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      Prologue


      A beastly cry rumbled through the forest, shaking the trees.


      A giant bearlike monster swaggered through the boundless forest like it owned the place. The beast was over ten meters long and of very solid build, easily able to mow down the forest’s thick trees. It was like the king of the forest.


      Though it fearlessly strode along, it suddenly noticed that the sunlight had disappeared and looked up to the sky.


      Something large was flying overhead.


      It could see what seemed like a giant bird’s wings flapping through the trees. Could it even be called a bird? It was so large it blocked out the sun like a cloud.


      The bear could hear the sound it produced as it cut through the wind and shook the trees, and the beast’s bravado immediately shriveled to nothing as it hid under the shade of a tree. Though the bear itself was a dangerous beast, the hierarchies of nature were set in stone. This was a land where survival of the fittest was the law.


      The dense forest that covered Setterlund’s eastern half and bordered the Kingdom of Fremmevilla was anathema to humanity, as destructive monsters wandered around like it was paradise. This forest was named the Great Bocuse Forest, and it had long refused human invasion.


      The greatest weapons available to humanity were giant knights of steel—silhouette knights. In the past, humanity had used these weapons to challenge the forest of monsters, but their ambitions were crushed by the massive creatures hidden in the forest’s dark corners.


      Since then, the Great Bocuse Forest had become a forbidden land to be treated with fear and awe.


      Still, everything had its turning point.


      The trees were not shaking from monsters. Some small and light beings were using their branches as stepping stones.


      These living things were too small and insignificant for this place, crawling with duel-class monsters as it was—they were humans.


      “We’re in danger of losing sight of them at this rate. Let’s pick it up a bit.” A small boy with light and fluffy-looking purplish-silver hair kicked off a tree branch.


      “But they might notice us if we get too close... This is pretty annoying!”


      The boy was named Ernesti “Ernie” Echevalier. He was the knight captain of the Order of the Silver Phoenix, and he was currently stranded in this forest.


      His companion was wearing a large suit of armor—a silhouette gear. She was stranded person number two: Adeltrude “Addy” Alter.


      “Now just what could be awaiting us?” Ernie wondered aloud.


      They’d come to this forest as part of the second expedition’s forward scouting force, organized by their order. The force had consisted of the newest flying vehicles—levitating ships—and it had gone well at first. But as they’d gotten deeper into the forest, they had encountered one of the place’s true threats.


      An aberrant monster—a bug-type creature that could produce poisonous acid that corroded metal.


      Their skirmish had been extremely fierce. The monsters’ deadly poison could threaten even Twediannes. In the face of this dangerous situation, the Order of the Silver Phoenix had decided to retreat. Under the direction of their flagship, the Izumo, the fleet had shaken off the monsters’ pursuit and managed to safely escape.


      However, Ernie and Ikaruga had deployed to protect the fleet, and he had been brought down at the end of this intense battle.


      As he’d been surrounded by the monsters’ deadly clouds of acid, Addy, who had chased after him, had been the one to save him from his predicament.


      Though they had escaped that situation, they had still ended up lost.


      What awaited them in this monster’s paradise was an encounter beyond the scope of their imaginations. And this encounter was currently only a little ahead of the pair...

    

  

  
    
      Part 13: Country of Giants Arc


      Chapter 56: The World of Giants


      Two giants were walking ahead of them through the thick vegetation.


      They were each around ten meters tall. All giant life-forms living in the forest were considered monsters without exception, and those of this size were usually deemed duel-class. These monsters used the supernatural magic phenomena unique to this world to grow their bodies and expand their destructive potential.


      However, this pair of giants were very different from normal monsters.


      They wore armor processed from monster leather, shells, and bones. Their muscular forms rippled under their armor, and they also walked on two legs.


      Yes, this pair of giants was humanoid—quite literally giants of Earthen folklore.


      Since this forest was home to many duel-class (or stronger) monsters, there were a lot of very large animal trails all over. The giants were walking along these trails that had been pounded flat by the passage of large beasts.


      One was looking every which way with his mono-eye from under a monster skull helmet. He had a primitive axe in one hand made by attaching stone to a large log—though it was of rough make, its weight alone would produce amazing power. He held the weapon ready as he proceeded with caution.


      Meanwhile, the other giant was quite a bit different from the first. He was a size larger, with a robust build bursting with might. His armor was more intricate, decorated with various furs. Most striking, though, was what lay under his helmet. While the smaller giant had one eye, this one had three eyes that were somewhat smaller.


