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  Chapter 1


  The king is dead.


  After defeating Cardinal Georgis and destroying the system that oppressed those with inferior classes, we received shocking news.


  The king is dead.


  It was clearly unnatural. Something was off about it. People eventually die. Kings are no exception. However, if it happened right after Cardinal Georgis was overthrown and the political situation in the country had changed dramatically, it made you wonder if it was really a normal death.


  In fact, it would be more likely that it wasn’t.


  “Do we know the cause of death?” Marquis Maiar asked the messenger who brought the news.


  Perhaps he had the same suspicions as I did. The cause of death could determine whether the death was natural or not.


  “I’m told that he died of an illness!”


  “Hmm. As far as I know, His Majesty had no chronic illnesses.”


  There seemed to be a high chance that the king was killed. It was entirely possible that the Garden of Despair had begun acting without a care in the world now that their cover, Cardinal Georgis, had been defeated. But then again, it was too early to jump to conclusions.


  For now, we should consider a number of possibilities before making a move. If we made rash decisions, we might commit fatal mistakes once something unexpected happened.


  “Who will be the next king?”


  “The Crown Prince has ascended to the throne.”


  Hmm. I would have considered it a conspiracy if even the crown prince was dead, but he seemed to be safe.


  Everyone knew that if the king died, the crown prince would be the next king. We can’t rule the possibility that the prince has been turned into a puppet, brainwashed, or even replaced by an impostor.


  The new king’s movements will have to be carefully watched. However, Marquis Maiar and Count Meigis are just nobles, and I am but a mere commoner, so I can’t really take any effective strategy against the king himself.


  “Has there been any movement from the new king?”


  “Actually… He ordered the rewards for Count Meigis and Eld to be put on hold. That is, the domain, funds, and the Count’s promotion to Marquis as well.”


  “That’s rather fast.”


  The new king’s declaration itself is understandable. If the king was replaced, the political situation in the country would change, and it meant that Cardinal Georgis’ territory that was supposed to be given to Count Meigis might have to be handed over to someone else, someone from the new king’s faction, for example.


  It’s not strange for there to be factions in the royal family, and if there was a large domain whose owner had just perished, I can understand why they would want to use it for their own agenda.


  However, taking all that into consideration, it’s still a rather bold move. The late king attempted to hand over Cardinal Georgis’ domain to Count Meigis in order to win him over. Cancelling it is like saying “I don’t want you.” This is all too blatant a move for even the Garden of Despair, if we assume that they’re manipulating the new king.


  The timing is also strange. Normally, once a king died, they would have their hands full with dealing with the aftermath and would not have time to think about the issue of territorial distribution. It’s only natural that the procedure for granting the domain will be postponed. It wouldn’t be a problem to announce the cancellation at a later time either. This would make it a little less unusual.


  So the fact that the king announced it now meant there had to be a reason behind it.


  “What does he mean by put on hold? What happens afterwards?”


  “His Majesty said that he would like to consider this reward together. He will send a messenger at a later time to discuss the details.”


  “Together, huh?”


  A king wouldn’t normally give an order to nobles this way. He would usually attach some kind of condition. If he doesn’t want to hand over the domain, he can just say so from the start. He’s the ruler after all. He has that much power.


  If he’s not doing that, then there has to be a reason behind it. Things are really getting interesting.


  ◇


  Several days later. As promised, the king’s emissary arrived.


  “Hmm, so it’s come to this,” I muttered as I studied the letter that the messenger brought with him.


  The letter says to come to the royal palace to discuss the reward. Me and Count Meigis only.


  Of course, it doesn’t exactly say to come alone, so we will have guards accompany us, but we can’t enter the royal palace with guards, and we’ll be the only two people attending the negotiations.


  If the people backing the new king wanted to dispose of us, there’d be no better opportunity than this. They could fill all four sides of the waiting room with explosives and detonate them as we entered, killing us both easily.


  If they didn’t want to destroy the palace, they would have to find another way, but in any case, it shouldn’t be fficult. After all, they have many days to prepare, and it’s guaranteed that we’ll go there anyway.


  “This letter is fake,” Marquis Maiar said as he regarded the letter. “It’s most likely the prince himself who wrote it, but not on his own volition at the very least.”


  Anyone can assume that the letter is fake, but the Marquis seems to be sure about it.


  “How do you know that?”


  “Me and the prince had considered the possibility of this happening. That is, the king being murdered and the prince turned into a puppet ruler. So His Highness came up with a way to transmit information about himself.”


  Marquis Maiar pointed at the signature at the end of the letter. It looked like a completely ordinary signature, but there seemed to be some hidden info there.


  “The Crown Prince said that after his accession, he would convey his situation by the direction of the signature. If it’s going down to the right side, there’s no problem, but if it’s rising, then it means he’s being forced to sign by someone.”


  “I see. It’s certainly hard to get noticed.”


  A person who would lock up the Crown Prince and make him write a letter for himself would naturally monitor the letter closely to see if it contained any marks for help or anything else. Simple methods such as writing a mark somewhere on the letter would be more likely to be noticed.


  

  


  Whoever locked the prince up could write the letter, but it had to be signed by the prince himself. A slight difference in the direction of the signature would raise no concern. With this method, you can send information under any circumstances.


  If the signature itself had been forged, it would be easy to tell. Forged documents are carefully crafted, and people won’t go to the trouble of writing the signature at an angle. In other words, if the signature is completely level, it’s fake.


  And this time…


  “It’s rising to the right.”


  The signature was clearly written in such a way that it tilted upwards towards the right side. This was no coincidence.


  “If the king is being used as a puppet, that’s good news,” I said.


  “Really?” Maiar sounded doubtful. “It sounds like bad news to me.”


  It’s true that if the new king was being used as a puppet by someone (probably our enemy), it might seem like the worst situation. But compared to other possibilities, this situation is the best.


  “Think about it,” I said. “If the new king wasn’t a puppet or an impostor, it would mean the real new king was trying to make an enemy of us. If you ask me, going up against an impostor is better.”


  “That’s true, but if the new king is a puppet, it doesn’t change the fact that we’re going against his authority. That doesn’t sound like good news at all.”


  “If he’s a puppet, yes. But being a puppet means he’s alive. If we destroy the puppet regime, everything will turn back to normal.”


  “But I don’t think the puppet regime will ever fall. You can’t turn the new king into a puppet if you don’t have full control of the palace. I doubt rounding up other nobles would help much.”


  “Launching a political attack would not work, true. But even the people behind this whole scheme are human beings. They probably employed some nasty methods. If they die, things should change.”


  If this whole thing was done politically, we could be charged with crimes if we got involved. For example, when the new king had no authority and other prominent nobles actually had the power. Destorying the puppet regime would do no good since the king himself doesn’t have power.


  But that’s not the case. With the king imprisoned, all we have to do is rescue him and things will return to normal. Actually, the situation will be even better than before the late king died, since the new king will owe us for saving him.


  “That’s true. Do you have any ideas?”


  “Ideas?” I said, pointing at the letter. “They’re already inviting us over.”


  The letter clearly asked us to come to the royal palace.


  “Don’t tell me you’re planning to go. It’s obviously a trap.”


  “We don’t have any other choice, do we? Or are you going to ignore the letter from the king?”


  If I let myself be lured into a trap and fought them, I would be at a huge disadvantage. I can’t possibly create a favorable situation for me when I’m fighting in the enemy’s home base. If they attacked us, at best we’d be outnumbered ten to one, and there would be traps everywhere.


  But not accepting the invitation meant ignoring the king’s letter. If they intend to crush us, we might end up fighting a whole kingdom.


  The training to fight Cardinal Georgis has raised the strength of our army, but we don’t have enough supplies to fight a long war. Myna wouldn’t be able to procure large amounts of supplies by turning the nation against her. We would starve to death before the battle even began. That’s what it means to make enemies of a nation.


  But if I were to go directly head into the palace to fight, I could end it in a short battle. We don’t need food if we just go with a few elites and suppress the bastards occupying the royal palace.


  Besides, the disadvantage of accepting the invitation and fight only applies if our forces are evenly matched. Even though the enemy has the place under control, they probably didn’t have many people to command. If they had the power to directly take control of the kingdom, they wouldn’t take such a slow method like turning the king into a puppet.


  “Good point. I’d rather have a war than lose Eld,” Marquis Maiar said. Besides, the letter says that you two should come together. Eld might make it, but…”


  “I don’t mind,” the Count said. “I might die, but I was supposed to perish before anyway.”


  “It’s settled, then. Let’s figure out a plan of action.”


  Thus we decided to accept the invitation of someone who used the new king as a puppet. I have no intention of letting Count Meigis die, though.


  ◇


  “Okay, we’re all here.”


  The day after the letter arrived.


  Me and Count Meigis were about to leave for the royal capital.


  “That’s not a lot of guards. Are you sure you’ll be all right?”


  “Yes. Only two of us can enter the palace anyway. I’m more worried about leaving the domain with less protection.”


  I chose ten people from Count Meigis’ army to come along as escorts. Although not part of the Count’s troops, Myna also decided to tag along.


  Our other guards also learned Skills suitable for guarding, so even with fewer people, they can still perform their duties better than the average noble’s guards.


  The carriage we were taking was rather luxurious, the kind that screamed “nobles are riding this.”


  Count Meigis originally had a modest two-seater carriage on the ready. I talked about how a three-seater would be better for security reasons, and then the next morning I found this carriage in front of the Meigis Trading Company.


  There was only one person in this territory who would do such a thing. The wheels of the carriage bore the words “Made by the Maxia Trading Company.” The king’s rescue mission was backed up by Maxia itself.


  “You really didn’t have to get such an extravagant carriage.”


  “A flashy ride like this is appropriate, considering you’re being invited to the royal capital by the king himself.”


  


  She made a good point. We’re headed to the palace for a negotiation with the king, so we’d want something that made us look good as nobles, at the very least. They might even think lightly of us if we arrived in a plain vehicle.


  Aside from the king himself, other nobles could become allies in the future. We might draw attention if a battle broke out in the palace.


  It is preferable, then, that we rode in a carriage fit for a noble. We can show a degree of power so that people will think we can be allies. That aside…
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  “I don’t recall telling you why we’re going to the capital,” I said.


  “I can imagine why. There’s only one piece of news that would cause you to make a sudden move.”


  

  


  I just said three people are going to the royal capital and Myna prepared this. I haven’t told anyone other than the escort team that the reason we’re going there is to negotiate with the king (who is presumably an impostor). I don’t know how much Myna knew about our plan, but I’m too afraid to ask her.


  “But I wasn’t expecting you to ask for a three-seater,” Myna said. “You’re gonna ride with a bodyguard. That’s a little too cautious even for you.”


  “We have our reasons. Better safe than sorry.”


  The reason we’ll be using a three-man carriage this time is because we’ll be taking an escort with a large shield. Count Meigis will be seated in the middle, and his bodyguard and I will be positioned on both sides of the carriage. This means that no matter where a long-distance attack comes from, Count Meigis will not be hit.


  There’s a good chance the enemy will attack us only after we enter the palace. But of course, part of their plan could be to let us assume that, and then attack us while we’re still out on the road.


  Furthermore, minimizing our defenses on the way would make them think that we were aware the attack will happen inside the palace itself. This kind of security set-up is necessary so the enemy wouldn’t be too wary.


  Since we only have a few guards, we need to be smart in our positions as well. Well actually there is another reason for all this.


  “Reasons, huh? I think I can think of a few, but probably better not to mention them, right?”


  “Glad you understand. I’ll tell you later once it’s over.”


  “I look forward to that moment.”


  There was no trace of worry on Myna’s face. It was as if she was fully convinced we would come back victorious. I planned to win too, of course.


  “See ya, then.”


  And so we left for the royal city.


  


  “We’re being watched,” one of the guards informed me via a communication spell.


  It was about an hour after we left. The spell we used was one that couldn’t be tapped from outside.


  “You sense three people with your Search Enemy?” I asked.


  “Affirmative.”


  I had also noticed them with my Magic Search. There’s no doubt that we were being followed by the enemy.


  “There’s too few for an assault unit,” I said. “They’re probably just monitoring us.”


  “I agree. What do we do?”


  “Let’s see… Look at them to show that we know they’re there. Though if there are more enemies, we’ll have to consider the possibility of an ambush.”


  If there’s no ambush, there’s nothing wrong with ignoring whoever’s following us. Attacking them when they were not doing anything might give the fake king an excuse to treat us horribly.


  Then again, if we didn’t even show any sign of noticing, whoever hired the tailers might take us lightly. Showing that we noticed their presence is the best option we can take. And if they do attack us, we can easily subdue them if there are only three enemies.


  I’d like to get the king’s case out of the way quickly, though, so that I don’t have to think about all this trouble.


  


  A few hours later, we arrived safely at the royal capital without being attacked.


  ”We weren’t attacked.”


  “Yeah. I guess it was just surveillance.”


  The reason they went through all the trouble of watching us is probably to estimate the timing of our arrival. If they laid a huge trap for us, they would need to evacuate all noncombatants to avoid collateral damage.


  If my prediction is correct, the place where they will attack us—probably the reception room and the surrounding area—will be filled with assassins. I’d be glad if I was actually worried for nothing, but it’s just quicker if the enemy attacks us first. If not, we can’t really make a move that easily either.


  I spotted a few knights walking towards our direction. Seeing as they were heading straight, they were probably here to welcome us. The question is whether or not these guys are enemies.


  ”How are those guys?” I asked through comms.


  “They’re all enemies,” Sachylis answered.


  So all the knights harbor enmity against me. Just as expected, I suppose.


  “Got it,” I said. “Proceed as planned. Sorry you have to take up such a dangerous job.”


  ”You came up with the plan, so I’m not worried at all. We’ll make it work for sure.”


  Our conversation ended, and the knight finally reached us. The knight standing at the front greeted us immediately.


  “Count Meigis, Lord Eld. We have been waiting for you.” The knight bowed respectfully.


  Not like doing that can hide the enmity sensed by Search Enemy.


  “Sorry to make you wait,” I said.


  “No, sir. We are always ready for you. Would you please come with us to the royal palace?”


  “Very well. This is my first time entering the royal palace. What about our escorts?”


  “You can rest assured. We, the royal knights, will guard the place properly.”


  So we’re not allowed to have personal guards accompany us. Well, that’s to be expected. The same regulation probably applies even if the king wasn’t an impostor.


  “Well then, you guys are going to disperse here for now. Meet back here when we’re done.”


  “Sir!”


  I asked the guards to go their separate ways for now. If they’re stuck in one place, it’s easy for the enemy to sense their movements.


  The enemy might even monitor our guards, but even then, if they were separated, it would be much harder to watch them.


  We had someone using Search Enemy on Mylia as well, the one person who stood out the most among the escorts. If someone tailed her, we would know right away.


  They all have their own role to play, so we want them to be able to move around easily. If possible, I wanted to organize a separate unit that wouldn’t be sensed by the enemy. Unfortunately, there was a high chance that the faces and names of the Count’s main force were known to the enemy. So we decided to go with our current lineup instead.


  “Well then, please lead the way.”


  “Of course.”


  Now only two of us are heading straight into the royal palace where countless enemies could be lying in wait. It’s quite fun, like being thrown into an unknown dungeon.


  Though it’s still much easier to fight in the palace than a dungeon. After all, if the need arises, I can just use Steam Explosion to destroy the walls and escape.


  Chapter 2


  A few minutes later, we went through some thorough security check, and stepped into the royal palace.


  The staff I was carrying—a spare that looked powerful but was actually pretty much useless—was taken away at the entrance. That was within expectations, of course. The one I normally used was hidden in my magic storage.


  As long as there’s no magic to examine the inside of my magic storage, a luggage inspection is basically pointless.


  “Come this way, please.”


  We were ushered into an audience room with an awfully sturdy-looking metal door. Given that we are in the royal palace, it is understandable that it would be sturdy. But normally doors are more discreetly created. Yet compared to the other rooms, only the door to this room stands out.


  Perhaps they recently constructed this room specifically for us. I must say, though, I commend their efforts for going through all the trouble of remodelling just to kill us. Or maybe there’s actually other people they want to kill as well. That would make sense.


  Judging from the make of the hinges and lock, a weak magic spell will not even make the door budge. A powerful spell might destroy it, but we would need to consider how much distance to put between us and the door, or we could get wrecked as well.


  As I was observing the surroundings, Count Meigis and I entered the room.


  “Please wait over here.”


  With that, the knights left the room and closed the door. Almost at the same time as the door closed completely, I heard a heavy sound of clattering. The door must have been locked.


