ bodies I scattered as fertilizers.


  Sun beans grown this way are a bit different than ordinary ones. The magical energy that they absorbed from monsters can be easily absorbed by other plants as well.


  I started harvesting them all for use as fertilizer.


  「All done.」


  I placed the Sun beans I harvested into my magic storage and looked around the place. There’s a few trees in the vicinity, but if I’m careful I shouldn’t cause any forest fire.


  「Flame Circle.」


  Careful not to cause a fire, I cast a fire-type spell on the ground where the Sun beans were grown. This was important for the belladonnas since they’re not as tough. If Sun bean seeds were left on the soil, the belladonnas will die – every single one of them used as fertilizer. So it was necessary to burn the area thoroughly so Sun beans won’t grow.


  「That should be enough.」


  After verifying that there were no Sun beans left, I took out the ones I harvested and checked to see they had no roots left before burying them in the soil. If there were still some left, they would take root right away and kill the belladonnas. I would have to do it all over again if that happened.


  Finally, I took out the belladonna seeds. Belladonnas can’t grow in a normal environment. Only when there’s magical energy from monsters that’s easy to absorb will they grow properly.


  There are a few ways to create such an environment. The simplest one is to just leave dead monsters on the ground. The corpses gradually disappear while dispersing magical energy in the soil.


  Most of the magical energy can’t be used by plants though. Various conditions must be fulfilled: the right humidity, vegetation, temperature, and the quality of the soil. Only then can the plants use the energy for their own. Places where belladonnas grow naturally are places where these conditions are met.


  But the method of simply leaving monster corpses relies mostly on coincidence and is just inefficient.


  That’s where the Sun beans come in. They’re extremely vigorous, absorbing everything in the soil, even magical energy that normal plants can’t take in. With the energy within the Sun beans, other plants can use them. Sun beans are perfect for creating special fertilizers.


  「There we go. Grow nice and big, okay?」


  After burying the Sun beans into the ground, I scattered the belladonna seeds. They should be sprouting in three days.


  Three days had passed since I planted the belladonna seeds. Once again, I headed into the mountains to check on them. As I got closer, I saw belladonnas growing as far as the eye could see.


  「All right! It worked!」I said as I started plucking belladonnas one by one.


  With this much, it’s probably enough to make ten potions. If I show this to Count Meigis, I can finally convince them that growing belladonnas is possible. There’s no better proof than the actual thing, after all.


  Chapter 88 – We Have Our Plan


  As soon as I harvested the belladonnas, I immediately visited Count Meigis.


  「That was faster than expected. It hasn’t even been a week. Did you give up on growing the belladonnas?」


  His face said he didn’t think I succeeded in my task. So I took out a belladonna plant out and showed it to him.


  「No, it just took faster than I initially planned.」I said, handing the plant over.


  A fresh belladonna that was picked just this morning. Meigis’s reaction was weak, though.


  「I don’t want to doubt you or anything, but… You either bought it or found some that grew naturally? Am I right?」


  「Do belladonnas just grow near here somewhere?」


  「Yes. There’s a place where they grow. There’s only a few, but we can make potions because we have them in my territory.」


  I see. That explains his weak reaction.


  「Incidentally, how many can you harvest?」


  「At best, we can get five a year. Fifty plants are needed to make one potion so we dry the ones we find to preserve them.」


  Five per year at best and fifty are needed for a potion. So if they rely on the ones that grow in his lands, they can only make one every ten years. That explains the insane price of the healing medicine.


  I shoved both my hands into my magic storage and took out about a hundred belladonnas that I harvested.


  「There’s no way this much just grows in the area, right?」


  I grew about a thousand in the forest. Belladonna seeds are very small and they’re scattered in large amounts, so if raised properly, you can mass produce them.


  「…What?」


  「They’re all belladonna plants. Check them.」I said as I took out more and more from my magic storage and piled them on the table.


  「Wh-Why’s there so many?! Where’d you get these?」


  「I told you. I planted the seeds you gave me. Surely this many don’t just grow out there?」


  「That’s indeed impossible. Did you really succeed?!」he asked, staring at the plants with a blank expression and sniffing them.


  Count Meigis then bowed his head swiftly before me.


  「I’m sorry for doubting you. With this many, we can make twenty potions. We’ll cause a revolution in the world of healing medicines!」


  It looks like he finally believed me. In this world, the method I employed in growing the belladonnas is ground-breaking. After all, they could only produce one potion every ten years and now they can make twenty within five days.


  「Yeah. It’s revolutionary, all right. But we’re not just going to stop there, are we?」


  This only meant that we succeeded in growing belladonnas. With them, healing medicines can be produced, but that’s not our goal. We’ll introduce the mass produced healing medicines to the market to destroy Cardinal Georgis’s financial power, the foundation of his political strength. That’s our objective.


  「You’ll have to take it from here.」I said.


  「Okay. I just have to mass produce medicine and distribute them to the market, correct?」


  「Yeah. If we tear down the monopoly on healing medicines, Cardinal Georgis’s power should weaken. Which means they’ll retaliate. Are you prepared?」


  We’re trying to mass produce healing medicines to weaken Cardinal Georgis’s power. If this plan works out, the Cardinal’s influence will be reduced.


  But he and the organization behind him, the Garden of Despair, won’t just stand by and do nothing. They will make a move: harassment, obstruction of operations, or even assassination. That puts Count Meigis’s life in danger.


  「I’ve been prepared a long time ago. I was willing to throw my life away from the start to become an icon of the anti-Georgis faction. I’m just fortunate that I can live longer.」


  It seems I asked a foolish question. He was prepared to die a long time ago. I don’t have the intention of letting him get killed though.


  「I’ll bear the full brunt of whatever happens regarding the mass production of belladonnas. Please tell me how to grow them.」


  「Okay. So first, you get Sun beans…」


  And so I started explaining the method to grow belladonnas to Count Meigis.


  Chapter 89 – A Huge Farm


  One week had passed since I told Count Meigis how to grow belladonnas. I visited a forest on the outskirts of the Count’s domain.


  「Well, this turned out to be huge.」I said as I looked at the high walls.


  The walls were built to hide the whole process of creating the healing medicine. The place was called Meigis’ Healing Medicine Factory. The growing and creation of the potion would be done beyond these walls.


  「It’d have to be this huge so we can effectively weaken Georgis’ power.」the Count said.


  「How many healing medicines does the Cardinal produce a year?」


  「About a thousand…」


  「With a place this huge, we can produce ten times that.」


  It was Count Meigis who decided to make a factory this huge. I heard he was going to build a factory surrounded by walls to keep the operation secret, but I wasn’t expecting it to be this enormous.


  The walls ran as far as the eye could see. The surface area was probably ten times more than the one I used for experimenting and that was already quite big.


  If fifty percent of the space was used for growing belladonnas, five thousand plants can be harvested every three days which will then produce a hundred potions. In a year, that’s approximately 12,000.


  「How much of the place are you going to use? You’re going to leave some space, right?」


  「No. We’re using every inch. Half of it for growing belladonnas, thirty percent for the sun beans, and the remaining twenty percent will be for manufacturing.」


  So he’s going to use the whole space.


  We could indeed weaken Cardinal Georgis’ power effectively if we produced more. But doing so poses a problem.


  Large production would require lots of monsters for fertilizers, and we would need plenty of people both for harvesting and production. More people means more chances of the operation being leaked. Rounding up a huge number of trustworthy people is not an easy feat.


  「Can we keep it secret if it’s this big?」I asked.


  「It’s all right. I can gather trustworthy people, no problem.」


  「You’re going to employ slaves or something?」


  Slavery still exists in this world. Just because they’re slaves doesn’t mean they can be trusted easily.


  「No. I’m going to ask the help of those with inferior job classes. They swore loyalty to me, you see. I’m going to pick from among them those I can really trust.」


  I see. Meigis’ efforts are bearing fruit.


  In this world, those with inferior job classes were treated unfavorably. Ranking up for them is difficult, and even those with non-combatant classes are discriminated. There are times when credit gets stolen from them as well.


  But Count Meigis treated them well. As such, many of them live in his domain and they’re grateful to him.


  I’m sure they’ll gladly accept the job if Meigis asked them. With proper pay, of course. They won’t have anywhere else to go if they’re kicked out of this place so there shouldn’t be any leaks about the operation.


  「All right. But there’s actually one more problem.」I said.


  「What is it?」


  「So we’re going to feed monsters to the sun beans then use the unique magic power to grow belladonnas. It’s not only belladonnas that love that power, actually.」


  「Love magic power… you mean monsters will show up?」


  「Yeah. The number of monsters in the area will increase when growing belladonnas.」


  The unique magic produced from growing belladonnas attract monsters. What’s more, the magic gets carried in the wind and travels far, drawing monsters even from afar.


  「How strong would the monsters be?」


  「Just ordinary ones. It depends on the topography, but there should be around three times more of them than usual.」


  The bigger the plantation, the greater the ability to attract monsters. I’ve heard that some people would take advantage of this and create a huge belladonna plantation to draw rare Boss monsters. They have rare drops so they’re perfect if one’s looking for some rare items.


  But this method was barely used since the chances of strong monsters showing up was extremely low. In the case of Meigis’ plantation, there’s only more or less one percent.


  「If they grow in numbers, we can just call for adventurers to help. I’ll issue a request at the Adventurers Guild and give out a high reward.」


  「Okay. We’ll be fine if a Boss monster doesn’t show up.」


  「Belladonna plantations attract Boss monsters as well?」


  Meigis looked a bit worried. He then looked down, pondering perhaps whether to decrease the size of the plantation.


  「Yes. Though the chances of that are quite low, there’s still the possibility that monsters as strong as a King Ogre will show up. There’s only about one percent chance of that happening, though.」


  「So in the worst case, only monsters as strong as a King Ogre will show up?」


  「Yeah. I haven’t heard of stronger monsters actually appearing.」


  Meigis lifted his head as soon as heard that, his face bright.


  「In that case, we’ll be fine. We have a powerful sorcerer who could kill an Emperor Ogre in town right now.」he said, looking into my eyes.


  He’ll leave it to me if one such monster shows up.


  Chapter 90 – I Increased my Skill’s Level


  「A guard request, then?」


  「Yes. I’ll offer a daily reward, of course, so rest assured. You don’t have to deal with monsters that the other ordinary adventurers can kill.」


  A very easy job. I’ll basically just be sitting around, doing nothing. After all, a Boss monster almost never appears. Still…


  「I can’t really be on the lookout all the time, though.」


  I’d be fine if all I had to do was kill strong monsters that show up. But keeping watch the whole time is a drag.


  「I’ll hire adventurers to keep watch. I’ll inform you if a dangerous monsters appears, and then you’ll kill them. I have a way to let you know if you just stay around town.」


  Hmm. I have no reason to refuse. I can’t go far, but I wasn’t really planning to in the first place.


  「All right. I’ll take the job.」


  And so Count Meigis will work on his belladonna plantation, while I get a cushy job… a job where I had to do nothing. But since I took the request, I’ll have to do a few things in the off-chance that a Boss monster does show up. It might be a ridiculous waste of my time, but I was going to do it at some point later anyway.


  ◇


  The next morning.
 I went into a forest situated in the outskirts of town to enhance my spells. And for that I have to drink a concoction called a Wisdom Medicine. One of its ingredients is the Wisdom Stone that I obtained the other day. By grinding the stone to fine bits and mixing it with a pulverized medicinal plant, I can enhance my spells.


  「…This should do, I think.」


  I mixed the grinded stone and belladonna – a leftover from when I did my experiment – to make a paste. Any medicinal plant will do, but back in BBO, I always used belladonnas so I decided to use it this time as well.


  Anyway…


  「So I have to gulp this down…」I muttered to myself as I regarded the Wisdom Medicine that I just finished making.


  A paste of concentrated belladonna juice and muddy red Wisdom Stone. By mixing these two, you get a Wisdom Medicine, which by the way, didn’t look like anything someone would take.


  I just know it tastes horrible.


  「But I have to take it.」


  I had two Wisdom Stones, and I used one of them just now. I’m keeping the other one for now as certain circumstances might require me to enhance other spells. I already made up my mind which Skill to enhance: Steam Explosion – a high-level Sage Skill. It can only be learned at higher levels so I couldn’t use it until recently.


  The reason I’m using one of my only two Wisdom Stones to enhance it is simply because it’s an overwhelmingly powerful Skill. It’s potent even when used normally, and it’s handy in the event of an emergency.


  I should try using it once before enhancing it.


  「Steam Explosion.」


  As soon as I chanted the spell, a high-pitched boom rang out and nearby trees got blown away. The trees near the explosion area were smashed, their branches reduced to pieces.


  「Quite incredible even though it’s only level 1.」


  Why was this Skill so powerful? It’s because the spell possesses the high mana efficiency of a water-type offensive spell and ease-of-use of an explosion spell.


  The mana cost of Steam Explosion is by no means low. A highly mighty spell, it was just as efficient as Flame Circle. But it takes time before Flame Circle activates and to really exhibit the power of the spell, the target has to be restrained first. There was also the risk of fire spreading which makes Flame Circle fit for use only by advanced practitioners.


  Mana-efficient spells usually has drawbacks. It could be that they have a small AoE, it’s difficult to really bring out the full power of the spell, or perhaps it takes time to activate.


  But Steam Explosion has no such downside. It has a wide AoE, activates in an instant, and simply chanting the spell will cause an explosion before the target. It’s a completely broken spell.


  Unfortunately, it was still inferior to the Steam Explosion I used in BBO because of its low level. BBO was a game where a difference in the level of a Skill was extremely crucial. One level difference and the Skill’s utility changes like it was a completely different kind of spell. To balance things out, rare items were required to enhance the Skills.


  As soon as I witnessed the power of the spell I used, I knew that I needed Steam Explosion.


  「Here goes nothing.」


  I steeled myself and gulped down the Wisdom Medicine.


  Chapter 91 – Power Level Increased


  「…Ugh…」


  As soon as I swallowed the concoction, indescribable bitterness took over my entire mouth. Still it was a lot better than I had expected. I thought for sure it wouldn’t get past my throat, but it simply tasted horrible.


  The moment I downed it all, I felt my body warm up inside. I think that means my Skill’s level went up.


  「Steam Explosion.」


  Once again I used the spell to test its power. The next instant, an earth-shattering roar – way louder than my first attempt earlier – rolled through the air. Nearby trees and those in the distance were uprooted and blown away.


  「There’s this much difference in power with just one level, huh…」I muttered to myself.


  The change was too much. I had almost all my Skills maxed out in BBO so it’s been a while since I’ve levelled up a Skill.


  Just a step from level one to level two and Steam Explosion was like a completely different spell. I had to resort to using combos and tricks to kill monsters in the Forest of Death, but now I can take them all down by simply chanting this one Skill.


  It seems I was right in deciding to level up Steam Explosion. I’m sure it’ll come in handy in a time of crisis.


  ◇


  Five days later.


  I’m at the belladonna plantation to supervise the operation. I was only supposed to be a guard, but I had too much time to spare so I took on this role as well. Also I’m the one who’s the most familiar with how to grow belladonnas. I thought I’d teach people first about how to do it.


  「The amount of harvest is just as originally expected. We’re doing great!」


  The one who gave me the report was Saibin, the manager of this plantation. His job class is『Grappler』, a hand-to-hand combat type that belonged to the inferior classes. Before he came here, he utilized his outstanding physical abilities to work on a farm.


  「Good. Belladonnas sure grow fast.」


  They were already almost ready for harvest. The amount is also just as we had forecasted – just right for the huge plantation that Count Meigis had created. We’ll be able to harvest 2,000 of them today which will make 40 healing medicines.


  「Yeah. I thought growing belladonnas was impossible at first, but was I wrong. I’ve never grown anything as easy as this.」Saibin said, smiling.


  There were bags under his eyes. Belladonnas grow fast, sure, but they’re not easy to manage either. You’ll end up with half the normal harvest if you don’t handle them well. If you want to increase the amount of harvest, you’d have to give it more time and effort as well.


  Count Meigis is doing his best to gather people, but since he’s rounding up only people he can trust, it’s taking some time. Even if they’re willing to take the job, they still have their daily livelihood so they can’t really work during the day. They might come if ordered by the Count. But one of the reasons he was popular, is because he doesn’t do things like that.


  As a result, we only have half the number of people than what we estimated. I thought for sure it would take at least a month to harvest this much, but contrary to my expectations, the belladonnas had grown the entire plantation area right off the start. It was Saibin who made this possible.


  「It must’ve been tough. You look like you barely had any rest.」


  I haven’t seen Saibin sleep or take a break the past few days. He’d spend all day watching the plantation, removing weeds, adjusting the number of monster corpses so the sun beans grow uniformly, or doing some fine tuning on the amount of water for the plants. I’d explained beforehand what to do to increase the amount of harvest, but I never thought they’d be able to pull it off perfectly with the current manpower.


  「I’m going to fulfill the duty Count Meigis had entrusted to me even if it costs me my life.」Saibin muttered.


  I can see why Saibin was designated as this secret farm’s first manager. Even among the Count’s subjects, he was extremely loyal to his lord.


  Saibin was originally an adventurer. When his party encountered a strong monster, they abandoned him and he suffered career-ending injuries, which made him unable to fight anymore. As horrible as it sounds, this wasn’t that unusual for those with inferior job classes. It was easy for people to make excuses like “It’s not our fault. It’s because of his awful class.”


  Having lost his source of income and almost starving to death, he was saved by Count Meigis and received a plot of land. That was how he became a farmer. As such, he was especially loyal to the Count.


  「You should get some shut-eye. You’re going to collapse at this rate.」I said, pointing at the cabin built in the corner of the secret farm.


  We had taken a few measures to keep this farm a secret and one of them is the cabin. Living quarters were built so that people can stay here while working. As such there was no need to return to town, thereby keeping the chances of our operation getting leaked low.


  Saibin, however, had only used the living quarters during the first two days – when the sun beans were ready and before the work on the belladonnas started. Once the belladonnas were planted, he literally had kept working without rest.


  「Count Meigis saved me and I’d gladly lay down my life for him.」he said as he staggered towards the field, pulling out sun beans sprouting on the belladonna plantation, roots and all.


  Sun beans are vigorous. If they start sprouting around the belladonnas, they’ll destroy the plantation.


  He has an important duty to fulfill, all right…


  Chapter 92 – Not Enough Workers


  「Saibin, what’s the duty Count Meigis entrusted to you?」


  「Manage the plantation and grow lots of belladonnas.」


  「For how long?」


  「A year at first. But depending on the situation, it could be longer.」


  Oh, so he does understand what he’s getting into.


  「That’s right. Your duty is to grow belladonnas for a year. You wouldn’t last that long if you collapsed right off the bat.」


  「But I have to remove the sun beans or they’ll destroy the belladonnas…」Saibin said as he moved towards where some sun beans were sprouting.


  The sun beans and belladonnas were grown separately, but the former just keeps on popping out. It really is a vigorous plant…


  Now if only Saibin was just as vigorous as the sun beans, then I can leave him be. Unfortunately, he was only human. If he keeps this up, he’ll collapse tomorrow.


  「Go have some rest. I’ll remove the sun beans. You’re supposed to work for at least a year. If you die before then, you’d have failed your duty.」I said, pulling out the sun bean sprout that Saibin tried to remove.


  He froze for a moment upon hearing the words “failed your duty”. He then turned towards me and bowed.


  「…Thank you…」he said as he headed towards the cabin. Before he entered, he turned around and bowed deeply once more.「…I have a favor to ask.」


  「What is it?」


  「…Make sure you pull out the roots as well…」


  And here I thought it was something serious. What a workaholic. But he’s right.


  ◇


  A few hours later.
 Having finished pulling out weeds, I made my way to the belladonna storehouse and found the plants were left unattended.


  The plan was to process them as soon as they were harvested. Belladonnas wilt fast so they either have to be dried or processed right away. Otherwise, the output will decrease.


  It seems the pharmacists were having a hard time keeping up. I approached them while they were working. They wore stern expressions as they pulverized the belladonnas.


  「Will it take time?」I asked.


  One pharmacist raised his head and looked at me.


  「To be honest, it’s impossible to process all that belladonna with just the three of us…」he said, looking dejected.


  His hands didn’t stop moving, though. There were three pharmacists in this farm right now, but it seems it wasn’t enough. There weren’t a lot of them in the first place, and there’s only so many we could recruit within the Count’s territory. Unlike farmers and adventurers, we can’t choose pharmacists we can trust randomly.


  If provisions or adventurers weren’t enough, we could simply use money to get them from some other place. The trustworthy adventurers can help with the farm, while the others will go out to hunt monsters.


  But that’s not the case for pharmacists because they worked as doctors as well in this world. That’s why we’re short on staff.


  「Is there some work that even ordinary people can do?」


  「There is. In fact, pharmacists are not needed for more than half the work.」


  More than half… If we can solve this problem, we might just be able to maintain a normal production output.


  「What kind of work is it?」


  「Grinding the belladonnas in this mortar. There’s a bit of a trick to it, but with time, even the ordinary citizen can do a decent job.」he said, showing me the mortar.


  Hmm, grinding lots of belladonnas does sound like hard work…


  「How many people do you need?」


  「Let’s see… If we can gather ten experienced people, the three of us can focus on other tasks. That way, we can use all these belladonnas for production.」


  Chapter 93 – Hard Work


  Ten people, huh… That’s going to be tough.


  The plantation is still short-handed, especially the pharmacists. We didn’t have men to spare from working the other duties, so it’ll be difficult to gather people just to grind belladonnas.


  We could gather more help for the other tasks, but more people meant the more chances of the secret operation getting leaked. Even if we hired trustworthy people, they could be followed, observed, or interrogated.


  Count Meigis and I don’t intend to overwork our personnel. We’re going to increase our workforce later, but ten at once is too risky. We can’t afford to have this leaked now.


  「…If only we could somehow use up more of these belladonnas…」


  The pharmacists were carefully grinding the belladonnas. Maybe it was necessary to do it thoroughly, so I can understand if it takes time.


  「Do you have to do it so thoroughly?」


  「Yes. If they’re not crushed finely, we can’t fully extract the juices. We could still make the potions, but then our output would decrease.」


  I see. So they have to be completely grinded so we can utilize our resources effectively.


  「Can I try it?」 I said as I took a spare mortar.


  「Of course. Are you going to help?」


  「Yeah.」


  I started grinding belladonnas using the mortar. It was surprisingly difficult. With familiar hand movements, the pharmacists were steadily making progress. I, on the other hand, couldn’t do the task properly. I only used a few belladonnas when making my Wisdom Medicine, but crushing a lot of them at once was a different matter altogether.


  「This is quite hard.」


  「Familiarity is necessary in this task. I mentioned we need ten experienced people. If they’re amateurs, we might need around thirty people.」


  Yeah… thirty men is just impossible.


  There’s only a limited number of adventurers with inferior job classes who are loyal to the Count. If we recruited people by level of trustworthiness, the more people, the less trustworthy they become.


  Hiring thirty people right off the bat is just too risky. With my inexperienced hands, I continued grinding the belladonnas. And then…


  「Like this? 」


  When the belladonnas had lost their original form, I showed it to the pharmacist who shook his head.


  「It’s not completely crushed yet. We can’t fully utilize the belladonna like this. Use this.」he said as he handed me a finer mortar.


  So that’s why it takes time. I see. Making medicine sure is complicated.


  「If we used mine, how many potions can we produce with it?」


  「Let’s see… About 97% of the normal output.」


  Hmm? Figures are a lot different than what I expected. Ninety-seven… That’s almost a hundred percent.


  「Wait a minute. So you’re doing all this for the three percent?」I said as I pointed at the finer mortar.


  The pharmacist was taken aback.


  「Now that I think about it, we have plenty of belladonnas now. It’s just we have this notion that belladonnas are extremely precious items. We didn’t think things through.」


  It seems the pharmacists thought the belladonnas were so precious that they didn’t want to waste anything. But right now we had a lot of them. If left alone, they will only drop in quality. In other words, it’s a race against time.


  「If we don’t do it thoroughly, we can work twice as fast!」


  「Thank you for the advice!」


  They started wildly blending the belladonnas. If we can work twice as fast, we’ll have almost double the output… 97% x 2 for a total of 194%.


  But that was still too slow. Even with twice the speed, only a portion can be processed. If we don’t have to do things thoroughly, then there has to be a more efficient method.


  Magic Search.


  Without saying the words, I activated Magic Search to check the positions of monsters in the immediate surrounding. There weren’t any strong monsters nearby at the moment. It’s probably okay for me to leave for a bit.


  「I’m going shopping for a bit.」


  Leaving the mortar on the table, I stood up.


  「Shopping?」


  「Yeah. I’ll be back right away so just continue what you’re doing.」


  Chapter 94 – It Worked Fine


  One hour later.


  After obtaining what I wanted, I returned to the pharmacists.


  「Let’s use this.」


  I placed a quern-stone on the table. Quern-stones are stone tools for hand-grinding a wide variety of materials. You just put the materials inside and spin the stone around.


  This world used it for grinding wheat to make bread. But no one said you couldn’t use it to grind ingredients for a medicine.


  「That’s… a little bit rough, isn’t it?」


  「Let’s just try it anyway.」


  I tossed some belladonna into the quern-stone and started rotating it around. It took no time at all to completely grind them.


  「Can you use it?」


  「Maybe… but the yield will be lower.」


  The pharmacist studied the powdered belladonna. It did look different from when it was done by hand. Perhaps if the quern-stone is modified for belladonna use, it would look the same. Then again that would take a long time.


  「Can you make medicine out of it even with a lower yield?」


  「I think so. We haven’t tried using quern-stones before, so we won’t know until we try.」


  「Then please try it.」


  I glanced at the pile of belladonnas. We might waste a few for experimenting, but it should be fine. We have plenty of it around.


  「Roger that.」


  And so the pharmacists started to work on it. The process looked complicated – pouring water in a strangely-shaped pot, tossing in ground belladonna, adjusting the temperature.


  The pots were of different shapes and they used them in order. Two hours later…


  「It’s done. Here’s the healing medicine.」the pharmacist said as he packed the product in a bottle.


  So that’s confirmed. We can make medicine even when using quern-stones for grinding.


  「How’s the volume?」


  「Let’s see… If we used our hands to crush the belladonna, the output would be 1.2 times than this.」


  Hmm… so the output does decrease.


  「It doesn’t matter much. We have plenty of belladonnas so just keep at it.」


  「Y-Yes, Sir!」


  They started grinding more using the quern-stone. We can be more efficient now.


  「I have this weird feeling of guilt grinding belladonnas with quern-stones…」


  「I’m having fun. Normally a pharmacist wouldn’t be able to use so much belladonnas in their entire lifetime.」


  The pharmacists were chatting with each other. They were quiet when they did it by hand. This means their job is much easier now.


  I guess the problem now is that the processing takes time. One bottle took two hours to make. We can’t possibly use up all the belladonnas we have. It’ll be much more efficient if we made them in huge batches.


