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      Prologue: Lusei Remembers


      The girl had been looking forward to today more than anyone.


      She ran full tilt along the cobblestone road, shifting her wings in excitement. She rushed past vermilion-colored pillars, eager to see her mother, whom she dearly loved.


      In her excitement, she went slower than she thought, her mind racing faster than her body. Perception and reality could differ like that—though, as a young girl, she obviously didn’t understand that much.


      She stumbled and tripped time and time again, focused entirely on her frantic rush forward. But she paid it no heed, continuing her way to her mother.


      Today, the girl would become an older sister.


      Her mother had gone into labor the previous night, and the whole household had been running around frantically since.


      About a month ago, a family servant who took care of her had told her, “You’re going to have a sibling soon. You’ll be a big sister.”


      The moment she’d heard that, the girl—Lusei—had scrambled onto her bed and started jumping for joy.


      Ever since then, she’d been waiting for today to come.


      There were so many stories she couldn’t wait to tell her new sibling, so many songs and poems she couldn’t wait to show them, so many beloved spots she couldn’t wait to take them to.


      She didn’t know yet whether her new sibling would be a brother or a sister, but she’d done her best to study and prepare despite her young age, memorizing as much as she could, all for today.


      Lusei was usually such a shy, reserved girl. It was rare for her to be so proactive. Those around the girl had simply watched her go about her mission, warm smiles on their faces.


      Reufayl were quick to mature mentally. Their minds developed quicker than their bodies.


      By age three, a reufayl child was as smart as a ten-year-old human. That was partly why Lusei had put together all of these plans to prepare for the day her new sibling would come into the world.


      But ultimately, she was still a child, so she hadn’t noticed the large flaw in her plans. Even if she told a newborn baby all these stories she’d prepared, the baby would have no idea what she was saying. Reufayl didn’t take long to learn language, but they weren’t that quick. It was going to be a pointless endeavor.


      All the same, Lusei felt like she had to do something for her new sibling. It was her own form of kindness.


      * * *


      After tripping three more times in a corridor and bumping into someone along the way, Lusei eventually made it to her mother’s room.


      She paused outside to catch her breath, then gingerly opened the door. It was heavy for a little girl like her.


      “Father! Mother!” she called out, her voice much more energetic than usual.


      But when she entered the room, she immediately noticed something was off about her parents.


      Her father, Raphon Imara, had a terrifying look on his face. She’d never seen him like this before. Everyone else seemed somehow cold as well.


      “Wh-What’s happening? Explain it to me!”


      “I don’t know. But it’s almost like she—”


      “No. Meia is royalty. She needs permission to go out... There’s no way she could’ve snuck in a human.”


      “Could she have bribed a retainer to— No. I can’t imagine how. Especially since her money’s handled by the family’s treasurers and her lady-in-waiting. And she has guards with her when she goes out. Which must mean...”


      “It’s a changeling. A faerie’s prank...”


      Lusei didn’t understand. It was all too complicated for her. She had peeked into the room from the doorway, eager to see her newborn sibling, but it didn’t take long for realization to dawn on her. To figure out why the adults looked so stern.


      “Where... Where are her wings?”


      Lusei’s newborn sibling—her sister, apparently—didn’t have the wings that every reufayl was born with.


      Lusei had wings. As did her father, and her mother. This didn’t make any sense.


      She understood now why the adults were so bewildered.


      * * *


      That same day, rumors about the Imara family began to spread in broad daylight, some outright slanderous. Lusei’s mother’s family—the royal family—got caught up in it too, and eventually, all the blame was pinned on Lusei’s mother, Meia.


      A year later, Meia was sentenced to exile. But before the day of her exile came, she vanished one day without warning.


      Nobody had heard from her since.


      * * *


      A... A dream. Just a dream. But why now...


      It was a nostalgic dream for Lusei, but a sad one too.


      Ever since that day, her father Raphon had immersed himself in his work. It had been a similar story for Lusei, who’d devoted herself to strict training and studies as the family heir.


      The days passed one after another, and before she realized it, she’d almost forgotten about her mother.


      Until today.


      It’s a bit late. All of that has nothing to do with me anymore. But...


      A rumor had spread through the royal household that Meia—who’d been born a princess of the royal family and married into the Imara household—had been unfaithful, conceiving a child with a human man.


      It was clear, however, that the rumor was nothing but baseless conjecture. There was no real proof.


      As part of the royal family, Meia hadn’t been permitted to go out without guards; she was always surrounded by other reufayl. Not to mention, spies had their eye on her around the clock. Infidelity was simply inconceivable.


      If she had wanted to cheat, every person around her would have had to have been in cahoots, which seemed clearly impossible.


      But apparently, broader society disagreed. Ultimately, with the family unable to clear the fog of suspicion, Meia had been exiled.


      Where is my mother now? No. I don’t have the right to know...


      Lusei’s nickname, the Shadowsky General, wasn’t for nothing. Nowadays, she possessed the authority to mobilize intelligence services, if she wanted to.


      If she did, she probably would have been able to find her mother by now. And yet, she hadn’t.


      Because she was scared of learning the truth.


      And given the real possibility that her mother was no longer of this world, she just couldn’t bring herself to take the leap.


      Even thinking about it left her with a heavy heart.


      “General Lusei. We’ve received an urgent message from the capita— Ah. Sorry. I didn’t know you were on break.”


      “It’s fine. I was just taking a short nap.”


      “No, no; I know how busy you’ve been lately. I’d be more surprised if you weren’t exhausted.”


      “The ride’s not exactly comfortable enough for a decent sleep. So—what’s the urgent message you mentioned?”