      While the mono-eye’s gaze was frequently darting around, the tri-eyed one seemed to be trodding along without a care. Eventually, the mono-eye lagged too far behind and had to hurry and catch up, and that was when Ernie and Addy noticed the tri-eye’s back. Or, more specifically, what was on the tri-eye’s back.


      Said giant was carrying a conspicuously long and narrow package wrapped in monster leather. The mono-eye, recalling the contents of the package and the situation which had led to it being brought out, opened its mouth to speak.


      “We were lucky, weren’t we, Tertius Oculus? We managed to obtain a kratovastia’s shell unharmed.”


      Though the mono-eye was talking to the tri-eye, the other giant didn’t turn around. “Yet obtaining it unharmed makes the feat nothing but dull. I came for battle. Picking up leftovers is something for lesser eyes.”


      “You would say that even about a kratovastia? One was said to have eaten a many-eyed Fortissimos. I can only think that we were reflected in Hundred-Eyed Argos’s gaze when I consider that.”


      Finally, the tri-eye slowed his pace, one of his eyes turning to look at his cohort.


      “Still, this comes with an interesting turn. Someone or something other than us defeated that beast of defilement. Was it another beast? Or a person? Either way, they would be a worthy opponent for a hero. Our paths will certainly cross...” The tri-eye grinned fiercely.


      Meanwhile, the mono-eye’s expression only got stiffer and stiffer. Those with only a single eye were servants—armigers—and not possessed of as fierce a heart as heroes. After all, he only had one “manifestation of valor.”


      “At any rate, we should first report to the mage, Marga. Let us hurry.” With that, the tri-eye turned around and walked off, leaving the mono-eye to hurriedly follow.


      They continued down the winding animal trail for a while before reaching a clearing—a village in the forest. This village was populated by more giants.


      The arranged buildings of the village were made by using trees as frames to drape monster leather over. There were less than ten of these, so the settlement wasn’t very big. Still, it was populated by giants. Naturally, each tent was extremely large. The monsters used for these leather hides had probably been duel-class or above. Nothing else would yield a hide big enough to be useful for their large frames.


      The pair of giants entered the clearing and proceeded to the center of the village. The other giants noticed them and called everyone to gather. By the time the pair reached the center square, they found themselves completely surrounded by the other residents. There were less than thirty of them in total, meaning this settlement might consist of only a single clan of giants, which might have been a relatively common arrangement for the race.


      The tri-eye swept his gaze over his surroundings and raised a powerful voice. “Fortissimos De Tertius Oculus has hereby finished his battle and returned!”


      A section of the crowd parted after his shout. A single giant was slowly walking toward them from inside the village’s largest tent.


      The forms and appearances of these giants were truly varied.


      Almost all of them were as large as the term “giant” implied, but some smaller ones that seemed to be children were also present. They clearly had males and females as well. What was most distinctive, however, was that they all had a differing number of eyes.


      There were those with only a single eye as well as those with two eyes. Including the one who just returned, only two of the villagers had three eyes.


      Then, there was the giant who appeared from the large tent.


      Her clothing was made with monster parts that were much more colorful and flashy, and it was clear at first glance that she was special when all the others only wore hides and furs.


      Her face was bare, exposing a multitude of wrinkles. The colorful giant also walked with a slow gait, as her limbs were also thinner than the rest. She seemed to be a truly old woman.


      However, the four eyes buried within the wrinkles told of a profound intellect.


      The returning tri-eye bent his knee, folded his arms, and closed two of his three eyes, with only the top eye on his forehead looking up at the old woman. Beside him, the returning mono-eye did the same, though his singular eye remained open.


      “O Marga De Quartus Oculus, I have finished my battle and returned,” said the tri-eye.


      The old woman trained her four eyes upon the pair and nodded. “Well done, Fortissimos. So you claimed victory?”


      “No, I could not claim victory,” the tri-eye replied immediately. This surprising report sent a stir through the crowd.


      “Then what did you gain?” asked the old woman.


      “This!” The returning tri-eye opened the package on his back, revealing what looked like a monster’s shell, complete with a long and thin horn. The old woman let out a large sigh, and a commotion quickly spread through the surrounding giants.


      “Ohhh, that is from a kratovastia...”


      “So he slew one? What a daring feat! That’s our Fortissimos!”


      “But then why did he not claim it to be a victory? He retrieved its head!”


      The four-eyed, elderly woman paid no heed to the tittering of the crowd as she inspected the head with a stern look.


