
  
    [image: Cover]
  

  Table of Contents


  
    	Cover


    	Chapter 10


    	Afterword


    	Color Illustrations


    	About J-Novel Club


    	Copyright

  

  
    Landmarks

    
      	
        Color Images
      

      	
        Table of Contents
      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Ten


      Part One


      “Gramps, there are some adventurers up ahead. It looks like they came from the direction of Kukuri Village.”


      As soon as we had finished setting up camp the day before, I had immediately passed out and slept straight till morning. Everyone else had kept watch that night, so to make up for it, I was now taking the morning shift driving the carriage.


      We had departed from the campsite and had about two to three more hours to go before we reached the village when I spotted a party of adventurers. They were coming our way from the direction of Kukuri Village.


      “This is the first time we’ve seen any adventurers since we left Shellhide,” Gramps mused.


      “I know. Well, we made a promise to the margrave, so we should go ahead and talk to them.”


      I drove the carriage towards the group, and they seemed to notice us too. As we got closer, I could tell they looked cautious, but once they saw Thunderbolt, they stayed put. They probably thought that if they ran away from our carriage, we’d either catch up to them immediately or think they were suspicious. There were five adventurers, and they all looked younger than me. I figured they’d probably come to gather herbs in the Elder Forest.


      I stopped the carriage a short distance away from them so I wouldn’t spook them too much before calling out to them. “We’ve just come from Shellhide. Are you on your way home from Kukuri Village?” I asked.


      “That’s right,” one of the adventurers answered.


      “The margrave asked us to warn any adventurers taking on quests near Kukuri Village to be careful,” I added.


      The moment I mentioned the margrave’s request, the adventurers grew even more cautious, most likely not believing it. But once Leon showed them the flag with the margrave’s family crest on it, they decided to hear us out, although still doubtful.


      I explained to them how reports of missing people near the village had increased lately. “...And so that’s why you should steer clear of Kukuri Village as much as possible.”


      The adventurers all went pale and turned to each other, saying things like “I knew it!” and “That’s why we felt that weird vibe.”


      “What do you mean?” I prodded.


      “We were all raised in a village that neighbored a forest, just like Kukuri Village. We’re novices, but since we know our way around forests, we were confident we could do it. We heard you could make a lot of money gathering the herbs from the Elder Forest, so we went there to give it a try, but the atmosphere around the place was so creepy we decided to turn back.”


      They then explained that they’d arrived at a spot near Kukuri Village in the middle of the night and had decided to take a break there before looking for herbs in the forest early the next morning. Shortly before dawn, they had set out for the Elder Forest to gather herbs as planned, but the atmosphere in the forest had been so different from any they’d ever been in before that they had decided to give up and turn back.


      “I think that was a good judgment call,” I said. “We ran into two groups of goblins and one group of orcs on the way here. That doesn’t necessarily mean there’re more monsters the way we came, but you should be careful on your way home.”


      The color drained from their faces when they heard my warning. It seemed they didn’t have much confidence in combat, so they were most likely imagining what would happen to them if they were attacked.


      Gramps told them about a safer route that he knew of, although it had been a long time since he’d taken it himself, so he advised them to be careful anyway. After that, the adventurers told us what Kukuri Village was like now. We parted ways after that—they wanted to put as much distance as they could between them and the village before nightfall, so they hurried off.


      “Seems safe to say that there’s definitely been a change in the Elder Forest,” Gramps remarked.


      I agreed. “Yeah. We only chatted with those adventurers for a little bit, but they looked like they were pretty familiar with forests, so I think it’s true that they felt a strange vibe there. Not to mention the fact that we ran into three groups of monsters on the way here.”


      At any rate, based on what we’d learned from that group, we decided to camp at the fortress outside of the village instead of in the village itself that night. The fortress was basically the remnants of the barricade we’d made when fighting off the zombies long ago. The walls were mostly in ruins, but the moat remained intact. Adventurers who visited the village often used it as a campsite.