      “Here... Something to do with monsters, apparently. The details are inside.”


      Lusei took the scroll from her subordinate and opened it.


      “A... A calamity-tier monster has emerged from the Scar of the Dark God? If it’s moving this fast, it must be... Hmm. Well, it seems the Scar’s given us another hassle.”


      The Scar of the Dark God was a geographical feature formed in ancient times. A single attack from the Dark God had cleaved a gorge through a mountain range, forming a canyon that served as an eternal reminder of the Dark God’s strength.


      “So it’s that thing? How should we respond?”


      “Just put the troops on alert for now. Those ‘followers of the gods’ or whatever they call themselves will probably take it out for us.”


      “Won’t they be annihilated? I don’t think their ‘Shtomar Keep’ will do them much good...”


      “You know, even though they’re our enemies, I pity them. Even I wouldn’t want to fight that thing...”


      “For sure.”


      This sounded like an emergency, but Lusei didn’t seem too bothered by it.


      It was little wonder, really. The reufayl were constantly manning defensive positions along the Scar of the Dark God to fight the calamity-tier monsters that emerged from the canyon. They weren’t the sort to be shaken by something like this.


      Especially seeing as they were the strongest race in the world.


      “Our guest is still the top priority for now. Anyway, my break’s over. I’ll take over guarding the heroes’ carriage for a while.”


      “Of course. I’ll bring the front line the order to put the troops on alert.”


      With that, Lusei’s subordinate headed off to make another report.


      As Lusei had said, their priority was ensuring their guest from the Magic Kingdom of Solistia made it safely to the capital.


      The two nations were hoping to grow closer from here on out, after all.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 1: The Old Guy Arrives in Asuura, Capital of Artom


      Dark clouds filled the sky.


      As lightning flashed, thunder crashed, and heavy rain poured down, it surveyed the ground from up in the air.


      It was an enormous lump of writhing flesh, shaped like a hideous, humanoid head made from entrails. This was the sinister life-form that would later be known as the Dark God.


      Directly beneath, an army of steel numbering in the tens of thousands stood against the entity. The army began firing intense flashes of light at its fleshy foe.


      Their forces included six-legged steel walking tanks and fighter aircraft that ripped through the sky. These forces were the pinnacle of magical engineering—yet they were utterly inconsequential in the face of the Dark God.


      An impenetrable, invisible wall stopped every one of their missiles and cannonballs.


      The lump of flesh gathered mana in a hole that looked like some massive mouth, then fired a beam of scorching light. Immediately, the ground troops in its path went up in flames, and that was the end of them.


      It was completely one-sided. It was no longer even a fight—just a slaughter.


      The floating lump of flesh mercilessly wiped out the troops on the ground, like an elephant stepping on ants. This was humanity’s worst nightmare.


      Flames swept over the earth, forming a firestorm that engulfed the soldiers on the ground. The fighter jets, out of ammunition, resorted to ramming the abomination in suicide attacks, exploding on impact. But despite their desperate efforts, the Dark God continued to float completely unharmed, as if it were mocking the soldiers who dared to defy its onslaught.


      Hopeless grieving, resolute sacrifice; both were equally meaningless here. The soldiers were throwing their lives away in vain.


      As if avenging the fallen soldiers, an orbital strike satellite fired powerful arrows of light at the Dark God one after another. Each tore through the battlefield on impact, their explosions and shock waves on par with those created by nuclear warheads.


      But even the most powerful weapons could not damage the Dark God.


      That grotesque head emerged from the explosions unscathed, driving the remaining soldiers to despair.


      Light converged in the Dark God’s “mouth,” and another beam shot straight through the battlefield, rending the earth. An entire city, home to tens of thousands, was erased in an instant. The heat melted rock and dirt into lava, which flowed across the area like a tidal wave.


      And the Dark God’s mighty attack hadn’t just destroyed an entire city. It had continued beyond, boring through the mountain range that lay behind.


      Again, the monster struck. This attack split as it traveled, each prong surging toward military sites around the world. Before long, each target went up in a huge explosion and vanished. Each annihilation was recorded by military satellites and relayed to the central system of various cities. From these records, they knew each military site attacked had held a hero summoning sigil—sigils that, had they survived, would have drained enough mana from the land to desertify the continent.


      Just like that, the battle at the third defensive front was over in a mere three hours, resulting in the loss of the allied force of many different races.


      This was part of the ancient advanced civilization’s final stand against the Dark God, an event that would later be called the Dark God War.


      The records included no evidence of summoned heroes from another world sealing away the Dark God. In contrast, there was clear confirmation that abnormally evolved creatures began appearing around the world following the war, restricting the space in which humanity could survive.


      Civilization declined rapidly, and eventually, humanity was forced to scrape by in limited areas—bringing us to the present day.


      * * *


      “Th-There’s no way anyone could beat that thing, right?!” the heroes cried out as they watched the projected footage.


      “Ah—yeah, you think so too?” Zelos replied, holding the crystal ball that projected the footage. “I have to say I’m with you there. It’s a little out of hand...”


      Since they’d just been sitting inside a carriage with time to kill, Zelos had decided to watch the battle footage he’d found in Isa Lante with the heroes. After the system had mysteriously designated him a city administrator, he’d been able to take the footage—which depicted an ancient battle with the Dark God—out of the city with him.


      Although they sat around the carriage as if it were a movie night, their little viewing made it clear that the Dark God was far beyond anything humans could handle. These heroes, of course, had originally been summoned to defeat the Dark God, or so they’d been told. But the footage made it abundantly clear they didn’t stand a snowball’s chance in hell.