  「Is the process of making medicine generally the same as what you did earlier?」


  「Yes. I believe every pharmacist in this kingdom follows the same steps. The government itself taught us and there are tools specifically used for making them.」


  He pointed at a small pot he used earlier. “Healing medicine processing pot no. 1” was written on the side. Upon closer inspection, the other pots had numbers as well. It seems each pot is made of different materials and they come in different shapes.


  「So is there a law that says you should use these?」


  「Not really. But we can make the best medicine with these. They’re a product of countless trials by our predecessors.」


  I see. The government taught them so they could make the most medicine out of their limited resources.


  「Can you still make the medicine if you used different pots?」


  「Yes. Long ago they used normal pots apparently. When these specialized tools were introduced, output increased by about ten percent.」


  Ten percent… That’s still quite a lot, but we can’t be picky right now. We have to produce a lot so we might need to tweak the process a bit.


  「There are bigger pots, right? I saw one as big as this.」I said, placing my hand just above my head. I have no idea what they used it for. All I know is that it’s really big.


  「Yes. They’re mainly used for cheaper ingredients and mass production. 」


  I knew it. That pot is used for production as well. Adjusting the temperature will be more difficult with a bigger pot. We’d be wasting a bit of belladonna, but that shouldn’t be a problem. If we processed them in small amounts, they’d only deteriorate.


  「Try making the medicine with the big pots. We have plenty of belladonnas to use anyway.」


  「Yes, Sir!」


  The men started experimenting. Count Meigis gathered only a few pharmacists, but he said they’re competent. I’ll just leave it to them. I’m sure they can produce a great product.


  Chapter 95 – Making Progress


  A week later.


  Production has been going well.


  「Here are today’s fertilizers. Please check them.」


  A man pulling a cart full of monster carcasses arrived at the factory. His name was Weyl, one of the staff of “Meigis Company”, a firm that Count Meigis created to sell medicine. He was primarily in charge of delivering materials needed for cultivation.


  「It’s perfect. It looks like the monster hunting is going well.」


  「Yeah. The adventurers are fired up. You don’t have to worry about running out of fertilizers so use them all you want.」


  Huge quantities of monster materials are needed to fully run the wide belladonna plantation – around ten times more than the amount that’s delivered to the guild.


  To secure such an amount, we have to kill a lot of monsters, which means having to go a bit farther out. This poses another problem. Transportation. All in all, continuously procuring monster materials requires an extremely high amount of labor.


  As such, I thought keeping the operation running would be difficult, but contrary to expectations, obtaining materials has been going great. Not once did we have to stop operations because of a shortage of supplies.


  「I’m guessing the number of monsters has dwindled near the town?」


  「Compared to when we started hunting, they’re down to about a fifth. But I don’t think it’ll go lower than that.」


  Monsters reproduced fast. Even if they somehow killed them all, more would pop up somewhere. Right now they’re hunting every last one they could find. Monsters sure are a valuable resource.


  「How far have the hunters gone?」


  「About two towns over. Five hundred men are on it.」


  「Wow… I believe we only had about three hundred before.」


  「Word has spread over the Count’s domain that he needs monsters. Ex-adventurers are even helping out.」


  The reason why we could collect monster carcasses all over the place was because of the adventurers going all out when asked by the Count. Meigis didn’t force them into it, and neither did he offer an outrageous reward. All he said was “I need you to hunt monsters” and five hundred people answered the call.


  「That sounds great and all, but with that many people, wouldn’t there be a risk of leaking information?」


  「We’re good. Actually the citizens don’t even know why we’re collecting monster carcass.」


  「They don’t? And we got five hundred men?」


  「Yup. Just a word from the Count and they will do it without even asking why. That’s how much they love the Count. Even the citizens are helping with the transport.」


  I’ve been to the field to see how the hunt was going, and most of the adventurers were those with inferior job classes. Count Meigis is really popular with those guys.


  If the Count gathered all the adventurers with inferior classes and declared war against Georgis, he could probably deal significant damage. Then again he’s popular precisely because he’s not the kind of person to do that.


  I went back to work, helping out the people in the factory and bringing in the carcasses.


  「Did you start selling already?」


  The completed products were sent to the Meigis Company. At first, output wasn’t so stable because of the constant experimenting, but now, producing healing medicine using big pots has been progressing well. We can start sending them to the firm.


  I still don’t know much about the status of the sales, since I’ve been stationed here to guard against monsters. The plan was to sell in huge numbers to make a political impact.


  「Yes. We already started. For details, the Count would like to talk to you. The location is on this letter. Will you come?」


  Weyl handed me a letter with Count Meigis’ seal on it.


  We’re to meet at the Elias Guild’s conference room. There’s danger of the factory being attacked by monsters, so as much as possible I don’t want to leave. But Elias is close anyway. If it’s only for a short time, it should be fine.


  Besides, I return to Elias every day to eat and buy stuff. Staying overnight at the factory would be exhausting so I rest when it’s time to rest. The Count probably took this into consideration when choosing the meeting place.


  「Okay. Kindly tell him I’ll come. 」


  「Thank you.」


  In the meantime, they finished bringing in all the materials we needed. It looks like we can produce a lot today too.


  Chapter 96 – Sales Going Well


  A few days later. I headed to the guild to learn about the status of our sales.


  「I came here for a meeting. Is this the place?」


  「Yes. The client is waiting for you in the conference room.」


  When I told the staff what I was here for, the receptionist guided me to the conference room. Count Meigis was already there.


  「Long time no see. I heard about the things you’ve been doing. Even though I hired you only for guard duty, you’re assisting with a lot of things as well.」Count Meigis said as he stood up.


  It seems he knows about the things I did. I only gave advice though. The pharmacists and the people in charge of cultivation did the actual work. I wasn’t really all that busy.


  「You must be really busy, Sir.」


  He must’ve been a lot busier than me. He looked like he lost weight.


  After all, the plan to sell healing medicine was a nationwide project. Managing that and trying to win over the Church is not something a normal human can do. But he had to do it or we would be in trouble.


  「Yes, I am. At first I thought the meager output was because you’ve been experimenting, then all of a sudden, huge quantities are being delivered to the office.」


  So far the factory had forwarded about 200 bottles of healing medicine. At minimum, the market price was three million gils per bottle. So if we sold it at the cheapest price, we get 600 million. A huge amount for a startup company.


  「I guess it’s difficult to sell them all.」


  Meigis Company was created only a little over a week ago. It’s not like they had a reputation just yet. Selling 200 bottles right away would not be easy.


  「Actually we’re almost sold out. I set aside a few.」


  Wow. I didn’t expect that. But even if the demand was high, it’s still a very expensive product. They wouldn’t know how effective it would be by just looking at it. Can 200 bottles really be sold in such a short time?


  「Did you sell them cheaper than market price to build confidence first?」


  It’s basic marketing strategy to sell a product cheap at first to endorse its quality. The medicine we’re selling isn’t exactly high quality, but they’re still extremely valuable products.


  Count Meigis shook his head.


  「No. We’re selling them for at least 3 million apiece. Some we sold for even more.」


  「I’m surprised they sold out.」


  「I thought it was strange so I did a little investigation. Apparently, it’s because of Cardinal Georgis.」


  Cardinal Georgis was the reason we sold all our products? He wouldn’t give us an outlet for selling them. That’s for sure. Even if he offered to help, the Count would’ve flat-out rejected him. There’s one reason I can think of why he did this.


  「Is he trying to limit the supply?」


  Healing medicine being sold out at market price means there’s a lot of demand. If there’s plenty of supply in the market, the ones we made wouldn’t have sold out that quickly. So that means there’s a shortage of supply. There’s only one person who can cause such a phenomenon – Cardinal Georgis, who has the monopoly on healing medicines.


  「Probably. Recently the market price had gone up to 10 million gils.」


  「That’s three times more than before.」


  Just a while ago, the price was 3 million gils. The increase in price must mean that supply is running out.


  「Is he trying to raise the prices? It feels too rushed.」


  Limiting supply would indeed result in higher prices. Georgis would certainly benefit from it.


  But if supply dropped to a critical amount and prices became extremely high, he wouldn’t get income out of it. That would pose a risk to his monopoly. Rather than exhausting supply, he could sell them at 4 or 5 million gils.


  The Cardinal doesn’t seem to be after money. Is there a reason to hoard all the healing medicines?


  「…A bargaining chip?」


  Chapter 97 – Fear of Assassination


  Let’s say for example a powerful noble’s daughter is sick. To save her life, the noble is desperate to look for a cure. But even a powerful noble can’t buy what’s not in the market. Cardinal Georgis would then offer to sell his medicine and in exchange demand the noble to work for him.


  A lot of problems come with the method, but if it worked out fine, Georgis could expand his forces quickly. And since he’s already a man of authority, there’s a possibility for him to control the whole kingdom.


  「You arrived at that conclusion in such a short amount of time? Are you perhaps a former spy or something?」


  「Nope. Just a normal adventurer. It’s only natural to use what you have as a bargaining chip, right?」


  「The fact that you came up with that idea just based on the prices of the medicine is not quite natural, if you ask me.」


  After that, the Count was silent for a while. He then laid out a few documents on the table that showed names of nobles and their positions.


  「Ten nobles approached us, looking to buy healing medicine no matter the price.」


  「And this is the list of those nobles?」


  「Yes. An astonishing lineup, wouldn’t you agree?」he said, pointing at their positions.


  Count, Marquess, a Margrave. Even the highest-ranked noble, the Duke was on the list. Dukes were almost always a member of royalty. Such a VIP wanted our product, huh…


  「Do they all belong to the anti-Georgis faction?」


  「Not really. But they’re not on his side either.」


  「Them wanting the medicine so bad means they need it for someone. Is there such a disease going around among the nobles?」


  One or two would’ve been understandable. But ten bigshots desperate for the medicine is strange. Something’s fishy.


  「Yes. Recently a fatal disease has been spreading among the nobles’ heirs. Apparently only the healing medicine can cure them.」


  「That sounds awfully convenient for Georgis.」


  「I can’t agree more.」


  Maybe the Cardinal was the root of all of this. The Garden of Despair is certainly capable of doing it, and they won’t even bat an eye.


  「So did you sell to them?」


  「Of course. They were delighted. Apparently they couldn’t stomach the condition that Georgis gave them.」


  「I can see that. Looks like we can get some people.」


  The Cardinal wouldn’t even need to threaten those who would accept his condition easily. The nobles were worried about the declining health of their heirs. They should be really grateful to Count Meigis for selling medicines to them.


  「Did you give them a condition? 」


  「I can’t do what the Cardinal is doing. It would leave a bad impression of me. In the current circumstances, acting righteously will earn me more allies.」


  I see. He didn’t just sell to them out of the goodness of his heart. While he looks like a kind-hearted person, he thinks about what he wants as well.


  「But it’s also true that giving conditions will gain us allies more quickly. If you think we should, I will… What do you think?」


  「I’ll leave the decisions to you. My role is to produce medicine, and yours is to deal with the politics.」


  「Thank you. I’m glad you said that.」


  Meigis has been fighting in the world of politics for so long, intent on bringing down Georgis. He’s also popular, so leaving matters to him wouldn’t be a bad idea.


  「Most of the nobles that bought the medicine have their domains nearby. There might be more of them soon.」


  「I see. Our forces will grow even more.」


  「The more Cardinal Georgis limits the supply of healing medicine, the easier it is for us to make our moves. He should be panicking right about now.」


  It sounds like our plan is going well. Which means it’s time to worry about a counterattack.


  Georgis is only powerful because he has the criminal syndicate Garden of Despair behind him. If he really wants to, he can send an assassin.


  We can still produce medicine even if Meigis is killed. But it would be a huge blow politically. With the man leading the anti-Georgis faction gone, the force that holds the citizens, especially the adventurers with inferior job classes, will weaken significantly.


  They might even consider taking revenge. Once they lost their composure, it’ll be hard to come up with plans.


  If that happened, we basically lost. Meigis’s citizens are loyal to him, but there’s only a few of them. Only about a thousand of them can actually fight. If they start a civil war and killed the Cardinal, the people would only see it as a rebellion.


  If the adventurers with inferior job classes started a war and killed nobles, they will only get treated even worse in the future.


  In other words, the death of Count Meigis will put all our plans on hold. And the Cardinal… No, the Garden of Despair should be well aware of this.


  Chapter 98 – Anti-Assassination Plans Needed


  If Count Meigis went all over the place to sell healing medicines, there would be plenty of chances to assassinate him. I could protect him, but I wouldn’t be able to protect the factory.


  「Are you worried about me getting assassinated?」Count Meigis asked, noticing the grave expression on my face.


  「Yeah. If I were the Garden of Despair, I would kill you for sure.」


  「I would too. I’m prepared to give my life away for this fight, but I can’t die just yet.」


  It seems Count Meigis was aware of just how important he is.


  「So what should we do?」


  「Right now, the safest place for me is by your side. What do you think?」


  I’m not an expert in anti-assassination or anything. But Sages have a few detection Skills.


  It would be much easier for other job classes. I would have to teach them first though. There are a few adventurers here with classes that’s good against assassins. But I haven’t seen them use such Skills even once.


  They need training on what to do once they find an assassin as well. Before they’re trained in the ways of escorting someone, I think it’s best for the Count to stay here.


  Still…


  「My role is to protect the factory. I can’t leave Elias.」


  There are plenty of wide-range non-Sage detection Skills. I’ve already taught the people who could use them the proper way to use them. I’m sure they can find monsters even without me around.


  In fact, whenever I’m away from the factory, or when I’m resting, they cover for me. And if they spotted one, they would just contact me. They can’t deal with the monster just yet, though. The chances are low, but there’s a possibility of an incredibly powerful monster to appear in the plantation.


  So I want to stay near the plantation until at least a strong monster shows up. I don’t know how it works, but once a powerful monster is defeated, the chances of another one showing up decreases.


  If I kill one, I can leave. Conversely, I have to stay until one appears.


  「I know. So I’ll stay in Elias for now.」the Count said.


  「Are you sure about that? People from all over the kingdom wants to buy healing medicines.」


  「That is correct. I can actually just stay in one spot. Word has already spread all over the kingdom that I’m selling healing medicines. They will come to me themselves.」


  I see. Word is already spreading. The fact that it spread so fast just shows how important the medicine is.


  「All right. I’ll be your bodyguard.」


  「Thank you. I’ve prepared a property to use as a storefront of the company. I’ll tell you where it is later.」


  And so the Meigis Company opened its very first store. Also I got more work now. I’ll ask for an additional reward later. While it’s for the plan, a job is still a job and I want to be paid.


  For now I need to train people to employ as guards. There are a few adventurers with inferior classes that’s suited for security so I’ll start with them first.


  Chapter 99 – Assassins’ Arrival


  A week later.


  I woke up to a knock on my door in the early hours of the morning.


  「Who is it?」


  「It’s Sachilys. I came to tell you that I found intruders.」


  I’ve formed a security force consisting of adventurers with inferior job classes, trained personally by me to protect the Meigis Company and the Count himself. I taught them Skills and how to fight. In this world they’re looked down upon, but in BBO they were the advanced classes. Each has their own superb Skills, and if taught properly, they can serve well.


  Among them was Sachilys who showed promise in surveillance. Her class is called Spirit Archer, a class that excelled in searching for enemies. She’s been vital in looking out for enemies – Georgis’s assassins specifically – when I’m not in Elias or when I’m sleeping.


  「Okay.」


  I quickly got changed and opened the small window on the door.


  Meigis Company employees stayed in this room, and as such, security measures were tight. One of them was a small window on the door to check the situation outside without having to open the door. Of course, the door itself is securely locked.


  「What happened?」


  As soon as I confirmed nothing was out of the ordinary outside, I unlocked the door and invited Sachilys in.


  「Four suspicious people has entered town. Judging by their movements, they’re quite strong.」


  A few suspicious persons had entered the town before. Some were Georgis’s men, some were not and most were alone or in a pair.


  Four people is the most at once so far. If they’re all strong, they must be some enthusiastic intruders. Sachilys probably came to me directly because she felt they were dangerous. Otherwise she can take care of it herself.


  「What does your Search Enemy say?」


  Spirit users possessed Skills suited for searching enemies. Among them was Search Enemy.


  Like Magic Search, it’s used to detect enemies, but there was a difference between the two. Magic Search detected mana flowing through the enemy, while Search Enemy searched for “hostility” to the one you’re guarding. It’s extremely useful against humans.


  Magic Search lets one find people in town easily, but you won’t know whether the person is an enemy or not. You can probably guess from their movements. Only if you pay careful attention, though.


  On the other hand, Search Enemy can sense hostility against a target so you can filter out the harmless ones. An indispensable Skill when you’re in a town like this.


  「It looked like they were hostile against you and Count Meigis.」


  There are a few drawbacks to such a handy Skill, however. First, the number of people you can configure it with is limited. The limit increases with level, but if it’s newly acquired, the max is two people. For now it’s me and Count Meigis, the two people most likely to be targeted. If the intruders targeted the company’s employees, we won’t have any way of knowing.


  Second it’s pretty much useless against nonhumans. Wild monsters would only show hostility once they spot you so searching for monsters with it is impossible.


  Basically you can’t use it for hunting monsters in a forest. The point of scouting is to find enemies before they find you. It would be too late if monsters found you first. In the case of humans, they tend to study their target beforehand so they already feel hostile towards them. As such they’re easy to find.


  「Magic Search.」


  I activated my own scouting spell.


  With this, I now know the locations of every person in town from their mana. All I have to do is look for people acting suspiciously. Then in an alley that not a lot of people use, located to the right of the entrance to town, I spotted four people walking together.


  「Is the hostility you’re detecting coming from a group of four people lurking just to the right of the entrance?」


  「Yes. They’ve been moving slowly. They could walk faster and they won’t make a sound but they’re not. It’s almost strange.」


  「I see. They might be waiting for the perfect timing.」


  I opened the curtains to look at the sky. The moon was up but no stars could be spotted. Cloudy, it seems. Judging by the direction of the clouds, the moon will be hidden soon.


  「They might be waiting for it to get dark. In that case, they might come through the roofs.」


  I activated Magic Search at regular intervals to gauge how fast they were going. Indeed, they walked slow. If they were seen standing still, they could be labeled as suspicious fellows. It almost feels like they’re moving slowly to kill time.


  Very few people actually took the path they were taking and there were plenty of things to block vision, so being spotted is highly unlikely. Which is also why we found them easily.


  Chapter 100 – Just as Expected


  「They will enter the security point soon. I think they’re going to stop.」


  We assigned “security points” in certain locations across town. These places were dark, where not a lot of people came through, and it’s difficult to be eavesdropped. The best places intruders can use. Instead of destroying such blindspots, we decided to leave them.


  The reason for that is the “Spirit” that a Spirit Archer can use. Spirits can’t move and fight, but one can share senses with it.


  And since they can only be seen by using certain special Skills, they’re extremely handy for scouting. Spirits were stationed in every security point so we can listen in on conversations.


  「It’s just like you said! They really stopped at the security point.」she said, Sachilys looked surprised.


  Just as expected. We also modified the location of the lights to make the place more enticing to those who wanted to hide. The range of the Spirit is quite small, so making adjustments was necessary.


  「We should be good here.」


  「Yeah. No one will find us here.」


  The four men started talking in one of the security points. They spoke in whispers, but I could still hear what they’re saying clearly since the Spirit is close.


  「Where’s that monster Eld?」


  「Monster? He’s just a Novice, right? I don’t think we really need to be wary of him.」


  「I think so too… but the higher-ups ordered us to be careful. There must be a reason for that.」


  Monster? Man, these guys are rude. It seems the organization they’re working for sees me as a threat. I would’ve loved to stay under the radar, though.


  「I guess we’ll just have to follow orders. The monster should be in the inn right now. Should I check through the windows?」


  「No. He might notice. Just keep a watch on the exit.」


  「Okay. I’ll go.」


  One of the men headed straight to where I was. Apparently they knew where I was staying.


  If a spy was on me, Search Enemy would’ve detected them. It’s most likely that a spy or someone similar checked me out quite some time ago. That means this attack has been planned for a while now.


  「All right. The three of us will do things as planned.」


  「Yeah. Failure is not allowed.」


  The three men left the security point. It looks like they’re in charge of killing the Count. In the meantime, the other guy, stopped at a point where he could watch the place I was staying.


  「Should we kill the lookout first?」Sachilys asked.


  She could indeed use sniping Skills with a bow and arrow. We could kill him.


  「No, we’ll take care of him later. We’ll start with those other three.」


  I removed one of the floorboads to reveal a secret passage.


  「Oh, so you have a hidden passage here.」


  「More like I had it made. I already expected the enemy to watch or attack this place.」


  「I see. So you saw through their plans.」


  「Yeah. If information is going to be leaked, then it’s best to come up with a countermeasure that takes that into consideration.」


  We entered the secret passage. it was narrow since I didn’t want it to be conspicuous. Trying to keep my head down low while moving was a huge pain.


  「Where’s this passage connected to?」


  「A nearby warehouse. The lookout can’t see it from where he is positioned.」


  Soon, we saw the exit. Noise absorbing materials were placed near the exit so we could come out without making a sound.


  「Let’s head straight to the office. Watch for the roofs.」


  Elias’s lord, Count Meigis, actually lives in a different town. Since he didn’t have a house here, he’s living in the company building.


  Those guys will probably enter through the roof. They don’t have much of a choice since security on the ground was strict.


  But even the roof is strongly guarded, though one can’t really see that from the outside.


  Chapter 101 – Attacking the Assailants


  (…There they are.) Sachylis said in a barely audible whisper as she stared at the roof of a nearby house.


  Three intruders moved smoothly under the cover of darkness, careful not to make a sound. We probably wouldn’t have found them without using a Skill.


  I studied the men. It seemed they didn’t notice us. I could easily take them down from afar with some spells, but I’ll let Sachylis handle this one. While I’ve taught her combat, this would be her first time to fight someone skilled. It’s not like I can deal with enemies all the time, so while I can back her up, it’s best to let her gain some experience.


  (Try doing it alone. I won’t make a move until it gets dangerous.)


  (Okay.)


  Sachylis readied her bow. In this world, almost all the Skills of the Spirit Archer were unknown. Before, she fought like an inferior version of an Archer. But after learning some Skills, she can now fight as a real Spirit Archer.


  (Here I go.)


  Sachylis aimed her bow to the skies and fired. A few seconds later, one of the men fell off the roof, an arrow sticking out of his head. Most likely a quick death.


  Hearing their companion drop, the other two quickly dispersed and eyed their surroundings. Sachylis fired a second shot, but this time it got deflected by a knife.


  (Impressive. They can deflect an arrow even in this darkness.)


  As expected, they were fairly skilled men. Deflecting an arrow in the dark is not something that can be done easily. Flustered, Sachylis nocked another arrow, but the enemy already knew her position. The intruders got down to the ground and hid.


  (They’re heading this way.) she muttered.


  (Of course. They know where you are. They’re coming to kill you.)


  (Wh-What do we do? Should we hide?)


  Sachylis’s expression was a mix of panic and confusion. I expected this to happen.


  (Do you know what went wrong?)


  (Well… When I killed the first guy, I didn’t prepare to kill the other two?)


  (Exactly. After firing the first shot, you didn’t have to wait and see if it hit, and instead could’ve immediately fired the second shot. Either that, or you could’ve moved to a different spot before firing the second arrow.)


  When you’re the one launching a surprise attack, you have an incredible advantage. Killing only one before revealing yourself is a waste.


  She could’ve at least killed two and bring it down to a 1-on-1 fight. But now that they noticed her right away, it’s a 2-on1. If it were a 1-on-1, she would have the advantage since she knew the area well. But unfortunately that’s not the case. It’s much harder to fight two people at once.


  (I’m sorry.)


  (Nah, you did great for your first job. I’ll deal with it from here, so don’t move from this spot.)


  I left her behind. Both men were going through the same route. But they were cautious and a surprise attack was not an option. Still I can deal with them.


  (Ice Pillar.)


  I cast a spell without chanting. Casting without incantation results in a less powerful spell, but I don’t really need power right now.


  I cast the spell not over the enemies’ heads, but over a back alley far from the intruders. As soon as I activated the spell, I moved to an alley connected to the path the men were taking. They wouldn’t see me unless I actually showed my face.


  A few seconds later, the ice pillar fell to the ground and made a sound as it shattered to pieces. In that instant, I peered from the alley and used Deadly Pain on one guy.


  The sudden sound drew their attention. I specifically used Ice Pillar where they couldn’t see it. Otherwise, they’d find out right away that it’s just a diversion.


  「Gyaaaaaaaaaaaaahhh!」


  The man cried out from the pain. An assassin sent to do a high-level job like this would have been trained to endure pain. But Deadly Pain isn’t something you can withstand with training alone. You need to use actual spells beforehand to counter it.


  But the intruders wouldn’t know this. The other man gave a shriek as his partner let out a scream unbefitting of a trained assassin.


  Invoking another Ice Pillar, I jumped out of the alley.


  Chapter 102 – Assassins Suppressed


  「…It’s you.」


  The intruders’ gaze took me in as I stepped out of the alley. They readied their daggers. The next moment, Ice Pillars crushed them.


  I then headed back to the inn. Then I spotted the guy watching the place I was staying in walking my way. It seems he realized something went wrong from the sound of the Ice Pillars crashing earlier.


  Pretending to not know who he was, I simply walked forward. The guy too wore a completely innocent look.


  The instant we passed by each other, he thrusted his hidden dagger toward me. I parried it with my staff and chanted a spell.


  「Deadly Pain.」


  「Ugh… Aaaaaaaahhh!」


  The assassin convulsed from the unbearable pain. I tied his arms up with a rope and gagged him as well. Now he can’t bite his tongue off. I’m glad I carried some handy tools to restrain someone.


  Next I struck his head with my staff to knock him out and carried him on my shoulder.


  「All’s well that ends well.」


  Carrying the intruder, I went back to Sachylis to inform her the fight was over. I will have to send the guy I captured to the Order so they can extract information out of him.


  「You suppressed three people in such a short time. Will I be able to do that too?」she asked as she watched me heading towards the knights. I answered her without hesitation.


  「Yeah. If you learn Skills and how to fight properly, you can do this in no time at all. Spirit Archers are especially excellent at surprise raids like this.」


  I recalled the trajectory of the arrow she fired. It was both precise and efficient. A clean shot.


  I suspect that in the near future, I can leave security to Sachylis and the others. I’m sure the other guys in charge in security would have improved by then.


   


  A week later, I visited the main office of Meigis Company to ask how the sales of the healing medicine was going.


  「How’s it going?」


  The firm had stopped selling in other branches recently. There were worries that sales would drop if people had to come all the way here to buy.


  「We’re doing great. As you know, our goods are sold out on the same day.」Count Meigis said, smiling.


  I sort of expected this. Apparently the demand doesn’t decline just because it’s a little bit harder to buy now. That showed how much Cardinal Georgis was cutting the supply.


  But what’s important isn’t the sales. Our goal is to shake the foundations of the Cardinal’s political power.


  「How’s the politics side going?」


  「Things are going as well as expected. Most of the nobles who came here to buy wanted to form an alliance.」


  So the nobles themselves come to purchase the medicine. They could just send someone else. But the fact they’re not doing that means there’s something more to it, and not just because the medicine is precious.