      “We’re finally here,” I said.


      “So we are,” Gramps answered.


      We hadn’t encountered any other adventurers or monsters on the way and safely arrived at Kukuri Village according to plan. Well, perhaps it would be more correct to say we’d arrived at the place that used to be Kukuri Village.


      Most of the buildings I remembered from the village had been destroyed by the zombie attacks or by our own magic as we fought back. The church, which was made from stone, was the only building left standing. Half of its roof was missing, though, so it was too dangerous to go inside of it, let alone camp out there.


      “Isn’t that where my house used to be?” I asked. “Uncle Mark and Aunt Martha’s house was next door. And the building where we used to gather for parties was over there.”


      So many memories came back to me, like Gramps’s old house, the place where I first used magic, and so on. But the places I pointed out were now empty and barely recognizable with only columns, floorboards, or the remains of flowerbeds left behind.


      “And this used to be my room...”


      As I slowly looked around the devastatingly changed village, I reached the spot that used to be my house. I reflected on the past as I walked across the threshold where the front door of the house had been before going to what used to be my room.


      “There’s really nothing left...” I’d hung onto hope that some of my old things might’ve survived, but there was nothing here. “What are these charred pieces of wood? My bed, maybe? Then this must be my chair and my desk...”


      Even if some things had survived the fight against the zombies, adventurers who had visited the village later had probably taken away anything of value to sell.


      “Tenma, shall we go see Celia’s and Ricardo’s graves now?” Gramps asked softly, interrupting my reveries.


      “Sure.”


      It was only the two of us and my followers here. The rest of our party had hung back at the fortress to prepare the campsite.


      “They’re over that way. They’re resting alongside the other villagers who perished.”


      We walked through the village for a bit until we reached the spot.


      “Wait, aren’t Shiromaru’s parents buried near here too?” I asked.


      This area was nothing but a burnt wasteland now, but I was sure that if we walked a bit farther, we’d reach the spot where I’d buried Shiromaru’s parents.


      “Mm, that’s right. There used to be trees in this area, but your magic burnt them up and turned it into a plain. We chose this place to bury the victims since it was large enough.”


      Gramps had been severely injured at the time and couldn’t even move, so the other surviving villagers had turned this place into a cemetery. Despite that, he had been able to visit the graves before leaving Kukuri Village with Uncle Mark’s help.


      “Here it is. This stone marks Celia and Ricardo’s resting place.” Gramps stopped in front of a large rock that was about forty centimeters large. Mom’s and Dad’s names were carved on it.


      “It’s been a long time, Mom and Dad.”


      I put my hands together in prayer so I could tell them what had happened after the dragon zombie attack. When I was done with that, I pulled out the item I’d made for this occasion. It was a nice headstone with their names carved into it, along with the Otori surname.


      “I’m sure they’re very happy,” Gramps said.


      “I really hope so.”


      After I was finished paying my respects at my parents’ grave, Gramps and I did the same at the graves of the rest of the villagers. There were so many of them that Kriss and the others came looking for us while we were still cleaning up the cemetery. Once they saw what we were doing, they all joined in to help.


      We finished cleaning and then went back to the camp at the fortress. Just as the adventurers we met had said, most of the walls had been destroyed by the battle and were in disrepair. The moat was mostly covered up by the collapsed walls and overgrown grass.


      “Well, we set up camp while you two were gone,” Kriss said. She’d chosen an area in the middle of the fortress that had probably been used by other adventurers. Other people had left behind the remains of a cooking stove and lean-tos to keep out the wind, so it hadn’t required much work.


      “Jeanne and Aura made dinner, so all that’s left to do is to decide on the order of our lookout shifts,” she said.


      “Before we do that, I just want to say that I’d like to leave Kukuri Village tomorrow morning,” I announced.


      Our original plan had been to stay here for a few days. Gramps was surprised to hear me say otherwise.