      “This ain’t just a matter of ‘levels,’ is it...”


      “No kidding... If Metis tried forcing us to fight this thing, we’d have a much easier time trying to revolt instead.”


      “I... I just want to run away. I’m so glad we got captured, Jun...”


      “Couldn’t have said it any better, Yukari. There’s no way we can beat that. It’s just insane...”


      Now that they’d seen footage of the Dark God in action, the heroes were intimately aware of how absurdly powerful an enemy they’d been close to having to fight. Even with all the fantasy staples of sacred swords and ultimate spells, they couldn’t imagine coming out on top against this thing.


      The Dark God was such a dominating presence that things like level differences and weapon quality seemed utterly meaningless.


      “I... I don’t want to do this anymore. I want to go home...”


      “Yukari... We all feel the same way.”


      “Tashiro’s right. None of us wanna fight against that crazy thing. Me included.”


      “Uh, Kannagi—weren’t you the one going on about how you’re gonna defeat the Dark God?”


      “Yeah, that’s...not happening. It’s pretty much a colossal living weapon. No, worse... It’s like the weapon to end all weapons, gone out of control.”


      These heroes—Satoru Kannagi, Kota Sakamoto, Yukari Yamazaki, and Jun Tashiro—just wanted to escape from being heroes at all, at this point. Honestly, watching footage like this would probably have made anyone want to flee.


      The priests had said the heroes could defeat the Dark God easily with swords and magic, but it was clear that wasn’t the case. Given the Dark God had wiped out an advanced civilization’s strongest weapons in a single attack, it was obviously beyond mortal comprehension.


      “Did the Faith mention anything about sacred swords or relics or the like?” Zelos asked. “The legends of the ancient heroes say the Dark God’s power was sealed away using seven sacred weapons, right?”


      “What? We’ve... We’ve never heard that before. They showed us a sacred sword, but it was all beat-up; it didn’t look like it was hiding some kind of incredible power inside.”


      The Dark God hadn’t fallen even when hit by a particle-beam weapon that far surpassed wide-area annihilation magic. In fact, it didn’t seem to have been harmed at all.


      If swords, magic, and prayers were strong enough to take down the Dark God, the Faith of the Four Gods should’ve conquered the world long ago.


      “I wonder if that means the heroes’ weapons aren’t meant to defeat the Dark God, but just seal it away?” one of the heroes asked.


      “I can’t say for sure,” Zelos replied, “but you’re probably right. At the very least, even someone at the Divine Crafter level—someone at the peak of their trade—wouldn’t be able to make a weapon that could take out an enemy like that.”


      “Divine Crafter” was a blanket term referring to crafters who had raised a crafting job skill to the Divine rank—which included Zelos, of course. But even with such impressive craftsmanship, Zelos couldn’t imagine making a weapon that could take down the Dark God. Sure, he and his party had defeated the Dark God in Swords & Sorceries, but he figured they’d probably only been able to do that because the Dark God had been operating under different laws of nature there, preventing it from unleashing its full power.


      Otherwise, there was no way a party of five would’ve been able to defeat it, Great Sages or not.


      “The Dark God’s not just gonna suddenly pop up somewhere, is it? Apparently, it’s already revived...”


      “Who knows? We can’t say for sure. I did hear the base of some mountain got blown up recently...”


      Zelos kept silent.


      The heroes were talking about the little incident caused by Zelos’s Gluttonous Void gravity magic. But he couldn’t exactly say, “Oh, yeah, whoopsie daisy, that was me!”


      And at the same time, the Dark God was in the process of growing anew in a culture tank in his house. It made the topic rather awkward for him.


      “The Dark God, huh...?” murmured Lusei, who’d boarded the carriage too to help keep an eye on the heroes. “If something like that does appear, we won’t be able to stop it, I can say that much.”


      The mere thought of the Dark God—an entity that had pushed her entire race to the brink of extinction—filled her expression with dread.


      “The ancient civilization had such advanced magic—or maybe I should call it magiscience or something—that even their most advanced weapons did nothing against it,” Zelos said. “So maybe we could assume that sealing it away was their only choice.”


      “By the way,” Lusei interjected, “is that girl okay? She’s been silent this whole time...”


      Zelos and the heroes looked at Yoshino Himejima, whose earlier fire had been all but reduced to ash.


      “Well,” Zelos said, “It’s a good thing her childhood friend—her first love—is alive after all this time. But it has to be a real mental blow to learn he’s been all lovey-dovey with the princess of an enemy nation, especially when that princess looks like a little ki—I mean, looks very youthful. Seems like she never knew he was into that sort of thing...”


      “Uh... Were you just about to say ‘little kid’?”


      Yoshino had lived with the flame of revenge burning in her heart all this time, only for this terrible revelation to snuff it out in an instant. You couldn’t blame her. It’d probably take a while for her to get back on her feet.


      She had returned to her senses temporarily, but as time had passed, she’d gotten depressed about it again, and now she was back to looking like a certain burned-out boxer at the end of his final match. Except she wasn’t looking like that after a satisfying fight; it was because she’d fallen into deep despair.


      “Did I say something I shouldn’t have?” Lusei asked. “It’s all true, though, so I’m not sure what else I could’ve said...”


      “It must be bittersweet, that’s all,” Zelos said. “The truth can be hard to accept sometimes. Especially when it’s about something she’s been agonizing over for so long...”


      Reality was crueler—and crazier—than Yoshino had expected.


      “Damn it, Kazama...” one of the heroes said. “If you were alive, then why didn’t you try to contact us? And, I mean... So he’s a lolicon, huh?”