      Then, the returning tri-eye began his explanation. “O Marga, it pains me to say that I was not the one who slew this beast. I simply found its corpse.”


      “I see, so that is why it is not a victory. Still, that does not change the fact that you left prepared for battle.”


      The tri-eye continued without any visible change. “That’s not all. I only picked up one, but we found a great many of these carcasses.”


      The woman’s wrinkles stretched slightly. “Truly? What could have opposed these poison-spreading disasters? To even defeat more than one...”


      “I do not know,” replied the tri-eye. “I only found kratovastia carcasses.”


      The elderly woman sank into thought. Meanwhile, the rest of the village erupted into heated discussion.


      “Did something truly defeat those beasts? Then this is our chance.”


      “Indeed! Without those beasts of defilement, the Genos De Rubel are nothing to fear!”


      “A messenger! We must send a messenger for another sage’s query!”


      The four-eyed elder silenced this excitement with a shout. “Quiet! We must not take reckless action!”


      She rapped her staff against the ground as she strongly scolded them. The giants instantly settled down, but it didn’t take long for them to start launching impassioned arguments.


      “The Rubels are nothing without kratovastias!”


      “There is no guarantee all of them are dead. In the first place, we are outnumbered. Do not underestimate them,” the elderly woman calmly countered. She wanted to cut this rising fervor to fight off at the pass, and it worked.


      The other giants started to calm down, but one still opened their mouth. “But you should know, Marga, that their throne is not true. They couldn’t gain the recognition of Argos in the previous sage’s query. This outrage shouldn’t be allowed. At some point, there will be a need for questions.”


      The old woman narrowed her four eyes slightly, almost burying them in her wrinkles as she sank deeply into thought. “Listen to my words. I am the only mage left with at least four eyes. If offering my eyes up would solve this, I would not hesitate. However, I am more than a little too old. No successors have opened their eyes fully, so I cannot afford to do so.”


      She swept her gaze over the crowd before stopping on something. There lay a toddler with four eyes, who seemed disturbed by the attention.


      Most of them were silenced after that last point, but then the other three-eyed hero who had been keeping quiet up until now stood and looked straight at his elder. “We should relay this to the other clans first, Marga. If we talk to them, someone may open our eyes.”


      “Don’t be hasty,” replied the old woman. “Do you want to relive our last mistake? They may have used brute force, but we were unable to stop the Rubels’ violence. In fact, it is thanks to that we are now feuding.”


      The other three-eyed hero’s response gummed up in his mouth. He couldn’t bring himself to thoughtlessly claim that the enemy of their enemy was their friend. Truthfully, they’d directly experienced the fact that those with a common enemy wouldn’t necessarily join hands.


      “But you’re right, someone or something was able to accomplish this feat,” the elderly woman admitted. “No matter who or what did it, they will not stay quiet. The eye of opportunity has yet to open... We must wait.”


      With that, the crowd calmed down once more, and the four-eyed old woman picked up the head. “O Fortissimos De Tertius Oculus,” she said reverently, “I laud your bravery. You should decorate yourself with the head of this kratovastia with honor.”


      “I understand. Witness me, Argos!”


      The elderly woman proffered the monster head, which the returning tri-eye respectfully received. It had originally been part of a carcass, but the course of this conversation had rendered it an official medal of honor. Wearing a piece of a monster they’d felled held very significant meaning to the giants.


      He raised the head high. “I did nothing but pick up this carcass. But next time, I will bring one low with my own hands and wear it!”


      The surrounding giants cheered appreciatively.


      “Fortissimos! Fortissimos! Fortissimos!”


      They beat their fists and stomped on the ground. The giants’ shout shook the air in all directions.


      ◆


      A couple quiet gazes were concentrated on the giants as they crowded around with frenzied fervor. The gazes were coming from atop the trees surrounding the settlement, where some figures were clinging to the trunks.


      The figures were far smaller than the heated giants—just regular humans. They were Ernie and Addy. After they’d found the giants on their trek through the forest, they’d used the anti-monster skills they’d learned as knights to tail them in secret.


      “Wh-What does this mean?” Addy’s arms—which were currently wrapped around Ernie in a hug—tensed. The sight in front of her was giving her goose bumps.


      “I’m surprised too. Not only do the giants have a language, we can understand it as well. How shocking.”


      Giants were very different from humans like Ernie and Addy. Even so, they were humanoid and possessed intelligence and culture. It wasn’t strange for them to have language as well. Still, it was completely unexpected that their languages were similar enough to be almost immediately comprehensible.