  「You still sell to them even if they don’t form an alliance, right?」


  「Yes. I don’t even ask them to join us.」


  I see. Many nobles are coming to our side without even being asked. I don’t think it’s because they’re grateful for the medicine.


  But judging from the situation, I can make a guess. Everyone hates the Cardinal and they want someone – it doesn’t matter who it is – to take him down. The enemy of my enemy is my friend, so to speak.


  「So the other nobles are forming a faction with you as the leader, huh?」


  「Exactly. Today Cardinal Cedar and Count Cassa came to form an alliance. Both are prominent figures in the church. So far that’s thirty people in total.」


  「That’s quite a lot. Are they all anti-Georgis?」


  Cardinal Georgis gained incredible power in a short amount of time. So much power, in fact, that he was able to intervene with the Guild and designate advanced job classes as inferior. A sudden rise in power also meant he made plenty of enemies.


  Chapter 103 – Faction is Starting to Grow in Size


  「Not everyone. Most of them belong to the anti-Georgis faction, while some that are neutral joined us saying they will return the favor for selling them the medicine. As for the rest, they just want to bet on the winning horse.」


  「Winning horse? Are they really expecting that much from us?」


  It’s almost certain that Count Meigis and Cardinal Georgis will clash soon. The winner will most definitely have a hold of the market for healing medicine and gain overwhelming power in the church. When that happens, those who sided with the winner will receive favorable treatment, while the ones who sided with the loser will be treated horribly. As such, nobles are carefully studying who will win and side with them. It made sense.


  But an outsider who had no information whatsoever, would think that Count Meigis has no chance at all. The Cardinal is way more powerful than the Count, after all. I didn’t expect there to be nobles who would come to our side at all.


  「They’re not really expecting anything. The ones who come to us are nobles that are too weak that Georgis wouldn’t even talk to them.」


  Hmm, yes. That makes perfect sense.


  They won’t gain anything if Georgis won, so they’re betting on the dark horse in the hopes that they win big. Sounds like an awful reason to join us, but still we should be grateful that our forces are growing.


  「Our problem starts here. We can’t win if we fight head-on. But do we even have a chance?」Meigis asked.


  Indeed. If we engaged in an all-out war, Meigis wouldn’t stand a chance. But I don’t intend to start a war, anyway.


  「Of course we can win. If they weren’t able to produce healing medicine anymore, Georgis will be ruined.」


  「That’s true. Don’t tell me you have a plan to make them unable to produce them anymore.」


  「I actually do. Although first, we need our forces to grow even more and make Georgis panic. As for the actual plan, it’s best if you don’t ask about it for now.」


  Cardinal Georgis was creating healing medicine in huge numbers. I already have a rough idea of his method and its weakness.


  But in the off-chance that they find out about my plan, the Cardinal might take measures to stop me. So for now I’m not telling anyone.


  「Okay. I know it’s all part of your plan.」the Count said.


  「I’m glad you’re quick on the uptake.」


  「I’m already aware of how capable you really are. Georgis will seriously consider me a threat soon. The real show starts from here.」


  Meigis gazed at the walls. At a glance, they may look like ordinary wood, but extremely robust steel plates were inserted inside. This place wouldn’t get destroyed that easily. It was my idea to protect Meigis from assassins.


  「Yeah. This is where our anti-assassination measures become crucial.」


  「I’ve long prepared myself. But are we good on that front? I can’t die just yet. At least not until we defeat Georgis.」


  「Everything’s perfect. The members of our anti-assassination squad, especially the Spirit Archer Sachylis, are doing a great job.」I answered confidently.


  It’s only been a week since her blunder last time, but our security measures have improved a lot since then. The biggest improvement, was no doubt, the coordination between members of the squad.


  Until now, I taught them skills and how to fight one by one. They’ve gotten better recently so now I’m teaching them how to fight while coordinating with the team. To fight with proper coordination in the dark requires knowing fully well the Skills of the other members and to train more. Their combat level depends on whether they can pull it off or not.


  The current squad should be able to easily suppress the assassins that Sachylis failed to kill a week ago.


  「An anti-assassination squad… You surprised me when you managed to create a belladonna plantation. I didn’t expect you to be an expert teacher as well. I don’t think there’s anything you can’t do.」


  「You give me too much credit. There’s plenty of stuff I can’t do. In which case, I just get a little creative.」


  I shot a glance at the pile of gold coins in a corner of the room. All of them were from selling the healing medicine.


  A little bit of creativity turned that little farm into a goldmine. Creativity is nothing to be sneezed at. After that, I left the office.


   


  A few days later.
 I was at the inn, looking over the list of the new people that arrived in Elias. Count Meigis’ guards are constantly increasing even now. Using his personal connections, he contacted people he could trust to strengthen security.


  Then again, most of the people who owed Count Meigis were already on our side, so there hasn’t been a lot of newcomers recently.


  As such, I was going over the list, not expecting much, when I found a familiar name.


  「Mylia the Flame Spear?」


  There could be many Mylia’s around. But there should only be one with the alias “Flame Spear”.


  「Is she here?」


  There wasn’t any other information on the list. However, it contained the names of people who had already arrived at the company office.


  I should go and check.


  Chapter 104 – An Unexpected Guest


  「It’s really her…」


  As I made it to the Meigis Company’s office, I spotted Mylia. She noticed me right away and ran up to me.


  「Long time no see. What are you doing here?」I asked.


  We went separate ways so she could rank up. What was she doing here as a guard of our farm? If she wanted achievements, there should be better places than here.


  「Count Meigis sent me a letter. He’s looking for adventurers he can trust.」


  「He did mention that… I’m surprised you know each other.」


  「The Count helped me back when I was still low-ranked. I wouldn’t be here now if it weren’t for him.」


  I see. Mylia owes Meigis. So when he asked for help, she came right away despite it not going to count as an achievement. I just found out how wide the Count’s connections were in an unexpected place.


  「I wasn’t even aware you knew Count Meigis. I’m surprised.」she said.


  「Really?」


  「You give off this image of a mysterious adventurer with no acquaintances. You’re so strong, yet no one even knew you.」


  That must be what I look like from a stranger’s point of view. It’s true that I don’t have any acquaintances, though. Up until a few months ago, I lived my life in the sticks.


  「I expected the letter to have something to do with you anyway.」Mylia added.


  「Are there rumors about me floating about?」


  「No, not about you specifically. I just heard that Count Meigis is selling healing medicine in large quantities over here in Elias.」


  「How am I related to that?」


  I did tell her I was heading to Elias, but that was it. I don’t recall telling her that I was going to make healing medicine. In the first place, I came here for the Wisdom Stone, not to create potions.


  「Mass production of healing medicine is simply impossible. Or at least it was. Then all of a sudden, something that’s not possible, happened at the place where you said you were headed. It’s only natural to suspect you were involved right away.」


  「Well that’s not nice…」


  So if anything strange happens where I am, I’d get suspected immediately. Then again it really is my doing this time, so I can’t really say anything back.


  We’ve strayed off topic. Let’s get back on track.


  「Me and the Count weren’t really acquaintances. But things happened, and we teamed up to pick a fight with Cardinal Georgis.」


  「Pick a fight with Georgis?」


  Mylia was dumbfounded. It seems details weren’t included in the letter sent to her.


  「Yup. Healing medicine is the source of his power. By selling a lot, we’re legally picking a fight with him.」


  「That makes sense. Wait, are you seriously planning to take him down?」


  「Of course. I wouldn’t pick a fight I couldn’t win.」


  「Under normal circumstances, I would say that’s not possible…」


  Mylia pondered over it a bit. She must be thinking about her next move.


  She came here to help Meigis, a man she owed a debt of gratitude to. But joining us in our fight against the Cardinal would be too risky for her. If we win, she’ll have a powerful backer in Count Meigis. She’ll get closer to her goal of attaining noble status. But if we lost, she will never achieve her goal.


  「You want to back out? I can talk to the Count on your behalf if you wish to turn him down.」I asked.


  Mylia shook her head.


  「I’ll help you. If I’m going to be a noble, I’d rather that Georgis isn’t around. With you around, I’m sure we have a chance to win.」


  There was no doubt in her words. It seems Mylia can’t stomach Georgis as well.


  「All right. Looking forward to working with you again.」


  Chapter 105 – Someone was Thinking the Same Thing


  I held out my right hand, and Mylia shook it.


  「So what should I do?」she asked.


  「I want you to protect the facility we have in the forest from monsters. Instead of humans, that’s more your specialty, right?」


  「Yeah… It’s easier to fight monsters.」


  Mylia’s class, “Hero”, is better suited against monsters than humans. Classes like Spirit Archers dealt better against the latter.


  「Thanks. That’s a weight off my shoulders.」I said.


  Every time strong monsters popped up near the plantation, I’ve been the one taking care of them. I’m sure Mylia can deal with them herself. I might still have to join the fight if a particularly strong monster shows up, but otherwise I have less work now.


  「Weight off your shoulders? I can’t imagine you just idling around. You’re probably going to take care of something else in your spare time.」


  「You got me.」


  It’s not like I trained our security personnel just so I could skip out on my job. It was necessary for my counterattack.


  I’ll leave the rear to other people, while I go and defeat Cardinal Georgis. Not by literally killing him, of course. No matter how many assassins we send to kill Georgis, he’s just going to neutralize them. I only need one try, though.


  I spent all this time preparing and now the time has come for us to strike back.


   


  A few days later.
 I’m in Count Meigis’ place to learn about our current situation.


  「As we suspected, the intruders worked for Georgis.」Meigis said.


  「I see. Sending four men means he’s getting impatient.」


  Meigis checked how the political situation was, and as planned, Georgis was losing power. That was expected. After all, he was no longer the only one who could supply healing medicine.


  「Yes. I’m glad we have the Flame Spear on our side as well.」


  「Does her abilities really have that much impact?」


  「It’s not really about her abilities. She’s a symbol of power for those with inferior job classes. The fact that someone with an inferior job class got promoted to rank A was a cause for celebration all over my domain. Her being here provides a boost of morale to our people.」


  I see. Apparently her promotion gave those with inferior classes more courage than I originally expected. Whenever I see her in town, she’s always surrounded by people.


  I helped her get promoted because I wanted a noble friend in the future and also to hide the fact that I killed that dragon. It seems me helping her had a bigger effect than planned.


  I was right to let her take the credit. I sure didn’t want to be surrounded by people when I’m out walking around town.


  The Count’s expression turned serious.


  「I actually have one more thing to tell you.」


  「What is it?」


  「Marquis Maiar came to ask how we’re making the medicine.」


  A Marquis… A noble higher ranked than a Count. Among the nobles who joined us, Count was the highest rank.


  「Sounds like a big shot. You can’t refuse him?」


  There had been a number of people who came and asked about our production method. In fact, it would actually be strange if no one came to ask. Meigis dismissed them all himself. He never asked for my opinion. But now he did. Which means there’s something about this man.


  「I could refuse. But I’m thinking I should tell him.」


  「Why is that?」


  「Marquis Maiar is sort of the manager of the anti-Georgis faction. He’s helped me a lot too. He suspects the Cardinal is employing illegal methods to make his medicine. So he came to ask about ours.」


  I see. He needs a lead to confirm his suspicion.


  Normally, I wouldn’t believe the guy… But I was also thinking the same thing – that Georgis used illegal methods. And the counterattack I’m planning involves taking advantage of that too.


  Marquis Maiar might have the information I need. The fight against Cardinal Georgis could end sooner than expected.


  「Can I meet him? I’ll decide whether to tell him or not after that.」


  「Okay. He’s actually already here.」


  A Marquis personally came to see a lower ranked noble. It sounds like Maiar means business.


  Chapter 106 – I Got the Information I Wanted


  A little while later, I met with Marquis Maiar in the guild’s reception room.


  「I’m delighted you came to see me even though my request sounds absurd. You must be Eld.」


  「Yeah. I’m an adventurer, but right now I’m helping them make healing medicine.」


  「Helping… Circumstances suggests that you taught them how to manufacture the medicine. Isn’t that why the Count brought you here?」


  Me coming up with the manufacturing method should be a secret, but I guess they saw through it. This is the investigative capabilities of a Marquis.


  「Yeah. He told me you want to know how we’re growing the belladonnas. I want to know why exactly. It’s not really something I can tell others without giving it careful consideration.」


  「I am aware of that. Actually it’s not the method I wanted to ask about.」


  「Then what do you want to know?」


  「I need an expert’s advice. I did a bit of research on you. Not even a month has passed since you arrived and the healing medicine were mass produced. The fact that you were able to produce them in such a short amount of time means you know a lot about the healing medicine, correct?」


  I see. This might be good. The information I need requires a lot of work to gather. But this person just might provide it in no time at all.


  「Yes, I’m quite knowledgeable about healing medicines. What do you want to know?」


  「Let’s see… If there’s a method to create the medicine by using humans as ingredients, can you tell me about it? No, actually, I just want to know if such a method exists.」


  「It does.」I answered immediately.


  The Marquis’s eyes widened.


  「If that’s your first question, I’m guessing you have a lead.」I said.


  「You’re quick on the uptake. Too quick, in fact, it’s quite scary.」


  His face still surprised, Maiar took out a bunch of papers about a few centimeters thick from his bag. The title says “Investigative Reports on Cardinal Georgis’ Territory”.


  「Take a look at these two pages here.」


  Maiar pulled out two pieces of paper from the stack. The first was “Total Estimated Amount of Cardinal Georgis’s Healing Medicine” and the other one was “The Number of Slaves Brought into His Domain”. Both data were neatly sorted.


  This is exactly the kind of information I need. Now I narrowed down all the possible production methods that Georgis is using to just one.


  「How’d you gather this data? Why did you focus on the number of slaves?」


  There was no way the Cardinal would just provide data on his own. I’m sure he sells his product in different places, and there are plenty of slaves around. It would be nigh impossible to know exactly how many slaves entered a particular territory.


  「We gathered every little bit of information using massive amounts of manpower. And then we looked for data that might be related to the healing medicine. It took a lot of hard work to gather these.」


  「Every little bit?」


  I studied the documents’ table of contents. “Change in Cardinal Georgis’ Iron Ore Imports”, The Rivers’ Flow Rate”, “Shift in the Amount of Strawberries Harvested”…
 There really was every sort of data gathered – some of them seemingly trivial.


  「How many spies did you employ for this?」


  「More than a hundred. It’s my first time forming such a huge intelligence team. But I believe it was worth it.」


  Maiar took out two more pages. One said “Number of Deaths in the Mines” and the other “Mining Output”.


  Ever since Cardinal Georgis started producing healing medicine, the number of deaths quickly increased, but the mine’s output didn’t move at all. Whenever the healing medicine output was low, so was the number of deaths.


  「I see. It’s clear that he’s using humans as ingredients.」I said.


  「You think so too, huh? But that raises a question. Can you give me an answer for it?」


  「What is it?」


  「We obtained the medicine he produced and analyzed its contents. It was no different from a normal healing medicine. Of course, we didn’t find any component that comes from a human being.」


  「Oh, that… By “using humans as ingredients”, it doesn’t mean he literally grinds them up to make the medicine. He artificially grows belladonnas by using human lives.」


  There are a few methods to obtain large quantities of belladonnas. Mine is a peaceful one – using monsters and sun beans as fertilizers. There’s a much easier method that requires live humans. Then again, procuring people is not that easy, so my way is actually better.


  「Is that possible?」


  「Yeah. Have you heard of the Bloodstone Ritual?」


  「No. What kind of a ritual is it?」


  「You sacrifice a live human to an evil spirit. In exchange, the spirit leaves behind a magic catalyst called a Bloodstone. As a by-product, belladonnas will grow in huge quantities around the location of the ritual. Cardinal Georgis is most likely using this method.」


  The belladonnas only grow right after a ritual. As such, it’s quite an inefficient way to obtain lots of belladonnas. But still… since the healing medicine is so valuable here, it’s worth employing that method.


  Chapter 107 – Investigation


  I’m curious as to what they’re using the Bloodstones for, but first we should focus on the healing medicine.


  「Offer live humans to an evil spirit… Sounds like something Georgis would do.」


  「Yeah. They’re using belladonna for the medicine as well so the recipe should be pretty much the same as ours. Although our method is legal.」


  「That explains why there’s no difference in the composition.」Count Meigis said, and pondered something. 「Circumstances clearly indicate that Cardinal Georgis is killing humans to make healing medicine.」


  「Can all that data be submitted as evidence?」


  In this kingdom, it’s a crime to kill even a slave. One or two can be covered up, but the data shows Georgis has killed almost a thousand slaves for his medicine. The sheer number would surely get him the death penalty, even though the victims were slaves.


  「Cardinal Georgis is a powerful noble. Circumstantial evidence won’t be enough to convict him. If we can somehow catch one of his subordinates in the act of killing a slave, it could be enough.」


  Sounds like investigating a noble’s crimes is difficult. Catching someone red-handed would be tough since the healing medicine’s production method is top secret. It’s not something that can be witnessed easily. The Cardinal should be using everything to hide his source of belladonna.


  In that case, we’re back to the original plan. I will go.


  「Someone just has to witness the actual scene of the crime?」


  「No. That won’t be enough. Anyone can say they witnessed something. Someone has to record the scene using a magic item and bring it back.」


  Oh, so they have an equipment specifically for gathering evidence, huh? It probably has some sort of spell that prevents fabrication of evidence. Hmm, this could be bad.


  「Is that item heavy?」


  「No. It’s only for single-use and about this big.」Marquis Maiar gestured with his hands, indicating the size of a smartphone.


  If it’s only single-use that means one can not fail. Still the fact that it’s small and light is good news. Sure I have a Storage skill, but I can’t just take out a huge and heavy device out once I’m on the scene.


  「All right. I’ll go.」


  「You’re going yourself?!」Maiar asked, surprised.


  「Yeah. I’m an adventurer, and I have some knowledge about infiltration. I should be perfect for the job. Don’t you agree?」


  「I’m sorry, but I’d rather have an expert spy do it.」Meigis cut in.


  The Count was against me going in myself. If Georgis’s security was really tight, someone not knowledgeable about Spells and Skills wouldn’t be able to get in. And people in this world certainly failed in that regard. I think it’ll be difficult to find someone else.


  「Do you have an expert spy who can break through Georgis’s security?」I asked.


  「We won’t know until we try.」


  「I’ve tried it before. I sent about fifteen people these past few years.」Maiar said.


  「What happened?」


  「None of them made it back alive. We didn’t even get any information. Everyone in the spy business has a common understanding to stay away from Cardinal Georgis’s territory. No one will take the job for sure.」


  As expected. If the Garden of Despair is in charge of security, then a spy who doesn’t know how to properly use Skills won’t make it.


  「So I guess I have to go. Please get the device ready.」


  「Okay. But if you think it’s too dangerous, you can retreat.」


  「Gotcha. Just wait for my return.」


  Count Meigis’s face seems to be saying “We can’t send you to a dangerous place like that”, but he eventually gave in when me and the Marquess closed the deal.


  「Make sure you come back alive.」Meigis muttered instead of stopping me.


  Three days later.
 I was at the office receiving the magic item from Marquis Maiar. It had the seal of the royal family.


  「This is the kingdom’s official device for recording evidence. Pouring mana into it will instantly activate it, recording everything in a 360-degree radius.」


  「This is some high quality stuff.」


  「It’s expensive, after all. But don’t hesitate to use it if necessary. If we get even one piece of evidence, we win.」


  Maiar took all three items from a box and handed them to me. I don’t even want to imagine how much they cost. I gratefully accepted them.


  「All right, then. See ya.」


  「Good luck.」


  Thus I left the Meigis Company’s office.


  Chapter 108 – A Test


  A few minutes after leaving the Meigis Company’s office, I was walking down the road when I noticed something.


  「Do you need something?」I turned around and asked.


  No answer. But my senses say someone is following me.


  「I know you’re there.」


  I picked up a stone and threw it at a nearby hiding spot. Then a man appeared.


  「I’m surprised. At first I thought they were sending you, a complete amateur, to certain death. But damn, you’re a pro.」the man said, looking innocent.


  It doesn’t seem like he’s hostile. The man reached into his pocket and took out a piece of paper.


  「I’m not an enemy. The opposite, in fact. My name is Alpha. Count Meigis asked me to assist you.」


  He handed a directive. It said to aid me in my infiltration. Given it had Meigis’s seal on it, it was most likely genuine.


  「So you were sneaking around to test me?」


  「Yeah. I didn’t expect you to find me that fast, though. I was planning to make it more obvious as time went on.」


  So instead of stopping me, the Count sent Alpha to test me. If I turned out to be incompetent, Alpha would’ve stopped me so I didn’t throw my life away for nothing. The test was too easy though.


  「In that case, you should conceal your mana. It looks like you have measures against sight or hearing, but your mana is crystal clear.」


  「Detect someone’s mana? That’s a good joke. If that’s possible, the spy industry is doomed.」


  Whenever I walk around town, I sometimes activate Magic Search. It would actually be hard not to sense someone tailing me.


  But it seems this detective doesn’t have any idea about preventing mana from being detected. If the Count sent him, that means he’s a skilled personnel by this world’s standards. If he was clueless about concealing mana, that explains why none made it back alive from Georgis’s territory.


  「So what’s your plan?」I asked as we walked.


  His mission is to help me, but unfortunately with his skills, he’ll be useless during the actual search.


  He could be useful on the way, though. I’m not really familiar with this world, so I’m not cut out for normal information gathering. He might not be able to help me in the actual danger zone, but he could prove to be useful before we reach Georgis’s domain.


  「Hmm… If you don’t mind, I want to go with you.」


  「I’m going in alone during actual infiltration, though.」


  「No objections from me. To be honest, I was trying hard so you wouldn’t notice me earlier. I don’t think I should go with someone who found me that easily. I’ll only drag you down.」


  Alpha started walking behind me. Hmm… It feels like I got myself an errand boy.


   


  A few hours later.
 As I was walking down the road to Cardinal Georgis’s domain, I asked Alpha about the information we already have.


  「What kind of slaves are sent to Georgis’s place?」


  There are a few types of slaves in this world. As for the main ones, there are two: Debt Slaves – people who couldn’t pay their debts, and Criminal Slaves – those who committed crimes. Their treatment varies depending on the amount of debt or the weight of the crime.


  There are times when seemingly useless information might prove to be useful. The best person to ask about this type of thing is a detective.


  「It depends. At first the Cardinal got Debt Slaves with relatively cheap debt to Criminal Slaves that committed serious crimes. But recently, he’s only getting Criminal Slaves.」


  「Is it because of the death rate?」


  「Yeah. The death rate of the slaves brought into that mine is too high. Right now there are only those who committed very serious crimes – the kind of people whose only options were the death penalty or become a slave. Basically criminals who killed at least three people.」


  I see. Heinous criminals were sent to places with high death rates. Quite convenient.


  「But killing them is still a crime, right?」


  「Yeah. Killing even the worst Criminal Slave constitutes a crime. In exchange for being slaves, their lives are spared so long as they follow orders. That’s how the system works.」


  I see. So there’s no chance that Georgis pleads not guilty just because he sacrificed criminals that committed heinous crimes.


  I heard killing slaves is a crime, but it’s important to really double check information like this. If I didn’t and it turned out the Cardinal was not guilty later on, all would have been for naught.


  If the ones sacrificed are big-time criminals, then I can record without reserve.


  Engaged in conversation, we continued down the road to Cardinal Georgis’s domain.


  Chapter 109 – Infiltration


  「We should arrive in thirty minutes.」


  Thanks to Alpha leading the way, our journey had been smooth. As expected from a competent detective, he was very familiar with the roads.


  Unlike Mylia who chose the rugged, but shortest and fastest route, Alpha chose the safer but still quite fast paths. He also used paths that people used to avoid suspicion. A traveling technique fit for a detective.


  As we walked onward, a huge gate came into view. There were seven towns in Georgis’s territory. The one they spotted was the gate of the northernmost town Geonon. Beyond this gate is enemy territory.


  The moment we saw the gate, Alpha’s expression turned grim, his steps heavier. I heard that detectives feared Georgis’s territory, and it seems that Alpha is no exception.


  「You okay?」


  I didn’t see any magical security equipment near the gate. That was probably because there are lots of civilians here. Using magic to search people wouldn’t matter since there’s no way of knowing if they were suspicious or not. It seems the Cardinal’s security isn’t tight in places away from his secret area.


  「I will carry out the Count’s request. He saved my life before. I’d be glad to offer my life for him.」


  Alpha’s face twitched, but his voice was full of determination. He had told me about how he owed his life to the Count on our way here. It looks like he actually came here fully prepared to die.


  「You don’t need to throw your life away. You can go home.」


  「What?」


  He looked like he had the wind taken out of his sails. He came prepared to die in the line of duty, yet I told him he can go. No wonder he was surprised.


  「Your giving me information and bringing me here quick is more than enough. I’ll go alone from here.」


  「Are you sure?」he asked, feeling both baffled and a bit glad.


  He probably really didn’t want to die.


  「I already told you I’m going in alone. That means any place dangerous.」


  「Okay. Thanks.」Alpha said and went back down the same road we came from.


  Incidentally, it wasn’t like I pitied him. I just sent him home because he would only get in the way.


  He’d been a huge help on our journey here. But bringing someone who can’t even conceal their mana would only make us easy to spot. I planned to make him turn back around here from the start, so I already got the information I needed from him.


  「All right. Time to go.」


  After seeing Alpha off, I set off towards Georgis’s domain.


   


  It was just starting to get dark when I arrived at the eastern town Geomuis. According to Alpha, this town was were plenty of slaves were imported. The mine with plenty of deaths was in Geomuis as well.


  Looks like this is their base.


  The town itself looked like any other town. In fact, most of the people here were probably civilians. But in one corner of the town, there was clearly a heavily-guarded warehouse.


  I couldn’t tell what was going on inside, but people who clearly didn’t look like civilians gathered around in places. They were obviously guards dressed up as civilians.


  Georgis’s secret facility was most likely inside. A hasty detective might just sneak in right away, but there’s really no point in doing that.


  What I’m looking for should be deep in the forest.


  The Bloodstone Ritual can only be performed in an altar created in a forest. Various guidelines had to be followed: you can’t block the sky, there should be no buildings in a hundred-meter radius, you can’t chop down the surrounding trees, among others. The evil spirit that descends to the altar is extremely high-strung and dislikes unnatural environment.


  So the ritual can’t be done in that warehouse. The altar should be inside the forest.


  I left the town and activated Mana Invisibility. It’s a very convenient spell that allowed the caster to hide himself and his mana. Since mana is not released to the immediate surroundings, the caster can’t be sensed by mana detection skills.


  But it had a drawback. It was an extremely delicate spell. It gets dispelled easily when the caster uses magic or moves quickly. The effect of the concealment gradually drops when moving slowly too.


  When penetrating the enemy’s security, using Magical Invisibility meant the caster has to be extremely cautious when moving.


  Chapter 110 – I Found the Altar


  All right. Where to go from here?


  I walked around the forest, all the while paying careful attention to my Mana Invisibility so it doesn’t drop in power. Though I already have a rough idea where the altar is.