      “I feel the same, but I doubt he could’ve contacted us. Anyway, this means Himejima’s available now... Yes!”


      “Mmm... You’re...Kannagi, was it? See, polygamy’s perfectly fine in this world. There’s still a chance she could be Kazama’s second wife, you know?”


      “Wh— WHAT?!”


      Yes, this world had a little thing called love syndrome, which made it pretty common for people to have several wives or husbands. Even harems were possible in the right circumstances.


      Satoru Kannagi and Kota Sakamoto, who’d never heard this before, clenched their fists in excitement. Even in such dire circumstances, they still dreamed big. Both were teenage boys who thought with their dicks. Their hopes of getting intimate with Yoshino Himejima, however, had disappeared in a flash.


      As a sidenote, monogamy was the norm in Metis. People there were forced to pay huge amounts of money as compensation when an onset of love syndrome drove them to defy that norm. Strangely, that money didn’t go to the partner concerned, but rather to the church...


      That was apparently done under the pretense that the person had gone against the teachings of the gods—but ultimately, it just meant the Faith collected vast sums of money from anyone who experienced a natural phenomenon. Which, of course, had led to growing dissatisfaction.


      “Y-You’re still the only one for me, Yukari.”


      “I love you too, Jun!”


      “Go die in a fire, you lovebirds!” responded three jealous guys—Satoru, Kota, and Zelos—who couldn’t bear the sight of the happy couple. It was an ugly look.


      Their lonely hearts had made them bitter.


      “We should be arriving at Asuura soon,” Lusei interrupted. “The heroes will undergo questioning. Now, we have no grudge against you, but I imagine you have your own feelings, no? We don’t intend to take your heads, but mind yourselves. We come from different cultures, after all. I don’t want to see swords drawn over nothing.”


      “We know. Metis tricked us, anyway. We’ll need a bit of time to decide what we’re going to do next.”


      “Good. We don’t intend to treat you badly. We’ll try to accommodate your requests, within reason.”


      The Artom Empire was a hospitable country.


      The heroes were relieved to hear of the country’s humane approach, similar to what they were familiar with back in Japan.


      “My job’s done as soon as we get to the palace,” Zelos said. “I guess I’ll do some sightseeing or something and head back home.”


      Surprisingly, the first one to respond was the burned-out Yoshino: “H-Huh?! You’re leaving already?!”


      “I’m only here to escort Earl Ilhans. I was told I’d be free to do whatever I wanted once we reached the capital. I was thinking about taking back a souvenir or two if I found anything interesting.”


      “I’m sorry to say, but Artom doesn’t have anything that’d make for a good souvenir. People have their hands full just surviving. For now, at least. Hopefully, we’ll be much more prosperous in the future.”


      “Ah. It’s a mountainous country, so I’d hoped there might be something... Not the case, eh?”


      “About all we can offer is something like cheese or yogurt. We have some good meat too. Plus, we’ve started making something called ‘ice cream’ lately. Oh, and...soft caramels, was it?”


      “What are you, a tourist farm?! Oh, you may have one more thing, now that I think of it—you might have a hot spring opening up. It got dug out by a washing machine. The views could be better, mind you...”


      “What do you mean, a washing machine?!” the heroes shouted.


      Unaware of the story of how Zelos’s prototype washing machine had excavated a hot spring, the heroes were simply dumbfounded. They had no idea what his words could even mean. A natural response, to be fair.


      But before they could get an answer, the dumbfounded heroes and their carriage arrived at the city tucked away in the mountains.


      * * *


      Asuura, the capital of the Artom Empire, was a strange-looking city that resembled a blend of Western and Eastern architectural styles.


      If you had to say, it was probably closest to Chinese architecture, but no one culture from Earth quite fit the bill.


      Atop towering castle walls sat vaguely East Asian buildings, beautifully crafted from red brick.


      As the carriage passed through the city gate, it entered a plaza enclosed by walls with another gate ahead. With this design, if the city were breached, its defenders could counterattack the invaders from all angles at once.


      The easiest comparison might be to the kind of pseudo-Chinese settings that were common in anime. The soldiers, meanwhile, wore Western-style armor, but with designs that incorporated an East Asian sort of flair. It was almost like video game armor.


      “This is Chinese architecture, right? The brickwork’s a little different, though... Hey, Kannagi, what do you think?” Kota said.


      “You know your stuff, huh? All I know is Kyoto. I wonder if the streets here are on a grid pattern? Like a Go board?”


      “Now that you mention it,” Zelos said, “I’ve seen people selling board games like Go and shogi. Did one of you heroes start selling them or something? Some of them seemed pretty expensive.”


      “No. We don’t know anything about it.”


      “Some of us did actually wonder whether we could get rich by selling chess or something, but...the problem is, people were already doing it.”


      “I see, I see. So maybe the previous batch of heroes, then? Or one before them.”


      It seemed like every generation of heroes had the same thought.


      Speaking of the heroes, two of them—Jun Tashiro and Yukari Yamazaki—were still off in their own little world, flirting away.


      “See those clothes, Yukari? I bet you’d look great in them!”


      “Really? But they look so embarrassing~!”


      “It’s fine! Just think of them like a cheongsam or something!”


      “But people would be able to see my legs! And maybe even my underwear...”


      “Oh, yeah. We can’t let other people see that, can we? I only want you showing that to me.”


      “Aww, you perv... ♡”


      And so on, and so forth.


      “Y’know, those two are really pissing me off...” Satoru muttered.


      “I was about to say the same thing, Kannagi,” Kota replied. “See any good places nearby to dispose of a couple of bodies?”