  The question is, how do we get out of here? The safest assassination method would be to pour poison gas into the room, but that’s probably not going to happen. There was no mechanism in the door that would make it airtight, and this room is too large to be used for poisoning.


  Then there’s the possibility of blowing up the room, but that doesn’t seem to be very likely either. This room is near the center of the first floor of the royal palace, and also near thick pillars. Clearly not a spot suited for an explosion.


  Blowing us up with a force that would kill us for certain would mean destroying the pillars too. It would be fine if it only resulted in a huge hole torn open in the building, but the whole palace itself could collapse.


  I would applaud their guts if they were willing to sacrifice the whole palace just to take us down, but that was not likely. A while ago, I scanned the inside the royal palace for any magical reaction with my Magic Search, but there were still normal people around. The area around the room we’re in seems to be the only one with fewer people, but other than that, no one seems to have evacuated at all.


  Considering the high chance that the enemy was occupying the palace, the people around could be their allies, and they wouldn’t want them dragged into the explosion as well. Assuming still that they were a group that didn’t care about the lives of their companions, they probably want to avoid reducing their forces for no reason. The fact that no one is evacuating means that they don’t intend to destroy the entire building.


  In that case, the enemy will probably come to kill us directly, not from outside the room. Or the enemy will lead us to a different room designed for our doom. Either way, I guess we’d better wait for the enemy to make their move.


  “Thank you for coming.”


  A few minutes after we were ushered into the room, a door at the back opened, revealing who seemed to be the king himself.


  There were four knights behind him standing guard, but at this distance I could kill them all together if I cast a spell. However, since the king could actually be the real deal, I shouldn’t make a move just yet.


  “I would rush over if it’s a request by Your Majesty,” Count Meigis replied.


  I watched the guards closely. There’s also a good chance that the guards will take the real king hostage, and attack us for real.


  I wish I know if the king before us is real or not. It’s quite difficult to see through highly-advanced transformation magic. My only option is to judge him from his movements.


  “I am pleased with your loyalty, Meigis.” The king turned to me. “I believe this is the first time we meet, Adventurer Eld.”
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  Hmm… How should I respond?


  I have a feeling that when you’re an adventurer, it’s not a good idea to use respectful language. If I recall correctly, adventurers don’t even talk to royalty politely because they’d draw suspicions.


  Considering the nature of the profession, there may be many adventurers who would rather not use polite language. In any case, I’ll just follow their example as well. Like they say, when in Rome, do as Romans do.


  “Nice to meet you,” I said. “I didn’t expect to be invited to the royal palace out of the blue. It’s an honor.”


  “Your reputation precedes you,” the king said. “I expected we would meet at some point, but I apologize for inviting you under these circumstances. The situation is rather complicated in the kingdom with the sudden death of my father.”


  Hmm… I don’t see anything unnatural in his tone of voice, or anything else for that matter. He doesn’t seem to be under some kind of brainwashing spell, at least.


  If the real king was being threatened to come meet us, there was a chance he might give some sort of a sign, but if he was warned not to do anything suspicious or he’d be killed, then even the real king would simply act natural.


  An ordinary person might give himself away through a trembling voice, but a king would have courage. Now if he was smart, he could make his voice tremble on purpose so I could determine if he was an enemy or an ally, but I don’t think I can expect much.


  “The kingdom is in a dire situation,” I said. “I don’t mind my payment to be deferred. How about annual payment for ten years? Will that work?”


  This won’t end good anyway, but I’ll take the negotiations seriously for now. I’m not really in need of money, and I don’t mind a reduction in the amount of my reward, but I need to pretend like I have no idea this will turn into a bloodbath midway.


  In a PvP, a single moment can decide the outcome of a match. The idea is to give the enemy some hope that we might not be aware of the attack, so they can’t read our moves.


  They have the power of the king on their side—they have the initiative—so we want to create an advantage for ourselves, even a little.


  If the enemy has experience in fighting, they will undoubtedly attack us at some random timing. Only amateurs launch an attack that can be foreseen.


  That’s why we can’t let our guard down for even a moment. However, humans can not maintain a state of complete concentration for hours on end. Normally, we lose our focus over time.


  If the enemy understands that, the negotiations will be long, just long enough for us to lose our focus. I wonder if that will happen, though.


  

  


  “A ten-year payment?” the king said. “That would indeed reduce the burden on the kingdom. I think that’s a good proposal. But can we save that for later?”


  “You mean to tell me there’s something else more important to talk about?”


  “Yes. For that, I need you to take out the guards behind me,” the king said as if he was simply making small talk.


  His tone and what he was saying did not match at all.


  His strange behavior caused a moment’s delay in the reaction of the knights. Not missing the opening, I quickly made my move and cast a spell.


  “Fire Arrow!”


  As I shot my magic at one of the guards, I produced my staff from my magic storage. I shot the first spell without my staff so it won’t be as powerful, but against a normal human, it should be enough.


  “Gwaaaaaah!”


  Ignoring the knight writhing and screaming in the flames, I moved to subdue the other one. I can’t use powerful AoE spells with the king around. There are four opponents. I don’t have time to finish them off one by one.


  The king ran past me and hid behind. He wanted to stay safe while I fought the knights. A good decision. It’s easier to fight if the non-combatants keep their distance and not fight. However, I still do not fully trust the king, so I made sure I could react to any surprise attack.


  “Fire Arrow!”


  As soon as I fired my magic at the second knight, I swung my staff at the third knight’s head. You can’t expect a great deal of power from a staff’s blow, but in a battle against multiple people, it’s more about number than power. No matter how much armor you’re wearing, if you’re hit in the head with a blunt object, your movements will slow down.


  “No, you don’t!”


  As expected, the first casualty alerted the other knights. My staff was blocked by a sword. But that’s fine. Even if I couldn’t deal damage to my opponent, making him use his sword to block meant I took away his ability to attack.


  “Fire Arrow!”


  I didn’t waste the opportunity to attack. A Fire Arrow pierced the body of the third knight. Now there’s only one left. At least that’s what I thought, when suddenly the last knight yelled.


  “Don’t move!”


  Ignoring me, the knight ran towards Count Meigis. He thought it would be unfavorable to clash with me head-on, so he decided to take a hostage. This in itself is not a wrong decision. Since he lost three of his comrades due to the king’s betrayal and my surprise attack, it was only natural that he would buy time by taking Count Meigis, a non-combatant, as a hostage and wait for reinforcements. At the very least, the odds were much better than if he were to fight me directly. But that’s only if the Count can’t fight.


  As the knight charged into the Count, his sword held up high, Meigis unleashed a spell.


  “Spirit Kick!”


  Not expecting a fight from the Count, the knight looked surprised for a moment, then immediately stepped straight toward Count Meigis, holding his sword to the side and taking a defensive stance. They were too close for me to use magic.


  If this knight took all that into consideration, then I can assume he had quite the battle experience. Perhaps that’s why he was sent to us.


  However, this tactic is a bad idea against Spirit Kick. Spirit Kick is a special stance Skill. Its effects can only be exhibited when it is received by the target.


  “Fire Bomb!”


  After making sure that Spirit Kick was caught by the knight’s sword, I released a fire spell. Since there was some distance between us, there’s a good chance he’ll avoid Fire Arrow, so I used a type of magic that explodes at the point of impact.


  With this, even if there was some distance between us, it would be almost impossible to avoid it once it landed. Now there’s a high chance of my comrades being caught in the blast, but as soon as the spell activated, Count Meigis—no, Sachylis flew into the air.
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  The king was real, while Count Meigis, was in fact, fake. I can’t go into the middle of enemy territory with a burden to carry, after all. Incidentally, the real Count Meigis is the one holding a shield inside the carriage, disguised as a bodyguard.


  Sachylis’s class, the Spirit Archer, belongs to the bow-wielding group. She’s weak in close quarters combat. The Spirit Kick that she just used is one of the few close-combat Skills that a Spirit Archer can use.


  Its effect is a retreat using the recoil of the kick. Although its power is close to nothing, it is a Skill that allows you to jump back several meters in one breath by using the power of the Spirits, which you would normally use for attacking.


  This skill allows a Spirit Archer to maintain an advantageous distance to fight against a melee opponent.


  “I was aware of it, but disguise magic really gets dispelled once you use a Skill, huh?” Sachylis muttered. As she landed, she kicked down a nearby chest of drawers to block the door to the room.


  The enemy would have already heard the sounds of fighting. Blocking the entrance means we can delay the arrival of the reinforcements.


  “I apologize for lying, Your Majesty. My name is Sachylis, a member of Count Meigis’ army.”


  “It’s quite all right,” the king replied. “You handled it well even without consulting you beforehand. I’m impressed. As you can see, I mean you no harm. Thank you for your help.”


  The king (the real one, most likely, but we’re not sure yet) put his sword on the ground and opened his hands. He knew that we still don’t trust him entirely.


  While it seemed like he wasn’t an enemy, him asking us to take down the knights could just be an act to let our guard down. That said, it’s not easy to fight while we’re still doubtful of his motives.


  Fortunately, there is a way to find out if he’s the real king or not. The real king deliberately tilted his signature on the letter to the right to convey the message that he was being forced to sign. If the king was real, he would know that of course.


  

  


  “Did you slip any message into the letter?” I asked.


  “My signature tilts up to the right side.”


  That just proved he’s the real king. Lucky for us. We don’t have to find and rescue him.


  “So you were threatened to obey.”


  “Yes. They told me to lead you to a room in the basement that was disguised as a treasure room. I was to tell you that you will be rewarded a national treasure instead of coins.”


  I see. It would definitely be easier to build a room for killing people in the basement compared to above ground. Whether it’s bombing or poisoning, both are easier to pull off underground.


  With the king’s betrayal, the plan had completely fallen apart. They had guards watching him to ensure he didn’t backstab them, but his betrayal was all too natural. No wonder they were too slow to react.


  “When did you come up with that plan earlier?” I asked. “I didn’t think you’d betray them so naturally when there’s no guarantee we’d react accordingly.”


  “I came up with it when I noticed that you were not with the real Count Meigis. I realized then that you came here not to negotiate, but to attack. I may be wrong, but did you come here to help me?”


  Huh. He realized all that just from the fact that the Count was an impostor. Sounds like a reliable guy if we get him on our side. An unexpected gain, I must say.


  “That’s right. I didn’t expect you to see through that much in an instant.”


  “It is par for the course for a king. Having my father killed and subsequently falling into the enemy’s hands is a huge blunder already. I cannot afford to commit more mistakes. I apologize for ruining any plans you might have had, but I hope this was acceptable.”


  “Of course. Our main goal was to secure you safely. Alive and all. I’m glad we didn’t have to do much.”


  The difficult part of the plan to rescue the king was figuring out when to fight exactly and how to recognize the real king. The king solved those two problems by himself. The only thing left to do now is to kick the enemy out. We can even use all the advanced spells we want.


  I have a lot of questions, but I’ll save them for later. Even though we have succeeded in securing the king, we are still in the middle of enemy territory.


  “So, what do we do now?” I asked.


  “Well, what was your original plan?” the king asked back.


  “The original plan was to wipe out the enemy and take back the royal palace. But it’s not like I had a full grasp of the situation inside. If you have a better plan, we’ll consider that as well.”


  We can’t rule out the possibility that the enemy will make an impostor a ruler. It would be harder to use disguise magic without a sample of the person in question, but they could pretend that the current king is dead and set up yet another king.


  If we take back the entire royal palace, we can prevent such tactics. We can also regain the king’s power, which will be good for us.


  We’re nothing but charity workers if we simply save the king. We can only call the rescue mission a success if we actually give him his power back as well.


  “I’m sure that is the best option, but…”


  Hmm. The king doesn’t seem to like the plan that much.


  If he was incompetent, I would just ignore him, take back the royal palace no questions asked, and demand gratitude from him. But from the way he moved when he asked us to help him, this king is far from incompetent. If he’s not keen on taking back the royal palace, it’s worth asking him why.


  “You don’t seem to like the idea,” I said. “May I ask why?”


  “If it’s possible to take back the palace, then your plan is the best. But I expect it will be difficult.”


  “Are you talking about the difference in numbers?”


  We have a separate unit deployed everywhere to prevent the enemy from escaping. I’ve sent in a large number of people who can use detection magic such as Search Enemy, to prevent them from escaping from hidden exits. This also serves the purpose of preventing the real king from being moved somewhere if the king was an impostor.


  Putting it another way, there are not many of us who can actually participate in a battle. From the difference in numbers alone, a rescue mission definitely sounds difficult.


  Since it’s harder to focus attacks indoors than outdoors, individual strength is more important than numbers. Even if the enemy greatly outnumbered us, it would not be difficult to annihilate them if they were weak. Judging by the knights guarding the king, it doesn’t seem like they’re particularly strong.


  “I have received a report about your battle against Cardinal Georgis,” the king said. “I’m certain the difference in numbers does not matter to you. The problem is a guy named Rectus.”


  “Is he strong?”


  “Yes. I had royal guards with me, but he crushed almost all of them. He’s on a class on his own.”


  I see. I don’t know how strong you have to be to annihilate the royal guards, but if there’s someone powerful among them, it’s best to be wary of him. Since he didn’t show himself to me, he must be quite the cautious type.


  “Is that guy a member of the Garden of Despair?” I asked.


  “I don’t know. But we think it’s very likely.”


  If the enemy is from the Garden of Despair, we might not have to be too cautious. After all, Cardinal Georgis’ main force, composed of people from the orgnaziation, was not even that strong. If there’s someone stronger, there’s a good chance that Garden of Despair would have recruited that guy as Cardinal Georgis’ bodyguard.


  But we can’t let our guard down. There’s a chance that the Garden of Despair didn’t give the Cardinal their best men. A very likely scenario, really. The difference in number alone would have ensured Georgis’ victory, and the organization couldn’t just all their force to support the Cardinal alone.


  He saw the situation and hurriedly brought in his main force… If that’s the case, then it’s possible that there’s someone stronger than Cardinal Georgis.


  There’s also one more possibility. The disposable combatants could’ve been strenghtened temporarily through some sort of doping. But it doesn’t matter.


  If we let this opportunity pass, the palace’s defense will only be more fortified. Rescuing the king would also make the enemy more alert. If the opponent is strong, then all the more reason to fight them here and now.


  Once we set foot in this room, there’s pretty much already no way out.


  “There will be no changes to our plans,” I said. “Tell me the characteristics of the enemy.”


  The king looked me in the eye and immediately understood that he could not convince me otherwise. “I understand.”


  It’s time for a strategy meeting.


  Chapter 3


  Approximately ten minutes had passed since we secured the king. We were in the same room as before, trying to figure out what the enemy was doing.


  “They’re not doing anything…”


  The enemy must surely have noticed that we’ve got the king. While I was discussing future plans with the king, the enemy seemed to be moving around in a hurry. But for a while now, they haven’t shown any movement at all.


  “Perhaps everyone is in their positions, waiting for us to make a move?” the king said.


  “That’s highly likely,” I replied. “They’re lying in wait.”


  Looking closely, the enemy was in position for an efficient ambush. For example, this room’s exit—it’s arranged in such a way that the moment you step outside, you’ll be pinned down from both sides.


  A basic of long-range combat. With no AoE spell that can disarm both directions at once, I can kill whoever’s on one side, but the other can still attack. Clearly, the one lying in ambush has the advantage.


  “What should we do?” Sachylis asked.


  If the enemy was attacking us, we could just destroy every last one of them, but if they were waiting for us, it would be difficult to fight.


  I can use Magic Veil to block attacks, but that Skill consumes considerable amount of mana, so it would not be a good idea to use it with such a large difference in numbers.


  One possible strategy is to have Mylia barge in from the outside. There are many people in Count Meigis’ army who are stronger than Sachylis. They can even disguise themselves.


  But I still chose Sachylis because she can serve as my communications officer with the outside.


  The formation the enemy took in preparation for my offensive is vulnerable to attack from the outside. If we get Mylia to launch an assault from behind them, it would be easy to break the formation.


  But Mylia has other duties as well. If possible, I’d like to try other methods.


  I sat down on a chair in the room. “Let’s eat for now,” I said.


  I took out some food from my magic storage. I had heard that there were various delicious food in the royal capital, but unfortunately, I didn’t have time to buy them. I brought some food from back in the Count’s place, though.


  “Good idea,” Sachylis said. “I’ll put up a soundproofing spell.”


  After setting up the spell, Sachylis started eating the food I took out—some stuffed bread and bottled stuff. I’m not sure if it’s a good idea to use a table in the royal palace without permission, but it’s probably too late to care now, not when Sachylis already kicked down an expensive-looking furniture.


