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      Prologue: The Forbidden Sword


      Sometime after the Concord of the Tribes had left Light for dead in the Abyss, Naano the dwarf quit his subsequent job and eventually wound up buying a mansion just outside of the Dwarf Kingdom capital, where he could focus all of his efforts toward fulfilling his lifelong dream. Though it should be noted that the building wasn’t quite what one might envision a mansion to look like, for the two-story manor was enclosed by a stone fence with a metal gate marking the entrance, the sprawling lawn wasn’t particularly well tended, and the builders appeared to have prioritized the structure’s sturdiness rather than its elegance, as there was very little in the way of adornments to be seen. In short, Naano’s estate looked more like a small fortress than a stately mansion.


      Naano had paid for the place using the reward money he had been given for getting rid of Light after the powers that be had determined he wasn’t a Master, and since the mansion had originally been built for blacksmith research to be carried out inside it, it fit in perfectly with Naano’s own goal. As such, the first floor boasted a smithing workshop, while the basement housed a research lab specifically designed to prevent any secrets from slipping out.


      A human merchant approached the entrance to the mansion and rapped on the door using the large knocker that hung down at face level. “Salutations, Mr. Naano,” the merchant called out. “It is I, Cavaur.”


      Cavaur had arrived in a cloth-covered carriage filled with his wares. He was 170 centimeters tall, had a slender build, and wore the kind of clothing that would be considered commonplace wherever he went. Cavaur usually walked around with a leather satchel slung over his shoulder, but on this particular occasion, he had left it in the carriage. Overall, Cavaur had no striking features that would set him out from the crowd, and the only characteristics of his that were even worth mentioning were the bandanna covering his forehead, the smile he wore like a mask, and his permasquint.


      A few moments later, the owner of the house responded to the knocking by opening the door partway. Even though the sun was high in the sky, the interior of the house was so dark, it was safe to assume that all the curtains were closed and no lights were on. Yet in the darkness, Naano’s eyes twinkled like a couple of candles.


      “Ah, Cavaur. Got the goods?” Naano asked.


      “Naturally, kind sir,” Cavaur replied, an inauthentic smile on his face. “I come here today with everything you have requested for the occasion.”


      “Take ’em round the back,” Naano said, directing Cavaur to bring his carriage around the side of the manor to the delivery entrance at the rear. The merchant did as instructed with the ease of someone who had made this exact same maneuver dozens of times previously. Once he had reparked his carriage, Cavaur produced a notepad from his front pocket and recited Naano’s shopping list.


      “I have brought the food, alcohol, daily supplies, and consumables you requested, along with the ironstone, coal, and alchemy materials of various types,” Cavaur listed. “In addition, I have once again procured for you the special orders that are stored in these three barrels, though I fear I will need help carrying them inside, due to their weight.”


      “Fine, fine. I’ll lend you a hand with it all,” Naano muttered. “For corn’s sake, you humans are softer’n all hell. But I’ll carry in those barrels, since they contain precious goods. No need to bother yourself with ’em.”


      “Why, thank you very much, kind sir,” Cavaur said, his expression growing even more ingratiating.


      Naano responded with an exasperated snort, then got to work lifting the large barrels. Since Naano’s power level was north of 300, hefting a barrel proved to be a fairly simple task for him. Cavaur busied himself by bringing in all the other goods, and with both men pitching in, the unloading process didn’t take long at all. Once everything was inside, the pair stood and faced each other in the mansion’s storeroom to wrap up the transaction.


      “As ever, you may pay my fee through the account you maintain at the Adventurers’ Guild, Mr. Naano,” Cavaur stated.


      “Consider it all paid up. Here,” Naano said, handing Cavaur a voucher with a number on it, the idea being that Cavaur would show this voucher to the guild at a later date to collect the money he was owed.


      Cavaur folded the voucher and carefully slid it into his front pocket. “Am I to assume that your project is proceeding well? If you require any more materials, I am sure I can be of further service to you.”


      “It’s going just peachy,” said Naano. “Might even say swimmingly. Here, take a gander at this beaut!”


      With a toothy, manic grin, Naano drew the knife that was tucked into his belt and waved it around within inches of his supplier’s nose. There was a faint crimson tinge to the blade, and if one were to squint, it was just possible to make out a fine, dark haze coming from the knife.


      “This li’l gem’s a test piece I forged to see what that Book of Forbidden Weapons you sold me can do,” Naano stated. “All I had to do was follow the instructions, and I was able to forge this relic-class knife!” Naano tittered like a mischievous little boy. “See how amazingly it turned out?”


      “Indeed. It is an incredible creation,” said Cavaur, whose pasted-on smile didn’t flinch even when Naano was pointing the eerie knife directly at his face. “In fact, I love it so much, I hope I might be able to purchase it from you to sell at a markup!”