      “We don’t know anything about the village anymore, but there’s definitely something odd going on. There are more people going missing around here than usual, and the adventurers we met on the way mentioned the creepy atmosphere in the forest. Honestly, I’d like to turn back now, but we can’t report anything to the guild until we stay at least one night and see if we can figure out what’s going on.”


      Luckily, everyone here had their own spheres of influence. If any of us experienced anything and reported on it, the guild would most likely dispatch a team to investigate.


      “That’s a good point,” Gramps said.


      “If we go back and make the report now, the guild might not believe us. They might even think we’re a bunch of cowards,” I suggested.


      Even if people had gone missing, the guild made a profit by sending adventurers out here. They were a business—it was highly unlikely they’d take our reports seriously unless we had concrete evidence or findings.


      Leon chimed in. “I don’t mind,” he said. “I want to see what’s going on in Kukuri Village too.”


      Gramps and Kriss both agreed with him, and after that, everyone else nodded. No one else besides me or Gramps had any special feelings about Kukuri Village anyway, so they had no reason to oppose cutting our stay short.


      “Now, about the order of lookout shifts, the first group will be Kriss, Albert, and Cain. The second group will be Gramps, Leon, Amur, and Leni. The final group will be me, Jeanne, and Aura. Is that all right?” I asked.


      For the first group, I knew that if Kriss were in charge, Albert and Cain would follow her orders. Gramps was the most seasoned adventurer here, so I didn’t have to worry about the second group. While I was a little nervous about putting Leon and Leni together in that group, I doubted there would be any problems as long as Gramps and Amur were with them. As for the final group, it might have seemed like Jeanne and Aura would just get in the way if something happened, but since I’d be there with my followers, our group actually had the highest combat ability.


      Regarding the order, the second and third groups were interchangeable, but when I considered breakfast preparations and getting Thunderbolt ready, I thought my group should be last.


      I explained my reasoning to everyone, and they agreed with it. However, I did let Gramps and Amur know my concerns regarding Leon and Leni, so they promised they’d keep an eye on the situation. The first group seemed to understand why I had put Kriss with Albert and Cain without me having to mention it.


      We decided on which times we would change shifts and what to do in an emergency. Each group had a discussion among themselves, and then we had free time until dinner was ready. I didn’t want anyone going off by themselves due to the unpredictable nature of our situation, so I made a rule that everyone had to stay away from the Elder Forest.


      ◆◆◆


      “Good night, Kriss,” I said.


      “Good night, Jeanne. Get a good night’s sleep, and then I’ll be looking forward to a yummy breakfast when we wake up!”


      Kriss and her team were prepared to keep watch, so I climbed into the carriage where I and the other women would be sleeping. I slipped under the covers quietly, careful not to wake up Amur and Leni as they were already resting. Aura had come into the carriage shortly before I had, but she was already fast asleep too.


      Come to think of it, Tenma fell asleep awfully early again today.


      I had noticed him getting more and more restless the closer we got to the village. And if even I had picked up on it, then surely everyone else had noticed that he was acting different from usual too.


      It’s been a while since Tenma and I were on watch duty together. Aura and I will have to fight if something happens, but Rocket and the others will be there too. Plus, we can activate the golems and hurry to wake up everyone else before escaping into the carriage.


      I lay down and closed my eyes, running through the checklist of everything I had to do during our lookout duty over and over again in my head.




      “It’s cold...”


      I must’ve finally dozed off, but I awoke with a start, chilled to the bone. There was a jacket that’d been slung over a chair nearby, so I reached for it for warmth. Whatever was in its pockets rattled around when I put it on, but I was still half asleep, too groggy to bother taking it out.


      “Water...” I suddenly felt thirsty, so I got out of bed in search of the pitcher of water that should’ve been on the table.


      Amur and Leni were no longer in the carriage. Kriss was sleeping here in their place, so I knew it must’ve been time for the second group to be on watch.