      “Ehe heh heh... Yamazaki sure looks happy,” Yoshino said. “Wish I could share some of my misery with her...”


      The naive couple fanned the anger burning in the hearts of the heartbroken and the lifelong loners alike.


      The couple didn’t have any ill will, but they were still doing a splendid job of stoking jealousy and darkness alike.


      Zelos was no exception. Watching them was starting to get on his nerves.


      “Hmm... This place at least seems more well-off than the nearby Kingdom of Isalas I’ve heard about. While I’m here, I figure I should try some strange local food. Any recommendations, Lusei?”


      “How about fried pupae? We deep-fry silkworm pupae after we harvest their silk. You can also get killer bee or giant ant larvae—simmer them for long enough, and they make a great soup.”


      “Ah... Yeah, I’ve heard of stuff like that before. Deep-frying larvae until they puff up.”


      Swords & Sorceries had included strange foods too, but Zelos remembered them being surprisingly tasty.


      Fried larvae were golden brown like deep-fried bread; they hardly looked like bugs at all, which made them easier to eat. If you didn’t know better, you might think they were some kind of fried pastry with vegetable soup inside.


      Mmm... Yeah, I do remember something like that—which reinforces my idea that this world was the basis for Swords & Sorceries. There weren’t any heroes in that, though... Wait. Huh?


      At that point, Zelos realized something strange about what he’d heard from the heroes.


      “You guys mentioned Kazama was a mage, right? How’d he learn his magic? I can’t exactly imagine Metis buying him spell scrolls, given they hate magic so much...”


      “Huh? Don’t mages learn magic automatically as they level up?” Yoshino said.


      “What? No, this isn’t a game. Things don’t work like that. I’ll spare you the full explanation, but essentially, mages buy spell scrolls and learn their magic from those. In which case... Did he get his hands on some spell scrolls somehow? I’m impressed, Kazama. What are you, the protagonist of a fantasy novel?”


      Mages could learn magic by buying spell scrolls. And since spell scrolls were prohibited in Metis, Takumi Kazama shouldn’t have been able to learn new spells.


      That meant he’d probably discovered spell scrolls hidden somewhere and used them to grow stronger in secret. As Zelos had quipped, it really was like something a protagonist would get up to.


      “By the way... You’re a higher level than us, right, Zelos? What dungeon did you level up in? If you know a good method for leveling up, I’d love to hear it.”


      “Ah... See, I came to this world under different conditions. I was already at a high level when I got here! As for dungeons... Well, I could probably clear most of them solo, if I had to guess. Don’t think I could beat the Dark God, though.”


      That sparked a unanimous thought among the five heroes: Why are we even here?


      Sure, heroes could acquire some amazing abilities, but they still arrived at Level 1. And however high they raised their overall level, they didn’t stand a chance at beating a reincarnator if their common skills were at low levels. Plus, despite being called heroes, they still needed a fair amount of training to increase those skill levels.


      At the end of the day, while the heroes were Level 500, their skill levels were low, so they didn’t get the corresponding bonuses. In turn, their strength was only so-so.


      If they ever did max out their common skills, though, they’d be able to exhibit a superhuman level of power in this world.


      “It’s hard for you to raise your skill levels, isn’t it?” Zelos mused. “If you’re talking combat jobs, then at least you’ve got some options, but with crafting jobs, the only way to raise your levels is to fail over and over again—which also requires money. Anyway, I get it now... Your common skill levels are low, so you don’t get any great bonuses from them. And that’s why you’re all still weak, huh? Take you for example, Kannagi—you’re a swordsman, but you didn’t put up much of a fight, did you?”


      “You’re absolutely right... As soon as we started getting kinda strong, they pushed all of these odd jobs onto us, and we didn’t have time to go into dungeons anymore. And those of us who were summoned as crafters to begin with were forced to learn how to fight.”


      “Maybe they never even wanted you to raise your skill levels in the first place? They wouldn’t want their pawns to be stronger than they are.”


      Zelos figured that the Faith had intended to crush the heroes sooner or later from the very beginning.


      C’mon, you really should’ve realized some of this earlier. Why even agree to take on a suspicious job like “hero”? And especially if you started as a crafter, it should’ve been obvious you’d always be better suited to crafting than fighting, however hard you tried.


      When heroes raised their common skills, they’d get about twice as much of a bonus from the skill levels as the average person from this world—but that still wouldn’t be enough to match up to the reincarnators. There was just that much of a gap between the two groups.


      The reufayl, meanwhile, were the ones born in this world who could exceed Level 1,000. This was because, back in the era of mythology, they were the first race to have been created, and they’d been tasked with managing the world in lieu of the God of Creation.


      Or at least, that was the story; by this point, it was such ancient history that there was no way of confirming it. But there were apparently reufayl above Level 900, at least, so it made sense to assume they had the Limit Breaker skill.


      Of course, that was all assuming that things worked the same here as they did in Swords & Sorceries.


      “Zelos, I’d like to start heading to the palace about now...” Lusei said. “But I imagine you’re tired after traveling so long, yes? I’ll arrange a room for you as soon as we arrive.”


      “Oh, no, don’t worry about that. My job was escorting the earl to the palace, so I’ll leave the rest to you guys. I was going to do a bit of sightseeing and then head home.”


      “What are you saying? We’d like you to come to the palace too. We’ll want to get your account of the ambush by the heroes. It’ll help us decide what to do with them.”


      “You’re kidding... Why does this keep happening?!”


      This new mess he’d gotten caught up in meant he wouldn’t be going home quite yet.