      Usually found in ruins, forbidden weapons were rare but powerful implements of war that cursed their wielders with shorter life spans, madness, or a range of other ailments. Some forbidden weapons were even imbued with black magic and made the wielders spill the blood of innocents. According to legend, a hero with sufficient mental fortitude would be able to withstand the kind of damage a forbidden weapon could inflict and use it without problems, but they were too dangerous for ordinary folk to even touch. For that reason, these weapons were also known as “cursed weapons” or “weapons of the Undergod.”


      The nine nations had signed an accord that prohibited the ownership of such weapons, which meant that anyone who unknowingly possessed a forbidden weapon would be ordered to relinquish the implement immediately, while those caught knowingly possessing one faced the death penalty. Naano had bought a book filled with instructions on how to make these prohibited weapons, and had already followed its instructions to craft this prototype he was presently showing to Cavaur. On hearing the merchant’s validating response, the dwarf grew ebullient.


      “You like it that much, huh?” Naano mused. “Not surprising. Even a lowly human like you can see what a masterpiece this thing is. Just proves what a virtuoso I am at smithing weaponry. I swear, the Goddess herself has sent me into this world to be the dwarf that crafts the ultimate legendary weapon.”


      While Naano was busy self-eulogizing, intoxicated on his own pride, one of the barrels started to clatter and shake. The dwarf held the barrel still, while Cavaur scratched the back of his head apologetically.


      “It appears the drug has worn off a tad too soon. Please forgive me, Mr. Naano,” said Cavaur.


      Ignoring the merchant, Naano levered open the lid of the barrel and peered into it. Inside the wooden container was a human female whose hands and feet were in restraints, and who had been gagged for good measure.


      The Book of Forbidden Weapons listed formulas on how to create powerful weapons using black magic, and live humans were one of the main ingredients in the process. It went without saying that this was starting to wear away at Naano’s mental health, but to the dwarf, it was a small price to pay for the opportunity to achieve his long-held dream of crafting the ultimate legendary weapon. In fact, Naano was rather enjoying the invigorating experience of slowly going insane. He treated the captured woman in the barrel to one of his crazed grins.


      “I like this human’s spunk. I can make a perfect weapon out of her, I just know it,” Naano declared before addressing the woman directly. “You and the rest of you animals should consider yourselves lucky. You get to be reborn as a legendary weapon that’ll be talked about for eons! Rejoice and thank me, humans! As a master blacksmith, I’ll use your heart, bones, skin, pain, bitterness, madness, and anger, plus every single drop of blood in your bodies to make the greatest damned weapon that has ever been!”


      As soon as Naano had finished his ranting, a loud, muffled scream erupted from the woman’s gagged mouth and she struggled frantically to free herself, tears streaming down her face. Unfortunately for her, though, her limbs had been expertly restrained, meaning the most she could do was shake her head from side to side in a pointless display of nonacceptance at the gory fate that awaited her.


      Naano refixed the lid, then lifted up the barrel, seemingly intending to take the load down to the basement laboratory. “Looks like I’m gonna be busy with these things. Anyway, keep these special orders coming, Cavaur. You know I always run out of ’em.”


      “As you wish, Mr. Naano,” Cavaur replied. “You may leave everything to me.”


      Maintaining his smile and composure despite knowing that his fellow humans were being treated so unimaginably cruelly, Cavaur strolled out of the storage room, climbed back into the driver’s seat of his carriage, and headed out onto the road again. When he was a good distance away, he slowly opened one of his squinting eyes and gave the mansion he’d just left a sidelong look.


      “It seems they have yet to make a move,” Cavaur mumbled to himself. “Or perhaps they have already made their move and I have yet to notice? If that is the case, they will prove troublesome opponents indeed. And I do not care for trouble.”


      But Cavaur’s cryptic words couldn’t be heard over the sound of the horses’ hooves on the road as the carriage disappeared toward the horizon.
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      Chapter 1: Naano’s Dream


      The Dwarf Kingdom was an extremely mountainous nation, and while there was very little in the way of arable land to be found there, the terrain had blessed the dwarves with a wealth of natural resources they could mine. In combination with their technological prowess, this had made the dwarves a major exporter of a wide variety of goods. The Dwarf Kingdom was located on the west side of the continent, with the Dragonute Empire to the north and the Elven Queendom to the south, both borders demarcated by forbidding mountain ranges. The kingdom also looked out upon the Onifolk Archipelago that dotted the western sea, while due east lay the Human Kingdom, a nation with whom bilateral relations were neither positive nor negative.


