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      Prologue


      Summer had arrived, and yet the concept of seasons seemed nonexistent within the dimness of the dungeon. I’d heard of dungeons that changed to reflect the outside world, but the dungeon of the Free City of Baym remained constant throughout the year.


      Dim with a slight chill. An endless descent lined with dilapidated houses. It was a spiraling path that ran along the wall of a massive cylindrical pit, where the alleys between forgotten ruins formed a labyrinth of sorts.


      Advancing through the dungeon, I—Lyle Walt—swung the saber in my right hand to slice through a monster in one swift motion.


      I managed to take it down in one strike, but the feedback I was getting from the saber was off. Sensing it would soon be useless, I leaped backward just as another monster swung its weapon down at me.


      The axe struck where I’d been moments before. The fiendish lizardman swiftly followed me with its eyes. It was a creature resembling a lizard that had been twisted to take on human proportions. Just as it readied its axe for a horizontal swing—its head was run through by a spear.


      The monster collapsed, its life snuffed out by a clean blow.


      The one who took it down was my comrade, Aria Lockwood.


      Her violet eyes were already scanning for her next target; with each swift movement of her head, her red hair whipped behind her.


      Not long ago, she’d been a normal girl; now, she’d grown into a formidable warrior. She was a reliable presence, already possessing the air of a seasoned fighter.


      After pulling her spear out of the fallen monster, she slung the bloodied weapon over her shoulder.


      “Looks like that was the last of them.”


      Confirming there were no other enemies around, Aria spat out a slight, relieved sigh.


      A slim, well-toned body was concealed beneath her combat gear. She was a bit rough around the edges, her hair receiving as little care as she could get away with. And yet, its natural luster made it seem radiant, even in the dim dungeon depths.


      However, when drenched in the blood of monsters, her fierceness far outshone her beauty.


      I offered her my thanks as I glanced down at the blade of my saber. The edge was terribly chipped, but the blade wasn’t bent out of shape. It wasn’t past the point of usefulness.


      “You saved me.”


      “Another saber down the drain? How many does that make?”


      I’d managed to acquire a number of high-quality sabers since coming to Baym, but they didn’t seem to last long when compared to other weapons. There wasn’t much I could do about it—sabers were delicate weapons. If I really wanted better quality than that, it was going to cost a fair sum of money.


      I considered my party to be quite wealthy by adventurer standards. We could easily afford better equipment. But now wasn’t the time to throw around money.


      “This is my second one of the trip. I have one left.”


      Since I had a spare, there was no need to worry about finishing this dungeon campaign.


      Still, the thought of having to replace or repair them again left me feeling uneasy. Dungeon crawling was an adventurer’s livelihood. The wear and tear of my weapons naturally affected our profits.


      Our income hinged on it.


      Aria began wiping the monster blood from her spear with a cloth as she carried on the conversation.


      “Sabers are pretty pricey, right? And I would never trust a cheap one. Why don’t you try switching to a different weapon? Spears are my recommendation.”


      Aria was quick to recommend a spear—the weapon she used herself. And as if she’d been waiting for her cue, in came Sophia Laurie whose silky black hair flowed slickly behind her.


      Sophia hid a voluptuous figure beneath her baggy robe, carrying a bloodstained battle-axe in hand. A massive weapon designed for destruction, and yet she wielded that fearsome weapon with a smile.


      “I’d suggest an axe over a spear. They’re sturdy, and they can’t be matched in destructive might. You can take down any monster in a single strike.”


      She boasted of her axe with a sweet smile, while Aria puffed out her cheeks in protest. She was clearly upset that someone was putting the axe over the spear.


      “I can’t let that slide. Spears are the best. I mean, axes are so bothersome to swing around. And spears are far more common, aren’t they? Isn’t that proof enough of their superiority?”


      When I imagined the weapon a soldier might wield, it was certainly true that it was a spear more often than not. I could imagine some wielding swords, but spears were far more prevalent among their ranks.