  “W-Wait a minute!” the king said.


  “What’s the matter?” I asked. “Kings don’t eat commoner food? It’s quite good, actually.”


  Food affects morale in battle, so I asked our cook to make a decent meal for us. Now this food had become quite popular. I thought about asking for the food to be a little less tasty just in case some people ate too much, but it’s pretty good as is as well. No one would want to fight while eating something that tasted horrible.


  “No, that’s not the problem. Do you understand the situation you’re in right now?”


  “Of course. We’re isolated in the middle of enemy territory, and as soon as we step out of the room, we’d be under concentrated fire immediately.”


  In other words, we’re at a huge disadvantage. We’re the ones who charged straight into the middle of enemy territory, so it’s not really surprising.


  “So why eat now?”


  “It’s almost mealtime. I came here without supper, and I’m hungry.” I replied with a serious look on my face.


  “You’re joking, right?” The king said with an expression of disbelief.


  Well, you wouldn’t really expect dinner to start right after the strategy meeting. But this is also another tactic to increase our chances of winning.


  “I’m serious. We’re not the only ones who haven’t eaten. It’s about time the enemy gets hungry, and we can wait a little longer.”


  “Are you planning to buy time and wait until the enemy is hungry?”


  “That’s not all, though. Four of their knights have been taken down, and you’re with us. They’re all on alert now, which means they’ll be focused. But their focus won’t last.”


  The enemy lying in wait for an ambush means that they have relinquished the initiative to start the fight. We can start the clash at any time, so there’s no need to do it right now when the enemy is still focused. We’ll just take it slow and wait for them to exhaust their mental strength.


  I’m sure that’s why Sachylis cast the soundproofing spell as well. The level of concentration will be different if they knew what we were doing or not. Standing there all the time will tire one’s legs, too. Not knowing what we were doing means they can’t rest.


  It’ll be much easier to fight for us if they just break into the room rather than wait outside. Still if the enemy is drained both physically and mentally, our chances of winning are much higher. We don’t know just how powerful they are, which is why we have to increase our chances of winning by as much as possible.


  “Well, cautious people won’t come to the middle of enemy territory to rescue you. You can even thank our recklessness.”


  “Haha. That is true. If you have any interest in the Order, you can always let me know. And this is a royal decree: hand me one those buns.”


  Looks like he’s on board with the plan now. What a reasonable king.


  

  


  “By the way, who are these people you were talking about earlier?” I asked after the meal.


  I was constantly monitoring the enemy’s movements through Magic Search and Search Enemy, so the possibility of us being caught by surprise is low. Sachylis is in constant contact with our comrades outside the royal palace to monitor the movements outside.


  “If I’m right,” the king replied, “it’s the Garden of Despair and the Zaiel Empire. I only received bits of information so I’m not entirely certain.”


  “The Zaiel Empire. That’s a name I haven’t heard before. What kind of a nation is it?”


  “It’s a big country. Its population must be nearly ten times larger than our Fastia Kingdom. Internal regulation is maintained by a strong military force.”


  I see. It’ll be quite hard if you made enemies with a country with more people and great leadership. And to top if off, they’re working with the Garden of Despair. What an awful situation.


  “Is the kingdom enemies with the Empire?”


  “Yes. Until now, the terrain has prevented a massive invasion. I didn’t expect them to join forces with the Garden of Despair.”


  “So they’ve only begun working together recently.”


  “I don’t know. But they’ve been growing by annexing a lot of other countries through military force and seizing their land. They didn’t do anything sneaky like hostile takeovers. Instead they simply launched direct attacks.”


  Their sudden change in approach suggests that the Empire only started working with the criminal organization recently. The Garden of Despaire could’ve also taken over the Empire itself. Either way, I think it’s safe to assume that the Empire is an enemy.


  Just when I thought I’d taken down Cardinal Georgis already, now there’s a bigger organization involved.


  “Do you have any evidence that the Zaiel Empire is involved in this?”


  “Although they didn’t wear anything that indicated they were from Zaiel, their swordsmanship was close to the Zaiel style. Adventurers and our kingdom’s knights mainly use swordsmanship that is developed to fight against monsters, but the Zaiel style is one against humans. It’s a style developed for killing people.”


  Swordsmanship, you say? That’s really not a lot to go on, but if they enemy wants to hide their affiliation, I guess you can only guess from the smallest of things. I don’t know how much the king’s eyes can be trusted, but I’ll keep this in mind for now.


  “I apologize for interrupting,” Sachylis said, “but the enemy seems to be moving.”


  She sensed movement from the enemy. I tried using Magic Search, too, but the enemy’s positions have barely changed. Not sure if our plan is working.


  “It looks like they haven’t moved much,” I said.


  “Yes,” Sachylis said. “However, people under Search Enemy moved. Several of them.”


  Just like what we were aiming for, the enemy’s focus was starting to decline. While focused, they wouldn’t basically move at all. However, once their level of focus drops, people will try to wander around, relax their stiff bodies, or sit on the ground. They’re basically slacking a little.


  Even those small movements can be detected by Search Enemy.


  “All right,” I said. “Tell our friends to commence attack.”


  “Okay.”


  It was almost sunset. If the sun completely set, it will be difficult to spot the enemy if they turn to flee. If we take too long, there’s a chance that reinforcements will come, so we’d better get moving.


  “What should I do?” the king asked as I readied my staff.


  Good question. If he can fight to a degree, it’s easier if he helped a little, but it’s hard to guess a king’s fighting ability. Maybe he learned to fight as part of his royal education.


  “Do you have experience in combat?”


  “I know some swordsmanship, but I have no experience with magic or Skill-based combat. This is also my first time in actual combat.”


  It’s probably best if we don’t make him fight. That way, we can use our original strategy.


  “Just hide here,” I said.


  I took out a large sculpture from my magic storage. Its design was appropriate for the royal palace itself, and it was large enough to fit a whole person. Basically, I had it made in advance and brought it with me. There’s a decent amount of space inside for people to hide.


  “Won’t they find out?” the king asked.


  “With a little cloaking spell on it, I’d say the odds of it drawing attention are almost zero. Of course, if the enemy scours every corner of the royal palace or something, they might find it, but I’m not going to give them the time to do that. We might end up wrecking up this place a bit, but I’m sure you don’t mind.”


  “That’s fine, but please make sure you don’t wreck me too.”


  The king entered the sculpture. The entrance might ruin his cover, so I made sure to turn that side to the wall.


  “Let’s do this. Sachylis, hold that side.”


  “Okay.”


  We placed the sculpture with the king in it in a corner of the room. The king sounded a little anxious with his vision robbed from him.


  “You’re certain it will be fine, yes?”


  Hmm. Even a king would be scared of staying inside a sculpture while not knowing what’s going on outside. Should I give him some reassuring information?


  “Don’t worry. I’ve got some excellent Healers with me.”


  “What you just said makes me more worried now. It sounds like you’re assuming someone will get injured.”


  “Have faith in us.”


  I got down on the ground. The reason, of course, was to avoid collateral damage from my own magic.


  “Then, let’s go wreck things up. Steam Explosion.”


  The spell I cast exploded not on the walls or door, but on the ceiling. The ceiling collapsed under the power of the magic, and expensive looking furniture from the room above fell. It wasn’t just things that fell, though, of course.


  “Guaaaaaaaah!”


  “What in the world?!”


  The people in the room above fell to the floor one by one. Most of them had been killed by Steam Explosion but those who were far from the blast point were still breathing, and were pierced by Sachylis’ arrows as they crashed to the floor in agony.


  “Let’s go!”


  I kicked the door down, and it crashed with a bang. It looked like a solid door to begin with, but the wall was on the verge of crumbling from the shockwave of the Steam Explosion. Poking my head out of the door, I cast a spell at the guys waiting at the end of the hallway.


  “Fire Bomb! Flame Circle!”


  “Quint Arrow!”
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  Behind me, Sachylis was shooting arrows at the guys on the other side of the hallway. They were positioned to crush us in a pincer movement in case we came out. Their magic spells would have come flying in the moment we showed our faces.


  But they had already lost their cool completely. The moment they lost focus, their targets, who had been quiet all this time, suddenly started destroying the palace. No wonder they were surprised. The less focused you are, the less able you are to react quickly in an emergency. In a battle, that could be fatal.


  “Gyaaah!”


  “Someone help! Heeeeelp!”


  One by one, the enemies collapsed in a rain of fire and arrows. Some begged for mercy, but unfortunately for them, I didn’t have any. The king had already confirmed that everyone inside the palace was an enemy.


  “All clear!” Sachylis said.


  “I’m done here as well,” I said, pulling my head back from the hallway.


  After defeating quite a lot of enemies, one would feel the urge to ride the momentum and just charge straight in for more, but the right play here is to stay calm and wait for Steam Explosion to come off cooldown. Now that so much time had passed since the explosion, I can’t really suprise them that much anymore. One of the basics in a battle is to get close to the enemy with as many cards as possible.


  “Forty-five seconds more,” I said. “Get me Lumia.”


  “Understood. Contacting now.”


  Sachylis used her communication spell to get in touch with Lumia.


  Lumia is a Spirit Archer in the Count’s army. Although she wasn’t skilled in combat, she had great observational abilities.


  Spirit Archer is a class with excellent perceptive abilities, and with the addition of Skills, her observational skills have been further enhanced. It’s the perfect role to blend in as an adventurer in the town while assisting in operations.


  ”How’s the situation outside?” I asked.


  “We’ve identified twelve people acting suspiciously. I believe they’re hostiles.”


  Hmm. I knew there were enemies lurking in the city as well. That’s to be expected, I guess. They could occupy even the whole palace, so the city was not surprising.


  “Why are they lurking downtown?” I asked.


  “Judging by their gear, they appear to be snipers. Maybe they’re trying to prevent someone from getting in through a window or something.


  “I see. Can you take them all out?”


  “It’s probably not going to be easy. It would be nice if they moved in an predictable manner, but there’s nothing we can do about those staying indoors. Most of them can’t even be detected through Search Enemy.”


  As I thought, depending on the orders they received, Search Enemy might not catch them.


  If the enemy order was to “kill Eld,” Search Enemy would definitely detect them. But the enemy waiting outside the palace may have received an order like, ‘If anyone is near the outer wall of the palace, kill them no matter who they are.”


  In that case, their hostility is not directed at me specifically, so Search Enemy won’t work.
 In this kind of situation, it’s important to have someone with great observational eyes, and not rely on Skills alone.


  “Got it. Just continue what you’re doing. Be careful not to draw suspicions.”


  “I will. Take care as well, Sir Eld.”


  I was thinking of using the outside of the window to launch a surprise attack, but a full frontal attack might be the best way to go.


  Let’s proceed as planned: sow chaos and destruction.


  “All right. On to our next move. Are you ready?’


  “I’m good to go!”


  “Copy that. Steam Explosion!”


  I resumed my royal palace destruction activities. I can’t even imagine how costly the damage will be, but I think we can chalk this up to “force majeure”. Right?


  Chapter 4


  “Fall back! We have to get out of here!”


  “Fall back to where?”


  “He’s a demon! A demon!”


  A few hours after I commenced Operation: Take Back the Royal Palace, the inside had been turned into a hellscape.


  “I wonder who’s the demon around here,” I said.


  “It has to be the enemy,” Sachylis said. “Sending soldiers to another country to take the king hostage and take over the kingdom. Only demons do that.”


  “Right. Steam Explosion.”


  I cast a spell to blow up the remaining enemies. Steam Explosion looks like it consumes a lot of mana, but it’s actually a very mana cost-effective magic spell.


  As long as you aim at the right place, you can kill several dozen people with a single, unavoidable blow. The mana it consumes is less than ten Fire Bombs, so it’s not a mana-draining spell when you consider the cost effectiveness. Fire Arrow would be the least mana-consuming if it could kill with a single hit.


  “Magic Search.”


  For efficient subjugation, it is important to know the position of the enemy. When I used my scouting spell, I noticed enemies concentrated in one location, a move I hadn’t seen elsewhere.


  Enemies tend to avoid Steam Explosions and spread out. This makes it harder to use a pincer attack on them, but easier to use normal spells to take them down. They probably thought they’d rather have the latter than getting blown to bits by Steam Explosion.


  The fact that this group gathered together in spite of the risk meant that the enemy must have a plan to prevent them from being destroyed altogether at once.


  I started walking towards their direction. If the enemy is planning something, the sooner we crush it, the better.


  ◇


  “I see.”


  The enemies were gathered in a large hall, probably a room originally used for parties or something.


  The area around the entrance of the hall was heavily protected. Thinking magical barriers would not be enough, they set up a simple barricade using rubble and desks as well.


  Of course, force fields and barricade can’t really block Steam Explosion. Otherwise even Cardinal Georgis’ army should have been able to put up a better fight.


  The barricade would still lessen the impact of the spell, however. If it was a smaller room, my Steam Explosion’s power would be enough, but in a large hall of this size, I think it’s safe to say that by the time the blast reaches the enemy, it’s lost almost all its power.


  Then again, using other spells to destroy things little by little is awful as it would turn into a war of attrition. Considering the number of enemies, it’s highly likely that the force fields will be replaced as soon as I break it. Since we’ll have to defeat many more enemies after this, it’s not an option I want to take.


  “Normally, I would break the entire wall…”


  If they had fortified the entrance to the room, then all I have to do is destroy the walls to create another entrance. It’s basic tactic, but I don’t think I would want to actually do that here. One wrong move and the whole structure might collapse.


  Large halls usually only have a few pillars, making it vulnerable to collapse. In the old days, people said, “If there is an earthquake, run to the bathroom. A bathroom has many pillars that makes it resist crumbling.” This hall is basically the opposite of that.


  A powerful spell cast onto such a place could carry with it considerable risk. Sure it’s the royal palace, but it’s not like it was built with structural analysis and safety in mind like Japanese buildings, and I can’t really bring myself to destroy a weak place.


  Even Japanese buildings are not designed to withstand some kind of explosion magic from the inside. One mistake and it would be like demolishing a whole building.


  So I need to fight, destroying random spots but still make sure I don’t get crushed under some rubble. In that sense, the hall is a tough place to attack.


  “Magic Shield.”


  After some thought I decided to protect the pillar. Of course, it won’t completely protect them from my powerful spells, but it’s enough to reduce the damage. I can blow up the barricade and door without risking collapse.


  “Steam Explosion.”


  Nevertheless, the enemy would have expected this too. In fact, the barricade was most likely built to bait this spell out of me.


  I’m sure the enemy also knows that Steam Explosion is a spell that takes a long time to fire continuously. I made sure to wait some time after the spell came off cooldown before I cast it again so it would be harder to gauge the exact time. Anyway, I can’t cast the spell any faster and the enemy must know that already.


  So they expended a large amount of magic power to create a force field that would bait my spell, and created a barricade that would not be destroyed by any other magic.


  The enemy probably thought that there won’t be any Steam Explosions for a while, giving them the opportunity to strike back and win.


  As a matter of fact, they were somewhat correct. In a room as huge as the hall, it will take some time to annihilate them using magic other than Steam Explosion. There will be more opportunities for them to counterattack, and I will expend a lot more mana.


  Attacking right away and waiting before I can use Steam Explosion again probably takes about the same time. That’s why my strategy for now is to wait for the spell to come off cooldown and then end it once and for all with a huge Steam Explosion.


  It feels like I’m too predictable, relying only on one spell, but you could also look at it as me not showing the enemy my cards. Powerful and wide-range magic is hard to counter even when you know it’s coming. Being able to restrict the enemy’s movements just by showing one such spell is a bigger advantage than it looks.


  As a matter of fact, only about thirty percent of the enemy had been taken down using Steam Explosion. Most of the others were shot by simple spells and Sachylis’ arrows because they were too wary of Steam Explosion.


  Now the enemy had spent a large amount of mana just to develop a countermeasure for my Steam Explosion—only one of the cards I have in my hand.


  

  


  The question is how to make use of the opportunity the enemy has created so far. Do they have the guts to step out of the hall and fight me head-on? If not, then I don’t have a problem with that whatsoever. I’ll just stay where I am and wait for sixty seconds.


  “The enemy is closing in!” Sachylis said, peering down the hall.


  It would have been easier if they just lay in wait, but I guess things just don’t work your way sometimes. When they saw that I wasn’t attacking them, they must have realized that I was waiting for the time to recast Steam Explosion. Assuming I didn’t have a chance to win, they went ahead and attacked me first.