  Since it’s a secret facility, it should be in a place where ordinary people can’t get access to easily. Also to make sure no one spots them as they bring in the slaves, there shouldn’t be any roads nearby. There are only a few places that satisfy these conditions.


  As I was headed to one of these places…


  A Mana Detection Rod…


  A rod stood in the middle of the forest, with a magic gem on its tip. A Mana Detection Rod is a magic item with a basic Magic Search function. If someone gets close, it detects their mana and lets out an ear-piercing alarm. Right now I’m using Mana Invisibility so it doesn’t detect me. Otherwise, I would’ve been busted already.


  Magic Search is a spell not included in the public list released by the guild. In other words, someone who knows uncommon Skills – perhaps the Garden of Despair – created this magic item.


  A trap like this suggests that I’m close. I advanced once again through the dark.


  After a while, I spotted guards. They looked like adventurers, but the look in their eyes was different. Eyes not searching for prey, but watching the surroundings warily.


  There were about thirty of them. Not one of them noticed me with my Mana Invisibility on, but they looked to be on high alert.


  So security is tight even at this hour…


  The Bloodstone Ritual can only be performed during sunset. They shouldn’t be using the altar right now. Yet the place was still heavily guarded. Security is probably much tighter right before a ritual and while it’s ongoing.


  Also…


  I can see why detectives don’t come back alive…


  I gazed at the rod standing in the middle of the woods. It had a magic gem on its tip and looked just like the Mana Detection Rod, but it was actually a different kind of item. This one was called a Magic Detection Rod. It detects spells activated beforehand even a kilometer away and immediately identifies the location.


  The spell it’s supposed to detect is probably “Vanish”. Vanish is much more stable than Mana Invisibility and allows for quicker movements. The caster can also use small spells. In exchange, it consumes mana and items like that rod can detect it easily.


  Since this world doesn’t know of Mana Invisibility, the detectives most likely use Vanish. And then the Magic Detection Rod is triggered. Quite some security system they got here.


  I weaved through the guards slowly, moving a few meters every minute. With this many men, a slight fluctuation in my Mana Invisibility might get me busted. After an hour of moving slowly…


  There it is…


  I finally found my destination. A heavily-guarded black altar in the middle of a forest. The altar used for the Bloodstone Ritual.


  All I have to do now is wait for them to bring in the slaves and perform the ritual. Right now it’s around 1 in the morning. Sundown will be around six in the evening… so I have 17 more hours to go.


  I sat down in a cross-legged position to make sure my body doesn’t move. I adjusted my breathing, lessening it just barely so I don’t start gasping for air.


  It’s not like I’m resting. To maximize the use of Mana Invisibility, being completely still is necessary.


  17 more hours… That’s quite a long wait.


  It’s not wise to sneak in right before the ritual when security is tight. Even if I used Mana Invisibility and moved very slowly, the slight fluctuation in my spell while I move will be enough to spot me.


  Which is why I chose to sneak in in the middle of the night, when the security is less strict. I’ll just lurk here, waiting for them to perform the ritual. Unlike normal spells, Mana Invisibility barely used up mana. It’s possible to keep this up for 17 hours straight.


  Mana Invisibility is a basic spell for a Sage. But depending on how you use it, the result could differ greatly. It’s necessary for a Sage not to just fire flashy spells all over the place. They should also be able to make the best use of normal magic.


  Chapter 111 – Slipping Through Security


  I maintained the same position for so long that I even lost my sense of time. Then all of a sudden, movement from the forest.


  「We will now begin preparations for the ritual! I need status report on security!」


  「Area one, clear!」


  「Area two, clear!」


  「Mana Detection rod, clear!」


  Guards gave their reports. It seems they didn’t notice my infiltration.


  The sun was starting to go down. There should be less than thirty minutes before the sun is completely set. To reduce idle time from when the slave was brought in and the actual start of the ritual, they probably didn’t make arrangements until the last minute.


  「No problems whatsoever. Now for the final check!」


  「「「「Yes, Sir!」」」」


  The guards started checking the surroundings. From the roots of a tree to behind a small bush, they peeped into every place where a person could hide. There were probably about a hundred of them. A few of them were clearly in a whole different league.


  The way they moved, their posture, making sure they could immediately react to any enemy attack – one look and I can tell they were way stronger than the other men.


  I can’t see the tattoos through their clothes, but they’re probably members of the Garden of Despair. It looks like they’re the ones managing the Mana Detection rod as well. Then one man started walking in my direction. A Garden of Despair member.


  Maintaining my position, I held my breath. The lesser the body movement, the more effective the Mana Invisibility.


  I shouldn’t be spotted by the naked eye or with magic, but if they actually touch me, I’m screwed. If the guy keeps on walking straight, he will trip over me. Nothing else to do, I simply kept my posture, praying that the man changed direction on the way.


  But still he continued on as though he noticed me. Less than thirty centimeters away, he stopped.


  「All clear.」


  The guard took a peek behind a bush before turning back the way he came.


  Phew. That was close.


  It wasn’t just a coincidence that he turned back. I chose this spot specifically, taking the bushes in the surroundings into consideration. I made sure that even if they checked around the bushes, they wouldn’t pass by me.


  Still that was a bit too close just now. They wouldn’t stumble upon me if they were efficient in searching for intruders. If the guard walked around in random directions, nowhere in the entire forest would be safe.


  In that sense, I was lucky that it was a Garden of Despair that came to check the area near me. A normal guard would’ve searched at random and could’ve spotted me.


  「We’re done checking. All clear. Get in your positions!」


  「「「「Yes, Sir!」」」」


  The men formed a security perimeter surrounding the altar and watched the surroundings. The perimeter was quite wide. From the altar, you couldn’t see where it ended.


  Conversely, you wouldn’t be able to see the altar from the outside. They’re probably taking cautions against someone possibly recording what happens at the altar.


  Then a priest appeared and walked to the altar. He was a huge man, about two meters tall, with a black cloth covering his entire body. His face was also hidden and I couldn’t see his expression.


  The priest sat in front of the altar.


  「Bring the sacrifice here.」he ordered a man nearby.


  「Right away.」the man replied and disappeared into the forest.


  After a while, he brought a man tied in a rope. He had a heinous face with scars all over his body. It must be the criminal slave who will be sacrificed today.


  「Hey, what are you doing?! Don’t you know who I am?! I’m the great bandit Gelgiar! I killed over a hundred knights in Balzus! Don’t get too cocky or I’ll―」


  It looked like he was beaten up pretty badly until they brought him. Blood was dripping down his face. But he still had the energy, thrashing around, trying to get out of the ropes.


  「Silence him.」the priest ordered, not even sparing a glance at the slave.


  A guard hit the back of the man’s head with a club. With a dull sound, the slave collapsed on the ground.


  Chapter 112 – Witness


  「Fuck, that hurts!」the slave complained as he lay collapsed on the ground.


  The guard struck him with the club a few more times. By the fifth fatal hit, he was silent. But it didn’t matter since he was going to be sacrificed anyway. As long as he lived a few more minutes, it’s fine.


  「O’ evil spirit haunting the earth. O’ holy spirit offering a stone of blood…」


  They placed the slave on the altar and the priest started reciting a long incantation. The sun was almost completely down.


  Now would be a good time.


  I touched the recording item I placed on my lap. I just have to wait for an irrefutable proof to occur and activate it.


  Once the sun was below the horizon, the priest finished the chant.


  「O’ evil spirit, give us a blood stone in exchange for our sacrifice.」


  A black cloud descended from the sky and entered straight into the slave. Then all of a sudden, belladonnas started to sprout all around.


  Now.


  This exact moment is the irrefutable evidence. I poured a bit of mana into the magic item to activate it. It then started recording everything in a 360-degree radius.


  Not a second later, the Magic Detection Rod started shining along with a shrill sound. The light shone in my direction.


  It looks like the rod had something to detect the recording magic item. Even Magic Invisibility is useless once the location of the magic item was detected. They’ll surely find me.


  「The Magic Detection Rod detected something! It’s a recording magic item!」


  「An intruder! Get him!」


  「We can’t see them, so just use the rod’s light as a guide and surround the location. Don’t let them get away!」


  「Activating barrier!」


  The guards started moving quickly, surrounding my location. They can’t see me with my Mana Invisibility activated, but the guys from the Garden of Despair gave instructions as though they could. They formed a perimeter. With the barrier above, I can’t escape through the skies either.


  I guess it makes sense. The one thing they have to watch out for the most is this recorder.


  I assessed the situation. Countless barriers stretched out above. I can’t destroy them to escape. I’m surrounded by about a hundred men with no escape route. I don’t even have the time to dig and escape underground.


  Clearly, I have no way to get out of here. But I already expected to get busted once I used the recorder.


  I’ve been quiet all this time so I could record the ritual. Now that I managed to grab the evidence, there’s no need to be quiet anymore.


  The enemies were clustered together. Oh, how easy it would be to blow them all away. I’ve been silent until now…


  Let’s go wild.


  Chapter 113 – Counterattack


  Time to go wild.


  I snuck into Cardinal Georgis’ domain, where the ritual was being held, to expose his evil deeds. I managed to pass through the heavy security and record the actual ritual. But then an alarm rang and a light shone in my location. That means they were wary of the magic recorder from the start.


  Thanks to my Mana Invisibility, they can’t really see me, but their alarm device pointed right where I was. I may as well have been spotted. The enemy started moving in a hurry to capture me.


  There’s more than a hundred of them. I have to somehow get through all of them alone.


  But I didn’t feel hopeless. In fact, I thought things would be easy. It’s time for me to go all out.


  「Magic Barrier, fully deployed!」


  The enemy prioritized creating the barrier rather than attacking me. After all, as long as the barrier holds, they can all just gang up on me.


  Not a bad idea. Since they can’t see me, they might miss. But their move gave me time to launch a counterattack. There’s three seconds after the barrier’s been deployed and before they could fire spells at me. In a battle, three seconds is too long.


  They’re probably aware that a few of them will die. Even if I killed a few of them, they’re only a small fraction of the total number of enemies. Heck, if I attacked, they’d find me right away and then they can simply go on me all at once.


  I can understand why they chose this tactic. They don’t want even the slightest chance for me to escape. I’m guessing they’re trained to respond like this once a magic recorder was detected.


  None disobeyed orders. Each one followed what they rehearsed. It shows just how skilled they were. But that was a bad move.


  If they can’t see me, they should just fire AoE spells at random to prevent me from attacking. To be honest, I thought they would attack me straight away. I even prepared for it. They just saved me the trouble.


  Once I used magic, Mana Invisibility will be dispelled. So I just have to win in one spell. And I have the perfect one for that.


  「Steam Explosion.」


  Before they could attack, I chanted my spell. The next moment, an explosion occurred near the altar where the enemy clustered together. With a thunderous roar, the force of the spell blew every enemy away, uprooting even the trees.


  My Mana Invisibility was now deactivated, exposing myself to the enemy. But those who didn’t die — those who could see, couldn’t move.


  「My arms!」


  「What happened?!」


  「Was that magic just now?!」


  The men near the altar were killed instantly. The ones in the distance were sent flying, and were either out cold or severely injured. Either way, they were in no condition to fight back. Those who were farther away, at a distance where they could barely see where I was, had their sense of balance taken away by the loud explosion.


  I dropped to the ground, so I’m pretty much unscathed. The shock wave didn’t hit me, and I covered my ears against the sound of the explosion. Still, it did affect my sense of balance a bit. That’s just what happens when you use Steam Explosion at point-blank range.


  There’s no way their well-ordered chain of command can still function after this kind of surprise attack. Besides, their commander was positioned near the altar, so he should be dead as well. All part of the plan, of course. Taking out the commander is one of the basics in battle.


  「There’s no way something this powerful was caused by magic! Something must’ve gone wrong with the ritual!」


  「Did the magic barrier provoke the evil spirit?」


  It sounds like they’re mistaking my Steam Explosion as the ritual going awry. I just used an ordinary spell, one barely enhanced. But I understand why they thought that way. The spells they were used to seeing were completely different from what transpired.


  After all, the Steam Explosion just now was considered a broken spell in BBO. It has its drawbacks, but there’s not a lot of spells more powerful than this one.


  This is what happens when you use a Wisdom Stone to enhance a spell to level 2.


  Chapter 114 – A Bit of a Trick


  「Kill the intruder first! We’ll investigate afterwards!」


  「Yeah! Attack!」


  Regaining a little bit of composure, the men started firing attacks at me. But still disoriented from the explosion, there’s no way they’d hit me. Mistimed and uncoordinated spells didn’t even get close to my direction. There were still plenty of them left. Some of them fired spells at me that would surely engulf me.


  「Magic Guard. Magic Veil. Holy Breath.」


  Before their attacks could hit, I cast two spells. First was Magic Guard, a very basic defense magic. The other one was Magic Veil, a Sage’s trump card when it comes to defense.


  「We got him!」


  「There’s no way he’ll get out of that alive—」


  The enemy were ecstatic after seeing their spells hit their marks. A fire-type spell, Flame Bomb, hit near me and caused a mini explosion, so they couldn’t really see what was happening.


  If that was a level two Steam Explosion, I’d be in trouble. But they used Flame Bomb, a very basic spell. It looks flashy, but severely lacks power.


  「No way! There’s not a scratch on him!」


  「He could’ve cast a single-use spell for defense! Continue firing!」


  They kept on firing spells at me, but I received no damage. With the Magic Veil, basic spells were nothing.


  「Wh-Who is this guy?! Our attacks have no effect! He’s a monster?!」


  「Our attacks are not working… Is it… an illusion? And the real one is hiding somewhere else!」


  「Oh, no. Put the barrier up again!」


  The immense defensive power of my spell made them think I was an illusion. Indeed. Using an illusion to bait spells and waste their mana is a valid tactic.


  But they weren’t attacking an illusion. Their spells did hit. They just didn’t have any effect on my body. Strictly speaking, Magic Veil isn’t a defensive spell. What it does is expand my body in a sense.


  Under normal circumstances, their attacks would deal damage to my body. A weak spell would injure my skin, and powerful ones would rip my skin and damage my flesh, even organs.


  Magic Veil creates another layer of thin skin made of mana on top of my skin. Just like any ordinary skin, it receives damage, but attacks don’t pierce it easily. Plus it regenerates immediately. That’s why their attacks don’t deal any damage to my actual body.


  This magic skin is part of my body and not defensive magic, so spells that destroy defensive magic doesn’t work. They can’t really see it with their own eyes either. To them, it just seems like their attacks weren’t working.


  I would be glad if they thought I was an illusion and stopped attacking, I thought to myself as I watched the enemies whose faces were wrought with confusion, despair, and fear.


  Magic Veil is an extremely powerful spell, but it also has its drawbacks. It consumes a lot of mana. The spell is almost invincible because the layer of skin keeps on regenerating. Of course, I expend mana every time it does. To put it another way, my mana is taking damage, not my body.


  So if they kept firing spells at me, my mana would eventually run out. In fact, I’ve already used up a lot. But—


  It looks like I made it.


  I was still receiving attacks and not fighting back, not because I was playing around. I was waiting for Holy Breath to activate.


  Holy Breath is a type of blessing magic. It takes a bit of time to cast, so I needed to buy time. I was worried that my mana wouldn’t last, but I still had about ten percent left in my tank.


  I already achieved my goal today. All that’s left to do is return alive. Easy-peasy.


  「What was that? I think I saw the altar shine for a second.」


  「Keep your eyes on the target and continue attacking!」


  Just like the other two spells, Holy Breath’s effects couldn’t be seen. One of them seemed to have noticed, but he thought it was nothing important.


  Of course, I wouldn’t expend a huge amount of mana for a useless spell. Holy Breath would bring about a drastic change to the situation. In fact, one could say this spell was the most important one of them all.


  「Magic Wing.」


  I cast an aviation-type spell to escape. My business here is done. It’s not like killing these guys will have any significant effect.


  Chapter 115 – Meeting the Guy


  「He’s flying!」


  「After him! Don’t let him escape!」


  A few men who were out of the range of the Steam Explosion came running after me. But there’s no way they can catch up to me when I’m using flying magic. Then again, it’s not an entirely convenient spell. Magic Wing can only be used for short distances. It won’t even take me out of the forest. If it did, I would’ve used it by now.


  While I may have made it out of the danger zone — the area near the altar — I’m still in enemy territory. If I run on foot as soon as I land, they will surely catch me in no time.


  So the moment the effects of Magic Wing wore off, I put my plan into action.


  「Phantom Aura. Mana Invisibility.」


  I chanted two spells mid-air. The latter is what I’ve been using so far. Phantom Aura, on the other hand, is a basic spell that creates an illusion. As it’s only basic magic, the double can only perform basic movements, and it’s a little transparent. It would be too obvious up close.


  But it was more than enough. As I was falling through the air, my double rose higher, heading the other way.


  Sure, anyone can tell it’s an illusion up close, but far enough and no one would notice. The real me was hidden by Mana Invisibility. Even when falling, as long as I maintain the proper stance, I can still activate the spell.


  The moment I touched the ground, I started running without using magic. It would be faster if I used Wind Walk, but they might find me with magic detection.


  Looks like I managed to fool them.


  I watched the enemy firing spells at my double. All I need to do now is to leave the danger area and return to Count Meigis’s domain.


   


  Thirty minutes later.
 I was running through a forest, trying to get away from Georgis’s lands as fast as possible.


  I would’ve loved to slip into a town…


  While an uninhabited forest might sound safe, it’s actually the worst place one could be. If the enemy used detection spells, they would know that someone was in an unnatural spot.


  If I disappeared into a town, finding me wouldn’t be easy. There’s not much difference between people’s mana after all. They would need a powerful spell to single out a specific person.


  I don’t know if someone from the enemy side can use such a spell, but considering the power level of the men guarding the altar, I should be safe inside a town.


  But if the news of the attack already reached town, entering one would be the most dangerous part. The route to town should be heavily guarded and I would need to get past security as I leave too. In other words, going to a town is too risky.


  In that case, the safest option is to cut straight to the border. Even Cardinal Georgis can’t guard every nook and cranny of his huge territory.


  So I went straight for the border without stopping by a town. That also means I can’t let my guard down until I’m outside of the Cardinal’s lands. I could use Magic Search, but the enemy might detect the usage of the spell.


  Actually, since I’ve made it this far, maybe it’s safe.


  But I was right to be cautious.


  「Paralyze.」


  An old man’s voice came from within the forest. A slight shock ran through my body. I was hit by a low-level paralyzing spell. But with Magic Veil still on, I managed to repel it.


  I was caught by surprise.


  What?


  I was surprised not of the sudden attack or that I got followed. What surprised me was the spell itself.


  Paralyze is a basic Sage spell that paralyzes the enemy. Not a Mage spell, but a Sage’s.


  「I came here fast after hearing about the attack on the altar. I didn’t expect you to escape all the way here alone.」


  A familiar face appeared from the woods. It’s not like I’ve met the guy before, but I’ve seen the portraits.


  「Cardinal Georgis?」


  「Oh, so you know me.」he answered casually.


  It looks like he’s not gonna pretend that I got the wrong guy.


  Chapter 116 – The Cardinal Didn’t Understand


  「Indeed. I am Georgis, the lord and the strongest of this land.」


  I never expected that the man, who labelled advanced job classes as inferior and persecuted those who possessed them, was a Sage.


  All this time, we thought they were persecuted because of how slow they levelled up and how there’s little information about these classes. We thought ignorance was the cause of it all.


  Now that I know the person responsible is a Sage, it changes everything. There has to be a reason for the discrimination.


  But it’s not like the Cardinal will answer if I asked him why. Either way, my current objective stays the same.


  「Strongest? That was a weak spell, though.」I said as I showed that my body can still move.


  Normally, the better tactic here is to pretend I can’t move and look for an opportunity to launch a surprise attack. Instead, I acted like I was careless.


  「Hmm? You can still move, eh? Nothing less from a Sage, I suppose.」


  「Yeah. I have quite the resistance—Deadly Pain.」


  I chanted a spell in the middle of our conversation. Firing spells right off the bat would only make the enemy cautious. By casting magic like this, I can catch him by surprise.


  But my spell had no effect. It seems like he’s using some sort of defensive magic. This is one of the weaknesses of Deadly Pain. It could be the most brutal spell in a one-on-one, but it can easily be rendered ineffective by defensive magic. This applies to all spells that cast an abnormal status on the target.


  「Did you really think such a spell would work on a Sage?」Georgis said as his mouth curled into a smile.


  I was positive it wouldn’t work, of course. But now I know I can win.


  I ignored his words and analyzed the enemy’s capabilities. Conclusion: the Cardinal doesn’t know how to fight like a Sage. If he knew, I’d be long dead. The fact that I’m still standing here is proof that he sucks at fighting. If he really understood how to fight one-on-one, he wouldn’t have used Paralyze as a surprise attack.


  I’m guessing his level — his magical abilities — is about the same as mine. He might even be slightly stronger since it hasn’t been long since I started grinding levels. What’s more, there’s a huge difference in our mana capacity.


  Right now, I have about ten percent of my mana left, while he should still have a full tank. But if we clashed right now, there’s an eighty percent chance that I win. Having knowledge and experience makes for a big difference when fighting.


  「You’re not attacking? You came to kill me, didn’t you?」Georgis asked as he watched me rooted on my spot.


  He’s trying to bait me. Sages have plenty of counter-type spells. He probably plans to use one of them.


  Now then, what will he do? I took a step forward. The Cardinal took one step back while raising his staff. As I watched his movements, I jumped back without casting a spell.


  「What are you up to?」he asked.


  He was probably wondering why I didn’t cast anything. I bet he has no idea about my plan, either. Out of kindness, I gave him an answer.


  「Sorry, but I need to go. I don’t have to kill you here. I already won.」


  I actually knew what he was about to do just from looking at his movements. It’s definitely not the best tactic. In fact, I’d say it’s a really poor one. If I took him on then, I had a ninety percent chance to win.


  But honestly speaking, a ninety percent chance of winning against a guy like this is just not worth it. It means I have a ten percent chance of losing, after all. With my current mana, I just can’t be sure I will not lose.


  Either way, Cardinal Georgis’ defeat is certain. I don’t have to take a risk here. Definitely not worth it.


  I’m sure the opportunity to kill the Cardinal with full mana will come. Until then, I’ll let him live. Although, it might be better for him if he died now. Only suffering will wait for him if he lives as he watches everything he built fall into ruins.


  Chapter 117 – I Used my Trump Card


  「Do you think you can escape? You seem to underestimate me.」Georgis said.


  「Not at all. Call it taking the best course of action.」


  I readied my staff and so did he.


  「Sticky Bomb.」


  「Flame Circle.」


  The Cardinal used Sticky Bomb, while I used Flame Circle.


  The Sticky Bomb was cast on my feet, pinning them to the ground. Him not attacking meant he doesn’t want to let me escape. At the same time, I used Flame Circle around me as well, wrapping me up in flames. The Cardinal looked confused.


  「Suicide?」


  Georgis didn’t bother trying to block Flame Circle, meaning he has prepared for any form of offensive spells. I see through his tactics, however.


  My objective remains the same. I used this spell so I could escape for certain.


  The flames blocked me from view, creating the opportunity to use my trump card.


  「Change Coordinates.」


   


  Cardinal Georgis’ POV


  「What happened?」


  Georgis was baffled. Not because the enemy — the person who destroyed the altar — used Flame Circle on himself, but because he disappeared after using Change Coordinates.


  After the flames died, no one was there. Even the Sticky Bomb that should have hit him was gone as well.


  Of course, Flame Circle doesn’t have enough firepower to burn a person completely into nothing. But it was clear that the intruder vanished.


  「Change Coordinates… was it?」


  Judging from the situation, what he said was probably a spell. He’s a Sage. There’s no doubt that he can use magic.


  Georgis found it hard to believe that an enemy Sage had appeared, but he set that thought aside for now. In any case, he hadn’t heard the spell “Change Coordinates” before.


  「A spell that I do not know about? No, that cannot be.」


  Cardinal Georgis knew every spell there was in this world, from the people with normal job classes used down to the inferior ones. He had always believed that, and even now that hadn’t changed.


  The question now was: What is Change Coordinates? The most rational explanation is that such a spell doesn’t exist. So how did the enemy disappear?


  「A concealment-type spell?」


  Sages have plenty of spells that could be used to hide themselves. By casting it without actually chanting, one could make himself disappear.


  In other words, the enemy recited a spell that doesn’t exist to make it look like he used teleportation magic when it’s nothing more than a hiding spell. That explains why he didn’t just cast it right from the start — because there’s just no such magic.


  All concealment magic can do is hide oneself. It can’t remove Sticky Bombs, so he can’t escape. That’s why he used Flame Circle on himself, so he could burn the Sticky Bombs and give him a chance to escape.


  「In that case… Small Explosion.」


  Georgis casted an explosion-type fire spell at the point the man was a while ago. He should be wary about Mana Invisibility in particular, since it makes it extremely difficult to find the caster.


  But for how effective Mana Invisibility is, it had its drawback — the user has to move very slowly. Just walking normally will break the spell, revealing themselves. So if the enemy used Mana Invisibility, he should still be around here somewhere.


  With a deafening boom, flames burst at the spot where the man was before. The Cardinal watched closely.


  He didn’t expect a direct hit. Nonetheless he strained his eyes, staring at the shock wave. If someone was nearby, the wind would blow in a strange direction.


  But alas, he found nothing. Then the Cardinal smiled.


  「I see. Magic Search.」


  He already considered that he might not find the enemy with the explosion spell. This just means that the man used “Hide”.


  “Hide” allows one to move freely, but the caster can’t hide their mana. So using Magic Search should reveal them.


  Or at least that’s what Georgis thought.


  Chapter 118 – He Thought it was an Illusion


  「H-How…?」


  He couldn’t detect any person nearby. Not even animals.


  「Impossible…」


  He couldn’t grasp what was happening. If the enemy used concealment-type magic, this combination of spells should have found him.


  「Did he really teleport?」


  Interpreting “Change Coordinates” literally would mean the man used teleportation magic. But that sort of magic can only be found in legends and doesn’t actually exist. Even if it did, no human should be able to use it.


  「No, I suppose it is possible…」


  As the Cardinal thought about it more carefully, there could be spells out there that he didn’t know about. After all, the Sage class is something that only he and a few members of the organization know about. They still haven’t uncovered the whole truth, so it’s definitely possible.


  There’s one way to find out for sure. In fact, it’s the easiest method to test his theory.


  「If such a spell really exists, then I can use it as well.」


  Spells are basically just Skills, and Skills are learned automatically with enough experience. If two people had the same level of experience, what spell the other can use, the other should be able to cast as well.


  Skills are equal across the board. By chanting the right incantation, the spell should activate. Human experimentation done by the organization proved this to be true, so there’s no doubt about it. In short, the Cardinal should be able to cast any spell that the youngster used.


  「Change Coordinates.」


  The Cardinal recited the same spell that the enemy used, but nothing happened.


  「Steam Explosion.」


  This time, he recited a different spell — a spell that according to the reports was the one he used to destroy the altar. But all the same, nothing happened.