      They were easier to handle on a battlefield to boot, and allowed soldiers to maintain a greater distance from the enemy—well, that gave them a psychological advantage.


      Sophia, however, quickly shot back, “If it’s Lyle, he can easily swing an axe as well as a sword. Then wouldn’t power be the deciding factor? Arguing popularity is just distracting from the main issue. I would not recommend it.”


      “What do you mean distracting?! I’m just proving how perfect a spear is. Axes just have to chop wood—that’s it.”


      “What did you say?!”


      As their debate heated up, I heard a voice from the blue Jewel hanging from my neck.


      One of the memories recorded within—the third head of House Walt—spoke up. By his tone, he clearly found their argument to be utterly pointless.


      “A weapon’s just a tool. You’re better off just using whatever suits the situation. By the way, my recommendation is a double-edged sword. A sturdy one, at that. Sabers are way too flimsy.”


      While advocating for choosing weapons on a case by case basis, he didn’t miss the chance to plug his own weapon of choice. And just when I thought the conversation had ended with the third head’s sensible suggestion, the sixth head cut in.


      He seemed far more agreeable when it came to Aria’s and Sophia’s opinions.


      “Indeed. A spear is easy to use. And an axe’s destructive might is appealing—in short! The halberd, which combines the strength of both, is the best!”


      His favored weapon, as you might imagine, was a halberd. In simple terms, it was a spear with an axe blade attached to the side.


      You could thrust with it like a spear, or cleave with it like an axe.


      It was indeed an excellent weapon, but a difficult one to master.


      Yet still, the man eagerly pushed it onto me.


      “Halberds are great, you know. The star of the battlefield, I say. Out there, in the big leagues, swords are nothing more than side arms.”


      The third head objected, “They’re fine weapons, but I don’t think halberds are a good fit for Lyle. He should go with something similar to what he’s used to wielding—a sword, perhaps.”


      “Lyle will be seeing more battlefields ahead. That’s what makes the halberd the optimal choice.”


      In the future, rather than facing monsters in the dungeon, our battles would be more against other humans. Anticipating this, the sixth head seemed eager to have me trade in for the halberd.


      “The best weapon is the one you’re most familiar with,” said the third.


      The sixth huffed, “And I’m telling you—”


      “Spears, I say. Lyle would do well with a spear!”


      “No, an axe. Have you never seen Lyle using an axe before? It was quite the sight to behold.”


      In the Jewel, the third and the sixth bickered, while Aria and Sophia glared daggers at one another right in front of me. Both were equally as loud and as tiresome.


      As I was considering how to put an end to the argument, an adventurer approached us.


      They were clad in full plate armor with a helmet tucked under their left arm. The slender armor accentuated a female figure, and indeed, the one wearing it was a woman.


      She had blonde hair cut into a forward-slanting bob, her emerald eyes giving off a strong-willed impression. Her appearance was the epitome of a female knight—the sword and shield she wielded reinforcing that perception.


      A knightlike adventurer—no, a former knight turned adventurer? Anyways, she was in a bit of a troublesome position.


      The woman’s name was Alette Baillet.


      A former noble of Lorphys, she led an adventurer party called Lorphys’s Raid Knights. It wasn’t just a flashy name either; they were equipped and organized in a way that could fool anyone into thinking they were a genuine knight order.


      Alette, captain of Lorphys’s Raid Knights, had come to talk to me.


      “Taking down a lizardman in one blow—that’s quite impressive! And your two friends are strong too. I heard rumors that you were leading a party of elites, and it looks like they were true. It is good to have you on the team.”


      She had a cheerful and hearty way of speaking. There wasn’t a shred of cynicism as she heaped praise onto us. She was not the sort of person who looked down on adventurers.


      A good person through and through. Both her character and her capabilities as an adventurer were commendable. And as a matter of fact, she was considered to be one of the more prominent adventurers of Baym.


      With Alette’s arrival, Aria and Sophia awkwardly let up on their bickering.