  Actually, they can win against me if this plan succeeds. Numbers mean everything, after all. Crushing the enemy’s chances of winning is, of course, a basics of battle as well.


  “Magic Shield.”


  In order to keep the enemy back, I unleashed a restraining spell. However, I wasn’t aiming for the room’s exit, but far before it. If the enemy wanted to, they could walk through the open door and out of the hall. Actually they wouldn’t even know about the shield I put up until they left the room.


  At a glance, the positioning of the shield seemed random, but it’s actually a death trap. The enemy would have to expose themselves if they wanted to destroy it.


  The barrier is impervious to the enemy’s magic, but my magic can pass through it, so the enemy needs to destroy the barrier while under fire from my own spells, and also try to make sure their attacks reach me.


  If the wards were set up to block the exit of the hall, the enemy could destroy it while still staying hidden. Not putting it right at the exit strengthens my defenses.


  “Charge! Follow me!”


  Whether they knew it or not, the enemy came out in a group to attack all at once. Sounds of footsteps were coming closer to the exit.


  “Don’t stop, no matter how many people are killed! There is no way we survive unless we take him down!”


  Even if I can’t use Steam Explosion, they’ll still get hit with my other spells if they get into range. Since movement is limited to the narrow doorway, it’s also difficult to dodge. It’s almost a suicide mission. And the enemy is well aware of this fact.


  But compared to giving me time to cast Steam Explosion again, this tactic has a better survival rate. That’s why they decided to charge.


  “It looks like they have a death wish,” Sachylis said.


  “Yeah. Probably the best move for them, though. They’re pretty well-trained.”


  A ten percent survival rate is a lot better than zero percent. Your mind might be able to process that, but whether your body will actually move is a whole different story.


  This is their only chance at winning, and a situation like this where the chances of dying are so high is quite rare. To be able to rush in there without hesitation is a testament to their proficiency.


  “Enemy in sight! The reports were right. It’s Eld and a female archer!”


  “Magic barrier up ahead! Given their abilities, I believe destroying it is impossible!”


  “Go around to the side! I don’t care if that’s what the enemy wants! If our swords reach the enemy first, we win!”


  If they were soldiers, they were probably special forces or something. I didn’t feel this much spirit even from Cardinal Georgis’ elites.


  If our swords reach the enemy first, we win? They seem to be underestimating a Sage’s Magic Veil a little, but it’s much better than thinking about it too much. Now to wait and see if whoever gets their sword close can actually break through the barrier… which is basically just them entrusting things to fate. But this is a tactic that relies on luck to win.


  It’s a shame to have such skilled men killed, but they’ll have to die here unfortunately. Even if we take them alive, I don’t think they’ll betray their country.


  “Flame Circle!”


  I cast fire magic to block both sides of the barrier. Flames rose in the enemy’s path.


  “Flame magic?!”


  “No matter! Go over it!”


  “Water discharge magic incoming!”


  Wetting their body with water magic, the enemy tried to push through, aiming for the barrier’s weak spot,. Pouring water over yourself shouldn’t be enough to render Flame Circle ineffective. I guess they’re just gonna use their own spirit to force themselves through.


  To be honest, it would be nice if Count Meigis’s army had fighters of this level. But what Count Meigis’s army should really be focusing on is not to train soldiers who can carry out a suicide missions, but to prepare before a battle so they could win withour resorting to such last-ditch efforts.


  Just like the current battle.


  “Huh?”


  An enemy soldier fell forward. He had stepped on the Sticky Bomb planted inside the Flame Circle.


  Use fire magic to take away their vision and stall them with Sticky Bombs. It’s an extremely classic tactic, but it works so nicely under the right situation.


  The enemy actually had a better strategy they could’ve taken. That would be to smash the barrier in front of them. If they all attacked together, it would’ve been destroyed easily.


  Sure, if I put up a poweful barrier, I could make it last until they were annihilated. But that’s an option that would lead directly to my defeat.


  Even Sages have limited mana, and a considerable amount is required to stop the attacks of a large number of trained soldiers. If my opponent had an advantage over me, it would be their number. If one soldier could reduce my mana by one percent, then the 101st enemy could fight me when I’m completely drained.


  If it’s only a one on one, there’s still a way I can fight even without mana, but it’s impossible to take on ten people at once without AoE magic.


  I could fight a little better if I had backup from Count Meigis’s troops in town, but that would leave us with no way to deal with the enemies lurking outside.


  

  


  If the enemy was focused not on killing me, but on reducing my mana, I was going to give up on retaking the royal palace and concentrate my efforts only on rescuing the king. However, it’s unlikely that would happen, and I was fighting to make sure they couldn’t do that.


  If an opponent who could use powerful magic fought only using weaker spells, many would realize that they were cautious of running out of mana. But who would think that a person firing large-scale spells in rapid succession was actually scared of exhausting all their mana? No one, normally.


  If there was a plan that would grant the enemy a higher chance of winning, a plan to kill me directly, they would choose that.


  Even before I came here, my strategy, to get the enemy to overestimate my magic and avoid a head-on collision, had already begun.


  “It’s a trap! There’s adhesive magic on the floor!”


  “Damn… Sticky Bomb, huh? Use the men in front of you as a foothold! Even monsters can’t cast magic on our backs!”


  “Yes, sir! Go on! Step on me!”


  I can’t even tell who’s the real villain around here. Sacrificing oneself to let your comrades go ahead and pave the way to victory. If this was some sort of a novel, this move would grant them victory, but unfortunately this ain’t no fairy tale.


  Make the right preparations and win accordingly. That’s all we need right now.


  “Fire Bomb. Flame Circle.”


  Nothing but ordinary, offensive magic spells. But they’re enough to put an end to enemies who had received burns and their numbers reduced. The men who were fearlessly trying to make their way to me fell one by one.


  “Number 14, down!”


  “Number 17… down…”


  Even as they fell, they reported their status to their fellow soldiers. In a situation where visibility is poor and there is no time to look at other allies, it might be natural to report this way. But I must say, practically reporting your own death so calmly sounds awfully creepy.


  “Fire Arrow”.


  I fired a spell at the last one of the enemies who could still fight—the man who was giving orders near the entrance of the hall. It’s absolutely unavoidable at this distance, now that he had limited mobility, the area around him consumed by Flame Circle. Whether he knew that or not, I didn’t know. The man, however, didn’t try to dodge my spell. Instead he shouted behind him, down into the hall.


  “Target number of casualties reached! Code 6! Execute Plan B!”


  The pain of being burned alive should be unbearable, yet the man didn’t scream in agony. He just gave his final orders while seemingly unresponsive to the flames.


  Perhaps I was wrong in thinking they were highly trained soldiers. They were brainwashed, or something similar. It’s not a strange thing to do for an empire that’s working with the Garden of Despair. In any case, I don’t want soldiers like them for sure.


  “Plan B, got it!” a voice came from inside the hall.


  Steam Explosion is almost off cooldown. Maybe it’s time to end it all before they do something ridiculous.


  As for the strategy that the enemy can use in this situation, hostage-taking comes to mind first. In that case, using powerful spells might hit the hostage as well. Then again, the king said only enemies were left inside the palace. Maybe it’s safe to blow them all up then.


  I tried to move to a position where I can crush the enemies in the entire hall with a single blow of Steam Explosion, when I heard a voice coming from inside.


  “We have the king’s sister! We wish to negotiate!”


  “I knew it.”


  Apparently I was right. The king did say that there were only enemies left in the royal palace, but there’s a chance that he’s not completely right. We’re not sure if he’s been informed about a hostage. Another possibility is he knew about the hostage, which means he basically said to kill them as well.


  If I were to stand down for the sake of the hostages and fail to retake the royal palace or rescue the king, the situation would worsen significantly. In that case, it would be better for the king to just wipe them all regardless of who was being held hostage. If someone worth saving was being held hostage, the king would have informed me.


  As for me, I could just use Steam Explosion, but it’s not like I have to do it right now. I can just cast it the moment the enemy makes suspicious movements.


  I suppose I can just ask them what they want.


  “Sachylis, if the enemy makes suspicious moves, tell me right away,” I said. “When the hostage comes out, please do what we discussed prior.”


  “Got it.”


  We had already considered the possibility of the enemy taking hostages, and we already came up with the appropriate strategy for it. In fact, there was a chance that the king himself was held hostage, but thanks to his fast thinking, we didn’t have to use it back then.


  I set up a barrier at the entrance of the hall. This will prevent the enemy from launching any surprise attacks on us.


  “Before we enter negotiations, let me just say one thing,” I said. “If you damage the barrier, we will consider it a hostile act. Same goes if someone tries to escape. In short, don’t do anything funny.”


  There was a brief silence before an agreement came from the enemy.


  It wasn’t just empty threats, of course. The moment someone acts strangely, I’m going to annihilate everyone in the room including the hostage.


  “Then let’s hear what you want,” I said. “Bring out your negotiator and the princess.”


  “You could take the hostage back by force. We want to send only our representative.”


  “No can do. We can talk inside the hall if you want. How can we enter negotiations if we don’t even see the hostage?”


  There was no response. Apparently, they were discussing what to do. After about thirty seconds, I spoke.


  “Then I’m going to call off the negotiations. Steam…”


  “O-Okay, okay!” said a panicked voice. “We’re sending them out now.”


  

  


  He probably thought I valued the hostage so much that I wouldn’t just fire spells all of a sudden.


  “You have twenty seconds to come out. You can send guards as well, but only a max of four people can come out, the negotiator and princess included.”


  “G-Got it.”


  I heard footsteps from inside the hall. Then three men and a woman—probably the princess—bound with a rope came out to where I could see them. One of the men seems to be the representative for the negotiations and the other two are the princess’s watchers.


  “Hmm. Looks like the real princess,” I muttered to myself as I studied her.


  I had no idea if she was real or not, of course. I don’t even know if the king has a sister or not in the first place.


  I’m sure that the enemy didn’t consider that someone who doesn’t even know the face of the king’s sister would come to retake the royal palace. If she was an impostor, they would have made sure she looked like her anyway. So for now, I’ll just pretend to believe them. I might be able to catch them off guard a little bit.


  Then the princess made a move.


  “Leave me… Aaah!”


  Her guard hit her as she tried to tell me to abandon her. She was about to fall over, but the man pulled her back up.


  “Stay quiet!”


  A rather rough way to treat a hostage. It seems like she wants to be abandoned, but there should be some merit to saving her.


  “Let’s hear your terms,” I said.


  “I want you to let us leave the palace unharmed. We’ll leave our weapons behind.”


  Hmm. Begging for your life, I see. It is certainly a more realistic proposal compared to demanding me to leave this place at once, but for a plan B from people who charged at me fully prepared to die, it seemed strange.


  There’s an issue to begin with. Even if they escaped from the royal palace alive, the chances of them returning to wherever they came from are not high. If they were imperial soldiers, they would need to shake off their pursuers and reach the border in order to survive.


  The empire could even deny involvement in the occupation of the royal palace, effectively abandoning them. In fact, that’s more likely to happen. Judging from how they just charged in at me, I don’t think the empire values the lives of its soldiers.


  “If we accepted those conditions, the hostages would be released as soon as you leave the royal palace. What are you guys going to do after that? There’s no guarantee we won’t go after you.”


  “We’ll go our separate ways. If the number of pursuers is limited, the lucky ones will surive.”


  Hmm. They seem to have thought that far, at least. The king can’t really give orders easily in this situation. While we can send people from the Count’s troops, there’s too few of them. If the enemy mixed into a crowd of ordinary people, I can’t really use my powerful spells, so there’s definitely a chance that some percentage of the enemy will survive.


  The drawback for letting these guys go would be leakage of intel. I want the fact that only me and Sachylis took back the palace to be under wraps if possible. I’m not sure people will believe these men’s words, but it would prove troublesome if they brought magic recorders with them. I can prevent that by doing a check of their belongings, though.


  “Sachylis, what do you think about their terms?”


  “I think we should accept them,” she answered immediately.


  The enemy’s expression changed from tense to a little relieved.


  “I see.”


  I walked over to the doorway of the hall. Then, when I got to just the right spot, I muttered a few words.


  “Steam Explosion.”


  The hall turned bright red, and the barrier I put up shattered in an instant. Shock wave swept through the entire place.


  “Magic Search.”


  I searched for mana signatures in the surrounding area. With the spell’s AoE, it could explore the whole palace. Checking if there’s anyone alive in the hall is easy.


  I found nothing. After confirming that there were no survivors, I spoke.


  “So she was an impostor, huh?” I said.


  “Yeah. I believe their main objective was for the woman to assassinate you, not for them to survive.”


  I told Sachylis that if Search Enemy didn’t catch anything, she was to answer my question with “I don’t know.” If the spell, however, sensed hostility from the hostage, then she was to answer in the affirmative.


  Sachylis clearly agreed to the terms earlier. In other words, the hostage was an enemy—an impostor. The “princess” even tried to say something so brave, but she was actually an assassin hired to kill me.


  Since their previous assault failed, it’s unlikely that the enemy will be able to fight me head on. I was wary of them, so they couldn’t really beat me. But they would have a chance if we saved the princess.


  If the princess tried to kill me from behind while I was fighting to protect her, there’s a good chance that her blade will reach me. It’s difficult to watch someone bound by a rope while fighting.


  However, such a tactic is useless in the face of Search Enemy.


  “I’m glad it wasn’t a real princess being threatened,” I said. “It would’ve been difficult to make a judgment.”


  “I agree. We managed to settle things without much effort.”


  The downside of Search Enemy is that it only works if the target has hostile intentions towards me. If they were threatened, given no other choice but to attack me, there is a chance that Search Enemy won’t work.


  So just because Search Enemy doesn’t pick anything up doesn’t mean we can trust them a hundred percent. If the spell  senses hostility from someone, we know right away that they’re an enemy, which makes it a lot easier to make a move.


  “Now, the question is where in the world is the princess.”


  “Should we ask the king if the real princess has been captured?”


  “There’s no need for that. I’m pretty sure she’s in the hands of the enemy.”


  

  


  When we had the strategy meeting earlier, the king didn’t mention that his sister was being held captive. In fact, he even declared that everyone inside the royal palace was an enemy.


  That woman just now probably used transformation magic to look just like the real princess. The enemy could only use her as hostage after the king has been rescued by us. And if the king was rescued, he would immediately know right away if the woman was an impostor, unless of course, they had the real princess to copy the transformation magic from.


  If the real princess was captured, there was no way the king didn’t know about it. One of the methods the enemy could’ve used to force the king to obey their orders was probably telling him that they had his sister.


  There’s one reason why the king didn’t tell us what he knew. The king intends to abandon his sister.


  If we just say that the princess died of an illness, it shouldn’t have any huge effect on our situation. Of course, it doesn’t really mean that that her death won’t have drawbacks, but compared to the king himself and the palace, the importance of the princess is a step or two lower.


  We might be able to make the king owe us, but he already owes us big time for coming to his rescue, so a little extra doesn’t really mean much.


  If this was a game, saving the princess would be the biggest challenge, but in reality, there’s such a thing as order of priority. The current order of precendence is as follows: the king’s life first, and the palace second. One would think that the princess is third, but no, it’s Count Meigis, then Mylia. After that there’s Sachylis, then people from the Count’s army who are highly valuable for strategies. The princess is probably around the tenth spot.


  I can’t risk the success of retaking the royal palace for the princess’s life, and it’s not worth it to even risk the troops. From an emotional standpoint, the safety of the troops is more important than the king’s sister, whom I’ve never met before. But…


  “All right, let’s go save her.”


  Sachylis looked a little surprised. “I don’t think His Majesty would condemn us for abandoning the princess.”


  Sachylis knew that the king didn’t mention the princess on purpose. If I wasn’t here and was instead giving orders from afar, I would certainly order my troops to forget about the princess. But that’s only if saving the princess would hinder our operation or put my troops in danger.


  “I suppose. Well, we can just abandon her if it looks like an impossible mission, but I think it’ll work out.”


  People with a lot of experience can at least judge when to back down. If we deem the situation to be dangerous, we will retreat immediately. So even if our target is low on the priority list, we can still at least try.


  “It’ll work out, sir?”


  “Yeah. I’ll go rescue her alone, and you will prioritize your safety. Just keep me within range of Wind’s Whisper, and let me know if that becomes difficult.”


  Wind’s Whisper is one of the Skills Sachylis possesses, which allows for long-distance communication. It has less range than voice-amplifying magic, but unlike normal conversations, no one else can listen in, so it’s useful for conveying information that you don’t want others to know about. It’s the best tool for communication during a raid.


  “I understand. But do you know where the hostage is?” Sachylis asked.