      “I wonder how much longer it is until my shift?” I wondered. If it wouldn’t be that much longer, it might’ve been easier to just stay awake until then. I looked outside to see if it was still dark.


      And that was when I saw Tenma walking unsteadily towards the forest.


      “Tenma...?” I said. “Why isn’t anyone stopping him?!”


      He was clearly acting strangely. I thought about chasing after him immediately, but I decided it would be best to wake Kriss up first. I shook her shoulders, but she didn’t seem like she would come to. I smacked Aura’s cheeks a few times too, but just like Kriss, she wouldn’t wake up either.


      “Why...?!”


      The two of them weren’t dead—they were breathing, but whatever was happening definitely wasn’t normal.


      “How’s everyone else?” I wondered and rushed out of the carriage. I ran over to the group that was keeping watch, but they were all sitting down, fast asleep.


      “Master Merlin! It’s Tenma!” I’d thought that I could surely rely on Master Merlin, but when I shook him, he wouldn’t wake up—just like Kriss and Aura.


      Meanwhile, Tenma had gotten quite far away, and by the time I decided I had no other choice but to go after him myself, he’d already practically disappeared into the forest.




      “I’m pretty sure he went this way...”


      It wasn’t long after I entered the forest that I totally lost sight of Tenma. When I had first started chasing after him, I’d thought that even though he was quite far ahead of me, he had seemed to be half asleep and unsteady on his feet, so surely I could catch up to him if I ran. But once I entered the forest, it was much harder to run than I’d expected, and since I wasn’t familiar with these woods, I fell down several times.


      “Tenma, where are you?” I called out.


      Not only had I lost sight of him, but these woods were dark and creepy at night. I was terrified that a monster would attack me at any moment. But I couldn’t just leave Tenma alone. And most of all, I had no idea how to get back anyway. All I could do was keep going the way I thought I’d seen Tenma go.


      “Tenma...? Oh, there he is!”


      As I continued to wander through the forest, I came to a small clearing. I took in my surroundings and could see Tenma off in the distance. He’d reached the clearing at the same time I had, but since we were so far apart, that must’ve meant I’d gone in a slightly different direction while I had been chasing after him. The fact that I was able to find him at all meant I was really lucky—if I hadn’t, I would’ve kept going in the wrong direction and gotten completely lost.


      “Tenma, why are you... Eek!”


      I began to run towards him to grab hold of him, but then I noticed he was pointing at something. I followed his gaze and saw a creepy monster wearing a robe with a hood pulled over its head.


      It might’ve seemed odd for me to say it was a creepy monster, since it was so far away from me and its body was concealed by a robe, but there was no other way I could describe it. After all, the hand that reached towards Tenma was nothing but bones. And I don’t mean that in a figurative way—I literally only saw bones.


      Instinctively, I knew I couldn’t let Tenma get close to that monster. I thought about using magic, but since I didn’t have a lot of control over my spells, there was a good chance I would hit Tenma by mistake.


      “What should I do...? Oh, I know!”


      If I couldn’t use magic, I thought I could use a rock, but I wasn’t sure if I’d be able to throw one that far. As I waffled about it, I suddenly remembered the slingshot Tenma had given me. Lucky for me, that was what’d been in my jacket pocket when I’d put it on earlier—I had to pat myself on the back for that one.


      “Let’s goooo!”


      I loaded some tiny stones into my slingshot, drew the band as far back as I could, and let the stones fly towards the monster. My aim was spot-on, because the rocks headed straight for the monster!


      But only at first, however.


      All of a sudden, the rocks changed course, and they ended up hitting the tree branch above the monster. Then, they changed paths again and hit Tenma. The monster must’ve realized something was flying towards it, and once it spotted me, it knew I was the culprit.


      It then thrust its bony hand towards me instead. I could tell it was trying to use some sort of magic spell against me, but I couldn’t move. I was frozen because everything was happening so quickly, but more than that, I couldn’t move because I had seen its face. And the monster’s face was exactly what I’d imagined it to be—not human, but a human skull.