  「Was he bluffing?」


  There were two possibilities. First, the enemy was bluffing about his spells. Second, the enemy was more experienced than the Cardinal himself, which would mean Georgis hadn’t learned the Skills just yet.


  But the latter was highly unlikely. The enemy clearly looked like a young man. There was no way he had more experience than the Cardinal.


  However, if he was bluffing, then how did he disappear? Then the Cardinal arrived at a conclusion.


  「Could it be… That was an illusion all along?」


  The Cardinal’s paralysis spell didn’t have any effect, flames didn’t burn him, and he disappeared without a trace. If the one Georgis launched a surprise attack on was nothing but an illusion, that would explain everything.


  The Cardinal is aware of plenty of illusion type Skills. If it was an illusion by a Sage, he’d notice right away, so it was most likely a Skill used by some other job class. An ally proficient in illusions was lying in wait beforehand in the forest. That would explain why he got fooled.


  But since when did I get tricked by illusions? Georgis wondered.


  「That intruder is too dangerous.」


  He had an idea of the man’s identity. The adventurer named Eld who’s working with Count Meigis.


  Eld was a very mysterious person. If he was an ordinary adventurer, his face wouldn’t appear in the documents that Cardinal Georgis examines, not even his name. There’s only one renowned adventurer in the Count’s domain and that’s Mylia the Flame Spear.


  The Cardinal only knew about Eld’s face because of the adventurer’s out-of-the-ordinary feats. He had heard rumors of things that the guy did that should be impossible for a Novice to do. Even if he wasn’t a Novice, no rookie should be able to achieve what he did. There were even talks about how maybe the guy was hiding his real job class because he was simply too strong.


  But Georgis believed Eld was just a little bit strong for a Novice. It’s not unheard of for those with aliases to accomplish extraordinary feats during their rookie days.


  「Are those rumors true, then?」


  Eld’s face only showed up in the documents recently. Apparently, he defeated an Emperor Ogre solo and deflected the attacks of a Sea Serpent using only a sword. If these rumors were true, Eld might not even be human. There was even word that it was Eld who killed the Heaven-Rending Lightning Dragon.


  But if he was a Sage, some of the rumors might actually be true. Killing an Emperor Ogre solo might be impossible, but stacking defensive spells could be enough to deal with a Sea Serpent’s attacks. If Eld could do that, that means he’s either as strong as Georgis, or even more.


  「I can’t let him live. 」


  Before the illusion disappeared, he muttered something about his victory being certain. That was most likely just a bluff to confuse the Cardinal and buy some time.


  Georgis didn’t intend to believe those foolish rumors. There’s no doubt that about ninety percent of them are nothing but lies. The Cardinal wasn’t stupid enough to believe that Eld could defeat the dragon, even if he was a Sage.


  However, the rumors being lies doesn’t change the fact that he still poses a risk. The fact that he could infiltrate a heavily-secured zone makes him extremely dangerous.


  Georgis already received a report of the attack. The altar itself is fine, but they couldn’t stop evidence from being taken.


  Still, even with the evidence, the Cardinal believed he can still get through this by using his political power and money. This case would deal a huge blow on him, but not enough to wipe him out completely.


  If he did manage to get away with it, the suspicion that he used live humans in rituals would still persist. In that case, he’d have to reduce the number of humans to use as food for the evil spirits. This is a huge obstacle for his plans.


  「I swear I will kill you.」Georgis muttered as he stepped on the spot where Eld’s illusion was earlier.


  Chapter 119 – I Gave Him the Wrong Idea


  Eld’s POV


  Looks like I managed to pull it off.


  About half a day had passed since I fought Cardinal Georgis. After reciting “Change Coordinates”, I disappeared from the field and hid in the ground.


  It’s not like I made a mistake in casting the teleportation magic and ended up buried in the ground. In the first place, the spell Change Coordinate doesn’t even exist.


  「Earth Hide, dispel.」


  The ground around me moved, bringing me back to the surface. I see no one around. I’m currently in the middle of the forest where I fought Georgis. I didn’t actually manage to escape. I just used Earth Hide, a spell that buries me about a meter underground.


  If for some reason, they put up security here after the fight, I would have to get past them again. The fact that this place is empty means I succeeded in making the Cardinal think I used teleportation magic. That, or he thought I was an illusion. Either way, the result is the same.


  I started running back towards Count Meigis’ place. It’s been more than a day since I attacked the altar. The men in charge of security should be starting to get tired by now. I, on the other hand, had been resting underground; I’ve recovered stamina and mana. If I happened upon Georgis or his underlings now, I wouldn’t lose.


  A complete victory, if I do say so myself.


  I couldn’t kill Cardinal Georgis, but that was within expectations. It’s better if he’s alive for now. Our victory is already certain anyway.


   


  「Sir Eld! You’re alive! We were wondering what happened since you disappeared all of a sudden.」an employee said, teary-eyed.


  I managed to return safely to the Meigis Company office. Only a few of the management staff knew that I infiltrated the Cardinal’s territory. I thought me disappearing all of a sudden would cause some sort of alarm, but it looks like they even thought I was dead.


  「My bad for making you worry. Can you tell the Count I’m back?」


  「O-Okay!」


  The employee went inside. After a few minutes, they returned, carrying a massive key.


  「The Count is waiting for you inside.」


  「Okay, thanks.」


  I followed the employee. As the door opened, Count Meigis and Marquis Maiar greeted me.


  「I didn’t think you’d really return. I can tell by the look on your face that you succeeded.」the Marquis said, flashing a smile.


  As expected from a noble, he’s an expert in reading people’s expressions.


  「I’m glad you’re back. I knew you’d pull it off. I was never worried.」


  It would seem Count Meigis trusted my abilities too. It sure didn’t look like it before when he desperately tried to stop me.


  「I seem to recall someone going to the church every thirty minutes to pray and even get told off by one of his men.」Maiar cut in.


  「Um, I would appreciate it if you didn’t mention that…」the Count muttered.


  I take it back. He didn’t believe in me at all. Praying every thirty minutes means he barely got any work done. Though having someone worried about you that much doesn’t really feel bad, either.


  With a strained laugh, I took out the magic item.


  「Here’s the magic item I used in recording. Can you please check if I really got it?」


  「Of course.」


  The Marquis received the magic item and carefully operated it. Then, an image appeared on top of the table.


  It was a rough, but clear recording of the ritual. An injured criminal slave was offered at the altar and an evil spirit descended. It even showed the part where the belladonnas bloomed.


  「This is wonderful. It’s perfect as evidence.」the Marquis said as he operated the magic item some more, causing five stone-like objects to eject from the device.


  「We’ll each take one.」


  「What’s this?」


  「That footage is stored in each of these stones. I’ll take one. If someone kills me and takes the stone, the evidence won’t be completely destroyed since you have copies as well.」


  I see. So this device has a backup function as well. If they had the time to add that function, they could’ve at least made it so mana wouldn’t leak out of it. Then again, it all worked out, so I guess it’s fine.


  Chapter 120 – We Might be Fighting Head-on


  「Will this be enough to run the Cardinal out of business?」


  「Yes. The question now is will we get crushed or not. I’ll work something out. Although seeing as we’re up against Cardinal Georgis, the arrangements will take some time.」the Marquis said with firm conviction.


  Now that’s reassuring.


  「How long would it take?」


  「Two… no, just give me a month and I’ll make sure our victory is certain.」


  It went from two to one quickly. It felt like he hesitated for a bit and forcing things too much with the one-month deadline. Anyway, there’s a chance the Cardinal will resort to tough measures while we wait.


  「Will we be all right in that one month?」


  Sure, we have dirt on the Cardinal, but he’s still a powerful noble. He can do a lot of things in a month. At worst, he’ll use his excess wealth to bribe every single noble in the kingdom and cover up the evidence of his crimes.


  Marquis Maiar should be aware of that as well.


  「We can’t rule out the possibility of the Cardinal resorting to extreme measures.」 he said with an unpleasant look.


  「Yeah, I agree.」


  I don’t mean to criticize his lack of ability. Running a powerful noble down politically is simply difficult.


  Which is why I prepared another route to victory. If I was a hundred percent sure that we can win with just the footage alone, I wouldn’t have wasted mana on Holy Breath.


  「There’s something I want to discuss. Would you consider closing down the factory temporarily and finding shelter?」Marquis Maiar asked us.


  So far, we’ve repelled every attack that came to us and remained safe. But if Georgis wanted to get really serious, the attacks will surely get worse. If that happens, I’m not sure we can still hold as well as we did. That’s why he wants us to hide until the time comes that we can corner Georgis.


  I can understand his sentiment. But it feels like such a waste. The Cardinal’s power has been weakening because of the medicines we produced.


  「Close the factory?」


  「Yes. If the factory was attacked while you’re hiding, they might discover the manufacturing method, then everything would have been for naught.」


  What the Marquis was saying made sense from a risk management standpoint. But it feels like such a weak stance to take. If Georgis goes all out, we’ll just face him head-on and send him packing.


  As I was pondering over it, Count Meigis spoke.


  「I’m sorry, but we can’t take refuge and hide.」he said in a decisive tone, as though he doesn’t intend to change his mind.


  「May I ask why?」the Marquis asked.


  「We might be safe, but what would happen to my subjects? I doubt the Cardinal will hold anything back just because we’re not around.」the Count replied.


  「I see. I suppose sheltering you and the citizens is quite impossible.」The Marquis pondered over the matter once more, and nodded.「Very well. Just don’t die, all right?」


  「Of course. But if somehow I don’t survive, please proceed with the plan.」


  Sounds like everything’s settled. So we’re staying and meeting whatever the Cardinal throws at us head-on.


  If I killed Georgis, we wouldn’t have this problem. But that would create a different issue on the political side of things. If I killed him back then, it would only be seen as “someone with an inferior job class assassinated the Cardinal”. That is not good for us.


  Georgis isn’t our only enemy. One can even say that our real enemy is the organization backing him, the Garden of Despair. And to combat them, we have to carefully consider the political side too.


  「So we have our plan.」I said.「A month, huh? If there’s anything we can do to help, just tell us.」


  「Thank you. But this is politics. In other words, this is our job. Just leave the Cardinal to us, and you focus on protecting the territory.」


  「You got it.」


  Our roles are now clear. In one month, the Marquis will bring down the Cardinal. Our job is to hold out until then and keep on supplying healing medicine to the market, weakening Georgis’ power even more.


  The question now is what move are they going to make. It is only a matter of time before we’re victorious. Until then, I want to limit the casualties as much as possible. So I guess the problem is what kind of drill should I teach the citizens.


  「Is there any specific move that the Cardinal might take?」


  「Let’s see… A war is very likely.」


  「A war? Will the kingdom even allow that?」


  If my knowledge is right, a normal country wouldn’t allow fighting within its borders. That’ll only weaken the nation and there’s a chance that foreign countries might attack.


  「There’s a precedent of a civil war approved by the country.」


  Is that so… So we have to stay sharp. Just when I thought we have our anti-assassination system down perfectly, now we have to come up with something in case of a war.


  「Okay. If they attack us directly, that’ll be much easier.」


  「Really? Normally, the thought of such a powerful noble declaring war against you would make you shudder in terror.」


  「We can win easily if they’re that weak. It doesn’t matter how many they are.」


  I had an idea of the enemy’s strength back when they infiltrated. They were quite skilled, but the tactics they employed were horrible. If I just train the citizens, I’m sure even they can handle a bunch like those.


  「Win easily, huh? I find that hard to believe, but when you say it, it feels like it might just be possible.」Maiar said.


  「Indeed. Just leave the potential war to us. Please focus on the political side.」the Count said.


  「I understand.」


  Now we have our strategy. We prepare for war, while Marquis Maiar will bring down Cardinal Georgis.


  Still… A war, huh? If we have to engage in one, I’d rather we end it quickly. Letting it drag on for too long will only be a pain. Okay, then. Time to make arrangements so we beat them the very same day they declare war.


  Chapter 121 – Cardinal Panicking


  Cardinal POV


  「What did you just say?」Georgis asked, his voice filled with rage.


  Before him was a soldier cowering in fear. Intense atmosphere filled Cardinal Georgis’ extravagantly-decorated office.


  「I ask you once more. What did you say?」


  The soldier froze in horror.


  「I-I am terribly sorry. The Bloodstone Ritual was a failure again.」he said in a trembling voice.


  「You piece of shit!」


  Overcome by anger, the Cardinal drew the sword hanging on his waist and swung it down at the soldier with all his strength. Having not trained in swordsmanship, his movement was awful, but the sharpness of an expensive sword was more than enough to make up for his lack in skill, cutting down the soldier. Groaning in agony, the man collapsed and drew his last breath.


  No one said a word. Aside from the Cardinal and the soldier, Georgis’ close aides—dozens of them—were present as well, but they were all quiet. They knew that if they opened their mouth, they’d be next.


  「Can someone here tell me why the ritual keeps on failing?!」


  The reason for the Cardinal’s irritation was clear. They hadn’t produced any healing medicines for a while. The most important ingredient of healing medicine were belladonnas. As long as they could get their hands on them, manufacturing it would be easy.


  By sacrificing one live human for the Bloodstone Ritual, Cardinal Georgis could obtain a large quantity of belladonnas. If he had plenty of slaves, he could produce as many medicines as he wanted.


  At least until the man named Eld attacked the altar.


  After what he did, not one Bloodstone Ritual ever succeeded. The evil spirit would come close, but left halfway, as though repelled by something. They had not observed such a baffling phenomenon before.


  「Perhaps the location of the altar has shifted slightly?」the Cardinal asked the person in charge of the ritual.


  Eld used a mysterious spell called Steam Explosion on the altar. Of course, Georgis was doubtful. He didn’t believe a spell called Steam Explosion existed. Eld simply said it out loud to give them the wrong idea.


  The spell’s specifics were still under investigation, but judging from the power, it was most likely a ritual spell that required a large number of Mages. No lone human could possibly have so much power. But it was possible with time and numerous Mages performing a ritual.


  Either way, the altar received the brunt of such a powerful spell. The altar itself was extremely heavy and difficult to move. Still they didn’t really take into consideration the spell Eld used. There was a chance that the shock from the explosion moved the altar.


  The altar wasn’t just placed in a random location, though it may look like it. No, it actually required extremely precise calculations that involved magic. In Cardinal Georgis’ huge domain, the altar could only be placed in that particular spot and nowhere else. What’s more, a millimeter off in its position would render the altar useless.


  「That cannot be! The altar’s position is calculated using magic. An error is not—」


  「Then why does the ritual fail?!」


  「I don’t know! We’ve been telling you that this is something even we can’t understand!」The man in charge replied in a tired voice.


  He couldn’t even count how many times they’ve had this conversation. It was probably over thirty times at this point.


  「You know we need the ritual to succeed at all costs!」


  There was a reason for the Cardinal panicking. After the adventurer Eld attacked the altar, Marquis Maiar had been making suspicious moves, and judging by the timing, the reason was clear. Maiar most likely had a copy of the footage that Eld recorded.


  If an average noble got the footage, all Georgis had to do was crush them. But Marquis Maiar was the most powerful noble among the anti-Georgis faction. Not only that, the kingdom itself thought the Marquis was among the most prominent nobles because of his political skills.


  If he really wanted to work behind the scenes, he could easily do so. He wouldn’t let anyone see he was making suspicious moves. The fact that he did meant he didn’t plan to hide it anymore. The part where he quietly laid the groundwork was over, and it was now time for the finishing touches.


  If left alone, Maiar would definitely overthrow Goergis. The Cardinal needed a countermeasure, but for that he needed power, which he was slowly starting to lose.


  Georgis’ overwhelming political power stemmed from his monopoly on healing medicine. Just losing the monopoly because of Count Meigis was a huge blow, now they couldn’t even produce them.


  So far, they had managed to keep up appearances by going through what they had in stock. Now they were running out. If the Bloodstone Ritual didn’t work again, the Cardinal wouldn’t have any chance of winning.


  That man Eld said something about their victory being decided. Was he referring to the ritual failing?


  If Eld indeed did something to stop the ritual from working, that would explain what he said. But knowing what his words meant didn’t matter, if they didn’t know how to make the ritual succeed again.


  If there was something wrong with the altar, there was one solution.


  Chapter 122 – The Cardinal Contemplates


  「Very well. If we don’t know the cause, then replace the altar.」Georgis said.


  「We already did that, but the result was still the same.」


  When the Bloodstone Ritual started failing after the attack, they considered the possibility of the adventurer doing something to the altar, like perhaps blessing magic. The evil spirit summoned by the ritual and blessing magic were incompatible with each other. So using blessing magic on the altar would prevent the spirit from getting close.


  Since there were still a lot of unanswered questions about blessing magic, detecting it with magic was difficult. So the person in charge decided to replace the entire altar. The provision took a lot of time, but with the help of the Garden of Despair, they managed to complete the task.


  But the result was a tragic failure. Nothing changed and the ritual failed just like before.


  「Then what do you suggest we do?!」


  Enraged, Georgis tried to draw his sword, but held himself back at the last second. He could kill all the soldiers he wanted as long as they were from his domain. However, the person in charge of the ritual was from the Garden of Despair and was an expert in ritual magic. If he killed him, he would incur the wrath of the organization.


  The Cardinal couldn’t lay a finger on him, which is why the man could talk back to him. Of course, there had been plenty of times where Georgis almost killed the man.


  Instead of killing the man, the Cardinal placed his hand on his forehead and pondered over the current situation. After five minutes, he asked the person in charge a question.


  「You said there isn’t anywhere else in my domain where we can hold the ritual, right?」


  「Yes. We searched for other possible locations, but none met the conditions.」


  「What about other domains?」


  There was no other place inside the Cardinal’s domain where they could place the altar. In that case, why not check outside? Georgis wondered how he hadn’t thought about something so simple.


  「Other domains? I hardly doubt there’s some other place with a great environment as yours. Searching blindly might even take years.」


  「Oh, there is one. Count Meigis’ territory.」


  「So you’re saying there’s a place in that annoying Count’s place where we can create an altar?」


  「Think about it. How else can he produce the medicine?」


  In this world, only Cardinal Georgis succeeded in mass-producing healing medicine. But recently, Count Meigis was able to do it, destroying the monopoly. The question was, how did the Count do it?


  There was only one answer. He was using the same method as the Cardinal: performing a Bloodstone Ritual.


  If there was a legitimate way to mass-produce healing medicine, someone would’ve done it a long time ago. The fact that no one did meant it was simply impossible. The only valid method was the Bloodstone Ritual.


  「The Count is performing Bloodstone Rituals too? That sounds possible indeed. But I haven’t heard about the number of slaves entering his domain increasing.」


  They had already considered the possibility that perhaps Count Meigis was performing the same ritual. So ever since he started mass-producing healing medicine, the Cardinal’s men monitored how many slaves entered the Count’s domain at all times.


  But the number didn’t increase at all. In fact, Meigis barely brought slaves into his territory in the first place. Most of the ones that did enter were simply passing through to get to other lands.


  Some places had many slaves while some had few. It was rare for a city to have barely any. That was the Cardinal’s findings.


  「About that… Count Meigis might not be using slaves as sacrifice.」Georgis said.


  「Are you saying he’s using ordinary citizens?」


  「Not citizens, refugees. Everyone knows how he gathers the dregs of society.」


  Indeed. Meigis accepting refugees was a well-known matter. Farmers who lost their land, sons of ruined nobles, and those with inferior job classes. Of course, he didn’t just accept anyone, only those who wanted to work. Still, most people found his actions hard to comprehend. What was the point in doing all this? Helping refugees wouldn’t benefit him.


  Georgis looked down on Meigis all this time. But now he even respected the Count’s ingenuity. He believed accepting refugees was Meigis “gathering ingredients”. Unlike slaves, he didn’t have to pay, and since it didn’t go through the market, tracing was difficult.


  「I see. In that case, what should we do?」the person in charge of the ritual asked.


  Actually, he didn’t believe the Count had an altar in his place. The Garden of Despair investigated the possibility before anything else. While the forest was heavily guarded, making it difficult to conduct a direct investigation, they could narrow down the conditions with a map. They found that the chances of Count Meigis having an altar was low.


  The Garden of Despair thought maybe Meigis produced the healing medicine using a different method, or he performed the ritual in another domain. But the Cardinal probably wouldn’t understand. All they could do was pray that the countermeasure that Georgis came up with was effective.


  Chapter 123 – The Cardinal Comes Up with a Good Idea


  「The solution is simple. Start a war.」Georgis said.


  「A civil war?」


  「Yes. There should be an altar in the Count’s domain. We just have to steal that and then destroy his production. After that we can resume manufacturing healing medicine. We can turn the tables around in one sweep. A recovery from a hopeless situation, wouldn’t you think?」


  「Indeed. That might work.」


  There was a heavily-guarded forest in Count Meigis’ domain. Judging by the flow of goods, the healing medicines were no doubt being manufactured there.


  At this point, it didn’t matter what kind of method the Count used. All Georgis wanted was to get his hands on medicines once more. A war was a little violent, but now was not the time to be picky.


  The question now was could he really start a war or not. And could they win?


  「Can you really start a civil war?」


  「Yes. We’ll just say: “Count Meigis stole a device from Cardinal Georgis and used it to start manufacturing healing medicine. The device is buried deep underground and hard to find. So we demand the forest where it’s buried. If you don’t comply, we will declare war.” How about that?」


  「It sounds too forced.」


  The stolen device part was fine. But after that it was just ridiculous. Asking for a whole forest just because they couldn’t find the device was too irrational. In the first place, how would the Count use the device if it was buried underground?


  「I am well aware of that. There’s no point in giving a sensible reason now, is there?」


  It was a well-known fact that Cardinal Georgis wanted to crush Count Meigis. He didn’t need to give some convincing reason. His real motive would be too obvious. In that case, accusing Meigis from the start would be more sportsmanlike. The Cardinal could make an example this way—a declaration of some sort that “this is what happens if you cross me”.


  「You’re right, but will the war be approved?」


  「Of course. Those people at the central government can’t stop us.」


  This country was technically a kingdom, which meant it was ruled by a king. But the king actually didn’t have enough soldiers to cover the whole kingdom. As such, maintaining peace and order within the kingdom was mostly left to the nobles.


  The king didn’t actually have much power in the first place. If all the nobles conspired to start an uprising, the kingdom’s army would easily get destroyed.


  The king was more of a noble on top of the kingdom rather than an actual ruler. He couldn’t possibly stop a war between two nobles with his measly power. So warring was done at one’s own risk.


  「But an all-out war might be difficult. A war with rules might be more realistic.」


  Cardinal Georgis’ domain and Count Meigis’ domain weren’t situated next to each other. Nobles in the middle would get dragged into the fighting if he started an all-out war. If that happened, the nobles caught in the crossfire wouldn’t just stand by and do nothing. The one who started the war—Georgis in this case—would make enemies of them.


  So the only option was to fight while restricting the war zone. For example, they could designate XX Plains as the war zone, and fighting outside of it was not allowed. That way, other nobles wouldn’t get involved. Georgis could avoid losing power since civilians also wouldn’t get caught in the crossfire.


  War with rules had happened several times before. In fact, a war without rules was rare. The victor in these cases would be too exhausted and only have the opposite effect.


  「Can we win against Count Meigis?」Georgis asked.


  「Definitely.」the commander of the army answered without hesitation.


  Meigis had some troublesome personnel like Mylia the Flame Spear and Eld, but they were few in number.


  War is all about numbers. Meigis’ most powerful asset, the Flame Spear, wouldn’t possibly survive against a hundred elite soldiers attacking her all at once. They didn’t know much about Eld, but if they came at him with numbers, he would surely get crushed.


  Count Meigis probably had a force of more or less a thousand people, while Marquis Maiar would have three thousand max. Maintaining this many forces would require considerable effort in this age.


  Cardinal Georgis, on the other hand, had an army of more than 30 thousand, ten times that of Maiar’s. An extraordinary number.


  The Cardinal’s monopoly on healing medicine and his large domain gave him this overwhelming military force. It doesn’t matter if the Flame Spear and Eld are strong. They’re nothing compared to an army of thirty thousand.


  If there was one thing Georgis was worried about, it was the Steam Explosion that was used when the altar was attacked. It didn’t matter how many there were. It mowed everyone down in its area of effect. But Georgis believed that wouldn’t be enough for him to lose.


  He assumed the spell was a ritual magic that required a number of high-level Mages and a long time to prepare. If a war broke out, they might only be able to use it once. That would deal some damage, but not enough to make up for the difference in the number of forces between the two sides.


  Georgis’ army outnumbered the enemy’s by one digit. He couldn’t possibly lose. Which is why the commander said what he said.


  「Good. Make preparations to declare war. Considering Marquis’ movements, we don’t have much time. Declare war as soon as possible.」


  「As you command.」


  And so Cardinal Georgis began preparations for a war, one he firmly believed he couldn’t lose. After all, he had ten times more men than the enemy.


  Chapter 124 – Declaration of War


  “I knew it.”


  Two weeks had passed since I returned from Cardinal Georgis’ domain. Count Meigis and I were gathered in the Meigis’ Company’s office, reading a letter.


  Declaration of War


  The other day, we requested the return of our healing medicine manufacturing device that was stolen. Despite our offer to not press charges, it still hasn’t been returned.
 Not only that, you buried the device in a forest to hide it. This is an inexcusable act.
 Thus we of Cardinal Georgis’ domain, declare war against Count Meigis. We will take the forest where the device is buried on the designated day, via the Miles Plains. If you still have dignity as nobles, we suggest you to not run away, and face us.


  The designated date is three days from now.


  “By Miles Plains, does he mean that wasteland right next to the forest?”


  “Yes. Right next to the forest where we’re manufacturing our healing medicines. In other words, if we lose, they can immediately march into the forest.”


  “So they don’t want to get ignored.”


  Unlike war with other countries, the scope of internal war is limited. That is because once you fought in places other than which you declared, you’ll only create more enemies.


  The problem is if the declaration is ignored or not. If the designated battlefield is too far from the recipient’s domain, it could get ignored. So they chose Miles Plains to prevent that.
 But then…


  “Isn’t this unfavorable for the Cardinal?”


  In wars between nobles, the designated battlefield doesn’t usually belong to either side, because the defending side would have the overwhelming advantage.


  The defenders wouldn’t have to transport resources, they don’t have to travel a long distance, and they are familiar with the land. That puts the offensive camp at a disadvantage.


  Yet the Cardinal chose Miles Plains as the battlefield, which goes against theory.


  “Yes. Based on the conditions, we have the advantage.”


  Internal wars normally require a long time for preparation. Both parties would consult with each other about which battlefield to borrow, get a witness, and establish a win condition. They decide on what happens if you lose.


  That’s how war is fought in this kingdom. It’s more like a duel between nobles, than an all-out war.


  But the war declared now is more the latter. The date and the place have been decided, though it’s only a one-sided declaration. If we ignored them, they would march on with their military might to suppress us.


  In a “normal war”, both sides are willing to fight. As such, coordination on which place to designate as a battlefield is possible. Both parties can fight on equal terms.


  However, we are not willing to fight. We don’t need to. Cardinal Georgis will be overthrown if we just wait for Marquis Maiar.