      “It goes both ways,” I said, turning to Alette. “I never thought we’d be able to make it past the thirtieth floor this fast. It’s all thanks to your team.”


      The party led by Alette performed magnificently. While I didn’t think the members of my party were weaker, Alette had also gathered some high-caliber members. And far more of them.


      There was strength in numbers.


      By merely accompanying Alette’s party, we made it to the thirtieth floor in no time at all.


      “There is no need to humble yourself. I’m sure your party would have come this far in only a few months. Putting that aside, have you considered my proposal?”


      The proposal—it was something Alette suggested once she recognized our skill level.


      “You mean the offer to work as mercenaries for Lorphys?”


      “That’s right. We need as many capable comrades as we can get. You’d be more than welcome.”


      “I can’t make a decision right away.”


      “Of course. Sorry if I rushed you.”


      With a brief apology, Alette turned and left. And after watching her off, Novem Fuchs came up to me.


      Novem was a woman whose tawny brown hair was done up in a side ponytail, and whose silver staff was hanging from her belt. But even as she approached me, her eyes remained fixed on Alette’s back.


      “She seems to be growing anxious,” said Novem.


      I let out a slight sigh and put a hand to my head.


      “I can’t blame her. Of course she’d be anxious, knowing her homeland is about to be invaded.”


      Though I said that, to me, it felt like someone else’s problem. I couldn’t really feel the weight of the situation. However, all the past heads of House Walt in the Jewel unanimously expressed their empathy.


      I didn’t have any good memories of my own homeland. Would I grow anxious if I heard that those lands were in danger? My savior Zel was no more, and aside from a few acquaintances—no, now wasn’t the time to think about that. I shook my head to drive the thought from my mind.


      “We have our own mission to fulfill. Taking up Ms. Alette’s proposal isn’t an option.”


      I was only putting my response on hold because I felt bad giving her an immediate rejection. In truth, becoming a mercenary for Lorphys was never an option.


      Novem seemed relieved by my decision. After confirming there were only allies around, she went on: “We should aim to intervene before the war starts in earnest.”


      “Agreed.”


      Alette was reliable; I had quite a high opinion of her. Despite this, there was a reason we couldn’t assist her: We intended to use the conflict between Lorphys and their aggressor—the Theocracy of Zayin—as a stepping stone for our own rise.


      There was little to gain by taking either side when our ultimate goal was Zayin itself.


      I glanced at Porter, which had been trailing behind us. Standing atop its ceiling was Eva whose puffy pink hair bobbed as she waved at us. She was an elf, as indicated by her long, pointed ears.


      She waved both her hands enthusiastically.


      “Good work, you two!” Eva greeted us without a care, but neither Novem nor I was focusing on her—instead, our attention was on the two figures hiding within Porter.


      As I raised a hand in response, Eva hopped off and made her way over, with Porter coming to a halt nearby. Eva glanced at Porter as she reported the situation to us. By her troubled look, things weren’t looking too favorable.


      “It’s hopeless. We managed to get Gaston on board, but Thelma is still against it. It will be hard to use her at this rate. We’re taking turns persuading her, but she doesn’t have the will. Even Miranda can’t get through to her.”


      Gaston...and Thelma.


      They hailed from Zayin, Lorphys’s enemy, and had formerly ruled from its top as the high priest and holy maiden. The “formerly” part was tacked on after they lost their power in a coup d’état. However, that didn’t change the fact that they had once presided over the nation.


      I instructed Eva to keep up the persuasion efforts.


      “Keep at it. There’s no need to rush. Just talk to her normally and try to lift her spirits. That will be enough for now.”


      Eva shrugged. Her eyes had turned to Lorphys’s Raid Knights in the distance and she seemed aghast at the absurdity of the situation. The look on her face was telling me, “Wow, you’re really playing the field.”


      After all, from the Raid Team’s point of view, both Gaston and Thelma were detestable enemies. Eva couldn’t believe that I had brought them both on our expedition, hidden right under their noses.


      “If you say so. I’ll do it, but...man.”