      A number of weeks before barrels of humans were delivered to the mansion he didn’t yet own, Naano was sitting at a counter at the rear of a saloon in the Dwarf Kingdom’s royal capital and drinking beer in a decidedly world-weary manner. He was stout and his limbs were short, yet in spite of his diminutive stature, he had quite a burly, muscular build. Like most dwarves, Naano looked more like a miniature man-mountain than some pint-size pushover. A white beard completely engulfed his mouth, which only added to this quintessential image of a dwarf. The saloon was mostly filled with dwarves chatting together with friends after work, but while Naano was also partaking in an after-work drink, he felt no sense of liberation from his job being over for the day, nor any joy at the guzzling of alcohol. In contrast to the general merriment around him, Naano gave off the dark vibes of a man loaded with debt from bad investments and with no hope for the future.


      Naano sighed as he took another long swig from his wooden beer stein. Despite his air, Naano didn’t have a single debt to his name. In fact, he had enough money to live high on the hog for the rest of his life. He had also been appointed to work at one of the top blacksmiths in the Dwarf Kingdom, so to any unbiased observer, Naano had made an enviable success of his life. Yet he continued to quaff beer in a way that suggested he was trying to drown his sorrows.


      Every day, I hafta drag my withered old hump outta bed to go to that boring old job, thought Naano. Am I really gonna go to my grave without forging the legendary weapon of my dreams?


      Orphaned at a young age, Naano grew up in an orphanage in a provincial city, where he would entertain himself by reading tales of heroic deeds. His favorite stories involved heroes who wielded legendary swords, spears, or bows, and he would read these tales over and over without ever tiring of them. However, young Naano didn’t aspire to become a hero, like the ones depicted in these particular sagas. No, he wanted to be the one who crafted the legendary weapons. The weapons that especially piqued his fancy were the ones that appeared in the tale The Magnificent Four and the Dark Lord.


      The Wind Armor and the Holy Talisman were more like magic items, Naano mused. The Volcano Lance was more my kind of weapon, since it packed the power of a volcanic eruption. But the real apple of my eye was the Zeta Sword.


      According to the tale, which was the oldest epic recorded, the Goddess blessed four heroes with these four sacred weapons. The champions then banded together with a saintly maiden and set off on a journey to defeat the Dark Lord. Out of the four weapons they wielded, Naano loved the Zeta Sword the most, and it was his dream to forge a legendary weapon just like the Zeta Sword.


      When Naano grew too old to remain at the orphanage, he decided to pursue his dream by taking a job at a blacksmith. His natural ability for crafting weapons drew endless praise from his boss, as well as from both senior and junior work colleagues. He forged an ideal life for himself, but even as he did so, the dwarf realized it was leading him into a dead end.


      My dream will only ever stay a dream with the way things are going, Naano had thought at the time. Like this, I won’t get to craft a legendary weapon!


      Even though Naano had a knack for making weapons, he only possessed the knowledge and the aptitude to craft armaments that could be found in any regular armory. His talents were nowhere near what they needed to be to bring a legendary weapon into existence. On coming to this realization, Naano the blacksmith took up a side gig as an adventurer. Whenever he had free time from his day job, he would strike out at the break of dawn and explore a dungeon or some ancient ruin. Naano planned to squirrel away all the money he earned from these quests so that, in time, he would be able to open his own blacksmith, with the added bonus that any magic weapons he found while on these quests could be analyzed and used as reference toward eventually creating his dream weapon.


      Naano’s boss and his associates tried to talk him out of the adventuring life, telling him that he had a bright future ahead of him as the presumptive next chief of the blacksmith, and he didn’t need to go earning extra money by crawling through dangerous dungeons and ruins. While Naano still refused to give up on his dream, he attempted to silence the doubters by working harder and forging blades and armor that were more flawless than any of his colleagues could produce. He continued to explore dungeons on his days off, which still made everyone he knew look at him like he’d gone mad, but he didn’t pay any attention to the whispers, and the feeling of getting closer to his goal of crafting a legendary weapon overrode any exhaustion he might have felt from his extra work questing. On multiple occasions, Naano nearly lost his life while out on quests, but he considered these experiences thrilling, and in truth, they made him feel more alive. All in all, he was leading a satisfying life, and he didn’t give a fig what anyone else thought of him.


      Naano’s exploits soon reached the ears of the Dwarf Kingdom’s authorities, and the top brass sent a messenger to dangle an offer he couldn’t refuse in front of him.


      “You’re trying to find a Master?” Naano said.


      “Yes, indeed,” the emissary replied. “Would you care to take part in our project?”


      The eight nonhuman nations had a long history of colluding together to assemble teams of investigators to search for potential Masters, and whenever one of these parties discovered a candidate, they would run background checks on the prospect and report their findings. Dwarves, however, tended to be completely committed to whatever line of work they chose to go into, whether that be as tradesmen or adventurers. Because dwarves would much rather devote their time toward perfecting their crafts than going off on a manhunt for Masters, the Dwarf Kingdom routinely had difficulties finding any willing takers for the task. However, the kingdom knew they couldn’t just send some unqualified recruit to take part in this top secret, cross-national project, so when they heard about Naano who was both a skilled blacksmith and an adventurer, the higher-ups believed the dwarf would be interested in the mission.