  “I’ll look into that now.”


  When locating hostages, we first need to make educated guesses as to where they could be. It’s not like there’s infinite possible locations. I think the best candidate is the basement. Even though the palace is occupied, there should still be many people inside.


  There’s a chance that people would find the princess if she was locked up in a normal room. The enemy can’t keep her mouth shut all the time as well, as she might starve to death, and I don’t think they’d want that. Unlike on Earth, there are no IV drips here to keep someone alive even without them eating anything. If you want to confine someone where sounds would be less likely to escape, the underground basement is your best bet.


  “How many enemies are underground?” I asked.


  “Um… It’ll take some time to count them. Is that okay?”


  “Yeah. Just take your time and make sure you don’t miscount.”


  Sachylis began counting the number of enemies with Search Enemy. After a while, she looked up at me and said, “There are twenty-six of them.”


  “Magic Search,” I muttered. “I got twenty-seven.”


  Magic Search locates everyone whether they’re an enemy or not, while Search Enemy only detects enemies. That means someone who is not an enemy is down there, most likely the princess.


  “Let’s go, then. Like I said, you stay somewhere safe as backup.”


  “Yes, sir!”


  


  A while later.


  “Magic Search. Hmmm, looks like they noticed.”


  Before storming the basement, I was going around crushing enemies around so they wouldn’t butt in. It seems they noticed my movements.


  The enemies were scattered in a circular formation in the basement—centered on a single mass of mana, and the size of the circle was…


  “Looks like the radius of Steam Explosion’s AoE.”


  Now the enemy can’t use their trump card unless they leave the princess to die. Put it another way, I can get that much closer to the enemy without anyone bothering me.


  Distance is one of the biggest threats in a rescue mission, so there is an advantage to having the enemy reduce the size of their formation. This means that the princess is almost certain to be the one in the center.


  After confirming that Sachylis was in a safe position, I went closer to where the enemies were gathered together. Considering the overall terrain, the closest route I can take without the enemy noticing me is…


  “This way.”


  I descended down the stairs to the basement and made my way down a deserted path. And when I came to the other side of the wall closest to where I thought the princess was, I cast a spell.


  

  


  “Magic Blast.”


  Although its range is limited, it’s a relatively powerful explosive magic, enough to break down a wall this thick.


  The moment I revealed myself, tension filled the room. As expected, in the middle of the room was a woman in chains. Her face was the same as the impostor I just saw, so there was no doubt that this was the real princess.


  “Did you come to save me?” she asked.


  “I’m not sure yet,” I answered honestly.


  Even if the enemy tried to negotiate with me, I have no intention of listening to them. If I can save her through brute force, I will, if not, the princess will probably be killed.


  What happens will depend on the upcoming fight.


  “Don’t move! Don’t you care about what happens to the princess?!”


  “Hmm. If possible, I don’t want you to kill her, but I don’t even know if she’s the real princess. You’re putting me in a spot here. Flame Circle.”


  I cast a fire spell. To the enemy, the princess is a trump card. Because she’s there, they’re certain that they won’t get blown to bits by Steam Explosion. They couldn’t really kill her that easily.


  That’s why I attacked. I don’t know what would happen if I launched an attack that could annihilate all of the enemy, but I’m sure the enemy can’t make a move even if I just poked a bit. That said, I adjusted the Flame Circle’s position accordingly so not one enemy was devoured by it while blocking their view.


  “W-Wait! We’ll negotiate—!”


  “I don’t feel like negotiating with weaklings. At least show me that you can fight. If you survive, I’ll negotiate.”


  I’m not exactly some kind of maniac who loves fighting. And how strong the other party is doesn’t matter in a negotiation either. But they don’t know that. If they want to negotiate with me, they need to survive my attack, and if I make them think that, we can avoid getting the princess killed right away.


  “Power orb. Power orb. Power orb.”


  I cast spells through the fire magic, one that makes a black ball about sixty centimeters in diameter appear in the air and launch it.


  It’s like a blunt object than can crush things, so it’s said to be effective against armor-wearing opponents, but it’s not really fast, and does not explode either, which makes it hard to land. It’s a pretty useless magic overall.


  If the enemies tried, they could dodge this spell. And so they gave it their best. So far, not one of the balls had hit their mark.


  It should be about time they get used to the black orbs. Their body will move subconsciously if they see one flying. In fact, they should no longer be observing each and every orb, instead paying attention to whether or not I’m going to make another move.


  Time to end this.


  “Power Orb.”


  First of all, I cast the same spell. And in the next moment, I put on the black hoodie I took out from my magic storage and cast one magic without a chant.


  Magic Wing, an aviation type Skill.


  Thanks to the Flame Circle blocking the enemies’ vision, they couldn’t see me put my hoodie on.


  That opening alone was enough. Defending myself from my own Flame Circle with my Magic Veil, I blended in with the Power Orbs to get close to the princess, then hit the man guarding her with a staff.


  “Here we go.”


  While the man guarding her flinched, I lifted the princess into my arms.


  The princess gave a yelp of surprise, but I didn’t really have time to talk. We’re literally in the middle of the enemy formation.


  I immediately took out a hammer from my storage and smashed the chains that bound the princes.


  “Magic Wing!”


  Then I slipped through the opposite side of the enemy’s encirclement. That was a rather uneventful rescue mission.


  “Princess, get down.”


  I made her lie down on the ground, and then cast a warding spell. We were clearly preparing for an explosion, and the enemy realized what was about to happen.


  “P-Please don’t—”


  Wearing a frightened look, a man tried to beg for his life, but they knew all too well that doing so was pointless.


  “Steam Explosion.”


  There was a loud boom.


  After confirming the enemies’ complete annihilation, I called out to the princess, who was still lying on the ground.
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  “I’m glad you’re safe. Can you stand up?”


  “I apologize. I can’t stand up.”


  “Okay.” I grabbed the princess’ hand and pulled her up.


  “Um, who are you?”


  “Eld, an adventurer. We rescued the king first, so don’t worry about him.”


  “Thank you, Lord Eld. I will never forget this! Please allow me to thank you after things have settle down…”


  “I’m sorry, but this whole case might not be announced publicly. Forget about what happened here for the time being.”


  I studied the princess’ condition. She seemed thin. Perhaps she didn’t get to eat much while confined. But other than that, she looked fine. There wasn’t any serious problems with her. There was a chance the enemy would use her as a hostage for a long time, so they didn’t treat her badly. She could just be acting tough, though.


  “Drink this. It’s a healing medicine made by the Count’s estate.”


  “Okay.”


  The princess drank the potion I gave her without even smelling it… and frowned. I saw that coming. It doesn’t taste good. The fact that she drank the potion without checking it at all suggested she really trusted me. I’m sure members of the royal family are educated to let others check for poison first.


  Maybe she didn’t want to disobey me after what she just witnessed.


  “Well, let’s go. I’ll get you somewhere safe.”


  “O-Okay!”


  


  “This is Sachylis of Count Meigis’ army. She’ll be your guide from here on out.”


  “Th-Thank you! But what are you going to do, Lord Eld?”


  “I have to clean up the trash left in the royal palace, so I’ll be joining you later. I want you to get out of here as soon as possible. Otherwise you might get caught up in the mess.”


  “Cleaning up the trash? Not literally, right?”


  Yeah. I don’t think anyone would actually clean the place up in this situation. I mean, true, the place is a mess, but ain’t nobody got time for that.


  “Of course, not. It’s similar to what I did earlier.”


  “I see… Be careful, then. I don’t wish to see you injured.”


  “Don’t worry. No one’s strong enough to do that.”


  Well actually there is one guy, but I don’t need to tell her that. I need the princess to take shelter and enjoy the sounds of explosions in the royal palace from a safe distance.


  


  
    Chapter 5


    
      About an hour after I rescued the princess, we had taken back control of nearly ninety percent of the royal palace, and we were studying the surroundings.


      “We still haven’t found that strong guy the king was talking about,” I said.


      “Indeed,” Sachylis replied. “It would be great if Steam Explosion killed him, but I don’t think we can count on it.”


      “There’s probably barely any collateral damage. The enemy must have known that I could fire that magic in rapid succession. They won’t put their main force in a place where they can get hit by a single surprise attack.”


      My guess is that the enemy will be in the tallest tower near the center of the palace, because that’s the hardest place for me to fight.


      That tower isn’t as sturdy as other places, so it will probably collapse with a single blow from a powerful spell like Steam Explosion. It would be nice if I could make the whole structure collapse from a safe position, but unfortunately, due to the range, I’d probably end up getting dragged into the mess myself. This means that I’ll have to fight with my trump card, Steam Explosion, practically unusable.


      If the enemy is trying to take some measures against me, the first thing they would want to deal with is Steam Explosion. Now Steam Explosion isn’t the only forte of a Sage, but to the enemy, this spell is the most dangerous.


      And this is the situation I was aiming for. One advantage of letting the enemy know about my trump card is I can easily narrow down their courses of action.


      It’s not a coincidence that I didn’t encounter any strong enemies even though I had suppressed already ninety percent of the whole palace. I knew the enemy couldn’t move from there, and I went around places where it was unlikely that the enemy had their trump cards, so I didn’t run into anyone particularly strong.


      I don’t want other people butting in when I’m fighting against someone skilled. The idea is to crush those I can easily crush first.


      Sachylis, who had been communicating with our comrades, spoke.
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      “We’ve successfully recovered His Majesty! They say he’s safe!”


      After clearing the area around the room where the king was hiding, I asked Mylia to come pick him up. Looks like he was safe and sound. Now all that’s left is to wipe out the remaining enemies in the royal palace.


      “It’s time for you to withdraw, Sachylis,” I said. “With fewer enemies, you can escape through the surface easily.”


      “Yes, sir. Good luck!”


      With that, Sachylis headed back down the path to the surface. It’s a simple battle from here on out—all I have to do is take down the remnants of the enemy. But the stronger the opponent, the higher the chances of people nearby getting involved, so better make them stay awy.


      


      “I take it you’re the strong guy the king was talking about,” I muttered to myself as I reached the top floor of the tower.
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      I could tell at a glance that he was in a different league than the other men. Especially his eyes. They were not the eyes of someone terrified of an attack, but the eyes of someone waiting for a challenger.


      If possible, I wanted to launch a surprise attack, but our eyes met as soon as I showed my face, so I gave up on the idea. Launching a preemptive attack against someone skilled whose fighting style is unknown to me could result in me getting countered hard.


      “Hmm. I don’t know what the king said, but if you mean the strongest, it can’t be anyone other than me, Rian the Viper. Of course, that’s only if you compare me to my comrades. You’re probably stronger than me.”


      “Will you surrender then? We could spare your life.”


      I examined the man’s gear. He had a small hammer. His class was probably something like “Blunt Weapon User.” It might seem like a modest class, but its bearer could be powerful depending on how he uses his Skills.


      “A tempting proposition, but I’m not going to surrender. There’s a good chance I can take back the palace alone if I take you down. We have not lost just yet.”


      “Didn’t you say I was stronger than you?”


      “I did. But don’t get me wrong. I just said you’re stronger than me, I never said I couldn’t win. I’m here because I’ve defeated opponents stronger than me. Aren’t you the same?”


      So he doesn’t want to surrender despite having lost ninety percent of his comrades. I already expected that. The fact that he didn’t even try to move while I took control of the palace is proof of that. He realized that there was no other battlefield other than here where he could beat me, so he kept waiting for a chance at victory.


      “What were you going to do if I didn’t show up?” I asked. “We’ve already gotten the king back, so we could have just left you here to starve or something.”


      “I guessed you would come, that’s all. And just as I expected, you’re now standing in front of me. If I were in your position, I’d make the same choice.”


      Hmm… So he’s aware of our circumstances. Like he said, backing down was not a choice I had. What happens after all this is over will depend on whether we completely retake the royal palace or not.


      We’ve certainly succeeded in saving the king, but the problem is the king’s power. In this country, the position of the king is not exactly a rock-solid one. The fact that he couldn’t stop Cardinal Georgis from expanding his power is proof of that.


      What would happen if people found out that the palace was taken, and that the king was used as a puppet? He would lose his power, no doubt. I don’t know who will be the king after that, but the odds of it being beneficial to us is very low.


      But if we can retake the palace completely, that’s a different story. If not a single enemy survives, we can cover up the fact that the king was used as a puppet.


      Everyone should already be aware that a fierce battle was going on inside the palace. If they asked how the enemy infiltrated the place, we can just say that they were strong. They won’t know that it was us who destroyed the place if we just keep our mouth shut.


      I call this Operation: Dead Men Tell No Tales.


      For this to be a success, I need to kill every single enemy. That is precisely why I’m here.



    

  


  

  


  
    


    
      “I see. You predicted I would come. But did you predict the outcome of the battle correctly?”


      “I don’t stand a chance in a one-on-one. So I will rely on numbers.”


      He looked at the window where a rope was dangling. Then suddenly it tightened, as if someone had pulled on it. I dropped to the ground immediately.


      A single arrow zipped through the spot where my head had been a moment ago. It came from my blindspot as my eyes were drawn to the rope.


      “Sticky Bomb!” I cast a spell at the same time.


      Rian the Viper dodged it with a step to the side, and shouted in amazement, “You actually dodged it!”


      “It’s too good a trap that it’s actually obvious!”


      The timing of the trap now was quite good. If you assumed a person was hanging from the rope, your eyes would inevitably be drawn to it. It’s the perfect time to fire a trap arrow from a blind spot.


      That is also why it’s easy to predict. They waited to ambush me here, which suggests that the enemy knows a lot about formulating strategies. Put it a different way, I can see what someone smart would do, and then act accordingly.


      I knew from the beginning that his conversation was intended to entrap me. I went along with him nonetheless, so I could guess his fighting style.


      Even a single trap can give you a hint about how your opponent’s mind work. In a battle where you can’t use powerful moves like Steam Explosion, it’s all about reading the opponent. This kind of information should be gathered as much as possible.


      “Sticky Bomb!”


      I took a step forward this time. Then an arrow passed behind me. It’s not like I saw it either. I simply made a guess. Since the opponent was a melee fighter while I fought from a range, one would not expect me to close the distance myself.


      So if there was a second trap, the safest spot to be in would be in front of me. But I must say, I didn’t expect my prediction to be so accurate. This guy’s pretty easy to read.


      “It’s like you can see the future!” The man cried in astonishment as he dodged my spell, and rushed straight towards me.


      A small hammer is a weapon suitable for PvP. Most armors are created to block blades, long-range weapons, and magic. Blunt objects aren’t really regarded as important. Warping a plate mail can limit joint movement, and blunt weapons are capable of breaking bones even through armors made of leather or chains.


      As for noteworthy Skills, they have one called Anti-counter—a Skill that nullifies Critical Counter. Critical hits aren’t exactly known in this world so Anti-counter doesn’t really have much use, but it’s also a basic Skill, so he should have learned it. If he studied me beforehand, it wouldn’t be surprising if he used it on me.


      If that’s the case, close combat will be rough. I really would rather fight from a distance.


      “Sticky Bomb!”


      As soon as I cast my spell, the enemy changed his direction slightly. He dodged the Sticky Bomb by only a few inches without even slowing down that much.


      He’s fast. Despite not having any mobility Skills, he traveled a distance of a few meters in the blink of an eye.


      So this is why the enemy is deliberately using a small hammer, a weapon that doesn’t pack much power. A smaller sized and light weapon means it’s easier to move around.


      A one-handed weapon’s trajectory is also hard to predict. The lack of power hardly matters when you’re up against a human being. Hitting someone on the head hard would cause death, and a blow to the arm could break bones.


      “Sticky Bomb!”


      Rian evaded my spell as though he already knew its trajectory before I even cast it. No. He can probably predict my move.


      I can read the enemy’s movements. The way he avoided just now was exactly what I predicted. I can read him, but I can’t hit any spell. It’s like he knew just how fast I can cast my spells, and how I would move exactly. It felt like watching a BBO player who specialized in killing other players.


      He swung his hammer at just the right spot I was expecting it to be. I readied my staff for a Critical Counter, but as I surmised, the Skill didn’t activate. He indeed has Anti-counter.


      Sage is a spellcaster class. They’re not meant to fight others in close combat. On the other hand, a Blunt Weapon User is a melee class—everything from their stats to their Skills is fit for close combat clashing of weapons.


      It doesn’t matter if he’s using a small hammer. It was still a suitable weapon in this case regardless.


      “Ugh!”


      The moment I blocked the hammer, my body rose, and a jolt ran up the hand holding my staff. The enemy swung his weapon upward from below.