  In order to force us to fight, they would have to create a condition which we can’t ignore. In this case, designating Miles Plains as the battlefield.


  “Three days is too early, though.”


  “They can’t mobilize their troops until after declaring war, right? If they march their forces here in just three days, they will be exhausted.”


  “Yes. Out of the 30,000 or so troops they have, I would assume 20,000 is the max they can mobilize for war. Getting that many here in just three days is too much.”


  The distance between the Cardinal’s domain and the Count’s is only about a day’s walk. Only if you go alone, of course. Like I did.


  Three days for 20,000 people is too short. An army needs more than just troops. Resources have to be transported too. Without knowing how long the battle would last, they would have to bring a large amount of equipment and food supply. If they ran out, only defeat would await them.


  There’s the problem with the road as well. Unlike Japan, the roads in this world are neither wide, nor well-maintained. Not all can accommodate a whole army.


  Let’s say they have to pass through a narrow path along a cliff wide enough for only one person. The army would have to break formation first and go through one by one. If we assume it takes a person one second, 20,000 would mean five to six hours. After that, they would need to organize formation. It would take a long time to resume their marching speed.


  Fighting three days from now means the army will be forced to follow a very strict schedule and then fight without any rest. A reckless action.


  Why then did the Cardinal go for it? There’s only one reason. He’s most likely in a hurry.


  “So it’s all thanks to Marquis Maiar.”


  “It probably is.”


  Cardinal Georgis realized that he’s going to lose his power. That’s why he chose to fight even under these unfavorable conditions.


  Marquis Maiar’s work behind the scenes have not been made public yet. But the threat is putting pressure on the Cardinal, giving us great results.
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  “But the enemy outnumbers us by twenty to one. That fact still remains. Do we have a chance at victory?”


  Even exhausted, Cardinal Georgis’ army numbered twenty thousand men. In contrast, the number of troops Count Meigis could deploy was at most a thousand.


  Marquis Maiar also had an army, but he can’t make it in three days’ time because his domain is too far away. He can send around a hundred men, all of whom will be tasked with security around Count Meigis’ domain to maintain public order while the war is going on.
 In the end, we’ll be fighting with only a thousand of Count Meigis’ army.


  “No problem,” I said. “There’s absolutely no reason for us to lose.”


  “Even when we are outnumbered twenty to one?”


  “Even a hundred to one, the result will still be the same. They can gather all the people they want, but if they don’t know how to actually fight, they’re not a threat.”


  We already expected Cardinal Georgis to start a war. So for the past two weeks, I’d been teaching the Count’s army how to fight. Not the common way of fighting in this world, but the basic tactics of group warfare that were used in BBO.


  More than half of Count Meigis’s army had inferior job classes—or in other words, advanced classes in BBO. They had a wide variety of Skills, many of them specialized for group battles. Combining them together would allow them to exhibit power incomparable to a group of people with only basic classes.


  Fortunately, the Count’s army was extremely balanced in terms of classes. Not all were of the inferior kind, nor were they all basic classes. Thanks to this, I managed to assemble all the Skills we needed for the battle.


  I wished we had a hundred more Sages besides me, so we could execute a strategy so cruel that people would want to avert their gaze. The only regret I had this time was that we couldn’t do that. Then again, that strategy was used more for mass slaughter, rather than a war. I gotta consider what the people would think of us after the war was over.


  “Supplies are ready, right?” I asked.


  “Of course. In this short time, we have gathered enough provision to run the entire army for half a year.”


  While I was training the army, Count Meigis was gathering supplies for the army to use. Normally, it would be difficult to suddenly gather long-term supplies for an army of a thousand, but the Count had the power of money on his side.


  Thanks to the healing potion, Count Meigis—rather, the Meigis Trading Company, had plenty of funds. A whole lot of it, in fact. The Count used that to procure supplies. Even while he was stocking up, the firm’s finances were in the black, an indication of just how tremendous the profit from the medicine was.


  “That’s more than enough,” I said. “Almost a waste for a war that’ll be over in a day.”


  “We can still use what’s left. Don’t force it too much. You can play the short-term game, if you want. We want to reduce the number of casualties as much as possible, after all.”


  “Of course, that’s part of the plan,” I said.


  I checked the map of the battlefield. With this, we can use the strategy I devised during training.


  ◇


  Three days later. We were in position in the Miles Plains, waiting for the battle to begin.


  “Cardinal Georgis Cardinal has informed us that the war will begin in thirty minutes!” a communications officer said.


  “Got it,” I replied.


  There were rules to war in this country. Among them were designating the war zone and the date of the battle. But the most important one was the requisites to victory. A war that lasted until the last soldier was killed would only cause severe damage to both sides. To avoid such unfortunate situations, wars often had win conditions set in place.


  This war was no exception. The win conditions set in this case were the surrender, death, or escape of the enemy commander.


  Under normal circumstances, the general would be a noble. It was natural for a nobleman under heavy guard in the main camp to be the commander. Cardinal Georgis, as expected, made himself one.


  But we were different.


  “If you lose, our army will be defeated,” the Count said. “Don’t die.”


  “Of course,” I replied.


  We didn’t have a noble as the commander. The name indicated on the letter we sent to the Cardinal was: Eld the Adventurer. In other words, me.


  “But are you sure it’s okay for me to be the commander?” I asked. “If needed, I can fight in the front lines too.”


  “It’s fine. I don’t think you’ll ever be in danger even if you go to the front lines. I think it’s even safer by your side than the main camp I’m in.”


  “Okay. I understand.”


  Well, I didn’t plan on dying anyway, so being a commander was no problem to me at all. If there was even a remote possibility that I could die, then we wouldn’t stand a chance in this war in the first place.


  I turned to the Count’s army standing by on the plains. “Are you all ready?!” I shouted, my magic-amplified voice echoing in all directions.


  “Yeah!” a spirited reply came from the army.


  They weren’t that well-trained to begin with. Count Meigis had never fought in a war, so the army’s job was only to maintain security in the domain.


  But they had been training hard for the past two weeks. It wasn’t a gut-wrenching, unreasonable special training, but rather a training to drill logical fighting tactics into them.


  LN Volume 5 Chapter 5


  “Now, then. Let’s get our weapons ready first.”


  War, of course, requires preparing weapons. But Cardinal Georgis’ army included people who were not even adventurers to begin with—in other words, people who didn’t even have weapons.


  While there were many weapons available, they were not exactly of good quality.


  The advanced classes—called inferior classes in this world—wielded different weapons from those with ordinary job classes. Just like how I had a staff specially-made for Sages, other advanced classes had their own dedicated weapons.


  However, since there were not many people with advanced classes who actually fought, it would be difficult to get these special weapons. So the plan was to procure ordinary weapons that were at least a little more suited to the advanced classes.


  And so I put out an ad to a firm in the vicinity, but the results were horrendous. I knew why, of course. People were afraid to make an enemy of Cardinal Georgis. The general public thought that we couldn’t win against the Cardinal. If Georgis won, it wasn’t hard to imagine what would happen to those who helped us.


  But I didn’t give up and sent letters to many trade associations, not just in the immediate vicinity. I told them I didn’t care about the price; just provide us with weapons. To be honest, I’d like to see the real thing first before buying, but being picky was just not an option right now. If one out of ten was useful for our purpose, that would be good enough.


  Only one firm gave me a favorable response—the Maxia Trading Company, a big firm in the royal capital, headed by Myna. She promised to do everything she could to provide me with the weapons we needed.


  Maxia probably had some way to deliver the weapons without the cardinal finding out. From the schedule I was told, they should be arriving soon. While I was waiting at Meigis Trading, a staff member rushed into the room, looking flustered.


  “We have an emergency!”


  “What’s going on?”


  From the look on his face, it didn’t look like bad news. Then what was the big deal?


  “The Maxia Trading Company’s caravan is on its way!”


  “Caravan?”


  The letter from Maxia did not mention how they would deliver the weapons to us. All it said was: ‘We’ll deliver them to you around this time today, so just wait.” But given the circumstances, I thought they would be more secretive about it.


  I climbed to the roof of the building to verify the report, and sure enough, a huge caravan unit consisting of more than thirty carriages was coming towards our direction, with the Maxia banner flying high.


  “Man, Maxia Trading sure is incredible.”


  How much manpower and budget would be needed to move those thirty carriages? Probably not a small amount of money, even for those of us who had seized the production of healing medicines.


  Organizing and then deploying such a huge caravan in such a short period of time just showed how much power the Maxia Trading Company had.


  If those carriages were fully loaded with weapons, we were sure to find weapons suited for the advanced classes. But would the firm be all right after doing all this? If Cardinal Georgis won, even Maxia would find itself in a tough position. Maybe firing whoever was in charge would be enough to receive a pardon?


  I turned my eyes at the girl standing at the head of the caravan. She looked familiar. I think I’ve seen her before. No, I have. It was Myna. The president herself was leading the caravan. She had no excuses anymore.
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  “Is it true that Maxia’s president herself is coming?!” Count Meigis said as he burst into the room.


  Apparently, word of the president’s arrival had spread all throughout the Count’s domain. I guess I wasn’t seeing things.


  “As far as I could tell, it’s the real deal,” I said.


  “Why would a big shot like that come here? True, healing medicine production is a huge business, but to side with us at this time would be too big a risk. Is the president of Maxia Trading stupid?”


  “I’ve met and talked to Myna before. She seemed competent.”


  Count Meigis looked surprised. Was there something surprising in what I just said?


  “I thought you were an adventurer,” he said.


  “I am an adventurer. Where’s this coming from?”


  “Even a nobleman like me will find it difficult to talk to the president of Maxia. Yet you address her without a proper title?”


  Is Maxia really that huge? Maybe huge firms did have more power than noblemen with lower status. I was quite lucky that I got her in my debt back at the royal capital.


  “I lent her a little hand a while back,” I said. “I actually got paid for it, though.”


  “Is it similar to what you’re doing for me right now?”


  “Nah, much smaller than that. Though technically, both involved medicine.”


  Now that I thought about it, I had done nothing but create medicine since I left the village. I became a Sage to fight, but apparently I had some connection to medicine. Of course, if my knowledge and skills came in handy, then all’s good.


  “So in order to repay that debt, Maxia came to help,” the Count said. “I’m grateful for your abilities.”


  “I don’t think she’s the kind of person who takes action based on that alone, though.”


  Myna didn’t seem like the type who would put her whole company at risk just to repay a favor. She did compensate me generously last time, but that felt more like a future investment. In fact, her investment was giving her high returns. That’s precisely why she was president in the first place.


  “That is a good point. I’ve heard that the current president is quite brilliant.”


  “Is that so?”


  I had never heard anything regarding Myna’s reputation before.


  “Yes. Actually Maxia was on the decline until quite recently. It is said that the one who revived the company was the current president.”


  “It wasn’t that long ago, right?”


  I didn’t ask how old Myna was, but she must be quite young. It was unlikely that she’d been in office for ten or twenty years.


  

  


  “I believe the restoration took less than two years from when she took over.”


  “Brilliant is an understatement, then.”


  In that case, she definitely had her reasons for coming here. But what exactly was it? I might have been wrong to state in the letter that they could name their price. She could take all the profits from the healing medicines.


  Such thoughts filled my mind as I waited for Myna’s arrival.


  ◇


  “I’m here to deliver the stuff you asked for,” Myna said. “I couldn’t decide which ones you needed, so I brought all the possible options. You can pick just what you need.”


  “All of them?” I asked. “Cardinal Georgis probably knows about this.”


  “I think so. Carrying around the company banner would surely draw attention.”


  Well, yeah. If they wanted to be secretive, they’d at least put the banner away. Hoisting it was like saying “The Maxia Trading Company is over here!”


  It sounded like she knew exactly what would happen. In which case…


  “Did you expose yourself on purpose?” I asked.


  “Yes. Not to Cardinal Georgis, though. It was for the masses and the other firms.”


  I see. She meant to show that the Maxia Trading Company was an ally of Count Meigis.
 Looks like only Maxia was betting on our victory.


  Talk about a huge responsibility. Losing this wager would put even her in a dangerous position.


  “Sounds like a risky gamble.”


  “That’s why the other trading firms were spooked. Those who haven’t seen you, at least.”


  “Sure you were witness to that fight a while back, but aren’t you scared? The difference between our numbers is huge.”


  “Of course I’m scared. But charging straight in with everything I’ve got for a winnable gamble is how I do things. The branch managers didn’t agree with me, though.”


  Myna took out some letters from her pocket. Titled “Petition”, they were all from the managers of Maxia’s branch offices.


  I didn’t have to look to know its contents. Probably something like, “Please don’t join their side,” or “At least do it secretly.” Myna came here, ignoring their pleas.


  “Anyway, can you pick out your weapons?” Myna said. “We’ve gotta win first.”


  “All right. There’s a lot of them, so it’s going to take some time.”


  “I’ll wait, of course. I made sure to free my schedule.”


  Very well-prepared, I see. I took out a list of people participating in the battle. I’d be choosing a weapon for all of them from the vast array of weapons available. Quite the hard work, but I just have to put some effort into it.


  ◇


  “You really brought everything, huh?” I said as I went through the large number of weapons that Myna brought in, one by one.


  


  The quality of the weapons varied, ranging from absolutely useless to just flawless. I could only describe it as a mixture of wheat and chaff. No wonder the caravan was huge.


  “I did,” Myna said. “Even weapons I couldn’t see any use for. I had a feeling that you would make good use of them.”


  “True. Your criteria for what makes a good weapon depends on your understanding of Skills. I’m glad you brought all of them.”


  “I’m glad, then. Bringing this one was pointless, though.” Myna picked out a sword from the pile of weapons. “It looks to be unfinished.”


  It was something that was shaped like a sword, but without a blade. Or if it was a sword, then it had a blade nearly five millimeters thick. Might as well call it a blunt weapon.


  It couldn’t cut anything, of course. As for using it as a blunt weapon, there were better-shaped ones. At least, that’s what the common folk would think.


  “I think we can use that one,” I said.


  “What?!” Myna regarded the sword-like weapon in her hand.


  “We’ll test them all out later, so you can watch then. But like I said, we can use that.”


  “I’m glad we brought everything, then.” Myna placed the weapon in the box labeled ‘Might be Usable.’


  Since there were so many weapons, we decided to first separate them into ‘usable’ and ‘unlikely to be used’. Ultimately the actual weapons would be picked from the former group, after taking into account the opinions of the users.


  Only one weapon out of a hundred were selected for consideration. Even so, there were so many weapons to begin with, that many would still end up in the usable group.


  “I’m surprised you can tell which one’s good so quickly,” Myna said as she watched me sort through the weapons.


  With this number of weapons, examining them closely one by one was not an option. I simply glanced at them, and if my intuition told me it was useful, I tossed them into the ‘Usable’ box. Otherwise, I threw them in the other.


  I probably used half a second checking each weapon. I was spending more time lifting them up and throwing them into the box.


  “It’ll take forever unless I do it this way. I’ll just toss everything that might seem useful, even a little, into the Usable box.”


  From an onlooker, it might look like I was picking randomly. The fact that it still took a while despite my speed was a testament to the sheer volume of weapons delivered.


  “Is there a trick to it?” Myna asked.


  “Trick, huh? I wasn’t really thinking about it.”


  I made my decision the instant I laid eyes on the weapon. I was practically doing it subconsciously. If I actually tried to use my brain, I wouldn’t be able to maintain this speed.


  However, there had to be a reason why I chose the weapons with great certainty. As I was carrying on with the selection, I understood why I was able to choose so fast.


  “I get it now,” I said. “I’m not looking at the weapon itself. I’m looking at how it’s used.”


  “What do you mean by that?” Myna asked.


  “I look at the weapon and imagine how someone is gonna wield it. If it seems powerful, I pick it.”


  

  


  There is always a weapon for every fighting tactic. Understanding tactics is to understand weapons.


  “You know how people fight?” Myna asked. “Even those with different job classes than yours?”


  “More or less. I’ve never even seen anyone with the same class as me in the first place.”


  “Now that you mention it. So you know how your opponents fight just by looking at their weapons?”


  “Yeah. Except those whose fighting styles I’m unfamiliar with, or those who use inefficient weapons.”


  PVP in BBO required one to discern the opponent’s fighting style in an instant and deal with them appropriately. The quickest way to do that was to check their weapon. Perhaps what I was doing at the moment was an application of that.


  “I’ll tell the nobles I know not to turn you into an enemy,” Myna said.


  “You won’t have to do that if we lose to Cardinal Georgis.”


  “But you’re going to win, right?”


  “Of course.”


  With that, I continued to pick out weapons. At the rate I was going, I would be done by evening.


  ◇


  “I’ve brought weapons you might be able to use. Try them out and pick one.”


  “Yes, sir!”


  After I finished selecting a large number of weapons that evening, we moved on to the second phase.


  At this stage, however, it wasn’t me who would choose the weapons, but the actual citizens. At the end of the day, people chose weapons based on what they were comfortable with.
 I told them to take a break from training and select their weapons.


  As for those who were charged with important missions, such as guarding the medicinal plant plantation, we’d be buying all the usable weapons for them. I didn’t even want to know how much all of this would cost. Still it was a necessary investment. After all, the weapons could still be used even after the war.


  “Shock Wave!”


  “Guard Crash!”


  “Fire Bomb!”


  After receiving their new weapons, the citizens gathered at the training grounds and unleashed their Skills one after another. They all reacted in different ways.


  “M-My power has increased!”


  “I didn’t know a good weapon is this easy to use.”


  “I’m not used to swinging my sword so quickly. Might need to modify my training method.”


  The weapons were well-received, it seemed. Some of them were confused by the new weapons, but it wasn’t so much that the weapons were awful; they were just not used to them yet. It was like being asked to drive a racing car after driving only regular cars for so long.


  Nevertheless, they still had time to practice. If they trained well until right before the war started, they would certainly become stronger than when they wielded their old weapons. I drilled the basics into them for that.


  I watched the citizens try out their weapons. Then I saw one of them holding a weapon in his hand with a puzzled look on their face.


  “How do I use this?” Meir the Spirit Swordsman said as he studied the weapon—the same one that Myna said was unfinished.


  “Just use it normally,” I said as I walked up to him.


  He looked confused, still.


  “You say that, but this sword doesn’t have a blade on it. How am I supposed to fight with this?”


  Meir slid the blade down his palm as if he were cutting it. If it was a normal sword, he would have been severely injured, but there wasn’t a scratch on his hand. It was only natural. There was no way a steel plate that was five millimeters thick could actually cut anything.


  “You use Spirit Blade when you fight, right?” I asked.


  “Of course,” Meir answered. “You want me to use it on this?”


  “Yeah. You’ll know it when you try.”


  Weapons are things that are used in conjunction with Skills. Some of the weapons I had chosen were powerful enough on their own, unlike the one that Meir had.


  “Okay. I need a target first, though.”


  Meir looked around for a target to test the weapon on. But many of the targets were already in use, and people were waiting for their turn. His sword didn’t really require a proper target anyway.


  “That should be good enough,” I said as I pointed at a stone lying in the corner of the training grounds.


  It was a completely normal stone. An ordinary sword would get chipped in one strike if slammed on it.


  “Are you sure?” he asked. “Who’ll pay if it breaks?”


  “It’s fine. It’s not gonna break. The only Skill you need is Spirit Blade. Don’t get too carried away, though, or you might cut your foot.”


  “If you say so… Spirit Blade!”


  Despite his reluctance, Meir held his sword high and activated Spirit Blade.
 Spiritual power and magical power enveloped the sword, masking the color of the steel. When Meir swung the weapon down, the stone was cut, and with it a short, sharp sound rang out.


  “Whoops!”


  Meir hurriedly pulled his foot back, not expecting the outcome. The sword had torn through both stone and ground, reaching the spot where Meir’s foot had been. If he hadn’t pulled his foot back, he might have been injured.


  “I warned you,” I said.


  “H-How can it be so sharp?!”


  Meir didn’t seem to care that he was almost injured. He just stared at the sword with a face full of surprise. With Spirit Blade dispelled, the blade returned to its normal thick state.


  “That’s actually a staff,” I said. “It’s also called a ‘swordsmanship medium’ or something.”


  “A staff? It’s clearly a sword. Except that it doesn’t have an edge.”


  “No, it is a staff. Close your eyes and let your mana flow through it.”


  Following my advice, Meir closed his eyes and channeled his mana into the sword-like weapon.


  Opening his eyes, he said, “It’s a staff. Based on how the mana flows, it clearly is a staff.”


  “I told you. That’s the secret to its sharpness. It amplifies Spirit Magic.”


  

  


  A Spirit Swordsman is a rare class, as the user can use both sword and staff. Holding a staff enhanced some of the Skills used by Spirit Swordsmen. The Spirit Blade that increased the sharpness of a sword by encircling it with spirit power was a typical example of this.


  However, there were few Spirit Swordsmen who used a staff. If it was just a normal staff, I wouldn’t let him use it either.


  Magic spells used by a Spirit Swordsman basically aids sword-based combat. Carrying a staff around barely contributed to anything. However, it was a different story if the staff was shaped like a sword.


  The five-millimeter thick blade could not cut anything, unless you used it as a medium for the Skill Spirit Blade. In fact, a blade that was too thin would make it difficult for mana to pass through, which is probably why it was designed like this.


  Spirit Swordsmen basically used the Spirit Blade on a regular basis. The sharpness of the Spirit Blade had nothing to do with the sharpness of the actual weapon. In other words, a “sword-shaped staff” that maximizes the efficiency of Spirit Magic is the sharpest sword for a Spirit Swordsman.


  In BBO, though, this kind of weapon was called a ‘swordsmanship medium’.


  I had no idea why such a sword was designed in this world where advanced classes were treated poorly, but perhaps some Spirit Swordsman in the past tried crafting a weapon for himself through trial and error.


  “Come to think of it, you said we didn’t have to sharpen our swords,” Meir said. “So it wasn’t so we could take it easy, but it was pointless to begin with.”


  “Yeah. I thought I told you that the sharpness of a sword doesn’t matter to a Spirit Swordsman.”


  “You did, but I thought it mattered a bit.”


  Meir drew a nicely-sharpened sword. Apparently he was a meticulous fellow. The weapon was polished to the nooks and crannies.


  “You don’t need to sharpen your new weapon, okay?” I said.


  “I understand. I’ll just polish it up.”


  I guess I’d better explain the reasoning behind my instructions later.


  I had been making them learn combat techniques while omitting detailed explanations. I was basically just making them memorize stuff.


  It was the right move to quickly strengthen the citizens who had little combat experience, but after we had dealt with Cardinal Georgis and we had more time, it might be better to teach them the concepts behind the tactics as well.


  In the short term, memorizing is good for easier development, but to become stronger, a deeper understanding of tactics is also necessary.


  I left Meir and started looking for someone else who might need help.


  ◇


  A few hours later.
 We finished choosing weapons long after the sun had completely set. With the exception of a few people who had strong weapons from the start, almost everyone had switched weapons.


  Compared to before we changed weapons, our troops’ might must have nearly doubled. The weapon selection was a great success.


  There was a problem, however.


  “I’m glad you liked them,” Myna said. “So, as for the price, you said I could ask for any amount, correct?”


  “Yes. I did say that,” I answered Myna with a dry laugh.


  I did, in fact, write ‘you may name your price’ in the letter.


  I doubt Myna would ask for an outrageous amount since she had the reputation of her company to protect. Nevertheless even the reasonable payment would probably be quite a ridiculous amount.


  High-performance weapons for almost all the citizens particitpating in the war. The enormous cost of transporting the weapons and dispatching a huge caravan. Plus the risks of siding with Count Meigis in the current situation.


  Myna provided the weapons under these conditions. There’s nothing strange about asking for a huge payment.


  However, I was worried about whether we had enough. We might be making bank from the healing medicine, but the money we had accumulated in this short period of time did not amount to much.


  “I’m the one who agreed to purchase the weapons at any asking price,” Count Meigis said. “I will keep my promise.” He held out a receipt to Myna.


  The words ‘Maxia Trading Company’ was written in the issuer’s column and Count Meigis was written as the recipient. The amount field was left blank.


  “Write whatever amount you want,” the Count said.


  “Giving me a blank receipt?” Myna said. “You’ve got guts.” She smiled and picked up a pen.


  “I just hope I won’t go bankrupt,” Meigis muttered with a pained look.


  “Don’t worry about it. No one can go bankrupt for this amount of money.” Myna drew a single vertical line on the receipt and handed it to the Count.


  The Count stared at the receipt with a dumbfounded look on his face. “One… hundred million?”


  “No, as you can see, it’s just one. The Maxia Trading Company will charge you one gil for the weapons.” She held out her little hand. Seeing us frozen, Myna spoke again. “Now please pay me immediately. One gil.”


  “R-Right…” I took out one copper coin from my pocket and placed it in Myna’s hand.


  We should be paying out of the Count’s pocket, but I’m sure no one would complain about literally one gil.


  “A-Are you sure about this?” the Count asked. “Do you know just how much all of the weapons cost—”


  “How can I not know? I’m the head of the Maxia Trading Company,” Myna answered nonchalantly.
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  From the looks of it, Myna planned to do this from the beginning. But I had no idea what she was after. She’d already paid the debt she owed me.


  I was familiar with the saying “there’s no such thing as free lunch.” I couldn’t help but think that the saying applied in this case.


  “Please accept those weapons as a token of our friendship. The Maxia Trading Company looks forward to working with you.”


  Count Meigis and I exchanged glances. Did she come here to do business?


  “We’ll be counting on you when we need it, then.”


  Myna had gained Count Meigis’ trust with this, a trust far stronger than the other firms.


  We were still at the stage of fighting the Cardinal. From the outside, it should look like we were at a disadvantage. That’s why other firms were afraid of being seen as our allies.


  The Maxia Trading Company, who declared their alliance to us, and the other firms who would only snuggle up to us once they found out how valuable we actually were. It was obvious which was more trustworthy.


  

  


  The Count will be solely responsible for the production of healing medicines. His dominion will surely flourish in the future. The number of workers will increase, and so will the expenditure. Becoming a supplier to them would result in immeasurable profit. The one gil was probably just to make doubly sure.


  I had a feeling that there was something more. However, I didn’t think I could find out what the president of a huge company was up to just by probing around. In that case, asking her directly was the quickest route.


  “Seems like you still have more to say,” I said.


  “Oh, how’d you know? Was it written on my face?” Myna pressed her face.


  She was wrong, though. I simply made a guess.


  “No. I just thought that you didn’t have to come personally if all you wanted was to gain our trust.”


  After all, there was not a single competing firm at the moment. She didn’t actually have to come to gain our trust. All she had to do was send the weapons.


  “If you know that much, there’s no reason to hide it,” she said. “This is just my guess, but I think the amount of healing potions manufactured could be increased even more.”


  I see. She realized that.


  She was absolutely right. We could increase our production even more. We assigned less manpower for production so the Cardinal couldn’t sniff anything out. Once that was no longer necessary, we could increase the production rate of the healing medicine by more than tenfold.


  I thought we were doing a good job of controlling information, but apparently we couldn’t fool Myna.