      “This assignment will require years of commitment, but even if you fail in your task, you will be rewarded handsomely,” the messenger explained. “Of course, if you succeed, the rewards will be much greater. So what do you say? Not a bad deal, hm?”


      The messenger pushed a piece of paper toward Naano with the amount of reward money and special privileges the dwarf could expect for taking part in this top secret assignment. The monetary figure was certainly eye-popping, but the part that truly inspired Naano was the chance to learn about Masters.


      If I find one of these “Masters,” I might finally get a few ideas and pick up some know-how on how to craft a legendary weapon! Naano thought. The more the dwarf heard about these Masters and the breadth of the powers, skills, weapons, and knowledge they possessed, the more intrigued he became with them. By the end of the meeting, Naano was fully on board with joining the Concord of the Tribes.


      Just a few years later, the party came across a candidate to be a Master, but this boy called Light turned out to be a dud. The Concord’s superiors ordered them to end his life, so the party took Light to the Abyss to assassinate him. But Light managed to trigger a teleportation trap before the final blow landed, and the Concord was subsequently unable to find any trace of the young boy in the dungeon. The party members all agreed there was practically no hope that Light could survive in the deeper levels of the world’s deadliest dungeon, plus his chance of survival was even slimmer as he was seriously injured.


      When the top brass received the party’s final report, they agreed with its findings that Light was as good as dead and rewarded the members of the Concord for successfully assassinating the human boy. Naano initially refused the sizable reward money he was offered, instead asking to be put on the next hunt for a Master, but the higher-ups refused his request. Reappointing investigators in that way would have risked tipping off yet-undiscovered Masters to the existence of this clandestine project, so member nations had agreed beforehand that they would limit investigators to just the one mission. The brass ultimately forced Naano to accept his reward money, which was enough for him to retire on the spot if he’d wanted, but in addition to this honorarium, Naano accepted a position at one of the Dwarf Kingdom’s leading blacksmiths.


      Naano instantly became the envy of every aspiring dwarf blacksmith, but this outcome had placed him further away from his dream. Naano briefly considered using the reward money to finance his own Master manhunt, but that would have gone against the conditions of participating in the original mission, and the penalty for violating that contractual provision was death, sanctioned by the Dwarf Kingdom and the other races. Plus, even if Naano had been free to search for a Master, the biggest problem he would face was where to actually find one. It had mostly been down to dumb luck that the Concord of the Tribes had found Light, and similar missions had previously gone on for decades—and no doubt, would again—without finding any potential Masters. Naano conducting a solo search for a Master would be akin to a treasure hunter looking for a flake of gold in the middle of a desert.


      Of course, Naano could simply go back to combing through dungeons and ruins for magic weapons that might provide clues on how to go about forging a legendary weapon, but compared to the shortcut an encounter with a Master would likely offer, resorting to that trial-and-error approach again would be nothing less than torture to him.


      I was this close to achieving my dream, just to have it snatched away from me, Naano thought, staring glumly into space in the saloon. With no other realistic path available to him toward attaining his long-held ambition, it looked as though he was doomed to live out the rest of his days with no purpose or joy in life.


      S’all because of that sonuvabitch brat, Light! Naano cursed in his mind. If we hadn’t found that blasted phony, I’d still be hunting for a real Master with my kingdom’s backing! That utter louse! I hope that little shitbird inferior died a slow painful death in the Abyss for all the pain and misery he’s caused me!


      Naano peered despondently into his stein, which was now empty. How the hell am I supposed to find a Master now? I’d sell my soul to the Dark Lord himself for a chance to meet one and realize my dream.


      “Mr. Naano, is it?” a voice said behind him, seemingly in answer to his thoughts. “Might I have a moment of your time? I promise you will find this conversation of value to you.”


      Naano turned and glared at the speaker. Standing before him was a fairly nondescript human whose grin was so forced, his cheek muscles were basically keeping his eyes squeezed shut. Aside from his broad, salesman-like smile, the only other thing worth noting about the man was the leather satchel that was slung over his shoulder and the bandanna he wore under his bangs.


      Seemingly oblivious to the nasty scowl Naano was treating him to, the man took a seat beside the dwarf. Because the saloon mainly served dwarves, the counter and the seats were built rather low to accommodate their usual clientele, so the man had to contort himself somewhat to sit down, as if he were squeezing in at the kiddie table.


      “Greetings, kind sir,” the man said. “I am a weapons merchant by the name of Cavaur. It is a real pleasure to meet you.”


      Naano clicked his tongue in annoyance. Great. Just what I need: a damn headache on top of my misery.