      The monster took another step towards me as I stood rooted to the spot, but in the next moment, it was blown backward by magic. And there was only one person who could’ve cast the spell...


      “Jeanne, are you all right?!”


      It was Tenma.


      ◆◆◆


      I’m dreaming, aren’t I?


      I’d experienced lucid dreams several times before, but this was the first one that made me feel both nostalgic and sad at the same time. The dreamscape that stretched out before me was the Kukuri Village I remembered from my childhood.


      There’s no one around...


      Sadly, I couldn’t see a single other person in my dream.


      If I’m dreaming, can’t I at least enjoy it?


      In the dream, I was walking towards my house from outside of the village. After some time, I arrived at my childhood home—the very one I had lived in with my welcoming mom and dad, which had stood until the zombies had attacked the village.


      But before I could relish in the nostalgia of it all, I pushed the door open and went inside. I didn’t go to my room—instead, I cut through the house and exited through the back door.


      Huh? Did the doors in our house always open inward? Actually, was there even a back door in this spot at all?


      Since I was dreaming, the details of the house differed from the facts in my memories, but for some reason, those differences really nagged at me. I didn’t have time to dwell on it much longer before my body began walking forward, and I entered the forest.


      This brings back so many memories... This is where I set the traps for the mountain quails. Dad got mad at me when he got tripped up by them.


      I made my way through the brush and continued deeper into the forest as I remembered that.


      I’ve walked for so long...but where am I going?


      It wasn’t unusual to do mysterious things in dreams, but I thought it was strange that all I was doing was walking. It felt like I was heading somewhere in particular, but I couldn’t remember anything of note in this direction. The Elder Forest just kept continuing on before me.


      I’ve come out into a clearing... Hm? Something’s over there.


      I walked and walked and walked through the forest until I finally came upon a small clearing. This was the first place in my dream I didn’t recognize from real life.


      As I stepped into the area, there was something in front of me, beckoning me and calling me.


      Who is that...?


      The figure calling me was concealed under a long, hooded robe. Since I couldn’t see their face, I didn’t know who it was. They were slightly taller than me, and I couldn’t tell if it was a man or a woman under that robe.


      Whoever it is, they’re creepy. I know I should be cautious of them, but for some reason, I just keep heading towards them.


      If this were reality, I would’ve put distance between the two of us and used Identify instead of going closer. But since I was dreaming, I didn’t do that. Instead, I approached the suspicious hooded figure.


      Once they realized I was indeed coming closer, they stopped beckoning to me and instead reached their hand out in my direction.


      Do they want me to take their hand?


      I should’ve been able to see their hand, but for some reason, I couldn’t. I couldn’t tell whether it was thin or muscular, or a man’s or a woman’s. All I could discern was that it was shaped like a human hand.


      Only a few more meters... Just a few steps farther, and I’d be able to grab onto the hand...


      But then, out of nowhere, something hit me square in the forehead, forcing my gaze away from the hooded figure.


      “Oww...”


      I reflexively brought my hand to my forehead, where a jolt of pain raced through me. I felt something wet there and realized it was blood. The moment I felt the blood and the pain, I understood that everything I’d thought had been a dream until now had actually been real.


      “I was sleepwalking?” I said. “Huh?!”


      Once I understood my situation, I turned my gaze forward, and the figure who had called me became clear.


      It was a skeleton. The hand that reached for me—and the face that peeked out from beneath the hood—was made only of bones, much like the anatomical models I’d seen before. Perhaps there was some flesh remaining beneath the being’s robes, but it couldn’t have been much. The figure standing in front of me was not an ordinary human skeleton, though—it was a monster.


      And that monster was now facing away from me with its hand outstretched, about to use magic.


      “What...? Jeanne’s here too?! No, I won’t let you!” I cried out.


      The monster was looking at Jeanne and seemed to be intent on getting her out of the way. And Jeanne was frozen to the spot, overwhelmed by the monster’s creepy aura.