  “How did you come to that conclusion?”


  If information was leaked, we needed to take immediate action. If Myna could obtain it, then the Cardinal could as well.


  “Oh, it’s not like I did some scouting or anything,” Myna said. “I’d lose your trust if you found out.”


  “Really, now?”


  “Yeah. But when I was looking into the healing medicines in circulation, I had a feeling that you were using a different method than Cardinal Georgis. Since this is you we’re talking about, I wondered if you came up with a method for manufacturing healing medicines without using belladonnas, and brought it here. A method that allows for easy mass production.”


  She was right about the easy mass production part, but wrong about not using belladonnas. So even Myna didn’t have a complete grasp on healing medicines either. Either way, I didn’t expect her to get that much information just from the amount in circulation.


  “I get it. As for whether we can increase the amount of healing medicine manufactured, that’s a secret, so I’m afraid I can’t tell you.”


  The production of the medicines was the domain’s top secret. I couldn’t reveal it that easily, not even to Myna.


  “It’s fine. I just made my own guess.”


  Myna quickly backed down. She wasn’t here to probe for information about it.


  “But if production can be increased,” she continued, “wouldn’t you want to increase it?”


  She hit the mark. Right now, the healing medicine was still priced too high for the common people. Fewer supply simply resulted in higher prices. Count Meigis said that he wanted to increase this production volume and make the medicine available to ordinary people as well.


  I agreed with him on that. It might seem like a bad idea to mass produce a cure and drop the price, but it would actually benefit the Count’s dominion and the people with advanced job classes. Increasing the production capacity would inevitably lead to the manufacturing process being exposed.


  If you mass produce products, you will have an advantage once the process is exposed. Mass production is far less expensive, giving an edge over direct competitors if any popped up.


  If the price of the medicine dropped to a tenth of what it was now, no one would be willing to compete with us. If production increased a hundredfold, sales would increase tenfold. We’d be able to maintain that tenfold increase in sales forever. This was clearly more efficient than being secretive and producing only little at a time.


  Of course, we couldn’t let outsiders find out about our plans. But from the way Myna spoke, she must have already considered this idea.


  “I can’t answer that question,” I said.


  “Of course. Well, I’m not saying it’s gonna happen right away. If you ever need a strong distribution or sales network, we can give you some advice.”


  I see. Building one ourselves would take years. By acting as our agent, she could make huge profits. This was the reason why Myna came personally.


  “Everyone wins. Incredible,” Count Meigis blurted out.


  Yeah. Myna was ready to make a killing. After our victory over Cardinal Georgis, it’s certain that Myna will make a fortune. And the best part was, no one would be losing money.
 We were able to procure a lot of quality weapons without going bankrupt.


  Without Myna, we’d have to rely on other companies for our sales network of healing medicine and procurement networks for necessary materials. Doing it ourselves would be much more difficult, and entrusting those things to Maxia wouldn’t make us lose money either.


  “I’m always mindful of that, Count Meigis,” Myna said. “It’s more profitable to gain together rather than making business partners lose money.”


  If there was anyone losing money, it was probably the other trading firms who were not present. Myna was going to take this big business opportunity all to herself.


  I shouldn’t make enemies of Myna when it comes to business. There was no reason to even make enemies at all, which was what made her so incredible.


  “Well, this is just the beginning,” Myna said.


  “What do you mean?” I asked.


  “A domain with you involved is bound to become something amazing. I wouldn’t be surprised if it turned into the largest nobleman’s domain in the country in about ten years.”


  “That sounds…” Count Meigis paused and looked at me. He pondered over what to say for a moment. “That’s possible. With Eld right here.”


  “No, I don’t think so.”


  I wasn’t good with politics. Neither did I like it. I just couldn’t fight under the current conditions, and I was just trying to change that.


  Once advanced job classes received their proper recognition, I wouldn’t deal with politics anymore. It’s not like me getting involved would have an effect on a whole nation.


  I think.
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  Three days later. We were in position on the Miles Plains, waiting for the battle to begin.


  “Cardinal Georgis Cardinal has informed us that the war will begin in thirty minutes!” a communications officer said.


  “Got it,” I replied.


  There were rules to war in this country. Among them were designating the war zone and the date of the battle. But the most important one was the requisites to victory. A war that lasted until the last soldier was killed would only cause severe damage to both sides. To avoid such unfortunate situations, wars often had win conditions set in place.


  This war was no exception. The win conditions set in this case were the surrender, death, or escape of the enemy commander.


  Under normal circumstances, the general would be a noble. It was natural for a nobleman under heavy guard in the main camp to be the commander. Cardinal Georgis, as expected, made himself one.


  But we were different.


  “If you lose, our army will be defeated,” the Count said. “Don’t die.”


  “Of course,” I replied.


  We didn’t have a noble as the commander. The name indicated on the letter we sent to the Cardinal was: Eld the Adventurer. In other words, me.


  “But are you sure it’s okay for me to be the commander?” I asked. “If needed, I can fight in the front lines too.”


  “It’s fine. I don’t think you’ll ever be in danger even if you go to the front lines. I think it’s even safer by your side than the main camp I’m in.”


  “Okay. I understand.”


  Well, I didn’t plan on dying anyway, so being a commander was no problem to me at all. If there was even a remote possibility that I could die, then we wouldn’t stand a chance in this war in the first place.


  I turned to the Count’s army standing by on the plains. “Are you all ready?!” I shouted, my magic-amplified voice echoing in all directions.


  “Yeah!” a spirited reply came from the army.


  They weren’t that well-trained to begin with. Count Meigis had never fought in a war, so the army’s job was only to maintain security in the domain.


  But they had been training hard for the past two weeks. It wasn’t a gut-wrenching, unreasonable special training, but rather a training to drill logical fighting tactics into them.


  Their arrows didn’t hit as hard as the archers of the Cardinal’s army. Their swordsmanship was not as sharp as the swordsmen of the enemy, who clearly had more experience and training.


  Still I was convinced they were stronger than the Cardinal’s army. An army’s total power is not derived by just adding each soldier’s strength.


  “Onto your battle stations!” I roared.


  “Understood!”


  The army began to move. In about ten minutes, a circular formation was completed, the only formation used by the Count’s main troops, and the only one we could rely on in this case. I decided that it was better to let them focus on one formation than to have them learn several formations in a short amount of time.


  I couldn’t see the enemy from where we were.


  “Magic Search.”


  But soon as I used magic, I located them immediately. The enemy had positioned themselves on the other side of the plains. As expected, they numbered around twenty thousand.


  And half an hour later.


  “It’s time for the war to begin,” the liaison officer said.


  “All troops, advance!” I bellowed.


  The army roared, then slowly began their march. With our army’s level of skill, it’s difficult to maintain the formation while running. That’s why we’re prioritizing maintaining the formation and moving at a slow speed.


  “Magic Search.”


  While watching my own troops, I periodically activated my Magic spell to observe the enemy’s movements. As I expected, their troops were moving fast. Perhaps they had enough training to maintain formation even while running.


  I honestly believed that the enemy had way more experience. We would be wiped out in less than an hour in a battle with no Skills.


  “I knew it would come to this,” I muttered to myself as I watched the enemy forces move.


  The enemy army suddenly began to change their formation. Cardinal Georgis, a Sage who could use Magic Search just like me, was on the other side. In other words, we were both aware of each others’ movements.


  Cardinal Georgis had only one action to take once he found out his enemy’s location. Surround and annihilate.


  The Cardinal’s troops outnumbered the Count’s men twenty to one. Surrounding the Count’s army would be a walk in the park. There was no formation as favorable as an encirclement in war. After all, the side that was being surrounded would be attacked from all directions at the same time.


  My response was to simply let ourselves be surrounded.


  “We’re being surrounded!” I said. “Brace yourselves!”


  “Understood!”


  As I watched them, I entered the center of the formation.


  “Magic Defense, activate!”


  “Yes, sir!”


  In preparation for being surrounded, the Count army’s Mage-type classes began casting defensive magic. They were not skilled, yet they did not falter. We had already rehearsed this part over and over again during training.


  In the meantime Cardinal Georgis’ army had completely surrounded us. There were only enemies all around, no matter where I looked. If an army of a thousand troops and twenty thousand were to clash in an open field, anyone would have seen this coming.


  “There’s no escape now,” Sachylis said.


  “Yeah,” I replied. “For now, that is.”


  It looked like a desperate situation, but we didn’t panic. We already expected this to happen.


  However, there was still tension in the air. If the strategy I devised didn’t work, the only thing waiting for us was annihilation.


  “They’re not coming.”


  “Just wait.”


  I kept my eyes fixed on the enemy troops. They were preparing their spells and nocking arrows so they could attack us at any time. It would be a simultaneous volley, no doubt about it.


  That’s a lot of long-range job classes. Out of his twenty-thousand-strong army, the Cardinal probably selected those who specialized in long-range attacks. In the case of encirclement and annihilation, the more people capable of attacking from a distance, the more pressure they could put on the enemy. His men’s offensive capability right now was probably no different than actually having thirty thousand troops.


  “All troops, fire!”


  Cardinal Georgis’ magic-amplified voice echoed in the wide plains, and the enemy troops began a simultaneous attack.


  “Kill those inferior scum!”


  “A tiny army like that amounts to nothing!”


  Arrows, spells, catapults. All sorts of long-range attacks rained down on the Count’s army.


  The Count’s army of less than a thousand men had barely any experience. The Cardinal probably thought there was no way it could survive unharmed under a simultaneous attack by nearly twenty thousand troops.


  “H-How?!”


  I could hear the enemy officers shouting, sounding confused. The reason was obvious.
 The simultaneous attack by twenty thousand troops hadn’t done much damage to the Count’s army at all.


  “Damage report!” I ordered.


  “Southern side, no casualties!”


  “Northern side, no casualties!”


  “Western side, no casualties!”


  “Eastern side, no casualties!”


  The commanders of each area reported back. The result: no casualties—as expected.


  Count Meigis’ army had cast defensive magic against the simultaneous attack of Cardinal Georgis’ army. The magic they used itself was basic, but the support behind it was different.


  Among the inferior classes was a class called Bard. They didn’t have any combat abilities and their basic Skills were awful. In this world, they were seen as a terrible class, second only to Novice.


  In fact, Bards who could only use basic Skills were trash even in my eyes. But their rating turned a hundred and eighty degrees as soon as they learned advanced Skills.


  For example, there is a Skill called ‘Aura of Protection’. It’s a Skill that boosts the effectiveness of defensive magic used in the surrounding area by three times.


  As long as you are within range, this Skill will work on anyone. Everyone’s defensive magic spell will be equally strengthened, even if there were hundreds of them. You could almost call this tactic cheating in a group battle.


  It is not only Bards that have this kind of Skill either. For a Spirit Archer, there’s Spirit Blessing. For Grapplers, there’s King of War’s Roar: Vajra. Although they were not as powerful as the Aura of Protection, they were AoE Skills that boosted defensive magic.


  Thanks to the stacking of these Skills, Count of Meigis’s army’s defensive might was enhanced tens of times, way higher than during times of peace.


  Normally, defensive magic that would just barely stop an arrow would become an iron wall. With this power, the Count of Meigis’ army was able to withstand the enemy’s attacks with zero damage.


  This was exactly the strategy I had planned. If we were fighting on the plains, we would inevitably be surrounded. In that case, we just had to make sure that we didn’t get crushed.


  “All troops, prepare to counterattack!” I declared as the pressure of the enemy’s attack weakened.
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  Cardinal Georgis’ army seemed to be powerful, but its offensive might was not something that could be maintained for a long period of time.


  A catapult would need to be reloaded. Archers would need to replenish their supply of arrows. And large-scale magic spells required time for incantation.


  For this reason, the enemy’s firepower was at its peak right after its simultaneous attack, and then slowly diminished after that.


  Right after the enemy’s firepower weakened was the perfect opportunity for us to launch a counterattack. Everyone from the Count’s army, save for the necessary defensive Mages, switched to offensive positions.


  “Sachylis, put me through,” I said as I watched the army.


  “Okay.”


  AoE buffing Skills are powerful, but they also have their drawbacks. Some attack buffs cannot be cast at the same time as defensive buffs.


  For example, a Bard can’t use ‘Aura of Protection’ and ‘Aura of Attack’ at the same time. If you tried to amplify your offense, your defenses would be weakened.


  If we had the same number of troops as the enemy, we could simply counterattack without buffs, but our mana wouldn’t be enough to support us when we were outnumbered twenty to one. Therefore, offensive buffs are absolutely necessary.


  I solved this problem beforehand by preparing a second chain of command.


  “Second support platoon, switch from support magic to attack.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Through Sachylis’ Skill “Wind’s Whisper,” my instructions were relayed to the support troops composed mainly of Bards.


  Wind’s Whisper is a Skill used to deliver one’s voice far away, but unlike normal voice-amplifying magic, it does not allow voices to reach anyone other than the designated target. The enemy won’t know what kind of orders you give.


  The moment the troops switched from defense to attack, I used amplification magic to shout out my order.


  “Fire!”


  There was no reply. Instead, countless long-range attacks were unleashed from the Count’s army.
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  “Defensive spells, now— aaaahhh!”


  “Shield troops, to your posi—”


  Cardinal Georgis’ army was also well-prepared against long-range magic spells. As soon as they saw that long-range attacks had been fired, defensive magic was cast by the Mages and shields were deployed across the entire army to protect the soldiers. But it was all utterly pointless.


  The defensive spells cast by the Mages of the Cardinal’s army shattered like glass the moment our spells hit. Shield users who tried to protect the Mages were killed on the spot with arrows that pierced completely through the thick shields in their hands. The Cardinal’s defenses were useless in the face of our attacks buffed by support Skills.


  The dirtiest Skill of all was the Magic Bowyer’s “Mortal Arrow,” an advanced spell that was basically like placing explosion magic on bows. It was a powerful Skill on its own, but when buffed even further, its AoE and destructive power were boosted.


  “Wh-What is that?! One arrow destroyed a whole squad!”


  A soldier of the Cardinal’s army who was lucky enough to escape the bombardment was stunned. He wasn’t exaggerating when he said the squad was ‘destroyed.’


  Once Mortal Arrow landed on the enemies clustered together, the entire area around it turned into a scene from hell. The soldiers near the impact point were killed instantly, and those outside the area were seriously injured, preventing them from fighting any more. The spell itself wasn’t as powerful as “Steam Explosion,” but the enemy took a clustered formation, resulting in a huge number of casualties.


  One strike and a hundred men lost their ability to fight. As it was a powerful Skill, it could only be fired once per minute. Still it dealt devastating damage that the Cardinal’s forces quickly decreased in number.


  But I still didn’t let my guard down. After all, the Cardinal had twenty thousand men. We only had a thousand fighters, and only a small percentage of them was part of the long-range squad. Our mana supply was simply limited. We couldn’t completely annihilate the enemy just yet.


  “Sitrep?” I asked.


  “It appears that the enemy intends to disperse its troops,” Sachylis replied.


  I couldn’t tell what was going on in the enemy’s center of command amidst all the chaos, only the situation in the front lines. That’s why I asked Sachylis to use the Wind’s Whisper to give me a situation report.


  The enemy command ordered their forces to “disperse.” They must have decided to break the clustered formation after seeing the heavy damage caused by Mortal Arrow and other ranged attacks.


  It was the proper order given the current situation. That didn’t mean I would just back down, however.


  “Did you hear anything about Support Skills?” I asked.


  “They haven’t noticed, as we expected.”


  I knew it. The enemy wouldn’t notice that we have switched out our support magic. All part of the plan, of course. That’s why we were using Wind’s Whisper instead of loudspeakers to give orders in the first place.


  We buffed our defense whenever we needed to protect ourselves, and boosted our attack whenever the enemy’s firepower weakened. The Cardinal’s army probably thought they were looking at some kind of otherworldly army that possessed both high offensive and defensive prowess at all times.


  The enemy must be terrified of the Count’s army right now. Anyone would be scared if they were beaten so one-sidedly. They couldn’t even land a hit even when they greatly outnumbered us. I wouldn’t be surprised if they saw us as monsters.


  “It’s about time.”


  Long-range attacks could one-sidedly destroy the enemy. That much was true. But we could only take down a limited number of troops at once.


  Following their orders, the enemy soldiers began spreading out. Even after such a number of casualties, their chain of command was still intact. They were even changing battle formations. It just goes to show how trained and skilled the Cardinal’s army was.


  Their change in formation was proving to be effective, as the Count’s magic could only hit fewer enemies now. Now that they had changed tactics, we could no longer count on long-range attacks to annihilate them. The amount of mana required to defeat a single enemy increased, making it impossible for the outnumbered Count’s army to continue its offensive assault.


  

  


  Normally, after taking out about thirty percent of an enemy’s forces, the army would start crumbling and would not be able to mount a proper resistance. Yet even with around forty percent of their forces lost, the Cardinal’s troops still fought back. At this point, we couldn’t count on them crumbling at all.


  But I already expected this to happen. Since the Count’s army was still surrounded at all sides, our main force had no choice but to continue to fight. Which is why we’re going to use a different squad to break through this deadlock.


  “Assault and Annihilation Squad, are you ready?!”


  “Sir!” answered a part of the army.


  Staying near the center of the circular formation, they hadn’t participated at all in the battle. As their name suggested, it was a unit formed to attack and eradicate the enemies we couldn’t kill through long-range attacks.


  “Charge!”


  “Yes, sir!”


  As soon as I gave my order, the assault and annihilation squad slipped through the formation and rushed straight towards the Cardinal’s army. Leaving the ironclad defense made them a great target for the enemy.


  Long-range attacks—loaded with resentment from being unable to deal damage to us—rained down on the unit.


  Still they continued their onward charge, not even slowing down, as though they could clearly see the arrows and magic spells being thrown at them.


  And then the long-range attacks landed. The arrows of the Cardinal army’s elites hit the squad—and bounced off.


  Unlike the circular formation of the rest of the Count’s army, they were not protected by any protective spell. Instead they were using self-defensive Skills unique to close-combat job classes. In other words, they were deflecting the enemy’s attacks using their very own bodies.


  Of course, even though they had excellent defensive Skills, they still felt pain when an arrow hit them. Skills are not that great that one doesn’t even feel pain after being hit by arrows made of steel or fire magic. It was their iron will that kept them fueled, gave them the energy to forge onward.


  “F-Flame Wall.”


  Enemy Mages cast a spell, creating a wall of flame. It doesn’t burn anyone directly, but is designed to keep enemies at bay. No one in their right mind would ever think of charging head first into a wall of fire that exceeded a thousand degrees in temperature. They would definitely choose a different route first.


  Unfortunately for the enemy, the assault squad was not exactly in their right mind. Ignoring the wall of fire, the unit dove straight into the enemy forces.


  “Wh-What the hell?!”


  “What in the world are these guys?!”


  The squad ran up to the Cardinal’s terrified and confused soldiers. What happened next was no doubt an actual “annihilation.”


  Cardinal Georgis mostly rounded up troops that were experts in long-range warfare, as he was intent on destroying us from a continuous bombardment from afar. There was no way that such people could respond properly to an assault unit that was mainly composed of close-combat fighters.


  The Cardinal’s army’s proficiency no longer mattered. Our fighters didn’t even bother dodging arrows, so how in the world would they fight such people?


  “Of course they’d be confused,” I muttered.


  Watching the success of our assault unit, I felt a little sorry for the enemy.


  There was a reason for their extraordinary morale. Most of the people who belonged to that unit were those who harbored a strong grudge against the Cardinal.


  Of course, every one with inferior classes had more or less a grudge against Cardinal Georgis, but their case was different. Most of them had lost their loved ones and families. With no place left to belong, they fled to Count Meigis’ domain.


  The number of volunteers for the assault squad was more than ten times the number I expected. However, for our strategy to work, we couldn’t assign a lot of people to it. So I decided to conduct an examination and picked the best ones among them.


  It’s not that we chose people who had a grudge against the Cardinal. War is brutal. You cannot let yourself be swayed by strong emotions such as grudge. I let everyone take the examination, fair and square.


  But upon looking at the results, most of those who remained were those who held a grudge against Georgis. Perhaps what made them stand out was not their skills, but their mental strength.


  The arrows and magic spells were nothing compared to the pain and suffering they had endured. I never experienced what they went through firsthand, but I could sense the intensity of their feelings during the training. That’s why they could just rush straight in, ignoring the attacks that were pouring down on them.


  “Looks like we know who has the upper hand right now.”


  About forty percent of Cardinal Georgis’ army still remained. Talking about their numbers alone, they were eight times as many as Count Meigis’ army. Even so, the Cardinal’s army no longer had the strength left to fight back.


  Count Meigis’s long-range strike force had already stopped attacking, conserving arrows and mana. They left the rest to the assaut squad instead.


  There weren’t many more attacks raining down on our troops. Cardinal Georgis’s long-range assault force had been partially annihilated, so they no longer had enough firepower to attack.


  The assault and annihilation squad were still continuing their onslaught. Most of them had close-combat job classes—classes that did not require arrows or mana to fight. As long as they did not run out of energy, they could continue to fight as long as they want.


  If the situation continues as it is, Cardinal Georgis’ army will literally be wiped out before long. But Cardinal Georgis’ army still had some firepower left. And it should be almost time for them to bring out the big guns.
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  “Now for the crucial part,” I muttered as I cast Magic Search to check the situation around me.


  The encirclement by Cardinal Georgis’ army could no longer be called a circle at all. Mortal Arrow and other various long-range magic spells had torn holes in their formation. The assault and annihilation squad had destroyed almost every one of the soldiers. Half of the circle had already been wiped out, and the remaining half was also in tatters.


  We had an overwhelming advantage right now. Cardinal Georgis had lost sixty to seventy percent of his initial troops. He had almost no firepower left.


  So why did I assume the crucial part starts now? Sachylis gave the answer.


  “The enemy’s main force has made a move,” she said.


  “Roger that. Magic Search.”


  After receiving Sachylis’ report, I activated Magic Search again.Then I saw a company of about a hundred people moving towards me from the enemy’s main camp—the place where Cardinal Georgis was stationed. It was the enemy’s trump card, their real main force.


  “Assault squad, retreat immediately and return to the main camp!” I ordered through voice-amplification magic.


  We already expected that the enemy would dispatch its main force once the tide of battle went one way. If possible, I wanted them to come after we reduced their numbers a little more. Not that they were still a threat at this point.


  Now all we had to do was pull back the assault squad and fight the enemy’s main force. That was the strategy we came up with, at least. But the assault unit did not show signs of retreating anytime soon.


  “I repeat! Assault and annihilation squad, fall back! Retreat at once!”


  I repeated my order just in case they didn’t hear me the first time. But there was no response.


  “They’re ignoring orders,” Sachylis said.


  “Yeah,” I agreed. “Deliberately as well.”


  It didn’t look like they lost control of themselves in the heat of the battle. In fact, they looked extremely composed. It was as if they decided to ignore my orders from the beginning.


  “So it’s come to this.”


  “It’s within expectations. I figured they wouldn’t listen to me.”


  When we formed the unit, we were aware of the possibility that the assault squad would violate our orders. That didn’t mean we could do anything about it, though. I just hoped they would realize their mistakes and try to get as many people out as possible.


  “I can see them now,” I muttered to myself as I gazed into the distance. There was a unit of about a hundred people, including Cardinal Georgis himself.


  Nobles don’t usually go to the front lines. The war would end if he died, after all. Nevertheless Cardinal Georgis charged into battle on his own.


  The soldiers who surrounded the cardinal were no ordinary soldiers as well. They were probably reinforcements dispatched by the Garden of Despair. In terms of individual strength, they would be inferior to Cardinal Georgis’s army, but they were not an opponent that we could win against using the anti-group tactics that Count Meigis’s army had learned.


  At this rate, the assault squad would end up clashing with them on their own. I did not think our guys could win. The reason why the troops were not pulling back despite this was because Cardinal Georgis himself led the enemy’s main force, the man they detested the most.


  We pretty much already won this war. Losing more people at this point would be really unfortunate.


  “Sachylis, give me the squad leader.”


  “Understood.”


  I asked the Spirit Archer to put me through to the assault squad’s commanding officer.


  “I told you to retreat. Are you going to ignore my orders?”


  ‘I’m sorry, Eld. But we want to take that guy down by our own hands. I’d rather die than retreat without a fight when Cardinal Georgis in front of me.”


  “I see.”


  I wouldn’t have minded if their insistence to fight would affect the outcome of the battle. But the assault squad had already fulfilled its role. Even if the unit was wiped out, our victory was still sure. If anyone wanted to die, then so be it. I wouldn’t stop them.


  But if there were people in the unit who wanted to live, we couldn’t just ignore them. We gave them the most dangerous task of all, charging straight to the enemy front lines, but under the assumption that they would come back alive.


  They had done their part. Anyone who wanted to get out alive earned the right to survive.


  “Did every member of the squad agree to this?” I asked.


  “Yes. The entire squad agreed last night. We left our wills at the station.”


  The reply came back quickly. Apparently the violation of the order was already planned beforehand.


  “What should we do?” Sachylis asked with a grim look.


  Although we already considered the possibility of them ignoring orders, it was understandable to be perplexed when you actually saw them holding their ground. Making decisions in this kind of situation was exactly the commander’s job. That is to say, mine.


  “We follow the plan,” I said. “I will kill Cardinal Georgis.”


  Killing Cardinal Georgis when I infiltrated his domain would just be an illegal assassination. But if I killed him when he charged to the front lines of war, I would not be charged of any crime. Now was the perfect time to kill the Cardinal legally.


  The assault squad might get dragged into the mess if we proceeded to carry out our strategy as planned. But that didn’t mean I would just discard our operation. They ignored orders fully knowing all this.


  “Then, the assault and annihilation squad—”


  “We abandon them. Unless they show signs of wanting to retreat.”


  There was a way to force the troops to retreat, but they had already made up their minds. They wished to stand there and fight their sworn enemy. It would be cruel to stop them, even though we only wanted to save them.


  “I understand.” Biting her lip, Sachylis acknowledged my order.


  Some of her acquaintances were in the squad. She probably found the idea of abandoning them mortifying.


  “Start making preparations.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  

  


  Sachylis used Wind’s Whisper to send orders to the entire troop. Then the support Skill wielders began to move. The last strategy to end Cardinal Georgis once and for all was about to commence.


  While waiting for the preparations to be made, I asked the commander of the assault unit something.


  “You said earlier that you’d rather die than retreat without a fight, right? But if you realized that you don’t stand a chance at all, will you fall back?”


  “I don’t expect to get out of here alive after I violated my orders.”


  “You’ll just cause more trouble by dying. We need you to work for the Count after we secure our victory.”


  Violation of orders was considered the biggest offense in the military. The normal response would be to execute the violator, even if he were to return alive.


  But I had no intention of doing so. Count Meigis’ army was not created for war. I did not expect proficiency from them in the first place.


  ”Thank you. Please allow us to clash with them first,” the man said.


  “Dying in vain is the most grievous sin,” I said. “Keep that mind.”


  With that, I cut the comms off.


  “Now, then. Let’s see what happens.”