      Ninety percent of the Human Kingdom were peasant farmers, while the rest were either adventurers, merchants, or slaves. Being a merchant was the third most common voluntary occupation among humans, since it was the most accessible option for those who wished to do something other than work on a farm but didn’t have the necessary brawn to be an adventurer. But being a merchant—especially a traveling one—was still quite a perilous job, since merchants ran the risk of being set upon by bandits and monsters as soon as they left the safety of their own village, and those odds only multiplied outside of the Human Kingdom. Hiring armed escorts was an expensive prospect for a trade where profits weren’t guaranteed, and since these merchants were powerless humans, customers from other races often strong-armed them into agreeing sales that left them in the red.


      What all of this basically boiled down to was that human merchants found themselves at a disadvantage compared to merchants from other races, which was why so many gravitated toward selling mostly dwarf-made goods, because not only were their products high-quality, but dwarves also expressed less bigotry toward humans compared to the other races. Of course, individual dwarves had varying levels of antihuman bias, and it wasn’t hard to find dwarves who practiced more extreme forms of unmitigated hatred toward humans, but by and large, the dwarf race espoused a “live and let live” attitude when it came to humans. In other words, dwarves were so busy mastering their own trades, they didn’t have time to actively discriminate against another race. In fact, it would perhaps be more accurate to say that dwarves simply didn’t really care about humans one way or the other, instead of invidiously looking down on them. It is oft repeated that the opposite of love is not hate but indifference, but for humans, this sentiment was far more preferable than the pernicious bigotry they endured from the other races.


      If any human merchant approached a dwarf customer, it was often for one of two reasons. One type of merchant would try to engage in unsolicited sales in order to make connections with dwarf artisans that might provide them with high-quality goods to sell later down the line, while the other variety simply sought to sell their own, nondwarf products.


      “Normally, I would be carrying dwarf goods, but this evening, I am here to provide you with a noteworthy item that you have long coveted,” Cavaur told Naano, his smile fixed.


      The dwarf clicked his tongue again as he thought back to the time when he was still working two jobs as a blacksmith and an adventurer. Naano had gained notoriety for pursuing what people viewed as a quixotic dream, and this led to a bunch of merchants showing up and offering him clearly junk products while claiming that they would help him to forge the legendary weapon he wished to craft. Though on top of being a blacksmith, it should be noted that Naano had studied magic weapons for years, and his knowledge of them rivaled that of any expert. This fact, however, didn’t stop a litany of flimflam artists from viewing Naano as an eccentric and an easy mark for their junk items. This encounter fit the same pattern as those ones, so it was perhaps no surprise that Naano regarded Cavaur with such hostility.


      “Don’t want it. Beat it,” Naano said curtly.


      “I can assure you, Mr. Naano, that you will greatly appreciate what I have to offer,” Cavaur said, undeterred.


      “I just said I don’t want whatever it is you’re selling!” Naano yelled at the merchant. “Now scram before I permanently disfigure that chuckleheaded grin of yours!”


      The merchant flinched and turned pale at this threat from the Level 300 dwarf, but unlike the previous merchants who would have taken the hint and moved on at this point, Cavaur strangely stood his ground.


      “I-I assure you, I mean you no harm, Mr. Naano,” he stuttered. “I do truly come with an item I feel you will be most interested in.”


      The merchant opened his satchel and showed Naano what was inside: a thick tome that gave off an aura that caused Naano’s irritation to instantly transform into wild astonishment. The dwarf gulped, then quickly motioned to Cavaur to close his satchel up again. Some of the saloon’s patrons who were drinking nearby quizzically eyed the pair, seemingly attempting to gauge whether or not they were about to start a bar brawl. Naano ignored the curious onlookers, paid his tab, and nodded to Cavaur to indicate that they should conduct their business elsewhere.


      The two walked out of the saloon and made their way to the single-room apartment in the communal bachelor dwelling where Naano was living at the time. Even though Naano had plenty of money to buy himself a residence that better reflected his actual wealth, he chose to rent this place instead, since it was close to the elite blacksmith where he worked. Similar to the saloon, the building had been constructed with dwarves in mind, so Cavaur had to stoop to avoid hitting his head on the low ceiling, but despite this, the merchant was all smiles as he followed Naano into his dwelling, which contained similarly undersized furnishings. Naano locked the door, rattled the handle to make sure it was secure, then strode back over to Cavaur, who was standing in the center of the room.


      “Have you gone nutso?” said Naano. “Why would you show me that”—he was momentarily lost for words—“that thing in the middle of a full bar!”


      “If you truly objected to my actions, I imagine you would have escorted me to the sentinels instead of your home,” Cavaur said. “I believe this shows that you are indeed interested in the Book of Forbidden Weapons that I have come to offer you.”