      If I didn’t do something fast, this monster would kill her. I immediately cast the Wind spell Air Ball, releasing it towards the monster. It shot out quickly and knocked the monster back before it could attack Jeanne.


      “Jeanne, are you all right?!” I yelled.


      I prioritized confirming her safety over casting another spell at the monster. Once I reached her, I pushed her behind me, putting myself in between her and her attacker.


      I was incredibly lucky that I’d been able to save her. The monster had begun casting its spell sooner than I had, but my spell had reached the monster first only because I’d cast one that emphasized speed while the monster had been planning to use a spell that required a great deal of mana—and would’ve been enough to kill Jeanne. I’d only managed to save her by two or three seconds at the most.


      “What in the world is going on?” I asked.


      “I knew you weren’t being yourself!” she said. Her explanation came out in a rush—she told me how she had seen me stumbling through the campsite heading towards the forest, and how she hadn’t been able to wake up anyone else.


      “This definitely isn’t normal. And I know what’s causing all of it,” I said, directing my gaze at the monster who slowly rose to its feet. Its robe was now tattered, and I could see glimpses of its bony figure peeking through the holes.


      “Its body is nothing but bones too,” I said. “This would’ve been easier if it were just a skeleton...but if it has enough mana to trap both me and Gramps on top of the fact that my spell just now barely affected it, that must mean...that thing is a lich!”


      In my previous life, liches had been considered the strongest undead monsters when compared to others like zombies or skeletons. That seemed to be accurate in this world as well.


      However, unlike the programmed enemies in video games, this was actually real life, and the strength of real monsters varied from one to the next—just like the lich that stood in front of me. Monsters that sprang from corpses, like liches, had power levels that were heavily influenced by the strength and condition of their original body. So even if you were facing a lich, it could be anywhere from weak to exceptionally strong depending on what it had come from.


      Well, one couldn’t turn into a lich without having a certain level of base strength, so they were still far more dangerous than lower-level monsters like zombies or skeletons on average. However, even zombies or skeletons could vary in strength depending on their materials.


      But unfortunately for me, the lich in front of me was one of the strongest ones—a top-tier lich, even.


      “Jeanne! Don’t leave my side!”


      “Got it!”


      I reached into my magic bag and pulled out my favorite sword and ten golem cores. I ordered three of the golems to flank us and sent the remaining seven forward, towards the lich. However, three of them ended up directly in front of the monster and were destroyed by its magic in an instant.


      “What kind of spell was that?!” I cried.


      I’d been using Identify on the lich for a while, but I hadn’t been able to get a read on its stats. And I had no idea what kind of spell it had just used to blow away the golems either.


      “You last four golems, surround it on both sides!”


      Two pairs of golems positioned themselves on either side of the lich, leaving the area between me and the lich clear.


      “Throw anything at it! Rocks, dirt, whatever! Just keep at it!” After I gave the golems that order, I quickly cast one Air Ball after another. The lich tried to use some kind of magic to counter my spells, but the stones and clumps of dirt being hurled at it from both sides made it impossible for the being to maintain its footing.


      “So physical attacks work better than magic... If that’s the case, then I’ll have to push through with this!”


      To continue my attack on the lich, I switched from my Wind magic spell Air Ball to my Earth magic spell Earth Ball. The lich seemed to be losing its composure more easily now that I had switched spells. It was focusing on staying upright rather than counterattacking.


      “Just a little more!”


      The moment I was certain that victory was within my grasp, the lich’s eyes gleamed ominously. And the next, my golems who’d been throwing projectiles at him stood frozen in place.


      “Did he take them out...?”


      “Tenma! Behind you!”


      “What?”


      Based on how they’d stopped, I’d assumed that these golems had been somehow destroyed by the same spell that took out the first three. But I’d been so distracted by that sight that I hadn’t realized what was happening behind me. But Jeanne had noticed something and had called out to me right away.