      With gravity working against him, his swing had less power. Still he did it anyway to lift my body off the ground. His main attack is coming. With my feet off the ground, I can’t dodge. His hammer was going straight for my center of gravity.


      “Magic Wing!”


      I cast my aviation Skill to keep my distance from the enemy. With it, I can move around even if my feet aren’t on the ground. Unfortunately, the route I can take is severely limited in this small space. Perhaps he expected me to use aviation magic here.


      “I saw this coming. Magic Veil.”


      I saw thin steel threads running across where I would land. They were wet with something. Definitely poison. I mean, he has Viper in his name. He probably fights by using his hammer to limit the enemy’s movement and then finish them off using poisoned traps.


      Poison is trouble. I can use Magic Veil to block even physical attacks, but not poison. I used it to protect myself from the hammer, but it’s not something one can rely on too much.


      Poison that’s only effective when it enters a wound is fine, but if it’s a magical poison that takes effect just by being in contact with it, defending myself using magic will be difficult. I won’t die immediately, but fighting against someone expert in PvP while in a weak condition will pretty much lead to death anyway.


      So I need to avoid the poison at all costs.


      “Damn it,” Rian cursed as he watched me cut the thread with my staff.


      I guess he hoped to finish me with it. For the first time, his prediction was off.


      However, the fact that my spells don’t hit still remains. Not being able to use powerful AoE spells is such a huge blow. I can use something like Flame Circle, but it reduces visibility, so it’s not really magic that I can use carelessly against someone expert in battle.


      “That’s my line,” I said. “You’re dodging my spells from close range.”


      I knew this was going to happen as soon as I saw the enemy’s weapons. That’s why I scattered Sticky Bombs everywhere instead of just outright using offensive magic.


      Sticky Bomb is a spell that disperses sticky liquid to the ground. It lasts for hours, not just right after it erupts. If you step on the liquid, your feet will be glued to the ground and you will not be able to pull them off without considerable force.


      The longer the fight goes, the fewer the places he can move around in. Limited movement is to my advantage. It’s hard to avoid magic spells and close the distance without much room to move. My magic, on the other hand, can target him from anywhere in this room.


      All I have to do is repeat the previous exchange. I’ll throw out Sticky Bombs, and when he closes the distance, I escape with Magic Wing.


      The battlefield will gradually become favorable for me, while the enemy can’t even change the terrain. It’s all over once he descends this tower. It doesn’t matter what kind of plans Rian the Viper will come up with. He will fall victim to my Steam Explosion.


      The enemy would know this too, of course. He will desperately try to disrupt my strategy, even if it means going a little too far. All I have to do then is shut him down.


      But there’s one move that could end this easily, and I want to try it.


      “Deadly Pain!”


      Nothing happened. It’s one of the best PvP spells out there, but I guess he has measures against it. I suppose the only thing I can do is to create an advantageous situation little by little.



    

  


  

  


  
    


    
      “Damn it. Can you stay put?!”


      Ten minutes had passed since our fight commenced. About seventy percent of the floor was already covered with Sticky Bombs, and I was starting to see the enemy struggle in his movements.


      But I can’t let my guard down yet. There was still life in his eyes. He still had a plan that I didn’t know of. Seeing as he hadn’t executed it yet means they’re waiting for more Sticky Bombs first before using his trump card.


      Even when the floor was covered in Sticky Bombs, Rian still managed to nimbly dodge my spells. But this will be the last.


      “Magic Wing!”


      I flew to one corner of the tower—a spot mostly filled with Sticky Bombs. I focused the spell on it, planning to use the spot from the beginning to end this fight once and for all. Now the preparations are done.


      Whether the enemy knew it or not, I had no idea. Rian charged straight at me like before. But he had very limited room to move, and there’s really no reason to leave a spot unfilled.


      “Sticky Bomb.”


      Now he had no spot to step on. With a small risk of a counterattack, I can use even AoE spells that reduce visibility. There’s a saying that attack is the greatest defense, but defense can also be the greatest attack.


      “Flame Circle!”


      I cast an AoE offensive spell to block any escape route. If he tried to desperately escape, he’d lose his footing for sure. That’s where my spell comes in.


      The enemy stepped forward. Sticky Bomb glued Rian the Viper’s right leg to the floor. He then stepped forward once more. Now both his feet were bound. Even after all the effort, he still couldn’t reach me.


      Oh how I want to just fire a spell now. There’s no way he can avoid it. But him going this far to get close to me means he has a plan, and I can’t really cast a different spell to counter whatever he does while a spell is still active.


      It is possible that the enemy stepped into the Sticky Bomb in order to bait me to attack. If that’s the case, using magic here is just what they want.


      Since both of his feet were bound anyway, he would not be able to get out easily. Even while in the air with Magic Wing, I can hit him with certainty.


      All I have to do is shut down whatever ace he got up his sleeve, and slowly, but surely, fire spells at him. If they knew that and closed in to negate my aviation magic, I can just attack now instead. Now then, what’s your next move?


      I watched my opponent’s movements closely while deciding on my next move. Then, despite the distance, he swung his hammer. A clanking sound came from the hammer and its handle cracked.


      A fine chain emerged from the grip. Upon closer inspection, it was wet with brightly-colored liquid.


      “A poisonous chain. So that’s where the name Viper comes from, huh?”


      Poisonous chains are difficult to handle. Chains aren’t meant to cut, so the poison most likely takes effect just by coming into contact with it. If it needed to enter wounds, the chain would be designed with more thorns and such. Even normal chains can tear through skin, but having sharp protrusions would be far more efficient. In that case, there’s an eighty percent chance that he’s using contact poison. Even more so if his target uses Magic Veil.


      It’s probably an extremely dangerous poison that doesn’t even have an antidote. You can’t really call something an ace up your sleeve if it can be neutralized.


      If you put that kind of poison on the chain, you could get poisoned just by holding the weapon in your hand, and there is a risk of the poison dripping off the chains and onto your person. It’s a powerful weapon if you consider the damage it can do to your enemy, but it’s more likely to kill yourself, if anything.


      That’s probably why he incorporate the poison on a chain since it’s disposable. It sounds like a gamble with awful odds, but he probably earned his title because he’s a master of it. The chains do look like snakes as well.


      It’s difficult to evade, but it’s possible. Rian hurled the chain from a distance, giving me some wiggle room. If he took one more step, I wouldn’t have the space to evade, and I’d be completely surrounded by chains, but with his left foot caught in a Sticky Bomb, he couldn’t take any more steps.


      Realizing this, Rian made his next move. He tried to lift his leg to get out of the Sticky Bomb. On his hand was a different hammer, probably a spare. He was going to attack me to completely limit my movement.


      But there is no need to dodge this attack. Same for the chains as well, I think.


      “Wh-Why aren’t you dodging?!”


      “I was going to. If you didn’t try to hit me, that is.”


      With my Magic Veil active, there’s no point in him launching a physical attack. It would be a different story if his hammer was also laced with poison, but that was highly unlikely. If it was, it would be easier to hit me by throwing it than by swinging it while his legs were glued to the floor.


      Considering all this, Rian’s attack is basically pointless. But this guy’s not an amateur. I doubt an expert fighter like him would do something meaningless in front of an enemy.


      If that’s the case, there’s one possibility to consider. He’s bluffing. Even while under the protection of a powerful defensive magic, if the enemy attacks you, it’s human instinct to think “there might be something,” and try to avoid it.


      And in fact, that instinct is correct in most situations. Reading an enemy’s intentions completely is almost impossible. Using that human instinct, Rian tried to make me dodge. That was the point of his attack right now.


      “I see, so this is what you wanted to do.”


      Behind me, a single thin needle flew through the gap in the chain. If I tried to avoid the chain or the hammer, I would have been hit. But the needle struck at nothing, and the chain wrapped around me.


      “I knew it was nothing.”


      The liquid on the chains soaked my body, but nothing happened. It was probably just colored water or something. The reason why he went to the trouble of introducing himself as Rian the Viper was probably to make people think that the liquid was poison. His tactic starts from the introduction itself.


      It’s a well-thought-out trap. He’s a true assassin. If I had someone like him on our side, the operation to rescue the king would have proceeded a lot easier.


      “I can see now why Georgis lost,” Rian said. “There’s monsters, and then there’s you.”


      That was Rian the Viper’s last words.


      “Fire Arrow.”


      [image: EqxYCxOVaa] 

      The magic I unleashed pierced his chest. After confirming that the enemy was dead, I cast this battle’s very last spell.


      “Steam Explosion!”


      The spell activated right outside the tower. It hit nothing. It wasn’t an attack, after all, but a fireworks display to announce our victory.


      We have won.
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      A few minutes after I defeated Rian the Viper, we gathered in a room in the royal palace, discussing the aftermath of the battle.


      The new king had not only lost his palace temporarily, but even his protectors, the Royal Guards. Restoring the situation would take a lot of effort.


      And we have no intention of dealing with the most troublesome part of it all. In fact, we can’t. It’s not the kind of work we do, or can do, for that matter. Can the king do it, though? It’s not so simple, either.


      “It will take time to rebuild the Royal Guards.”


      “How long?”


      “A month simply to form it. Another year to turn them into a military asset. We will not have that much time.”


      I see. As far as the time it takes to build an army, it feels rather short. Problem is, even a year is too long in this case.


      “For the record,” I said, “we’re not gonna stick around for long. We have a lot of things to do as well.”


      The king is important, yes, but if you ask me if he’s important enough for us to spend a whole year protecting him, then the answer is no. We can use that time instead to make ourselves stronger. Spending a long time on security and halting your own development will only benefit the enemies.


      “I will not ask you do that much,” the king said. “We’ll figure it out.”


      “Can you?”


      “We have no other choice. Failure means death.”


      Hmm. Well, he can’t just die after all the trouble we went through to save him.


      “If you need it, we can lend you a portion of Count Meigis’ troops,” Sachylis said. “Eld had trained them to fight, but as for the other necessary requirements for being a member of the Royal Guards, like etiquette and basic proficiency, it might be a little difficult to teach them those in a short period of time. I’m sure Marquis Maiar can provide more credible personnel who are more fit as Royal Guards.”


      “Hmm. Asking Maiar sounds like a good idea. I suppose I will rely on him in the meantime while the new guards are being trained.”


      It looks like the Marquis Maiar is going to lend his troops to work as Royal Guards. In other words, the king’s life is in the hands of our faction. I don’t intend to abuse that fact, but we’re in a pretty good position right now.


      “Does this mean the problem about guards is solved?”


      “We can’t say that just yet, unfortunately. While it was a surprise attack, my father’s personal guards, the best in our kingdom, were wiped out. I don’t mean to demean Marquis Maiar’s troops, but his men can’t fully make up for our loss.”


      “Yeah, they’ll definitely be underestimated.”


      I’m sure there are plenty of people in the kingdom who want to overthrow the king and take his place. The Marquis’ troops taking over as the king’s guards is nothing but good news to them.


      After all, if the king’s guards were only at the level of a noble’s troops, and only a portion of them were hired, they would be the perfect prey. I’m not sure if there are any nobles who would dare to pick a fight alone, but I wouldn’t be surprised if some of them teamed up to try and take the throne.


      If that happened, it would be the beginning of a civil war. The king’s army is not only meant to fight, but also to intimidate the kingdom. Losing them would be rough. That’s why…


      “We’ll just let them be scared, then,” I said.


      “Pardon?”


      “Yeah. We can just keep our involvement secret. Let the public know that the king’s troops protected the palace from powerful enemies.”


      “The entire Royal Guards has been wiped out,” the king said. “There are no soldiers to protect me… No, wait. I see what you mean. That will definitely scare them.”


      For a moment, the king almost dismissed my idea, but quickly understood what I was getting at.


      “People won’t know who protected you,” I said. “That’s much terrifying, if you ask me.”


      The soldiers, whose identities would be completely unknown, defended the king from invaders powerful enough to cause such huge explosions. There was not even a single trace of them left in the palace.


      Enemies would be freaked out, for sure. If you knew how strong your opponent was, you could get people stronger than them. But if you don’t, that’s a different story. All the more so when you don’t even know their identity. There is no way you can possibly launch an attack.


      To top it off, you’d be going up against the king himself, and though he might not be as powerful as other kings, he was still the leader of the kingdom. If you challenged him and lost, your whole clan would be beheaded and you would not even be able to complain.


      “Yes, truly frightening,” the king said. “If I were a member of the anti-royal family faction, I wouldn’t dare attack at least. I might urge others to do it, though.”


      “No one’s gonna do it. No one wants to die. There’s also the possiblity of the assailants being caught and forced to reveal who ordered them to do it, which makes people think twice.”


      “That is a great point. If we openly show favorable treatment towards Count Meigis, we can also protect his domain.”


      “Yeah. The enemy will assume that Count Meigis is hiding some fierce monster who defeated Georgis and even protected the king.”


      With the puppet government gone, Count Meigis will receive Cardinal Georgis’ domain as originally planned. People will be envious of the Count’s sudden expansion in territory. This “monster” will be a deterrent, protecting the Count and the king from possible invasions.


      “It’s not even assumption,” the king said. “There is a monster.”


      “Where?”


      “Over there,” he said, pointing at me.



    

  


  

  


  
    


    
      True. I was the one who led the king’s rescue mission, and defeated Cardinal Georgis. Of course, I didn’t do it all alone. I had help from my comrades.


      Also I’m no monster. I’m a human being. I don’t have the power to protect Count Meigis and the king at the same time, and I don’t intend to. I’m still not satisified with where I’m at right now. I need to use my time to become stronger.


      If my identity was known, the enemy would realize that I’m indeed just a regular human immediately. And that’s why we’ll keep it under wraps.


      “If they find out that I’m the one who protected the king, then they might attack if I’m not around. It would be better not to tell anyone.”


      “That is true… Are you okay with that?”


      “I’m not sure I follow.”


      “You fought like a madman. You will definitely be deemed the strongest person in our kingdom, or even the world. Everyone will think highly of you if they find out about what you did. If you hide your true identity, you’ll be throwing away such an opportunity.”


      The world’s strongest? I’m not sure about this kingdom, but there should someone stronger out there.


      I encountered a Sage already, although they were rather weak. I’m sure there’s someone out there who actually knows how to fight if I looked for one.


      I can count on my knowledge from BBO. In this world, however, people don’t have that knowledge. But they can still devote their time to training and become strong, even if their training regime is a little inefficient.


      If someone born ten years earlier than me had even the slightest idea of how to become strong, I’d have a hard time defeating them when I’ve only been an adventurer recently. They would be higher leveled than me, and there could be several of them even. But if I had a few more years to become stronger, even they would have a difficult time winning against me.


      “I’m not trying to be famous. If anything, I like the idea of keeping what I did secret.”


      Becoming famous is just not my intention. I don’t want enemies coming to kill me. I don’t mind people finding out that I’m reasonably strong, but I also don’t want them to see me as the greatest threat around. One of the reasons I trained the adventurers from Count Meigis’ domain was so I could blend in, camouflage my presence.


      “As a king, I’d like to properly recognize outstanding people.”


      “You’ll have to survive first. I’d rather not have someone dead commend me.”


      “I suppose. I am indebted to you.”


      “Yeah. Looking forward to when you return the favor.”


      My efforts were swept under the rug for now. The cover-up is beneficial to both sides, though the king owes me. I’ll have to ask him to pay me back later at a higher interest rate. In Japan, interest is legally limited, but in this kingdom, a little bit of usury should be fine.


      “Well then,” the king said. “Your payment will be addressed to Count Meigis. It would be less conspicuous if you received the reward from the Count himself, wouldn’t it?”


      “That sounds good,” Meigis said. “I’ll keep the reward to Eld off the books.”


      “Well, that doesn’t sound suspicious at all,” I said.


      “To people who don’t know what’s going on, it looks as if I’m paying someone powerful.”


      Even Count Meigis agreed with my plan. Now we can cover-up what I did quite cleanly.


      “Next on our agenda is the Count’s reward.”


      “The original decision was for me to receive Cardinal Georgis’ domain. I suppose that’s been changed?”


      “That’s your reward for defeating the Cardinal. You still haven’t received your reward for rescuing me.”


      “W-We’re getting a separate payment for that?! With all due respect, the Cardinal’s domain alone is more than enough for me.”


      Come to think of it, Count Meigis looked uncomfortable when he recevied news about being granted the Cardinal’s domain. It’s a large territory, so it must be hard to govern.


      But it definitely comes with tremendous status and income. Then again Count Meigis doesn’t seem to be the ambitious type. If he received any more territory, he might have a heart attack.