      * * *


      The Crimson Cabal was a shadowy group of priests formed over many years. It consisted of a bunch of zealots possessed by the grandiose idea that they were the disciples of the Four Gods, though they weren’t a formal faction within the Faith.


      It was a wretched, awful group that looked down on other races with scorn and haughty arrogance.


      Members of the Cabal were dispatched to churches and temples throughout the land. They blended in among regular priests as they completed their dirty work.


      Cabal members were most commonly part of the Inquisition, where their official goal was to shepherd heretics back to the righteous path. In reality, though, they dealt with anyone the church wanted gone.


      They cracked down on priests who went against doctrine, which usually entailed framing anyone whose presence inconvenienced the Faith and giving them a death sentence under the guise of “justice.” They were essentially hit men.


      They were also given divine pardons for whatever they did, so they were free to sin and commit any crimes they pleased in exchange for carrying out the Faith’s dirty work. Long story short, there were no decent people in the Crimson Cabal.


      And a number of these zealots were at Shtomar Keep.


      “You’re telling me the enemy captured the heroes?”


      “Yes... We also failed to assassinate Himejima. And we confirmed the presence of a mage we believe is a reincarnator.”


      “What?”


      The Faith viewed gods outside of the Four as evil—no different from the Dark God—and regarded reincarnators as the vanguard of those evil deities. The presence of a reincarnator was a sign of calamity.


      “We only spotted him from a distance, but he intervened in a fight between Himejima and the Black-Winged Demon. He managed to stop them too, so we believe he’s stronger than both. He was part of the escort squad from Solistia.”


      “Solistia, you say... What an infuriating development. So, tell me—how would you describe this supposed reincarnator?”


      “He looks like a mage, but I believe he’s capable of melee combat as well. He did, after all, leap into a sword fight involving a hero, and manage to mediate it without even taking a scratch. He’s a dangerous man. And... He possesses a matchlock of his own.”


      “What?!”


      Technically, Zelos’s new weapon was not a matchlock but a “dragon buster”—not that these two were aware of that distinction. Any knowledge relating to magic was heresy to them.


      The “Black-Winged Demon” was Lusei. The Faith of the Four Gods saw both winged races and beastfolk as demonic.


      “So... You’re telling me Solistia has matchlocks?”


      “I believe it’s likely... And theirs seem far more advanced than ours. In the time it took us to fire a single shot, that man had fired numerous.”


      “Good grace! This is cause for concern... How are we supposed to overwhelm the small nations’ militaries if they have those?! Especially if they’re forming ties with the land of the demons...”


      “Worse still, a single shot from his weapon formed a crater on impact. They have an overwhelming advantage in firepower.”


      “Guh... Information will be crucial to properly recreate the technology the heroes informed us of. But now, it sounds like we’re at a disadvantage on the information front. Does magic technology truly have such an advantage over the technology of humans? This is maddening...”


      “This is where those heretic mages shine, after all. It’s only natural we’d be at a disadvantage. Which is precisely what makes them such a nuisance to deal with...”


      All of a sudden, gunshots rang out.


      CHK! RA-TA-TA-TA-TA-TA!


      “Wh-What’s going on?!”


      Over the sound of gunshots, they could hear the Order of Paladins rushing around the place. There was obviously some sort of emergency.


      Hoping to get a grasp of the situation, the priest and the paladin dashed out of the room. Outside, they saw a swarm of black monsters covering the keep’s walls.


      The monsters assailed the paladins in swarms, devouring them alive. The defenders tried to fight back with matchlocks, but the creatures’ hard exoskeletons deflected the bullets, leaving them entirely undamaged.


      “Don’t tell me these are...”


      “The same things that appeared when we attacked the Artom Empire...”


      These monstrous, giant insects could scale walls effortlessly and use their sharp, shiny jaws to rummage through carrion.


      They were Mother Nature’s ultimate janitors, and they moved in swarms.


      And the clincher was...


      VVVVVVVVVVVV...


      The low-pitched buzz of wings echoed throughout the keep.


      A particularly huge insect, more than thirty meters long, came into view.


      Even though it simply hovered in the air, the shock waves of its beating wings destroyed the walls of Shtomar Keep.


      As the stones shattered apart, an army of black insects emerged.


      “A... A great givleon?! And it’s a... A Hell’s Legion!”


      A Hell’s Legion was a swarm of similar monsters led by a gigantic specimen in its final stage of evolution—in this case, a great givleon.


      It was a calamity as destructive as a monster stampede. And it had just hit Shtomar Keep.


      The givleons were only scouring the land for food—but to humans, they were a terrifying threat. And they’d perceived this enormous keep as a feeding ground.


      On this day in history, Shtomar Keep was destroyed by a Hell’s Legion.


      Every last paladin stationed there was devoured—and then the Hell’s Legion, led by a great givleon, went back to searching for more prey.


      The swarm moved on, tens of thousands of monsters hungry for more...

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 2: The Old Guy Goes to the Castle for Some Reason


      Fotrahn, capital of the Magic Kingdom of Solistia, was a fortified city with a circular wall and powerful magical defenses.


      In the middle of the city sat Fotrahn Castle, which had recently been rebuilt. It was a famous tourist attraction, its white walls and masterful architecture having earned it the nickname “Whitewing Castle.”


      But it wasn’t just a beautiful sightseeing destination—it was also the royal family’s residence. Additionally, as the center of the nation’s government, it served as the backdrop to day-to-day government affairs and bothersome political squabbles alike.


      In a room in that castle, the nation’s king, Arhant lud Clausoras Solistia, was meeting with a group of ministers and prominent nobles.