      “What’s going on?! What...are they? I thought they were just monsters that kinda looked like people, but was I wrong?” Addy was a seasoned knight runner. She wouldn’t shy away from a fight against duel-class or even division-class monsters. After all, though they were dangerous, they were still within the scope of her understanding. But her mind was completely unable to keep up with the scene in front of her. This caused an indescribable feeling to creep up slowly within her.


      “This means we’ll probably be able to communicate with them. In which case...maybe negotiations would work?” Ernie summarized.


      “Whaaat?! I can’t believe it! Are you really going to try talking to those things?!” Addy’s face betrayed her utter surprise.


      “Of course not right now, since I don’t know if it would be safe,” said Ernie. “But we’ll have to consider it as an option when it comes down to it.”


      “Well, yeah, I guess...” Addy hugged Ernie tighter as she searched for a real answer.


      Ernie paid her no mind as he concentrated, trying to hear what the giants were talking about. “Look at the head that one is holding up. That’s from one of those bug-type monsters. Heh heh heh heh... So they call those ‘kratovastias,’ huh? Aha ha ha! Okay, I’ve memorized the name of my enemy.”


      “So you heard that loud and clear...” Addy muttered. Her exasperation reached its limits and came out in the form of a looong sigh. “Gah, you’re just so...you, Ernie! You know, those giants are so human, but they’re also monstrous! And they speak! Isn’t that crazy?! Don’t you think it’s like, a little scary, or like...creepy, even?”


      “No, not at all. In fact, we should learn more about them. We’ll need to figure out how to make best use of them, after all.”


      Seeing him act as usual, even in this situation, Addy started to feel stupid for being so shaken. So eventually she was able to calm down and begin to observe the giants as well. “But this is still kinda, like...weird. I can’t describe it... Like, the way they speak is...old? Stuffy? It’s hard to figure out what they’re trying to say.”


      “As expected, though their language is similar to ours, it’s not the same.”


      As they watched, the giants finished their gathering and scattered. Some returned to their tents, while others got back to work.


      Ernie crossed his arms together and started to think. “Now then, how do we make contact? They understand language, but the way they act is quite violent. There’s no reason for them to be friendly with us.”


      “Urgh, you’re really serious about this idea, aren’t you?”


      “Of course I am. They have technology of sorts, and we can even communicate. This means it’s much more likely that they can help fix our silhouette knights.”


      It would, of course, be much more efficient to have the giants do the reconstruction rather than tiny humans. Still, that didn’t mean they could just come out and ask these large, (assumedly) humanoid monsters with an unfamiliar culture to do smithing work. That would be insane.


      In the end, though, Ernie’s decisions were solely based on whether they could be useful in repairing his beloved silhouette knights. Though there were limits to how much he would accept, his excessive boldness and shamelessness were necessary for his current lifestyle.


      The giants’ potential attitude toward them aside, Addy couldn’t help but worry. “But will it really go well?”


      “It’s not like giving it a try would ruin things. Even if it doesn’t work, we’ll know they’re our enemies—it wouldn’t be for nothing.”


      Naturally, Addy’s issue with this plan wasn’t the notion that they’d come up empty-handed—but she’d given up trying to retort. After all, it was true that they couldn’t just spend this time just twiddling their thumbs. They needed to do something.


      “Anyway, we should gather some more information first,” said Ernie. “If possible, we should learn how they live their lives and figure out whether we should negotiate with them or make enemies of them.”


      “So we’re going to sneak in?”


      Ernie nodded. “We’re obviously not going to barge our way in out of nowhere. Let’s wait for nightfall and sneak in.”


      Considering the size difference, it was definitely possible to sneak into the village. Still, out of an abundance of caution, Ernie decided they would wait for the cover of darkness. Not that this assuaged Addy’s vague worries.


      “It’d be great if they knew how to work metal. I hope we can get them to help us. And if they’d be willing to retrieve Ikaruga...” Meanwhile, Ernie was rather busy making weirdly wishful and optimistic calculations.


      ◆


      Soon enough, the day ended, and the veil of night fell. The moonlight shone silently down on the village, and the far-off howl of an unknown beast echoed.


      In a stark turn from the afternoon, the giants’ village was quiet. As Ernie had expected, they slept at night.