      “That being said, as a king, I have to properly recognize outstanding people and their efforts. Eld has a reason to keep his involvement secret, but you’re already drawing attention. And you must stand out more, so a reward is necessary.”


      “Y-You’re absolutely right, Your Majesty. It’s just… I was but a small feudal lord in the countryside.”


      Count Meigis was surprisingly reluctant. Does he hate land that much?


      “I suppose something other than land would be better so as not to add any more burden to you.”


      The king could tell from the count’s expression and tone of voice what he wanted to say. I guess Meigis will not receive any more lands.


      “Thank you for your consideration, Your Majesty.”


      Count Meigis looked clearly relieved. Now, the question is what the alternative reward will be.


      “How about an exemption from all taxes for thirty years?”


      “Thirty years?! That sounds a little bit too much. Would that be all right?”


      “A little bit much sounds about right. And it’s not too high of a reward, considering you prevented this kingdom from being taken over.”


      “By all taxes, does that include the healing medicine?”


      “It does.”


      An exceptional provision. Since Count Meigis has a hold of most of the kingdom’s production on healing medicine, I wouldn’t be surprised if he became the richest noble around. One mistake—heck, even if no one made a mistake, one might think that the new king was only a puppet, and the real ruler was Count Meigis.


      I’m sure that’s even part of the king’s plan. If people found out that it was Count Meigis who defeated Cardinal Georgis, it will be harder for the enemy to strike.


      “Now I’d like to be even more blatant,” the king said.


      “There’s still more?”



    

  


  

  


  
    


    
      It already seemed like overkill, but apparently the king still had more in mind. This all sounds so drastic. I don’t really mind at all if Count Meigis becomes more powerful as my base of operations is located in his domain.


      “Yes. If we are to grant you favors, we might as well go all-out. For now, let’s see… How about privilege for those with special classes? Adventurer parties with special classes will receive more pay from the reward that the government puts out for clearing monsters. It would make it easier for those with special classes to do their adventurer activities, and it would be advantageous for the Count as well, which has many adventurers with special classes.””


      Hmm. Special classes are still seen as weak. But with this they will be invited to parties a lot easier.


      “It’s a great offer, but we’ll have to decline,” I cut in.


      “No? I thought it was a good idea.”


      “Sure, it might make it easier for them to get into parties, but some might just invite them for the increased reward. This could even reinforce the notion that those with special classes are weak.”


      First of all, those with special classes will be looked down upon, no doubt. People will invite them for the reward, but might only let them carry luggage or something.


      It’s fine if they’re just inexperienced adventurers who don’t know how to fight to begin with, but an experienced adventurer—one who could even be the main force in a medium-sized party—with a special class being invited into a party solely for the increased rewards, but then relegated to carrying payload is too tragic. This could even lead to a higher death rate. Joining parties not at the same level as yours would be disadvantageous.


      That just won’t do. If people found out just how strong those with special classes actually are, adventurers will invite them to their parties, and they will finally be accepted as real adventurers.


      That’s why I’m going to make some of my knowledge of those special classes available to the public. I’m going to keep some of the information about the higher level Skills secret, so Count Meigis can still have the upper hand. Still, even that should be enough to give power to these once-horribly-treated group of people. At the very least, they should be able to gain the same or more power as those with normal classes.


      That being the case, I don’t want the image of special classes to be distorted by extra preferential treatment. Their status in the eyes of the public should be changed through their own power alone.


      “Hmm… That is true. But will that change the way Novices are treated?”


      “No, I don’t think so. I mean, Novices are simply weak.”


      “I heard you were a Novice.”


      Oh, right. Come to think of it, the national data says I’m still a Novice. It didn’t really matter back when in Count Meigis’ place, but I need it changed if I want to move around indepedently in the future.


      “That’s just because there’s no class that applied to me, so I didn’t have much choice but to register as a Novice. My real class is Sage, a spellcaster type.”


      “A new class? It’s hard to register without the right orb.”


      I didn’t know this before, but apparently new classes are registered once the corresponding orb is found. Unfortunately, I have no idea how to find these orbs. In BBO, looking at the status can easily tell you what class you have. We didn’t really need orbs.


      In any case, registering the Sage class as a new class might be more dangerous than helpful, so I’d like to avoid that for now.


      “Rather than creating a Sage class, I’d rather just be registered as a Mage. Although, they told me I can’t do that unless the orb glows.”


      “Then I’ll have you registered as a Mage through a royal decree. This would be the first time a king ordered the registration of an adventurer, but it should be fine. We can also conceal information if done through a guild branch in Count Meigis’ domain.”


      Now I’m finally going to be registered as a Mage. If someone told me when I first registered that I’d be dragging the king himself to this problem of mine, I wouldn’t have believed them. Thanks to the rewards for defeating monsters, I’m not really in need of money, so I’d be more happy with this registration than the original reward.


      “But this doesn’t count as giving preferential treatment to the Count’s domain,” the king said. “I can give you exclusive distribution rights to the healing medicine.”


      “A-Are you sure about that?” the Count asked. “That’ll have an enormous effect on the economy.”


      “You’re probably the only one who can produce enough to sell in the market anyway. Anyone else who could do it probably simply stole the formula. I say exclusive rights, but it is essentially an anti-theft measure. I doubt other nobles will oppose it.”


      Hmm. Monopoly might sound serious, but it practially only reduces security labor. Still, that’s plenty to be thankful for. When we were fighting Cardinal Georgis, we had to spend a ton of effort on security.


      “That’s all the reward I can grant for now,” the king said. “Eld, if you ever retire from being an adventurer, just tell me. I will give you a noble status.”


      “I don’t want to manage a domain. I’m sure there are plenty others fit for the job.”


      “Don’t worry. Someone else will do the management.”


      It doesn’t sound like a bad deal at all. But that’s still a long way off. I don’t want to be a noble in a kingdom that’s likely to be taken over. Even if we lived in peace, I’d like to have something to ensure our safety.


      “That kinda talk should only be discussed once the kingdom is at peace,” I said. “Right now, we need to do something about the Empire. We can’t live at peace when the kingdom has fallen.”


      “You’re right. Do you have a plan?”


      “Of course. I’ve already come up with one.”


      “What kind of plan is it?”


      “We’re not gonna make a move for now. We’ll just leave them be.”


      The king looked disappointed. Maybe he imagined me creating a team of elites and go charge straight at the enemy. I had absolutely no intention of doing that. Leaving them alone is the best move we can make right now.


      We’ll find out what’ll happen soon.



    

  


  


  
    Chapter 7


    
      A year later.


      We were in Count Meigis’ new territory, Cardinal Georgis’ former domain.


      We were hunting monsters. But not like before. We’re way more efficient in hunting this time.


      “The next hunting ground is around here,” Sachylis said.


      “All right,” I replied. “Then let’s get started.”


      Sachylis and I were hiking through the forest, then we stopped. The terrain wasn’t particularly a good place for gathering monsters. But with our current methods, it won’t be a problem.


      “Attack Field.”


      Raising my staff, I cast a spell. It grants a weapon magical power, increasing its offensive might. A powerful support magic, I used it when I took on the Heaven-rending Lightning Dragon. But it actually has a drawback—when active, I expend more mana when casting magic.


      It’s not much of a problem when up against a single enemy, but it becomes quite a burden when hunting multiple monsters. The mana consumption is considerable even when I’m at a higher level now. I mean, even Fire Arrow drains a lot of mana if you’re hunting all day.


      The reason why I was relying on Mylia for offense while I baited monsters to group up in one place and burn them with Flame Circle was all to reduce mana consumption, allowing me to defeat more enemies with limited mana.


      Even when I leveled up, my mana capacity had barely increased. So while I am able to cast powerful spells, expending more mana, my consumption efficiency becomes worse. In order to kill more monsters, we had to change how we did things, and this was the most mana-efficient and least time-consuming method among them.


      “Magic Search. Oh, there’s one.”


      As soon as I found a monster with my spell, we walked straight towards it. Known as a Gallus, it’s considered the strongest boar monster around these parts. It probably weighed several hundred kilos.


      Seeing me appear with a staff at the ready, the Gallus rushed straight at me with a cry.


      I held up my staff, but cast no spells. Then the instant the monster was right in front of me, I swung my staff hard.


      Letting out a squeal, the Gallus was launched into the air, then rotated three times before crashing to the ground. The creature convulsed, then a moment later, stopped moving. That’s one down, and I didn’t even spend any mana.


      Attack Field’s boost also applies to physical blows, while mana is only consumed when casting magic. Probably because blows don’t release magical power, they don’t consume mana either.


      “The next one is over there.”


      Sounds of battle will inevitably alert the monsters to my presence. Sachylis’ Search Enemy will then detect them, which means I won’t have to use Magic Search. Unlike Magic Search, Search Enemy will continue to sense hostility once activated, so finding the next monster will not consume any mana.


      As the monsters got closer, I kicked a tree, and one started charging. And just like before, I took a full swing of my staff.


      Another blow. With this I can take down monsters one after another without expending any mana at all. There might be a few ones that I can’t kill instantly with my staff, so I will have to spend some mana for that, but only a minimal amount.


      “Um, I’ve been thinking,” Sachylis said as she watched me kill one monster after another, “but isn’t it better to use a sword in this case?”


      I understand why she thinks that. If you’re gonna hit something, a sword would be better than a staff.


      “Actually, a staff is more powerful than a sword here.”


      “R-Really?”


      “Yeah. I’ll show you.”


      I opened up my magic storage and switched my staff with a sword. It’s an expensive sword that I bought from a weapon shop in Elia, costing 150,000 gilans. Actually, it’s probably more pricey than that by one or two more digits. I have a feeling Myna would not find this sword cheap at all.


      “Where’s our next target?” I asked.


      “It’s over there!”


      I provoked a nearby Gallus just like I did earlier. I swung my sword at the charging monster, and the moment the sword hit, I relaxed for a moment—the secret to a Critical hit. As I expected, my slash produced a critical strike, slicing the monster through its shoulder. The Gallus staggered, but it did not fall. Its shoulder bone stopped the blade, preventing a fatal wound.


      It’s not like my sword is awful. The sword I used when I fought the Sea Serpent would not have been able to inflict even this much damage. Gallus are not weak creatures by any means.


      When I switched to a staff and hit it, the Gallus traced an arc in the air. The staff, which doesn’t look much stronger at first glance, is more powerful than a proper sword.


      “You’re right,” Sachylis said. “The staff is more powerful?”


      “It looks like I’m hitting them with my staff, but it’s actually like hitting them with magic. The staff receives a higher attack buff from Attack Field, so the overall power is just higher.”


      “I-I see. Maybe I should try hitting them with my bow, too.”


      “Who knows? Maybe your bow’s better than a sword. The one you have right now won’t break that easily anyway.”


      The bow Sachylis was using right now was a metallic one, made-to-order from the Maxia Trading Company.


      Spirits are highly incompatible with metal, so a wooden bow is better. That’s what people think, at least. But actually mithril is okay with Spirits, so we had her bow created primarily with mithril.


      If she used it to hit someone, she can take them by surprise. If the opponent blocks, she can use Spirit Kick easily. There’s also the upside of not consuming arrows when fighting against small fries.


      Using a bow to beat up monsters in might sound like a bad move, but it could be handy depending on the situation.


      “When Skills and magic are involved, it’s not unusual for this kind of counter-intuitive phenomenon to occur. It’s best not to be fooled by appearances, and instead make judgements based on the damage you’re dealing to the enemy and the aftermath. If you can’t make a decision, just dodge. I’ve heard that in some places, they teach you to “just avoid enemy attacks.”


      “Just avoid attacks? If that’s the basic fighting tactic of an opponent, you can outsmart them with some random attack.”


      “Yeah. Not only that, there’s always a way to outsmart those who fight without thinking critically and rely solely on what’s common sense.”


      This way of fighting with the staff is also a tactic that you will never come up with if you just follow common sense. Then again, those that follow what’s theory usually have secret tricks that they employ.



    

  


  

  


  
    


    
      “Please hold on,” Sachylis said, stopping me as I was about to head to my next target. “I have a message from our domain.”


      This is the main reason why Sachylis is assisting me: to convey emergency communications from the Count.


      People with classes that possessed long-distance communication Skills, such as Spirit Archers, are stationed at every important locations across Count Meigis’ vast territory. They are constantly exchanging important information that involved the domain.


      The information that needs to be sent to me, Mylia, or Count Meigis is immediately communicated by their assistant Spirit Archer. They were basically like human cellphones.


      We can simply leave behind the monsters I’ve defeated and continue hunting because Sachylis communicates the location of the corpses to a different retrieval party.


      This communication network reaches even outside the Count’s territory.
 Inside the branches owned by Meigis and Maxia are people with communication Skills who work with the Count’s army and are responsible for relaying information. Of course the external network is not as elaborate as the one we have inside our own territory, but for conveying only important matters, the number of people we have is enough.


      What’s more, with the king’s consent, the Count’s communication network passes through even the royal palace. One could say that Meigis’ army’s information network is spread across the entire kingdom.


      If the empire moved, that intel would immediately be transmitted through the network to the Count’s army, allied nobles, as well as to Myna of the Maxia Trading Company. Even if they launched an attack in a remote area, preparations to intercept will be done in no time. Skills sure are nice to have. It only takes a few months to build such a network.


      This is one of the reasons why we didn’t bother with the Empire. Within a few months, we can drastically change our internal structure, and when the time comes, we can fight favorably.


      Not taking up the fight means giving the Empire more time, but still, delaying the battle is to our advantage. A month for us is worth more than a year for the empire.


      If we had ten years of preparation time before the war, a month of extension wouldn’t have much of an impact. But if the preparation time was one month, then a month’s extension would make a tremendous difference.


      The Empire attacking first means they’re already combat-ready. Giving them more time wouldn’t really matter much. In fact, they might even spend more for their military to prepare for a possible surprise attack from us, which means they’ll be taking financial damage even if we left them alone.


      In other words, this “no fighting” scenario is the most advantageous for us.


      “What did they say?” I asked.


      “An Area Boss has been spotted.”


      Sachylis’ report was the same as usual. About ninety percent of the reports I receive are about finding Area Bosses.


      There are many adventurers in Count Meigis’ land, and the army sometimes hunts monsters for training. And sometimes Area Bosses become a problem.


      Area Bosses are not only powerful, but sometimes require special tactics to defeat them, making them a great risk to fight if you are not familiar with them. I heard that more than eighty percent of deaths among mid-level or higher adventurers who have mastered basic tactics and strategies are caused by Area Bosses.


      The stronger that Area Boss is, the less likely it is to be defeated, and the more dangerous the surrounding environment remains. It’s not uncommon to hear of nearly a hundred adventurers being killed just because an Area Boss is left to roam around.


      If the strongest adventurers are sent in to defeat an Area Boss and fall, the Adventurers Guild suffers a huge blow in manpower.


      So Area Bosses should be defeated in a short amount of time by those who are able to actually kill them with certainty. Therefore, all Area Boss information that circulates in the territory go to me.


      There are a lot of goodies in defeating Area Bosses that you normally can’t get anywhere, such as large amounts of experience and items that are difficult to obtain. I’d pay for any information about their whereabouts, and in fact, Area Boss intel was sold at high prices in BBO.


      Now I’m getting that intel for free and from all over the Count’s domain. I can’t pass this opportunity to farm all the experience points and items that I can—I mean, as a resident of the Count’s domain, I must fulfill this noble duty of ensuring the safety of our land.


      So basically killing Area Bosses has become a part of my daily routine.


      My assistant Sachylis also joins the battlefield without fear of the Area Bosses and is in charge of leading the evacuation of the surrounding area, (although she does not participate in actual combat). She had gotten so used to our routine, that when the Area Bosses were far away, she started worrying about dinner rather than the battle itself. But this time, Sachylis’ expression was grim.


      “Location and type of monster?” I asked.


      “An Emperor Ogre at area D17.”


      “Finally.”


      The Emperor Ogre is one of the Area Bosses I’ve been searching for. Not because I’ve got some beef with its type back in the Demon Venom case, but because I want the item it drops, the Divine Stone.


      If you use it well, it can have a tremendous effect—using the item alone could give you the power to bring down the empire solo. Since I couldn’t use it back then, I converted it into a lower-level item—a Sage Stone—using a forbidden spell. But right now I can use the Divine Stone.


      Since it’s not an Emperor Ogre affected by the Demon Venom, I can’t really kill it using the Mana Corrosion I used back then. I probably can’t burn a whole forest either.


      In order to streamline information transmission, every place in the territory has a designation. D17 is the forest near the central city of the former Cardinal territory, Gildia. It’s one of the monster areas closest to a settlement.