      “To think that an ancient city has survived to this day...”


      “And now, I imagine it will become an important transportation hub. However, Your Majesty... It could also prove a bit of a thorn in our side, no?”


      “Indeed. I expect Metis will try to censure us for it somehow. ‘This city is holy ground under protection of the Gods,’ they’ll say. ‘By rights, it should be ours.’”


      “I can see them saying those exact words, especially given news about the Grand Temple of Malthander’s destruction. They could use this as an excuse to relocate their holy city.”


      “At the same time, we can hardly agree to hand a precious magic sanctuary over to them. Remember, each time we’ve discovered healing magic in some ruin, they’ve wasted no time confiscating it from us. And while their military may be in decline, they’re still a force to be reckoned with...”


      Royals, nobles, and ministers alike were gathered here to discuss the value of the ancient city of Isa Lante. It was a treasure trove to any mages conducting research into magic, for starters. It was also a valuable stopover along the deepway, especially with Solistia working to build alliances with other small nations. Relinquishing control over the city was the last thing Solistia wanted to do.


      But Metis still had a military edge over Solistia. If war broke out, countless lives would be lost. Metis was just the stronger country.


      “I would be surprised if Metis didn’t find some pretense to seize the territory. They have a history of doing just that. What’s your view on the situation, Duke Delthasis?”


      “I doubt they’ll make a move. They can’t. Their army may be stronger than ours, but they have a decisive weakness. Please, everyone, take a look at the documents I’ve prepared. You’ll understand what I mean.”


      “A weakness? Ah, it must be this— What?!”


      “I-Is that truly...”


      Delthasis didn’t often attend these sorts of meetings, but he always participated when something important was going on.


      The Magic Kingdom of Solistia treasured his intelligence network, and his devotion to the country was lauded as a model for all nobles to follow.


      He was attending today because he possessed intel that he had to inform the nation of. Creston had discovered a collection of detailed records at Isa Lante, which stated that the effects of the hero summonings had brought the world to the brink of collapse. Moreover, Metis could no longer carry out their summonings, and an earthquake had wreaked devastating damage across the country.


      The documents also touched on the true nature of the Four Gods. Delthasis had tasked his subordinates with investigating by any means necessary, using books from places like the Istol Academy of Magic as references.


      When your enemy was a major power, it only made sense to search for that enemy’s weakness.


      For what it was worth, Zelos hadn’t been involved in this investigation whatsoever.


      “The Four Gods are...proxies? Are you saying they aren’t the true gods of our world?”


      Delthasis summarized the investigation’s findings in a matter-of-fact tone of voice. “From what we’ve found, the world’s true god is the entity we know as the Dark God. The Four Gods were merely tasked with watching over its slumber. The four have no intent of properly managing the world. That much is apparent from their approval of the hero summonings.”


      If the Four Gods were genuinely trying to manage the world, they would never have let people use the hero summonings. That sort of dangerous magic threatened to destroy the world. But the Four Gods had let people use those summonings. They’d encouraged them. Repeatedly.


      The summonings were for the Four Gods’ personal use; that much was clear. And that personal use had been pushing the world ever closer to annihilation.


      Fortunately, the crisis had been averted through sheer coincidence. That the crisis had existed at all was shocking news, though.


      “Wh-What? Are you saying the Four Gods and their hero summonings were on the cusp of condemning the entire world to ruin?! Will we be okay?”


      “Unbelievable. But this does give us an advantage...”


      “Wait a moment. Feigning ignorance is their specialty. I can’t imagine they’d admit to any of this.”


      “The wise men from long ago have lived up to their reputation, it would seem. Hiding the truth in ancient ruins is quite the idea...”


      “Perhaps they had few other options. Metis isn’t known for having mercy toward its foes.”


      “As the documents I’ve prepared explain,” Delthasis continued, “the damage from the earthquake has Metis’s economy on the verge of collapse. I cannot imagine they have the budget to mount an attack on us.”


      While the intel had shocked the gathered nobles and ministers, they were simultaneously delighted to have gained a plan for knocking Metis, the holy land of the Faith, down a peg. It went to show how much they’d suffered under Metis’s tyranny.


      That was especially the case when it came to holy magic, or healing magic, as it was now called here. Metis had told the world that only its priests could use magic that healed wounds. Now, however, it was clear that it had been a lie. A light had appeared at the end of the tunnel.


      Priests charged more than apothecaries for treatment, making their services often unaffordable for the average commoner.


      The moment people learned mages could use healing magic too, Metis would likely lose its advantage overnight. And if the country truly had lost its ability to summon heroes as well, then it would be left with nothing in its favor but military might.


      “The ancient technology mentioned here sounds astounding, but it also sounds dangerous.”


      “I’m glad we agree, Your Majesty. It’s degraded terribly over time, but we wouldn’t want any curious souls tinkering with it. Fortunately, my father informed me it’s been sealed away. And I doubt any investigation based on our current understanding would bear much fruit regardless.”


      “That advanced, is it? There are fools everywhere, though. Surely someone will lay their hands on it despite knowing the dangers, no?”


      “Understanding those ruins is impossible without the wisdom of the ancient people who built the city. I say we prioritize using the place as a city for now.”


      “We’ll need to train better scholars if we’re to unravel its mysteries, then... Now, let’s move on to the next topic. How are our diplomatic efforts proceeding with the Kingdom of Isalas and the Artom Empire?”


      “Yes, Your Majesty! Allow me to report. We are currently providing aid to the Kingdom of Isalas. In addition, their ores seem of considerable quality, so we’re proceeding with talks to purchase them for a fair price.”