      Knowingly owning forbidden weapons was a felony punishable by death, meaning such weapons were mostly the stuff of fairy tales, and hardly anyone was ever seen actually wielding one. Having a whole tome with instructions on how to craft forbidden weapons was naturally a capital crime in itself, yet Naano had brought this criminal into his home, which basically made him a coconspirator.


      “Where’d ya get that confounded book, anyway?” Naano said, rooted to the spot. “Is it the real McCoy?”


      Cavaur’s smile broadened, as if he were a gambler who had just won a bet. According to the merchant, he had been traveling along a road when he happened upon the corpse of an adventurer who appeared to have been attacked by a monster the moment he had exited some ruins or a dungeon. Cavaur had rummaged through the dead man’s effects to see if he had anything of value about his person that he might be able to sell, and it was then that he found the Book of Forbidden Weapons.


      His story passes the smell test, at least, Naano thought to himself. The dwarf had heard accounts of adventurers leaving a dungeon or ruins after exhausting quests, only to succumb to surprise attacks by random monsters that they couldn’t fight off due to their fatigue. Still, whether the tome was the real deal or not was up for debate. Books recovered from ruins tended to either be written in fairly modern language or in an ancient tongue that needed deciphering, so Naano had no way of immediately ruling out Cavaur’s book as phony just by looking at the text.


      “At first, I thought about selling the book on the black market,” Cavaur continued. “But I realized I would be risking being haggled down to a pittance, and in the worst-case scenario, I might even have been forced to hand over the book for nothing if threatened with being turned in to the authorities. I did not wish to simply get rid of the book, however. Quite the predicament, yes? But then I heard rumors about your good self and your endless struggle to craft a legendary weapon.”


      Naano’s eyes narrowed as he regarded Cavaur, since the merchant was once again reminding him of the would-be swindlers who used to approach him. At the same time, it was an open secret that Naano had dedicated his life to crafting a legendary weapon, to the point where anyone asking around was bound to hear about him sooner or later.


      “I also learned that you had struck it rich as an adventurer,” Cavaur noted. “Suffice to say, when I heard about you, I came to realize that a heavenly gift had been bestowed upon me by the Goddess, and it was a heavenly gift that I needed to share with you.”


      Cavaur’s beaming smile widened. “As for me, I wish to run my own shop. However, the only humans who run stores are those who have saved up money over generations, those who have struck gold as adventurers, or those who have been lucky enough to find patrons willing to fund their business ventures. Alas, I am the first in my family to choose merchant as my vocation, I have never so much as been on a quest, and no one will loan me money to run a shop. So by all accounts, I will not be able to own a store through the legitimate means available to me, but I shall do whatever needs to be done in order to realize my dream!”


      Naano stood in silence as Cavaur persisted with his sales pitch. “I hope you now understand why I have risked death to bring this book to you, Mr. Naano. Owning a store is a lofty dream, and a human like myself will cross any dangerous bridge that presents itself to attain such a goal. And if you will pardon me for indulging in a spot of self-praise, I do believe the gamble I have taken in coming to you has borne fruit, judging by your current reaction.”


      Cavaur’s observation was an astute one, for Naano did feel a twinge of excitement, even if his face wasn’t necessarily showing it. The sagas Naano had read as a kid contained powerful swords forged using black magic that heroes with strong mental fortitude wielded without being cursed themselves, and now this merchant had in his possession the very book that contained the formula for making such a legendary sword. In the past, Naano had even gone as far as considering striking out on his own to hunt for a Master in order to craft a mythic weapon of the kind he dreamed about. But right here, in this moment, Cavaur was offering Naano an alternative shortcut to his dream, even if the weapon he forged would inevitably be a manifestation of evil.


      Even though Naano was having to exert no small amount of effort to contain his excitement, he decided he would conduct one last test on Cavaur to make sure the merchant wasn’t trying to pull a fast one. “You think I’m gonna fork over my hard-earned money for that? You realize I could just snuff you out right here, copy down what’s in the book, then toss your stinking cadaver with the original to the soldiers, thereby making me the hero who bagged a criminal.”


      To show he wasn’t joking about how this was an option, Naano unleashed a murderous aura to bear down on the merchant, but despite the overwhelming pressure being exerted by the Level 300 dwarf, Cavaur stood his ground and responded without missing a beat.


      “What I have on my person is only one-half of the book,” Cavaur stated. “The other half is locked away in a location that only I know about. If you kill me, the other half of the book will be forever lost to you and the world. You do, of course, have the option of torturing me, though it remains to be seen if you are adept enough to perform the task in this tiny abode without any of your neighbors hearing.”


      Naano tutted again. “Thought of everything, ain’t ya? This is why I can’t stomach you slick-talking shitmongers.”


      “I will take that as a compliment,” Cavaur said, bowing theatrically.