      Ernie and Addy in her Descendrad, two dark figures in the night, flitted from shadow to shadow cast by the large tents dotting the village. They were tiny compared to the tents, which allowed them to move around without standing out. On top of that, they were using Physical Boost to go so quickly that they were almost flying, making it even harder for them to be seen in the darkness.


      Before long, they approached a certain tent and looked up at it.


      “It feels like we’re little mice creeping around a house,” Addy commented.


      “Well, our goal isn’t to nibble on their food. Not that we aren’t going to nibble on something. Their information, namely.” Ernie quietly pointed, and Addy used her Descendrad to lift up the hem of the tent. Then, they snuck into the giant’s abode.


      The inside was totally dark. There was a gap at the top of the tent, but the dual structure of the building meant there was a cover on top of it, and almost no light was getting in. There was even an extra flap covering the entrance to cut off more light.


      The two strained their ears and heard the telltale sounds of someone fast asleep. These sounds came from deeper inside the tent, and the source clearly wasn’t moving, so it was safe to assume that the resident giant was asleep.


      “I can’t see anything,” Addy complained.


      “Hmm... This seems like it’ll be tougher than expected.”


      The pair conversed in hushed voices. They were in total darkness, which was making it impossible to do what they’d come here to do. Still, that didn’t mean they could just make light, even if the giant was asleep. The situation was near hopeless.


      “It wouldn’t be impossible to investigate by feel,” said Ernie.


      “That’d be dangerous...and we don’t know where all the giants are either.”


      They couldn’t afford to wake the giants up by being reckless in this darkness. After some trial and error, the pair ultimately gave up on their original goal and left the tent, leaving behind only the quiet breathing in the darkness.


      Unfortunately...the sound of breathing suddenly stopped.


      A large presence rose from within the darkness. It stifled its breathing despite its large frame and started to move, almost like a wild animal.


      During this time, Ernie and Addy were out in the moonlight, at a loss for their next steps.


      “The giants are asleep as planned. But it’s too hard to look around without light.”


      “So do we try sneaking in during the day next?” Addy asked.


      “That would be our only choice if we want to investigate, but it will be dangerous. What to do— Ah...”


      Something had suddenly obstructed the moonlight, casting a large shadow over them.


      Their gazes shot upward to see the head of the large figure that had emerged from the tent.


      Just its head was bigger than Ernie was tall. It was a giant—it couldn’t be anything else. Though its face was covered in shadow, three pinpricks of light were clearly visible as its eyes reflected the light bouncing off the ground.


      ◆


      The giant—astragali in its own tongue—Wiltos Fortissimos Tertius Oculus De Caelleus—had wrinkles form around his top eye as he stared down at the small creatures at his feet.


      These creatures were like miniaturized astragali. He had an idea of what they were, as well as who their owners were...


      “What are goblins doing here? Could it be...? Are you owned by the Rubels?!”


      “Huh?”


      Though they understood the words, Ernie and Addy couldn’t divine the meaning behind them. Heedless of their confusion, the giant flew into a rage, grabbing for something close by that could be used as a weapon before leaping out of the tent.


      “The Rubels must be hurting without their kratovastias! But their eyes must be clouded over if they thought to send measly goblins to our midst!”


      “No, I think you’re mistaken,” Ernie said.


      “Ernie?! I don’t think this is the time for calm replies!”


      Ernie almost reflexively argued back, but before he could finish, the giant swung his makeshift club at the young knight captain. The improvised weapon was massive and gouged out the ground, making a dull sound almost like an explosion that reverberated into the night.


      Even in the darkness, the weapon gave off such an intimidating presence that it was easily identifiable. It wasn’t just a random object—it was a stone axe. The giant’s three eyes glared at the small goblins. The next moment, he flexed his arm and swung the axe down with scathing momentum.


      The power behind the strike was worthy of a man with the title of Fortissimos. There was no way for the goblins to escape its overwhelming destructive force.


      Only, that is, if they were truly simple goblins.


      He was in fact facing the members of the strongest and most foolish of Fremmevilla’s knight orders: the Order of the Silver Phoenix. Ernesti Echevalier was their captain, and Adeltrude Alter was his disciple.


      No signal was needed. They’d both already drawn their gunstaves and deployed scripts through the Magius Circuits, bringing forth familiar spells that they’d shot off countless times. At this point, they could do this at the speed of thought.


      Air was gathered and compressed. The clump of highly pressurized atmosphere was then released in a guided direction as Ernie and Addy threw themselves aside with casts of Aero Thrust.


      Immediately after, the huge axe slammed into the ground, gouging out the earth with a tremendous sound that would serve to awaken more of the giants.