      As the Minister of Foreign Affairs gave an update, Duke Delthasis racked his brain about the Isa Lante situation.


      The ruins were close to his domain. If they became inhabited, he’d need to designate a noble to rule over the place. However, no noble could properly administer that treasure trove of a city. He trusted no noble he knew to do it, at least. On the off chance some ambitious usurper claimed exclusive control of the city and its ancient relics, Solistia would have to contend with a potent military force in its own backyard.


      Sure, the biggest threats were sealed away, but there was always the risk that someone could find a back door.


      “Our intelligence reported that the Kingdom of Isalas intended to invade us. What’s happened to that?”


      “They were only considering an invasion because their poor, barren land made it difficult to cultivate food. With aid from Artom and now us, alongside Isalas’s potential to profit from the ore trade, I very much doubt they’ll try anything foolish.”


      “Fortunately, Metis’s economy is on the brink of collapse too. Now seems like a good opportunity to move forward with our plans. Still, there’s no telling what a country with its back to the wall might do. Be vigilant.”


      “Yes, Your Majesty.”


      A war between nations wasn’t worth it politically.


      It required considerable death gratuities to be paid to the families of soldiers killed in battle, which stretched the country’s already strained military budget. If war broke out, most of the nation’s soldiers would be stationed at forts along the border, and those forts would require enormous maintenance costs.


      The likely enemy in this hypothetical conflict was, of course, the Holy Land of Metis.


      The priests of Metis loathed mages, and frankly, the sheer strength of the heroes was a concern too. But at the same time, it had been confirmed that some heroes hoped to desert Metis and seek asylum. Others were in hiding.


      “Metis is done for. I imagine some of our allies will look to invade it now.”


      “And the question is, when should we do the same, correct? At the very least, we’ll have to coordinate with Artom and Isalas.”


      “Yes. Isalas will likely want some fertile land. And if we can get them in our debt, we stand to profit as well. There are uncertainties at play, though.”


      “Indeed. The Dark God, for one, and then there are the reincarnators Metis is secretly looking for. The Dark God is one thing, but I know very little about the reincarnators. Word has it that they’re even stronger than the heroes. But who are they?”


      “Our reports say they were sent here by the gods of other worlds. We’re short on information, though,” Delthasis said.


      It wasn’t so much his spies’ skill that was amazing as it was the effectiveness of the entire network. This vast intelligence system somehow provided Delthasis with information only Metis’s top brass should have been privy to. He was so talented that it seemed he could make the whole world his own, if he ever cared to.


      But he had no interest in that. He lived for two things: work and women.


      “At the very least, they’re not our enemies. We’ve already been looking into reports of people we believe to be reincarnators.”


      “Ah! Just what I’d expect from the Silent Lion. Wasting no time, I see.”


      “It seems like they’re just searching for a place to settle down in this world. However, they harbor a fierce anger toward the Four Gods. I doubt they’ll oppose us.”


      “They’re angry at the Four Gods? Why is that?”


      “Investigators uncovered something a potential reincarnator said at a tavern: that they died as a result of the Four Gods sending the Dark God to their world. Nothing but drunken rambling, perhaps, but I’ve received similar reports from others.”


      “Which implies it’s no mere coincidence, yes. Hmm... Still, it’s difficult to make heads or tails of this.”


      The existence of these mysterious wild cards was concerning. If they weren’t hostile toward Solistia, however, it would be a saving grace.


      “In fact,” Delthasis continued, “most of these reincarnators are reaping significant benefits for our nation. I believe the best course of action is to monitor them. I have an idea of who one of these reincarnators may be, so I shall ask them some questions myself.”


      “What?! You know one of these potential reincarnators?!”


      “Once we have a better understanding of the situation, we can take appropriate measures. This is heartening news. Just as I’d expect from one of our country’s top minds.”


      Delthasis was an excellent politician, but he was also a businessman. The man wore many hats.


      He had a relentless side—he wouldn’t hesitate to crush anyone who stood against him—but he’d compensate his allies and collaborators with enormous rewards, so he’d earned a lot of trust. As a result, many were happy to work with him.


      He never picked a fight he couldn’t win, and he wouldn’t balk at using any dirty tricks at his disposal. His enemies feared him for it.


      “Oh, no; we aren’t that close. Just occasional business associates. Regardless, if I can pass on a reasonable profit to them, I doubt they’ll oppose us.”


      Delthasis spoke nonchalantly to this room full of royals and titled nobles, but his gears were turning internally.


      I’d like to hear it from the horse’s mouth to get a better idea, though. From memory, he was looking for an alcohol made from riceweed...


      If Zelos were there, he probably would’ve said something like, “Who even are you?! How do you know all this?!”


      “Well, then, on to our next point of business. I have dinner with a foreign emissary soon.”


      “Of course, Your Majesty. Let us continue, then. The next point of discussion concerns how we should regulate the special books a certain country has been circulating...”


      “We need to get rid of every last one of those damn things!” the room cried in unison. “We can’t have children seeing those!”


      The naughty books from Metis really were seen as a problem, it seemed.


      “Some people love reading them, though. Bookstores’ sales are surging, so any restrictions would have an economic impact. If we outlaw them, we need to take measures to prevent a downturn.”


      “We have to do something about the contents, at least! Who knows how these things may be affecting our youth? Even my own daughter has been...”


      “It’s a problem that they’re so cheap to obtain. Could we place a tax on them to raise the prices?”


      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      
    




















































  
OEBPS/Images/Cover.jpg
\
1[( "
;|_ Ui |

| \\ }f(”—;//lm‘ A

/)