      That was when I realized what was going on. I quickly scooped Jeanne up and leaped away from our position. Barely a second later, three giant fists slammed down onto the spot where we’d been standing only a moment ago.


      “It’s taken control of my golems?!” I cried.


      Those three fists belonged to the golems who had been guarding us from behind. Meanwhile, the two pairs of golems who had been throwing stones at the lich abruptly turned around and started walking away.


      “Tenma, how is something like that even possible?!” Jeanne asked.


      “I have no idea. I certainly can’t do it, and I’ve never heard of anything like this happening before.”


      It might’ve been possible for the lich to take control of the golems if it had directly touched them, but it obviously hadn’t been able to lay a hand on the ones behind us. The being might have somehow made contact with the ones on either side of it without me noticing if it had perhaps extended part of its body like Rocket could...but I had no idea how it had managed to control those three behind me.


      I’m guessing it had something to do with the way its eyes glowed. But at any rate, I can’t use golems against it anymore.


      There was no way to stop it right now, even if I were to figure out how it had pulled it off. Fortunately, if this power of the lich’s were effective on me or Jeanne, it would’ve used it on us already. Since neither of us had been controlled like the golems, it was safe to assume it only affected creatures who were without their own will—or if it could use it on something with a will of its own, the effect was much weaker.


      But since I still didn’t understand how it had controlled me earlier and had made everyone except Jeanne fall asleep, I couldn’t afford to take chances.


      I destroyed the golems that were heading towards us. And with no golems left on our side, I faced off against the lich.


      The battle quickly became a stalemate, with neither side being able to finish it. Honestly, I could’ve grabbed Jeanne and taken this opportunity to escape, but if I didn’t defeat the lich, there was a possibility that Gramps and the others wouldn’t wake up. I had to keep fighting. Escape was only an option to consider as a very last resort if I had no other choice.


      “Damn! This thing is tougher than it looks!”


      After I decided I had to fight, I launched dozens of spells against the lich. The first one I tried was Light magic, which was said to be effective against undead creatures. However, it barely had any effect—the lich seemed to have an extremely high resistance to it. I thought I’d try Fire magic instead since it also worked great against the undead, but then I decided that using that kind of magic here in the forest would be too risky.


      I kept attacking the lich, pivoting to Earth magic. Since it seemed to have high physical and magical resistance, it wasn’t taking much damage. But despite its high levels of resistance, its movements were sluggish, and I was slowly starting to gain the upper hand. Of course, I still had to cover Jeanne, so any mistake on my part could turn the tables in an instant.


      I kept firing off a barrage of Earth magic, and a few of the spells hit the lich. It staggered backward more strongly than it had at any point before.


      “Got you! Earth Lance!”


      I took my chance and cast Earth Lance, a spell that was much larger than Earth Ball. It resembled a spear, and I aimed it directly at the lich’s torso. The Earth Lance pierced its body, and the tip stuck out from its back as it was blasted backward.


      “Did I finally kill it? Huh...?”


      Monsters almost always had a magical core located near their chest—where their heart would be. The magical core was one of the things that made a monster a monster, and while breaking or damaging it didn’t always lead to a monster’s death—sometimes it took a fatal blow from the broken fragments or the shock of the destruction—undead monsters were different. Losing its magical core was usually the end of an undead creature. It was thought that the core acted as a substitute for the heart, but the exact reason was unclear.


      With that in mind, I had crushed almost its entire torso—including the magical core—with my Earth Lance. Somehow, the lich showed no signs of suffering while it casually tried to pull the lance out of its chest.


      “Damn it,” I said. “Jeanne, duck!”


      “Huh?”


      I was distracted by the scene before me, and when I realized the lich was about to attack, it was too late. It had cleverly pretended to have trouble pulling the Earth Lance from its chest while it had actually been preparing to cast a magic spell.


      Jeanne was confused for a moment but instinctively followed my command. She dropped to the ground while she covered her head.