      Naano hated to admit it, but the fact Cavaur hadn’t even flinched in the face of his very real threat proved the merchant really did intend to sell the Book of Forbidden Weapons. Guess he’ll do whatever it takes to get his own shop, come hell or high water, thought Naano. That’s the dream of every human merchant, I suppose.


      As soon as Cavaur lifted his head from his deep bow, he produced the Book of Forbidden Weapons from his satchel and presented it to Naano. The dwarf gruffly snatched the book from him, making sure to keep his excitement as bottled-up as he could manage.


      “All right. I’ll give you the money. Just make sure you bring the other half,” Naano said.


      “I would prefer us to sign a contract first,” Cavaur replied. “Once you have prepared the entirety of the payment for me, as per my specifications, I will bring the rest of the book to you in short order.”


      Naano clicked his tongue against the roof of his mouth. “You hucksters are nothing if not thorough. Fine. I’ll find you again when I’ve got everything set up.”


      “Oh, you are so very generous, Mr. Naano!” Cavaur gushed. “Thank you very much, kind sir! Now I will get to run a shop of my very own!”


      Naano and Cavaur discussed ways of contacting each other, as well as the best method for transferring such a large amount of money without drawing suspicion, then once the pair had signed duplicate contracts, Naano officially became the new owner of the Book of Forbidden Weapons. Or half of it, at least.


      “And so ends our discussion regarding the sale of the book. However...” At this point, Cavaur’s eyes crinkled even tighter as he pressed his palms together. “I would be happy to provide you with whatever goods and materials you might need to craft your weapons, Mr. Naano.”


      The dwarf harrumphed. “Fishing for some walking-around money now, are we?” he muttered, scoffing at his fellow colluder with a vague air of friendliness. “You peddlers are the biggest sharks alive, you know that?”


      “Thank you very much, kind sir,” Cavaur replied. “That is the greatest compliment you could pay a merchant.”


      Once Cavaur had exited the apartment, Naano was finally alone with the book. “I can’t hunt for Masters no more, thanks to that little runt, Light, but it appears Lady Luck’s decided to smile down on me for once.” Naano started poring over the text, and the thought of sleep or food would be the furthest thing from his mind for quite some time to come.


      Just outside the apartment, Cavaur the merchant swapped his manufactured smile out for a smirk that betrayed his true colors. It was not the kind of expression you would expect to find on the face of a simple if somewhat oily peddler who had just closed a sale after gambling with his life. No, this was the sneer of a man who hadn’t felt like he was in even an ounce of danger during his previous confrontation.


      “I wonder if the Great Tower will take the bait,” Cavaur muttered to no one in particular, and the words dissolved into the background tumult of the Dwarf Kingdom capital without reaching anyone else’s ears.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 2: The Meeting


      Back when Princess Lilith of the Human Kingdom visited the Great Tower with her royal delegation, I arranged for her to stay for further conversations with me, secretly switching her out with a UR Double Shadow clone so that the people of her kingdom would be none the wiser about her absence. In those conversations with Lilith, I managed to gain some valuable insights.


      “Based on everything you’ve told me, Lord Light, we can easily get the Dwarf Kingdom on our side,” Lilith said during one of our talks.


      “Do you have any basis for saying that, Princess Lilith?” I asked.


      “Yes, of course,” Lilith replied cheerfully. “After all, dwarves are a race that care more about mastering a craft than anything else.”


      According to the princess, most dwarves spent their days in the pursuit of making better swords, weaponry, magic items, and even kitchen utensils. There were also dwarves who sought to rebuild an advanced society of the type that had once existed long ago. However, the other nations had placed restrictions on how much the nine races could develop their technologies, pointing to the destruction of this past civilization as a reason for extreme caution. The dwarves found these arbitrary limits frustrating to no end, feeling it was like telling fish not to swim and birds not to fly.


      “Officially, the dwarves abide by those rules because they don’t want to make enemies out of the other seven races,” Lilith explained. “After all, in the worst-case scenario, doing that might lead to the destruction of their race.”


      “Okay, I get it now,” I said. “I guess anyone would choose to submit to that pressure as the lesser of two evils.”


      “Yes, anyone sensible would make that same choice in their position,” Lilith said with a hint of passion in her voice. “The Human Kingdom has been forced to acquiesce to all kinds of shameful concessions, even to the point where we have to sell our own people as slaves. The dwarves have been the only race that has treated my nation with any semblance of decency.”


      According to Lilith, she herself had once believed the dwarves forced child slaves to work in coal mines, but the dwarves had bluntly retorted that “coal mines weren’t playgrounds for children” and that they would never accept “rank amateurs” for that particular line of work, so even though dwarves did purchase human slaves, they didn’t force them to work in coal mines or other harsh environments like that. Human slaves largely performed housekeeping tasks and odd jobs for the dwarves, and it was for that reason that Lilith now believed the dwarves treated humans the most favorably out of all the eight nonhuman races.