      No matter how we tried to coax her, Thelma remained unmotivated.


      “Please do. We need Thelma’s assistance if we’re going to recapture Zayin.”


      The moment I brought up the words “recapture Zayin,” a somewhat bemused look crossed Eva’s face. The girl happened to love any topics she could turn into material for her stories. And so—she was completely on board with lifting Thelma up as a rallying banner to retake Zayin.


      “You’re something else, you know that? Most people wouldn’t even think of using the former holy maiden to usurp the country. Not that I’m against that sort of thing.”


      If we succeeded, bards everywhere would want to sing of our deeds. If we succeeded, that is; and if we wanted to do that, Thelma’s help was absolutely essential.


      But there was one other major problem, and the one who pointed it out was Novem.


      “So long as we can get Ms. Thelma on board, the only issue left would be funding.”


      I pressed my left hand against my face.


      “That’s the biggest problem. We’re talking about enough money to wage war on a nation. It’ll take forever if we want to scrounge it up as adventurers.”


      Ideally, I wanted to start moving as soon as possible, but the lack of funds was tying our hands.


      My party alone wasn’t enough to fight a full-scale war. Even if we wanted to gather mercenaries in Baym, we needed a significant amount of capital to pull it off.


      Eva placed a hand on her hip. “Funding, huh?” she said. “That’s not exactly a glamorous part of the story, so it’s getting cut. Too realistic. It kills the vibe.”


      I wholeheartedly agreed with her on that one. But we couldn’t avert our eyes from it.


      “A story can be as fantastical as you want it to be, but we need to face reality.”


      Novem seemed moved by my words. “As expected of you, milord. That’s right. Humans—must live in reality. We cannot dream forever.”


      “You’re a harsh mistress, Novem. But seriously, what are we going to do about this?”


      No matter what we wanted to do, we needed money. That was how the world worked. This dungeon expedition, too, was arranged as a way to raise funds.


      But even if we made a decent profit this time around, it would be like drops in a bucket.


      Seriously. What are we going to do? At this rate, we won’t be ready by the time the war breaks out.


      “Looks like we’ll need to find a patron after all.”


      Doing things the straight and honest way would take far too long. Finding a merchant willing to back us financially seemed to be the quickest path to our goals.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 108: The Great Merchant of Baym


      It was the bottom of a dark sea.


      Ah, I’m dreaming the same dream again.


      It didn’t take long for Vera Tres to realize she was inside a dream. The dreams she saw were almost always the same.


      She would be there, silent and still, at the bottom of a deep, quiet sea. Vera had long grown accustomed to the solitude to the point where it felt like she had become nothing more than a mindless rock or some other manner of refuse.


      I’m always alone in these dreams.


      When she awoke, she would be returned to a reality with a family who loved her. Though her mother had passed, her father still smothered her with affection—so much so that it was irksome.


      And then, there was her sister who had gotten with the man Vera herself had loved.


      She didn’t resent her for it and even gave her blessings to their union.


      However, in the dreams, she was always alone.


      She was haunted by an image of herself floating, hugging her knees in the depths of the sea. She could never move, no matter how hard she tried.
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      And Vera knew what would happen next. It was always the same.


      It should be any moment now.


      Slowly rising from the dark sea floor, Vera struggled toward the surface, but her body refused to obey her. But still, she fought desperately, determined to escape the water. Gradually, the light grew stronger and stronger, and just before she could finally break free, then came a voice.


      “Well done, Tres. Your duty is complete.”


      It was always the same voice, always the same line. A voice she had never heard in reality.


      What awaited her as she broke the water’s surface was a figure that floated in the air with the sun to their back. She would reach out to the figure, and Vera would feel the urge to turn away.


      After all, the hand that reached out wasn’t her own. It was rough, like craggy ocean cliffs, encrusted with all manner of aquatic creatures. And when she took the outstretched, seemingly feminine hand of the figure before her—her hand would crumble away.


      It wasn’t just her hand. Her shoulder, then her chest—cracks would spread from each new collapse until finally her entire body had cracked and crumbled away.