  The assault squad had their defenses buffed by their Skills. They won’t be destroyed immediately when they fight the Cardinal. I hope that they realize immediately that they can’t win and withdraw.


  While I was engrossed in my own thoughts, Mylia approached me.


  “What’s up?” I asked.


  “Can I go to the front lines? I want to back the assault squad.”


  Mylia the Flame Spear was Count Meigis’ army’s second best asset, after me. She was higher-levelled than me, and there was a big difference between her and the ones below her. As someone who could turn the tides of war alone, we had her on standby all this time.


  But it was a different matter now that the enemy had sent its main force. Combo-type Heroes like Mylia didn’t have Skills suitable for fighting PvP. She would have trouble fighting a hundred-man squad built around a Sage—a group formed with the intention of interpersonal combat.


  “Sorry, but I don’t think you can win,” I said.


  “That’s why I’m going. If the assault squad saw that even I couldn’t stand a chance, they might give up and withdraw.”


  Good point. Mylia was the Count’s army’s symbol of strength. If she failed, the assault squad might understand what kind of situation they were putting themselves in.


  Furthermore, Mylia was just incredibly strong to begin with. If the Cardinal committed a mistake, there was a chance that she could just defeat him. If she couldn’t, then at least she could buy more time until our squad was completely annihilated.


  We needed a little more time to finish the preparations to kill Georgis. If we could reduce the death count of the assault squad and buy time, then perhaps sending Mylia was worth it.


  “All right,” I said. “I’m counting on you.”


  We had been saving Mylia as a reserve force until now. If our strategy worked without a hitch, she wouldn’t even need to fight. What’s more, the part where her power might be needed had already passed.


  “You got it,” Mylia said, then started rushing towards the assault squad. Around the same time, the enemy main force led by the Cardinal arrived on the battlefield.


  “He’s here!”


  “Charge! The time to extract vengeance is here!”


  The men roared. As soon as they found Cardinal Georgis’ figure among the enemy, they charged at once. No one led them. All they did was cast Skills randomly. They weren’t trained to fight the Cardinal, so this wasn’t surprising at all.


  Nevertheless, their fighting spirit was tremendous. The assault squad, oozing with rage that gave me chills even when watching from a distance, rushed straight into the enemy. However, the Cardinal’s magic was not so weak that fighting spirit was enough.


  “Flame Circle.”


  “Sticky Bomb.”


  Cardinal Georgis cast Flame Circle at the squad and then a Sticky Bomb inside the circle. Sure, they possessed high defensive capabilities, but they wouldn’t stand a chance when they were bound in place by Sticky Bomb and then roasted in flames. Realizing this, they stopped recklessly charging. Instead they used their trump cards.


  “Over Rage, Blood Drunk, Cast Lance!”


  “Over Rage, Blood Drunk, Axe Throw!”


  What they activated was some of the few long-range attacks that melee job classes had—Skills that were basically just throwing weapons. These types of Skills had features other than range. In exchange for losing a weapon, it provided the caster with immense power.


  Furthermore, they cast the Skills ‘Over Rage’ and ‘Blood Drunk’ to enhance the power of their attacks. Both Skills had drawbacks, but they significantly increased the power of the next skill you used in exchange for stamina and blood.


  It was the ace up their sleeves—one blow with their lives on the line. Almost all members of the unit hurled their weapons at none other than Cardinal Georgis. They probably practiced for this very moment. Their Skills, although difficult to control, flew straight at the Cardinal without deviating off their trajectory. Perhaps the reason why they rushed in was because they thought they could bring the enemy down with this strategy.


  As a matter of fact, if their only goal was to kill Cardinal Georgis, it was quite a good move to launch a high-risk Throwing attack all at once. There would be no other way for them to unleash such power in an instant. And the stronger the momentary boost in power, the more difficult it would be to block attacks.


  In the face of such a bombardment, Cardinal Georgis simply recited an incantation for a magic spell.


  “Magic Shield.”


  A barrier formed right in front of the Cardinal. A basic defensive spell was all it took to repel the squad’s all-out attack.


  “What…?”


  “It can’t be… One spell was enough to block all that?”


  The tactic Georgis employed was no different from the one we used when our troops were surrounded from all sides. The support magic he received from the troops around him enhanced the power of his own magic.


  “I knew this would happen,” I muttered.


  The Cardinal’s army didn’t use support magic when they attempted their all-out offensive on us probably because what they were using was solo magic buffs. Solo buffing Skills were not suitable for casting on a large number of people. By using them on a single powerful asset, like the Sage Cardinal Georgis, they exhibited tremendous effect.


  Stunned, the assault squad took several steps back. To launch a follow-up attack, the Cardinal chanted a spell.


  “Earth Flame.”


  Earth Flame—a Skill that burned enemies with ground-crawling flames.


  “Gahhhh!”


  “Potions! Use your potions!”


  Burned by the flames, the assault squad fell to their knees. Even when reinforced by defensive Skills and a strong revenge-driven spirit, they couldn’t handle the immense amount of firepower from the Cardinal. If they hadn’t cast their defensive Skills, the troops would have been wiped out.


  The potion they downed helped them recover. Now they could move once more. They had one weapon and one reserve each, so it was not impossible to fight if they wanted to.


  But it was only a matter of time. Even the simultaneous attack they unleashed with full strength was blocked by a single basic magic barrier. They were wounded and exhausted from the recoil of casting their self-buffing Skills. There was no way they could turn the tables now.


  Then reinforcements arrived—Mylia.


  “Sorry for the wait,” she said. “Can you still fight?!”


  “Yeah!”


  “Sorry you have to deal with our selfishness.”


  The squad cheered at the arrival of a powerful ally. Mylia was no doubt strong. There was definitely a chance she could defeat Cardinal Georgis.


  

  


  “We’ll be at a disadvantage the longer this goes. We’re gonna have to win quickly. You know from where you can deal the maximum damage, right?”


  “Of course! But I doubt we can get that close…”


  Mid-range Throwing Skills basically decreases in power the further away you are from the target. However, at a certain distance—approximately seven meters away—the Skills of the assault squad can maintain their maximum power. That distance at which an attack could maintain its maximum power was called the maximum firepower distance.


  The mid-range attack just now was shot from outside of that range, so its power was reduced. Perhaps Cardinal Georgis was aware of the max firepower distance as well and cast his spells accordingly.


  “I’ll open up a path! Over Guard!”


  Mylia activated her defensive Skill and closed the distance between her and Cardinal Georgis straight away. Her movement was much faster and sharper than the assault squad. Cardinal Georgis, however, showed no signs of getting flustered, and instead cast his own spell.


  “Flame Circle.”


  The spell was cast at the same location as before. If they tried to avoid the wall of flames, they wouldn’t be able to maximize their throwing Skills’ damage. But if they ignored the flames and rushed into it anyway, the Sticky Bomb would fix them in place, unable to escape being burned.


  Mylia didn’t slow down and charged straight into the flames. She frowned from the heat, but since she had her strongest defense Skill Over Guard on, she wasn’t injured to the point of being rendered incapable of moving. However, if the flames kept burning her for a long time, even Mylia wouldn’t be able to withstand it.


  “Sticky Bomb.”


  “Wide slash!”


  Cardinal Georgis cast Sticky Bomb to bind Mylia in the flames. At the same time, Wide Slash blew out the flames of the Flame Circle.


  “What?” For the first time, Cardinal Georgis wore a look of astonishment.


  “Using fire against the Flame Spear?” Mylia said. “You underestimate me.”


  The Cardinal didn’t expect his magic to be dispersed by a Skill. Nullifying magic was a characteristic of powerful defensive Skills such as Over Guard. Mylia used both a powerful defensive Skill and her immense capabilities to dispel magic.


  “Now!”


  The Cardinal’s Sticky Bomb bound Mylia to the ground, but she had already served her purpose. The Flame Circle that kept the assault squad away had already disappeared.


  “Over Rage, Blood Drunk, Cast Lance!”


  “Over Rage, Blood Drunk, Axe Throw!”


  Their Skills had been deflected once, but now they were able to exhibit their maximum power. They had no more spare weapons, but it didn’t matter. After all, if this attack was still deflected then they no longer had any chance of winning.


  “Over Rage, Blood Drunk, Shock Wave!”


  Mylia also joined them, unleashing a mid-range offensive Skill.


  Shock Wave is a Skill that literally shoots shock waves from the tip of one’s spear to hit targets from afar. While it was inferior to Throwing Skills in terms of power, the one she fired was far more powerful than the ones the assault squad cast.


  In the face of an all-out attack that all members of the squad put their power into, Cardinal Georgis chanted a spell.


  “Magic Shield.”
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  It was the same magic that deflected their first attack. Each weapon dug through the barrier deployed before the Cardinal. And the barrier withstood the onslaught.


  “You’re kidding!”


  “How is this possible?”


  The all-out attack failed, blocked by a single barrier. It was quite literally a massive failure.


  But the men weren’t stunned because of that. Behind the Magic Shield were five more layers of backup barrier magic prepared just in case the first one was destroyed. Though in my opinion, calling them just “backup” wasn’t appropriate. They were in fact the Cardinal’s actual defensive measure.


  You can feel the threat emitted by powerful defensive magic even from a distance. It’s because the human body has the natural ability to instinctively sense the magic power in the barrier.


  Mylia and the whole squad sensed that the barriers to protect the Cardinal was much more powerful than the Magic Shield he himself cast. Until a moment ago, Cardinal Georgis was the only one casting his spells against Mylia and the squad. However, he didn’t bring a hundred troops with him just for show.


  The hundred-men group was the strongest bodyguard unit formed to protect Cardinal Georgis, the main force and the commander of the enemy. The reason they hadn’t used magic until now was probably simply because they didn’t need to.


  “I was actually intent in killing him right there,” Mylia muttered as she regarded the barrier.


  She must’ve been stunned that the Skill she used, one that had a recoil effect, was unable to break even one of the barriers.


  I didn’t really find it surprising. Mylia was up against the magic of several troops.


  That unit is in a whole different league, I thought as I observed the enemy.


  Although Cardinal Georgis’ army was highly skilled, they shouldn’t have the power to cast support magic so accurately. The Skills they were using could only be learned at higher levels. Normal adventurers and soldiers couldn’t possibly use them. It would be safe to assume, then, that these men were deployed by the Garden of Despair. That would explain the huge difference in power.


  “Retreat! We’re gonna die in vain if we stay here!” The squad leader’s voice, filled with frustration, echoed throughout the battlefield. “Don’t waste the time that Lady Mylia bought for us!”


  He finally realized that they stood no chance. The assault squad was not stupid enough to think that they could still win with all of their weapons gone and the barrier in front of them. Under the captain’s orders, they began to retreat.


  Watching them, I gave my order. “Back them up! Attack all at once!”


  The long-range attack squad began a simultaneous magic attack. Arrows and spells rained down on Cardinal Georgis. Although the attacks couldn’t reach Cardinal Georgis, it was still an effective strategy. Focused on defense alone, the Cardinal couldn’t give chase to the retreating squad.


  “Our troops are running out of mana!”


  “It’s fine. Let them exhaust all of their mana.”


  An all-out total attack consumed a great deal of mana, but we had to do it. A half-baked attack would not be able to assist the retreat of our troops.


  Our long-range unit had barely any juice left. If they continued their volley, the troops would no longer have the ability to attack. That would be tantamount to Count Meigis’s troops losing their fighting ability in the face of the enemy’s main force.


  So why did we pour all their mana to help the troops that violated orders? The answer was simple. We didn’t need their mana in this war anymore.


  “All done,” Sachylis said.


  “Thank you.”


  I eyed the surroundings. All buff Skill wielders were gathered around me.


  The enemy’s army had saved its greatest strength, the Sage Cardinal Georgis until now. However, the same was true for us as well. Count Meigis’s army also had a Sage.


  “Sachylis, take command of the troops.”


  “Yes, sir. Good luck.”


  All this time I devoted all my attention to my role as a commander. I didn’t cast magic a single time. All for this moment right here.


  “It’s time for the commanders to settle this once and for all.”
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  “It’s time for the commanders to settle this once and for all.”


  I used voice-amplification magic to let the enemy hear my words. And then from the center of our troops’ circular formation, I cast an aviation-type magic spell.


  “Magic Wing!”


  When I landed nearby, the enemy’s main force turned to look at me all at once, completely ignoring the retreating assault squad.
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  “He’s here! Victory is ours if we kill him!” Cardinal Georgis roared vigorously.


  I was the commander of Count Meigis’ army. In other words, if they kill me, they win.


  And I stood alone in front of them. There was no better opportunity than this.


  “Follow the plan and deal with him!” Georgis ordered.


  He expected me to come out alone. The fact that he mentioned a plan meant that they already decided on how to deal with me if I actually showed up in front of them.


  As if to prove my assumption, an incredible number of defensive magic was cast in front of Cardinal Georgis. Apparently, the Cardinal’s bodyguards didn’t even give it their all when they protected him against the assault squad’s all-out offensive earlier.


  “Hah! I already expected you to be the Count’s ace up his sleeve! Small Explosion!”


  In response to Cardinal Georgis’s cry, his troops simultaneously launched dozens of spells, all directed towards my location.


  A simultaneous attack by a large number of people with long-range combat job classes. It might look like Georgis was using the same tactics as us, but his were on a whole different level.


  Cardinal Georgis’ magic force field easily deflected the all-out attack of the assault squad. If his men were capable of that much, one could only expect their offensive spells to be just as powerful as well. If this unit had been deployed in the early stages, Count Meigis’s army would have been unable to block their attacks, resulting in a great number of casualties on our side.


  In the face of such spells, I cast my own magic.


  “Magic Shield.”


  It was the same magic that Cardinal Georgis just used. In other words, it was only a basic defensive magic.


  “You fool!” Cardinal Georgis scoffed. “Such a weak magic spell cannot possibly block our attacks!”


  But when he saw the actual barrier, his eyes widened. The force field I generated contained such mana that one would find it hard to believe I was only using a basic Skill.


  “What?”


  And then the enemy’s spells rained down on me. The barrier creaked loudly, made crashing sounds, as it received damage from powerful spells one after another. But the barrier held out. It didn’t shatter to pieces. Just like how Cardinal Georgis successfully blocked our men’s throwing Skills, my own barrier withstood the long-range attacks.


  “I guess you were wrong,” I said. “It did block your attacks.”


  The solo buffing Skills that Cardinal Georgis received from his men could only be learned at higher levels. Common knowledge in this world would tell you that about basic Skills at least.


  But advanced solo buffing Skills can actually be learned at lower levels as well. Many of the spells took time to take effect, but they weren’t exactly inferior to the ones you learn at higher levels. Before I left my troops, I had the spells cast on me.


  “Support Skills?” the Cardinal said. “I didn’t know there were people in your territory who could use them.”


  Georgis noticed what I did apparently. But it was too late. Time for the counterattack.


  “Steam Explosion.”


  “Anti-ritual magic, max defense!”


  As soon as Cardinal Georgis saw me cast Steam Explosion, he wasted no time in giving orders to his men. They were prepared and cautious of this particular spell, apparently. They seemed to have mistaken it for ritual magic, though.


  “One-Time Shield Enhancement! Magic Shield!”


  The defense that the Cardinal’s men cast was clearly a product of the main forces’ combined efforts. The Skill used spoke for itself.


  One-Time Shield Enhancement is an extremely powerful defensive buff Skill that can be learned by high level Mages. It drastically improves the effectiveness of defensive magic activated immediately afterwards. Once you use it, you cannot use it for an hour, and the effect is extremely short. It was basically an emergency Skill, the kind that you would use in a situation where “all you have to do is prevent this one blow”.


  Georgis’ men activated such a Skill all at once. A barrier with an incomparable power materialized, and a moment later, Steam Explosion activated.


  “Tougher than I expected,” I muttered as I looked at the results.


  All the barriers were shattered. But they managed to reduce the power of my attack.


  Cardinal Georgis’ troops were half destroyed. Out of the hundred or so men, it’s safe to say that about a third of them were killed. Georgis himself was still alive, however.


  “To think you could break through such defense. That spell is much more powerful than I expected. But we survived!” Cardinal Georgis shouted as if sure of their victory. He was ecstatic that he withstood the Steam Explosion I cast.


  “The enemy has used his trump card! He has nothing left! Get him!”


  “Yes, sir!”


  Using healing potions to recover from injuries, the Cardinal’s men launched their counterattack. I cast defensive spells to protect myself from their magic.


  “Look! He’s only defending!”


  “We were right. Ritual magic is not something that can be used multiple times in a short period of time.”


  “Yeah. Now that he’s used his trump card, our victory is certain!”


  Cardinal Georgis’ main troops were talking among themselves as they watched me hide behind defensive magic.


  But they seemed to have gotten the wrong idea. I was only on the defensive to buy time until such time I could use Steam Explosion again. In short, I was waiting for my spell’s cooldown.


  They were right about how Steam Explosion can’t be cast continuously. But they were wrong about the time it took before I could use it again. If they knew, they’d be more anxious.


  They assumed I could no longer use Steam Explosion again today, when the spell’s cooldown is actually only sixty seconds. Hiding behind my magic force field was enough to buy me time.


  “It’s over,” I said.


  “What, no more tricks up your sleeves?” Georgis asked with a smirk. “Then dispel your defensive magic. As an act of mercy, I will not make you suffer long.”


  When he saw that I did not attack for a minute, he mistakenly thought that I had run out of options. Instead of correcting his mistake, I cast two spells.


  “‘Delayed Incantation. Steam Explosion.”


  “It cannot be!”


  Cardinal Georgis turned pale for a moment. But when he saw that the magic was not activated, he regained his composure.


  “A bluff. I expected as much. I was a little surprised, but what is the point of doing that? A bluff is only meaningful when you have a follow-up.”


  I knew that, of course. I wasn’t bluffing at the very least. The reason why Steam Explosion wasn’t working was because I activated Delayed Incantation, a Skill that delays the activation of a spell.


  I wasn’t putting this disadvantage on myself for nothing. In exchange for the extended activation time, Delayed Incantation increases the power of my spell.


  Cardinal Georgis had already received his death sentence. He just hadn’t realized that yet.


  “It’s about time.”


  I got down on the ground and covered my ears. The barrier cast to prevent Cardinal Georgis’s attacks on me could not possibly withstand my spell.


  


  “About time? What are you talki—”


  The Cardinal’s voice was cut off mid sentence. Whether he was aware of it or not, the death penalty would be carried out. Finally, the time has come.


  With a deafening boom, massive flames rose from the place where the Cardinal’s main force was located. My barrier, which had withstood the Cardinal’s attack, was shattered by the shockwave alone.
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  It was clear to everyone who won. After the blast, the Cardinal’s army was destroyed, or more specifically—extinguished.


  There was a crumpled piece of metal lying around near the spot where Cardinal Georgis had been. Upon closer inspection, it was made of the same material as the armor he was wearing.


  “Probably a good idea to think about how much power I need.”


  I shook my aching head as I stood up. Even as I cast Steam Explosion so that I was just barely out of its range, and covered my ears while on the ground, the spell’s shockwave was still devastating.


  Since the enemy had no One-Time Shield Enhancement to cast, perhaps I didn’t need to actually use Delayed Incantation.


  I took a look around my surroundings. The battlefield lay in silence. There were no cheers of joy, nor cries of defeat. The destruction caused by a single magic spell left everyone in a state of shock.


  In the midst of the silence, Sachylis slipped out of our camp and ran to me. And before I could say anything, she invoked her loudspeaker magic.


  I nodded to her. “The war is over,” I said. “Count Meigis’ army has won! I suggest Cardinal Georgis’s army to immediately lay down their weapons and surrender.”


  But no one laid down their weapons. They still could not grasp that they had lost the war.


  I couldn’t really blame them. Twenty thousand troops had been crushed, and the main force led by their commander was wiped out by a single magic spell. It was understandable that their minds couldn’t immediately comprehend what just happened.


  Well if they don’t get it, I’ll just make them understand.


  “Steam Explosion.”


  A blast of fire erupted. A warning shot.


  “I’ll say it again. Drop your weapons. Otherwise, I’ll be forced to disarm you, and as you can see, I might not be able to hold back.”


  Cardinal Georgis’ troops dropped their weapons one by one. No one wanted to continue resisting when they found out that the Steam Explosion they thought was a ritual magic could actually be cast so easily.


  “W-We’ve dropped them!”


  “See? No weapons! Please believe me!”


  Fearing for their lives, the soldiers tossed their weapons aside and raised their hands to show that they were not armed. Only a very few of them refused to drop their weapons.


  “Hey, those guys are still holding theirs!”


  “M-Make him drop it! Beat them if you have to!”


  “I’m not gonna get killed because of you guys!”


  Those who hadn’t dropped their weapons were seized by their surrounding allies and pinned down on the ground.


  If I cast Steam Explosion once more, those around them would not escape death. They knew that all too well now. And no one would want to get caught up in another’s mess and die themselves.


  Thus, the war between Count Meigis’ army and Cardinal Georgis’ army came to an end.
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  A month had passed since the battle against Cardinal Georgis. I was meeting Count Meigis and Marquis Maiar at the Meigis Trading Company. Correction: It’s not Count anymore, but Marquis Meigis.


  “The clean-up is finally over,” Meigis said. “I don’t want to have to go through all this trouble for a while.”


  “The other nobles were rather envious of you, though,” Maiar commented.


  “True. The outcome couldn’t have been better, but was it really all right for me to receive such a reward?” Meigis looked uneasy.


  After the war, Cardinal Georgis’ every crime was exposed. The preparations that Marquis Maiar had made for that moment had been very effective. As a result, Cardinal Georgis’s household was brought down at incredible speed.


  Cardinal Georgis was a nobleman with a vast territory. When a noble family was ousted, their domain would normally be taken by the state. But Count Meigis’ played a huge role in exposing the Cardinal’s wrongdoings, and even defeated him. As such, all of the Cardinal’s domain was transferred to Meigis, and he was elevated from Count to Marquis.


  These were all decisions made by the royal family. The king apparently said something like, “We must reward outstanding achievements accordingly.” Even so, it seemed to me that this was an excessive amount of reward for a single achievement. But apparently there was a reason for this.


  “I suggest you take it,” Maiar said. “Rewarding achievement is like a pretext. In actuality, they are working on winning you over.”


  Meigis gave a strained laugh. “Win me over, huh?”


  “Well, I suppose they also genuinely want to express their gratitude as well. His Majesty the King had a tricky relationship with Cardinal Georgis. I’m sure His Majesty is pleased that the monopoly on healing medicine went from the Cardinal to you.”


  “I’m not sure if I can handle such a large territory, though.”


  Count Meigis was troubled about receiving a huge domain. It should be fine, since Marquis Maiar would be there to support him. It was all still a drag, nevertheless.


  Incidentally, I also received a reward in the form of coins. Unlike the Count, I didn’t have to take on all the hassle. Then again, the amount I received was kinda huge, so there was a possibility that it would prove to be a burden in a different way.


  However, these rewards were just an added bonus. The biggest thing for me was the other outcome of the war—the change in the way people whose classes were called “inferior” were treated.


  “I didn’t expect things to go this well,” Count Meigis muttered when the conversation about the territory had settled down.


  Even though we had defeated Cardinal Georgis, it would not be so easy to change the cold treatment of people with inferior classes. After all, this unfair treatment had permeated the people’s consciousness, laws, and even the guild itself.


  It would definitely take time to change the system, which required the approval of not only the king, but also the nobles.


  Or at least that’s what I thought. The system was, in fact, already changing.


  “Who would have known that the system of oppressing inferior classes that Georgis himself promoted would end thanks to him? Quite ironic.”


  “Marquis Maiar, it’s not inferior but special classes. Please make sure to use the correct term.


  “Ah, excuse me. I didn’t mean to disparage them. Habit is a terrifying thing.”


  The term “inferior classes” had now been banned by law, and they were now called “special classes.” Not a trace of the previous system that shunned those with inferior classes remained in this kingdom.


  Under normal circumstances, the system would not be this easy to change. Nevertheless, it was all flipped upside down in less than a month.


  “I can’t blame you for making that mistake. The designation we’ve been using for decades now was changed in just one month,” Meigis said. “It’s all thanks to your strategy.”


  “Anyone could have come up with that strategy, but only you and your people made mass production of healing medicines possible and also defeated Cardinal Georgis’s army, which was twenty times more powerful than yours.”


  “Both were Eld’s doing. He has the credit.”


  “No, no, no. It was all possible because of you. Though in all honesty, even if we weren’t involved, I feel like Eld alone could’ve taken matters in his own hands and solved all the problems.”


  “I agree.”


  Oh, come on. You two are exaggerating, I thought. It’s true that I was the one who directly defeated the Cardinal, but the reason I was able to fight Georgis without problems was because Count Meigis and the others took care of all the political-related mess. If it wasn’t for that, we might have been able to defeat the Cardinal, but the persecution of the people with inferior classes would still continue.


  “No, ending the oppression in a month would have been absolutely impossible for me alone,” I said. “I wouldn’t have been able to do it even if I teamed up with other nobles.”


  “I will take that compliment. Although, as far as the effectiveness of the operation is concerned, it’s partly thanks to Cardinal Georgis.”


  “I agree. I didn’t think the threat would work that well. It even made me feel awkward.”


  Marquis Maiar issued a single threat to change the system. “Those who do not cooperate in the abolition of the oppression against those with special classes will not be supplied with healing medicines.” It worked so well, that even the side making the threat was surprised.


  It was especially effective against the nobles who actively supported Cardinal Georgis. Many of them had sons who were sick. Too many, it was almost unnatural.


  Cardinal Georgis didn’t sell much of the cure to anyone other than those affiliated with him. Unable to go against the Cardinal, they instead cooperated with him in oppressing people.


  “First of all, it’s definitely a man-made disease.”


  “Most likely. Poison their sons and then use the healing medicine as a bargaining chip. Only demons employ such methods.”


  “Yes. Although you could say that is the reason why our strategy worked so well.”


  The nobles with sick children worked really hard. Marquis Meigis was a little stumped with the nobles playing up to him almost every day, showing just how much they devoted themselves to the abolition of the oppression. They did a really good job in that regard.


  There was even a man who collapsed from exhaustion, but with the help of a healing medicine, he was able to get up and continue his work. The medicine itself was supplied by Meigis. Fortunately, no one died, but if they had continued for another month, some would have died of exhaustion.


  Thanks in part to this, the system changed in a very short period of time. Unlike the system, however, it would take some time for the people’s ingrained prejudices to change.


  But things will gradually change for sure. After all, special classes are formidable.


  “Anyway, I guess we’ve accomplished our goal of ending the oppression against inferior classes.”


  “Yes. It was a long battle.”


  Marquis Meigis and Marquis Maiar took deep breaths. Then I heard the clattering of footsteps coming from the hallway, followed by a rapid knocking at the door.


  “What’s is it? Did something happen?” Marquis Maiar asked, feeling a hint of urgency.


  An answer came back immediately.


  “His Majesty the King has passed away.”


  The king is dead.


  Marquis Maiar said that the king was young and in good health. His death at this time suggested it was unnatural.


  It seems like there’s still something going on in this kingdom.
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