      “When I was younger, I attended a summit at the Principality of the Nine and had the opportunity to converse with the dwarf king,” Lilith said, a wistful look on her face. “He told me again and again that he would much rather just abdicate so that he could concentrate on research and other such work, which completely floored me at the time.”


      To me, it made total sense that the dwarf king would say that, and it went a long way toward explaining why, as a whole, the dwarves didn’t force human slaves to do all the dangerous work simply because they were slaves. No, if the dwarves really were only interested in furthering their own crafts, I guessed that meant the dwarves weren’t concerned about any of the other races, let alone humans. Though just to be clear, dwarves weren’t some monolith, and there were definitely a number of dwarves who looked down upon humans as “inferiors.” But at least among dwarves who considered themselves craftsmen, the number who exhibited extreme prejudice toward the human race appeared to be vanishingly small, according to Lilith.


      “So I believe the dwarves would be willing to listen to you on equal terms if you were to present them with rare minerals, weapons, or items,” the princess added.


      There’s something in that. That receptionist at the Dwarf Kingdom’s guild initially dismissed me as some random inferior when I first walked in to exchange loot, I thought, remembering back to my experiences during the first Operation Adventurer mission up on the surface world. But as soon as I started farming ice gems on a regular basis, her attitude toward my party did a complete one-eighty and we started getting the royal treatment.


      In other words, that receptionist represented a typical dwarf whose engagement with others depended solely on whether the person in question could be of benefit to the dwarf’s trade. For reference, according to Lilith, beastfolk instantly looked down on humans and the majority of them were actively hostile toward us. Centaurs had the same reaction as beastfolk, though the centaurs saw the beastfolk as rivals.


      As I had already witnessed, elves were extremely bigoted toward humans, though their hatred seemed almost personal, which Lilith seemed to think was down to the fact that the elves were the race that—aside from the dark elves—most closely resembled humans. Dark elves were equally as bigoted toward humans, but that hatred was secondary to their racial rivalry with the elves.


      Onifolk, on the other hand, didn’t just look down upon humans—they treated us like we didn’t even exist. Onis were mostly private by nature and kept to themselves, and very few of them viewed the other races as adversaries. If they showed interest in anything, it was in improving themselves and their nation.


      Demonkin treated humans like cattle and as a source of cheap labor, but if we were being totally honest, demons didn’t even deem humans worth considering, instead reserving most of their antagonism for the dragonutes. Though even then, it appeared that hostilities between the two races weren’t based on any kind of deep-seated hatred, suggesting the demonkin simply viewed dragonutes as rivals to beat.


      As for the dragonutes, they considered themselves the superior of all nine races, and this attitude was on full display during international summits. However, it should be noted that the dragonutes’ belief that they were the master race was more of a natural response rather than a posturing one, so they harbored no intentional antipathy toward the other races. The Dragonute Empire itself was a highly secretive regime, so not a whole lot was known about the humans who were sent to that nation.


      Mei, who had been in the room during this conversation, later recalled what Lilith had told me about the dwarves when I was thinking about who to take revenge on next.


      “The dwarves might be enticed over to our side without the need to go to war with them,” Mei had said. I’d taken her suggestion to heart and decided to make contact with the Dwarf Kingdom in order to exact my vengeance on Naano.


      ✰✰✰


      At that moment in time, I was in my office in the bottom tier of the Abyss, discussing my next revenge plot with Mei. Aoyuki was busy monitoring the surroundings of the Abyss and the Great Tower using her mental link with her familiars, while Ellie was occupied with helping the former slaves to build a settlement around the tower. As for Nazuna, well, she had her hands full being a bodyguard-slash-playmate for my little sister, Yume.


      Seated at my desk, I scanned the proposed game plan against Naano that Mei had written up. “I guess we shouldn’t get the elves to broker a meeting between us and the Dwarf Kingdom on this one, like we did with the Human Kingdom’s Great Tower tour.”


      “Correct, Master Light,” Mei confirmed. “We employed the Elven Queendom to deliver an invitation to the Human Kingdom to send a royal delegation to the Great Tower for the presumed purpose of inspecting the burgeoning settlement to confirm that their fellow humans were being treated humanely. However, it would be manifestly peculiar for dwarven royalty to make any sort of contact with the Great Tower in such an open manner. I am not clear on how we would even be able to portray such a meeting in a way that would be acceptable to the other nations.”


      Mei paused for a moment. “In certain scenarios, it may be to our advantage to create a spectacle that would grab the world’s attention, but I believe such an approach would be somewhat counterproductive to our stated goals in this instance.”


      “And the Dwarf Kingdom would be just as likely to refuse to meet us anyway, out of fear that it would give the dragonutes the wrong idea,” I said.
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