      No. No! I don’t want this!


      Her fragmented body tumbled back into the depths. I don’t want to go back, she thought to herself. But no matter how much she wished otherwise, she was always dragged back into the same darkness.


      Her body, now in pieces, would sink, unable to even struggle...


      “...?!”


      And that was always when she’d open her eyes.


      Drenched in sweat, Vera steadied her breath as she lay in her canopied bed. Her heart was racing, pounding so hard she could hear it in her ears.


      She felt relief as she realized she was in her own room. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath.


      Wiping the sweat from her brow with the back of her hand, she slowly sat up. She drew her knees close to her body, wrapping her arms around them.


      “It’s been happening a lot lately. I hope it’s not a bad omen.”


      After her heart had calmed, Vera rose from the bed.


      It was summer. The heat had her sleep lightly dressed, and so she was in her undergarments.


      Peering into the room’s mirror, Vera sighed at the sight of her weary self. Her sharp eyes—which gave her a willful appearance—looked especially irritated today.


      “I should take a shower.”


      Her long black hair, ruffled up from her sleep, still held its gloss despite the mess. Her skin was white and clear despite her frequent sea voyages—and her eyes were a striking purple. She had a slender figure, her chest on the smaller side, but enough to fit neatly in her own hands.


      Just as Vera was about to head to the bathroom, there was a knock at the door.


      “Yes?” she replied offhandedly, knowing full well who it was.


      She was dealing with none other than the great merchant, Fidel Tres. The head of her household, and Vera’s father.


      “Vera, hurry up and get ready. Let’s have breakfast together—just the family. Yes, today’s the day we promised to have a wonderful breakfast together.”


      She could immediately tell how high-spirited he was—she could sense just how much he’d been waiting for this day. Vera had been staying at the estate for an unusually long time, given her frequent trips at sea, and her father could hardly contain his excitement.


      “You didn’t need to go out of your way to wake me up.”


      “Papa’s been looking forward to this day, you know! Don’t be late, Vera! Papa has an important business meeting later, so he needs to leave the house.”


      She winced as she sensed her father clinging to the door in tears. “Fine, fine, got it,” she said as she set off to take her shower.


      Gathered at the breakfast nook were Vera, Fidel, and Vera’s younger sister, Gina Tres.


      Unlike Vera, Gina had a very calm and settled air to her. She didn’t help with the family business, living the sheltered life of a noble lady within the estate.


      Usually, Vera would have done the same, but she had been entrusted with work once her talents were discerned. The morning consisted of a peaceful breakfast, filled with the smiles shared between the three loving members of the family—or not.


      Fidel’s face had been twisted into a bitter expression by the guest whom the settled noble lady Gina had invited to the table.


      “What’s a whelp like you doing here?” Veins bulged on Fidel’s forehead as he struggled to hold back his desire to scream.


      The guest—Roland—was an affable young man with short hair. He also happened to be Gina’s lover.


      Roland had once been an earnest young man who worked for House Tres. After he caught Gina’s eye, he was promoted to be her personal attendant.


      Fidel hadn’t approved of the arrangement, but Gina forced it through.


      He looked uneasy as he shifted his gaze from Fidel to Gina. All eyes had gathered on the girl.


      “Roland’s going to be my husband. He’s practically family.”


      At those words, Fidel’s hair practically stood on end in his fury.


      “This whelp’s gonna marry my adorable Gina?! Papa’s never gonna allow it!”


      “Why not?! Do you hate me, papa?”


      Gina grew teary-eyed at Fidel’s rejection. The sight of her had Fidel lose all his momentum, turning him into a confused, quivering mess.


      “No, umm, Papa loves Gina very much. You and Vera are my only two treasures in the world. But... But you know? I think marrying Roland might be going a little too far...”


      Fidel shot a pleading glance at Vera, silently begging for her help.


      As she picked up on it, Vera let out a quiet sigh before pitching in.


      “Why don’t you just let them be?”