      The lich cast an Earth magic spell that resembled a spear, much like my own Earth Lance. While the lance was smaller in size than mine...there were more than ten of them.


      “Earth Wall! Earth Wall!” I cried out.


      I quickly responded to the incoming Earth spears by creating two Earth Walls. Most of the spears shattered or were deflected by the walls, but I hadn’t cast the spells fast enough to block the first spear. I had to cut that one down with my sword.


      “Arghh!”


      “Tenma!”


      A shock wave hit me from the side, sending me flying through the air. The lich had moved behind one of my Earth Walls and hid there as it had launched a spell similar to Earth Ball from that direction.


      The compressed ball of dirt hit my left side with tremendous speed. The bones in my arm shattered, and I felt several of my ribs break. Luckily, they hadn’t pierced my lungs or heart—while I needed treatment soon, it wouldn’t be fatal.


      Earlier, the lich hadn’t been that fast, but now it was moving differently and not sluggishly like before. That shift in speed had made me let down my guard and had caused my major injury.


      If the lich were still holding on to a secret weapon, it would be too dangerous for me to hold back now and preserve my energy for later. It seemed like my best chance to survive would be to use all my strength right here and now to defeat the lich.


      “Jeanne, come here!” I called out.


      “O-Okay!”


      I then hurled the kogarasumaru towards the lich’s skull. The lich was more panicked than I had seen it act so far, and it crossed its arms to defend itself against the incoming projectile. Although the kogarasumaru didn’t penetrate its skull, it got caught between the bones of the lich’s crossed arms and restricted its movement.


      “I knew it. That’s where you’re hiding it.”


      If the lich’s magic core wasn’t in its chest, it had to be inside its skull. Hiding the core there would be safer than trying to protect it with its bare, fragile ribs, but I’d never heard of a creature moving its core before. If that were the case, then this lich was more formidable than I’d imagined.


      “W-Wait, Tenma!”


      “Be quiet! Hold on tight to me and put your face against my chest!”


      I pulled Jeanne close, and although she seemed startled by my firm command, she obeyed.


      Now, I could unleash my secret weapon.


      “Tempest!”


      A powerful whirlwind began to grow stronger and stronger, and the lich, trapped by the kogarasumaru, was swallowed up by the storm as it desperately tried to stay low to the ground to resist being blown away.


      “Tempest F2!”


      I increased my spell’s power, and the lich collapsed onto the ground. It frantically gripped at nearby stones with its immobile arms to keep it from being carried away. Rocks and wooden debris flew through the air, getting caught up in the storm.


      It was growing close to the point where I could envelop the lich with the debris like I had with the dragon zombie, but both Jeanne and I were nearing our limits. Since we were at the epicenter of the Tempest, there was no danger of being hit by stones or wood, but the change in air pressure was making my injured left side throb with pain. The impact here wasn’t as strong as on the edges of the storm, but if I let my guard down, we could be blown away.


      “Hang on just a little longer, Jeanne! Tempest F3!”


      I increased the power to the level I’d used against the dragon zombie during the attack on Kukuri Village, and the lich’s body finally began to lift off the ground. My magical abilities had increased since the first time I had used Tempest, and since the lich was much smaller than that dragon zombie, I was surprised it had managed to hold out for this long.


      But what was even more astonishing was that despite being caught in the storm and being pummeled by rocks and trees, the lich was still maintaining its shape. It seemed that it was a creature far beyond what I’d imagined—possibly even matching the dragon zombie.


      “T-Tenma... I can’t...anymore...” Jeanne had reached her limit before the lich.


      “Jeanne, when I give you the signal, I want you to cover your ears, close your eyes, open your mouth, and stay low,” I told her.


      Jeanne nodded, looking pale.


      “Three, two, one... Now!”


      I waited for the perfect moment and gave the signal. Jeanne followed my instructions and dropped to the ground. I surrounded her with a barrier and then took aim at the falling lich, who was now high in the air.


      “Fall... Takemikazuchi!” I yelled.
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