      It’s also where the a huge branch of the Maxia Trading Company is located. Forget causing a fire, I probably can’t even let one monster escape.


      Then again, I’m stronger than I was back then, so I should have better odds now. Since I can’t see my stats here unlike in BBO, it’s a good way to test just how strong I am.


      “Due to its proximity to a densely populated area, our elite troops are responding to the situation! But they might not last long!”


      “Got it! Let’s go!”



    

  


  


  
    Chapter 8


    
      A few minutes later, we arrived at the place where the Emperor Ogre was spotted, using our Skills to get there as fast as possible. Count Meigis’ troops were engaging the creature.


      Count Meigis’ troops had only started proper training about a year ago, so unfortunately, their levels as adventurers weren’t all that high yet. I might have vastly improved their training regimen, but the amount of experience points one could realistically gain in a short period of time was limited. They still couldn’t rely on their level and powerful Skills for combat.


      They would have to be push themselves to the limit in order to raise their levels quickly, but if I let someone who didn’t have much combat experience do that, a lot of people would die for sure.


      The Emperor Ogre is a rank-A classified monster. Even though area D17 is near a large city that’s relatively well-equipped, a battle would still be quite the burden. But…


      “Wow. They’re actually doing good.”


      From a distance, they seemed to be struggling, but the frontlines still stood. There was no way they could take an Emperor Ogre’s attack upfront. But that was only if they were alone.


      A man cried in pain as his shield caught the arm that the Emperor Ogre swung at him. His body could not match the strength of the shield and the power of the attack. His bones were still intact but his arm and shoulder probably received considerable damage. He wouldn’t be able to take another attack.


      It would be tempting to go in and help him right away, but that would be a bad move. In a battle where 0.1 second could mean the difference between life and death, being distracted by someone other than the enemy in front of you could lead directly to death. If I interferred, the enemy would kill him before my attack could reach the Emperor Ogre.


      There is a time to make a move, but it’s not now. Healing magic will be faster than the monster’s next attack.


      “Divine Heal!”


      The magic cast by a Saint from the Count’s army immediately healed the man’s wounds. The various support defensive spells cast on him limited the damage he received to the point where he could recover easily with some healing magic.


      “Twelve seconds left on the buff!”


      “I’m done casting mine! Need someone to switch!”


      “Roger that! Get on it!”


      Before the support magic expired, the vanguard took over. This is how they’re preventing the front lines from collapsing.


      “Hmm… It looks like troops’ training is paying off.”


      It is true that their physical abilities and skills—what games would refer to as levels—weren’t that high. But they have trained intensively in techniques of surviving and buying time against high-level monsters. After all, survival skills are the foundation of everything.


      If you can survive, you can buy time and wait for the main force to arrive. If you have the skills to survive even in a somewhat dangerous situation, you can farm experience points easily.


      Whether you can stick around for five minutes against an unwinnable opponent or get wiped out in thirty seconds can sometimes decide the fate of the whole troop. That’s why I drilled the art of survival into the Count’s fighters. And this squad held on.


      “Running out of mana! Only a minute left!”


      “Same here! Where’s the reinforcements?”


      The troops looked around. It was the perfect time.


      Saying they could last a minute means they’re confident they’ll make it through the next few seconds. This is the perfect timing for reinforcements to step in.


      “Sachylis, if you will.”


      “Eld is here!” Sachylis shouted through the loudspeaker magic. “Please withdraw immediately!”


      The squad commander quickly turned around, and when he saw me, he shouted to the entire unit.


      “Prepare to retreat! Cast binding spells in three seconds!”


      “Dark Bind!”


      “Move Bind!”


      “Restraining Net!”


      Following the commander’s instructions, perfectly timed binding spells were cast. While the spells restrained the Emperor Ogre’s movement for a few seconds, the vanguard distanced themselves from the enemy.


      I used the opportunity to cast a magic to draw the enemy’s attention. It’s not a provocation spell, though.


      “Deadly Pain.”


      The Emperor Ogre screamed at the fierce pain that the spell inflicted. But as it was with Bosses, it endured the pain, and boldly closed in towards me.


      “Magic Wing!”


      I cast a mobility spell to keep my distance from the Count’s soldiers. I wouldn’t use magic that would cause a wildfire, but there was still a chance of other people getting involved.


      “First, Blast Shield.”


      Blast Shield is one of the defensive spells I’ve learned in the past year. It provides resitance against damage from explosions. Monsters rarely use explosive magic, so it’s basically used for PvP, but this defensive magic also works on my own spell’s effect. Actually, I almost exclusively use it for that purpose.


      “Steam Explosion!”


      After nearly a year of leveling up, this magic is still my go-to spell. However, unlike then, its level had gone up to five, the result of going around and defeating Area Bosses throughout the territory and collecting Wisdom Stones. For level two Steam Explosion, I could simply get down on the ground, but right now, it would be suicidal to not use Blast Shield. That’s just how powerful the spell is.


      The Emperor sensed danger, then his roar was drowned out by the sound of the explosion. Flames blocked my vision, but the Blast Shield, a high-level Skill I learned just to specifically protect myself from Steam Explosion, completely nullified its power.


      “Dual Cast.”


      Without even looking at the enemy’s reaction, I unleashed a follow-up attack. Dual Cast is a spell that recasts the magic used just before. With this, Steam Explosion, which has a sixty second cooldown, can be fired twice in a row.


      “That’s it, huh?”


      When the blast cleared, the Emperor Ogre was lying on the ground, its neck bent in a weird direction. I didn’t even have to use Deadly Pain to confirm its death.


      It took a lot of effort to kill an Emperor Ogre back then, but now, it only took seconds. That’s how crucial the year or so since we took back the royal palace was for us.


      “Wow. The shockwave came all the way here,” said a soldier who was watching my battle from afar.


      “S-So this is Eld’s spell.”



    

  


  

  


  
    


    
      Why didn’t you guys escape? I may have to contact the leadership of the Count’s army later about this.


      I know you’re interested in a fight against an Area Boss, but there’s no guarantee that I’ll win, so you should run far away and not watch. I believe that’s what I taught them.


      “I haven’t seen this spell in a while, ” Sachylis muttered as she looked around.


      Now that she mentioned it, it had indeed been some time. If I recall correctly, the last time I used it was…


      “Probably about a month ago.”


      To be honest, my current Steam Explosion is no longer an easy spell to use. Shooting it once scorched the earth, I couldn’t cast it without activating defensive magic, and it was too powerful against most enemies. It was plenty strong already at level three. Still, the reason I raised the level of Steam Explosion to level five was because there would come a time when I would need this power. When would that be? When I get a Divine Stone. In other words, now.


      “Oh, there it is.”


      [image: itlh_g1ln] 

      I took out a Divine Stone from the Emperor Ogre. Unlike the dark-red Wisdom Stone, it was white as snow. This is the key item for the Skill Awakening system, which is said to be particularly insane in BBO (Broken Balance Online).


      However, I won’t be able to use the Skill Awakening system just by obtaining this item; I’ll need to go through a difficult ritual first. Now that I’ve got this, it’s about time I prepare for my journey.


      “All right. Guess it’s time to wait for the collectors.”


      For ordinary monsters, we just leave the carcasses behind, but Area Bosses have special materials, so we have to keep an eye on them until they are collected. There were some incidents in the past where corpses were stolen, so this is how we do it now. A-ranked monsters, especially, have a high chance of being targeted, so we need to guard them until Maxia Trading’s transport unit arrives.


      Then a familiar face appeared. It was Myna, Maxia’s president.


      “We’re here to collect the Emperor Ogre’s corpse!”


      It was unusual for Myna to come to a routine monster collection. Normally, the collecting unit, composed of about six people, would come pulling a wagon.


      “It’s rare seeing you here,” I said.


      “I happened to be in the neighborhood, so I came over to check things out,” she said. “I haven’t seen much your face lately too.”


      “Yeah. You’ve been busy.”


      “Indeed. We’re about to hit fifty branches in Count Meigis’ territory alone.”


      As Count Meigis’ domain developed and expanded, Maxia also grew rapidly. Maxia was already a huge firm to begin with, but now it was one of the largest business enterprises throughout the whole kingdom.


      “Boosting your company is fine and all, but don’t get overworked and die. There’s gonna be a lot of problems if you’re gone.”


      Maxia is an extremely important infrastructure for Count Meigis. If a large-scale war were to break out, the Count would need a lot of help procuring and transporting supplies.


      In other words, the Count can’t afford to be withouth Myna. Interests aside, I genuinely don’t want her to die as well.


      “Don’t worry about that. I haven’t been too busy these days.”


      “Is that so?”


      “I can even come see you like this on my free time. I trained people who can stand in for me.”


      So their human resource development is seeing progress. That’s still worrisome in a way.


      About a month or so after we defeated the Cardinal, I was staying in the same city as Myna, and I saw her in her office building all the time, doing paperwork and giving instructions to people. I still wonder when exactly she slept at that time, but I’m too scared to ask.


      Whoever’s taking over her job might collapse. Unlike Myna, they were just mere mortals.


      “Won’t your replacement collapse from exhaustion or something?”


      “As a matter of fact, about of five of them did.”


      “Really?”


      What is this, some kind of a company that exploits its workers? Note to self: Don’t ever work for Maxia even if you’re in dire need of money. You can count on them as allies, but I wouldn’t want to be an employee for sure.


      “How are they doing now?”


      If people are still collapsing even now, then maybe something needs to be done. If Maxia’s power is built on the sacrifices of its employees, then there’s a good chance that it might show up as a weakness in times of war.


      Inflexible organizations tend to be vulnerable to irregularities. With the Count counting on Maxia for support, we can’t afford to have their employees faint from overwork.


      “They’re fine now. It’s the first time we’ve expanded so rapidly. I made a mistake in our estimates and pushed them a little too far. It was awful when all five of them just fainted.”


      “What did you do then?”


      “I managed to pull through somehow. I did all their jobs on my own before.”


      For real? She did all the work that knocked out a total of five people? Those who don’t know much about Myna and what she does don’t really pay attention to her, but she might actually be the most fearsome monster in all of the Count’s domain.


      “There are ten of them now, so don’t worry,” she said. “They probably won’t go down.”


      “Yeah, I think doubling their number will work… hopefully.”


      “They’ll be fine… I think.”


      I just hope they take care of themselves. What’s “fine” for Myna might not necessarily mean “fine” for her employees.


      If you overwork your employees, they’ll die and you’ll get sued, or they might get depressed, or reincarnate in another world and have adventures with slimes. Normally I’d say reincarnation in a different world is unrealistic, but here I am.


      “Let me guess,” I said. “You’re about to start something.”


      “How’d you know that? I’m pretty sure I haven’t told anyone about it yet.”


      “I figured there was no way you’d do nothing in your free time.”


      I’ve never seen Myna not working before. She’s spending her time training her people, and yet she’s still busy. That must mean that her workload is increasing. Her saying that she hadn’t been too busy these days seemed like a sign that she was about to start something.


      “I suppose that’s true, now that you mention it,” she said.


      “So, what are you doing?”


      “I was thinking of mass producing weapons for those with special classes. Mostly for mid-level adventurers. I think it will make it much easier for people who can’t make their own weapons yet. What do you think?”



    

  


  

  


  
    


    
      I see. That’s a great plan. Right now beginners to mid-level adventurers with special classes are using normal weapons. They can still fight with those, of course. I mean, I used a sword in the past. Weapons are still weapons, even if they’re not exactly exclusively for you. People can still use them.


      Nevertheless, each special class has its own unique fighting style, so an exclusive weapon is better. A good example of this is my Sage staff and Sachylis’ custom-made metal bow.


      It’s difficult to make weapons that match the characteristics of each class, but Maxia has received requests from many adventurers in Count Meigis’ territory to make weapons specially designed for special jobs.


      It’s gotten to the point that all of the special classes in Count Meigis’s army, except for the new recruits, are using weapons made by Maxia. Producing that many custom weapons would help one understand what kind of weapons those with special classes prefer.


      “By all means, do it,” I said. “If possible, I want you to expand to outside the Count’s domain as well.”


      “Of course. In three years, all adventurers with special classes will have weapons made by us.”


      Monopolization, huh? It’s scary how when she says it, it doesn’t like a joke at all. We’ll have to watch out for her. She might just take over the domain before we know it.


      “So, I’m designing a prototype right now. Can you take a look at it once it’s finished?”


      “Sure, I’ll help out. I’m going on a trip tomorrow, so can we do this after I get back?”


      “A trip? Are you going on vacation?” Myna looked surprised.


      It’s true that I’ve done nothing but work and level up recently, so a vacation actually sounds like tempting, but unfortunately that’s not the case. It’s not a vacation, but a hellish journey of Awakening so grim that the busyness just before the war with Cardinal Georgis feels like heaven.


      Even with the help of many players in BBO, Skill Awakening required a tremendous amount of time and energy. I have to do it all by myself this time. Theoretically, it’s definitely possible, but it’s going to be an arduous task.


      “It’s not a vacation, but a trip to get stronger. I can’t tell you where I’m going, though.”


      “Must be really confidential then, if you can’t even tell me.”


      “Yup. I’m not going to tell the Count specifically where I’m heading either.”


      My destination is Raijis’ active volcano, a mountain near the border of the Empire and the Kingdom. Extremely dangerous, it is said that only suicidal people set foot on the place. Why is it dangerous? It’s because the mountain is ‘alive’ in the true sense of the word.


      It doesn’t just erupt. Active volcanoes in this world mass-produce powerful monsters to protect itself and kill all those who enter it. Monsters never stop appearing no matter how many times they are killed, and the mountain even fires volcanic projectiles to snipe intruders. And Skill Awakening can only be done in such a place.


      “Okay, I got it,” Myna said. “I’m not gonna ask where you’re going, but do come back alive.”


      “Yeah. Of course.”


      I tucked the Divine Stone that I had just obtained into my magic storage. I already told the Count that I would set out on a journey once I got the stone. The stuff I need are all ready as well.


      A Sage without Skill Awakening is powerful, but a Sage with Skill Awakening is invincible. Once I complete this journey, there is no longer any reason for us to lose to the Empire. We can challenge the Empire immediately and crush the Garden of Despair’s plans.


      Sachylis came running towards me, looking unusually flustered.


      “What’s going on?” I asked.


      “Th-The Empire is making its move! The war is about to begin!”


      Great. What an awful timing. If only they’d waited a few more days for my Skill Awakening to be done.


      I pondered over my options. What do I do now? We could gather our forces from all over the kingdom and intercept the enemy. I’ll most likely participate in that.


      But I think it would be better to do a Skill Awakening before that. The Empire launching an attack first means they’re quite confident they can win. But considering the strength of the Count’s army, they should be able to at least buy some time.


      I feel like going for a Skill Awakening then annihilating the enemy in one go is more reliable.


      I’ll have to discuss this matter with Count Meigis first. I might ask him to buy some time for me.


      Sachylis’ words snapped me back to my senses. “Raijis was attacked! The local noble’s army has already been wiped out. We believe the city is already occupied by the enemy.”


      To my surprise, the enemy attacked the exact city I was headed to. It’s impossible that our allies leaked the information. After all, I didn’t tell a soul about Raijis.


      However, it’s unlikely that the enemy attacked Raijis by mere chance. The terrain alone makes it strategically pointless to occupy. One wouldn’t even think of attacking the place if they didn’t know about the Skill Awakening.


      “Looks like they know.”


      It’s been about an hour since I received the report about the Emperor Ogre. If the enemy attacked as soon as they heard about it, the time frame matches just barely. Normally a war wouldn’t end in just an hour, but it’s possible if there’s a significant difference in abilities.


      “Is it a whole army that attacked?” I asked.


      “We’re currently sorting through the information, but reports coming in now indicate that our troops were beaten almost single-handedly.”


      I knew it. A single enemy taking out an army by himself. Attacking Raijis at this time. Taking these factors into consideration, one possibility arises. One of them had already successfully awakened their Skills.


      That would explain why the enemy hadn’t challenged us to a full-scale war until now. The enemy was searching for more Divine Stones to power up its troops. They let me go free until I obtained a Divine Stone, and once I did, start a war, and if possible, steal my stone while they’re at it.


      I could be overthinking it, but the timing is just too good. This might be quite a rough battle, then. There’s a world of difference in strength between those that had their Skills awakened and those that don’t. If I fight normally, I can’t win.


      But I have no other choice. The time has come for me to show the power of my knowledge and experience that I’ve accumulated.


      [image: r3BuXw38Oy] 
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