      “Thank you, sis!”


      “Veeeeraaaa! What do you think you’re saying?!”


      Gina rejoiced while Fidel—now completely isolated—looked like he was about to burst into tears.


      Not wanting to see her father cry, Vera returned her attention to her meal as she went on.


      “Papa, didn’t you say you weren’t going to use us as tools for political marriages? If that’s the case, then what’s wrong with marrying Roland?”


      Gina’s eyes lit up as she nodded again and again, and seeing this caused Vera to go through a mix of emotions. After all, Roland was the man that she had come to love too.


      Roland, a kind and earnest young man, shyly cast his eyes down. He seemed embarrassed by Gina’s affection. Watching this, Vera knew there was no room for her to step in.


      But Fidel wasn’t about to back down just because Vera told him to.


      “Absolutely not. Papa isn’t opposing it because he hates you. I’m saying it because that boy can’t make Gina happy.”


      Fidel’s stern eyes stabbed straight into Roland. With such a fierce stare from the great merchant, the young Roland could do nothing but shrink back.


      Gina wasn’t convinced. “I’m happy!”


      “Please understand, Gina. You and Roland—”


      As Fidel was about to continue admonishing her, his secretary entered the room.


      “Master Fidel, it’s time. The carriage is ready to take you.”


      “Huh? No, wait. I’m having an important conversation with Gina right now.”


      “There’s no time for that. You’re already cutting it close.”


      “Urk! I-If it’s work, I suppose I can’t help it. But we’re definitely talking after this! Gina, stay tight at the manor.”


      Fidel put on his work face, his eyes sharpening as he left the room. He spoke with his secretary about the day’s negotiations as he disappeared down the hall.


      It was only at times like these that she would see her ideal father in him—before his daughters, he couldn’t help but soften up far too much. Vera didn’t hate that about him. But at this rate, it seemed like neither she nor Gina would ever be able to get married.


      Once Fidel was gone, Gina turned to Vera and said, “Sis, I have a favor to ask. I want father to approve of Roland and me. Could you help us?”


      Vera stifled her conflicted emotions and put on a smile.


      “Fine by me. But I don’t have much time, since I have to leave for work soon.”


      “Are you going out to trade again? You could just leave that to someone else.”


      Gina’s innocent suggestion caused Vera’s gaze to briefly flicker toward Roland. But she quickly shook her head.


      “It’s my ship. I don’t want to leave it in anyone else’s hands.”


      Gina seemed a bit put off by Vera’s dedication to her work, but she wouldn’t criticize her for it. Instead, she offered her support.


      “As long as you’re fine with it, I’m not going to stop you. But how can we get father to approve of Roland?”


      As Gina held her head and worried aloud, Roland, sitting beside her, spoke up.


      “Milady, is there really any need to rush? He will accept us in time.”


      Roland was a diligent man. He believed he could gradually win Fidel over, taking time to show just how much of a hard worker he was. It was this side of him that Gina had fallen in love with, and she was satisfied with his answer.


      “Right. I’m sure he’ll accept it if we just do our best.”


      “Yes.”


      Vera watched them smile as they linked hands, a cold overtaking a part of her chest. And she hated herself for it.


      Personally, I think it would be quicker to have him pull off a large project.


      Knowing Fidel’s personality, Vera thought it would be easier to gain his approval through some grand success than through diligent work.


      Roland was indeed a sincere and respectable man. He was honest with his work, and had it not been for Gina, Fidel would have surely taken a liking to him.


      However, that seemed to be where it ended for Roland. That was his limit.


      “Why don’t you try for something big?” Vera jokingly suggested. “I’m sure papa will see you in a whole new light. Roland, how about you join me on my ship and seal a business deal? Just kidding.”


      It was Gina who took the joke seriously. She put a hand to her chin in thought, then lifted her face.


      “That might just do it.”


      “Huh?”


      Gina grabbed Vera’s hand with both of hers, looking her straight in the eye.


      “Sis! Please! Help Roland prove himself.”
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