      “What?!”


      The three eyes held by this giant hero were not for show. He caught sight of the goblins evading his attack, though only barely. His eyes reflexively widened. The shock on his face was obscured by the dust thrown up by the attack.


      “Mere goblins dodged my attack?!”


      He was a Fortissimos—a title held by only the strongest of their people. How could puny goblins escape him? The truth set in front of him irritated him to no end.


      He ground his teeth together and lowered his stance before dashing forth. He burst through the cloud of dirt, closing in on the escaping goblins all at once.


      ◆


      Ernie and Addy had immediately turned around to escape; they wouldn’t wait for the enraged giant to come after them.


      “Hrm... I don’t like this. We aren’t goblins, or whatever he said,” Ernie muttered.


      “Agh, jeez, now’s not the time for that! What do we do?!”


      The giant’s strides were naturally long; he was able to produce fearsome speed through simple running. He was in hot pursuit of the pair who were speeding off like bullets using Aero Thrust.


      “We’ll retreat for now. To the forest!” Ernie shouted.


      They maintained their speed as they made for the darkness of the trees.


      The giant didn’t slow down either, but he was forced to stop shortly after going into the forest.


      “Grk?! Damn you!”


      It was too hard on his eyes to chase the “goblins” through the darkness of the forest, especially at the speed they were going.


      He glared into the inky blackness, rage evident on his face. He could hear the faint sounds of their escape, which mixed in with the rustling of the trees.


      “They escaped from me? I suppose they shouldn’t be underestimated, despite their size.” He continued angrily glaring into the trees for a while, but eventually he shook his head and returned to the village.


      Once the hero returned, he found other giants who had been awakened by the noise waiting for him. Marga was at their center.


      “What is the meaning of all this noise on a night like this, Fortissimos?”


      “I found a couple of goblins scuttling around, Marga. They’re most likely eyes from Genos De Rubel.”


      “What?!”


      A commotion arose from the giants. Their elder closed her eyes, silent, but it wasn’t long before she spoke. “Goblins, you say? No other clan would keep such things. Relying on them to be eyes? Pathetic. Where are these goblins now?”


      “They escaped into the forest with terrifying speed. It is a great failure that I was not able to end them, as one with the title of Fortissimos.” The hero knelt and closed two of his three eyes. The stone axe in his hands creaked as he gripped it tight.


      The elderly woman shook her head. “No need to focus your gaze on what’s past. It was inevitable that the death of the kratovastias would become known. Yet I never would have expected the Rubels to be desperate enough to use goblins. Are they really in such dire straits?”


      “It is impossible for the Rubels’ eyes to still be closed, Marga. I’m sure the goblins are not the only ones here.”


      Marga nodded. If goblins were here, their handlers must also be near. In short, the Rubel clan would be hiding somewhere in the forest.


      “They’re panicking, the fools. Send a messenger! We must let the nearby clans know.”


      “Marga?! Does that mean...?” A rumble went through the surrounding crowd of giants.


      “My eyes are now open. We must gather the other clans and open a sage’s query before those damned Rubels can make their move. There’s no time. We must make our preparations.”


      The old woman’s words were met with a shout from the giants. It was loud enough to shake the forest and astonish some birds enough to take flight. Meanwhile, a pair of small figures continued dashing through the forest, as if they were being chased.


      ◆


      After that night, the atmosphere in the giant village changed markedly.


      “Prepare for the hunt!”


      “Ready your armor! The query is where you will show your bravery!”


      Going out to hunt for food wasn’t in itself unusual. However, the giants were so animated that it stood out in stark contrast to before. They were hunting many more creatures than normal.


      What’s more, they aggressively aimed for monsters that they normally wouldn’t, such as those with sturdy shells that were larger than the giants. These boasted overwhelming durability and required quite a lot of effort from the giants to hunt. They weren’t usually worth it.


      Against such enemies, the giants banded together to persistently layer in attacks, all while trying their best not to harm the shells. They aimed for the small gaps in the natural armor, taking their time to attack. Eventually, the gigantic monsters would weaken and fall to the ground, shaking the earth.


      “Okay, withdraw!”


      At that signal, the giants all pulled along their loads—monster carcasses lay upon arrays of logs—with strong ropes made of woven monster fur.


      The giants might have been strong, but it was still hard to move the absolutely massive bodies of monsters over battalion-class. The giants’ cries of victory, as well as their shouts of exertion as they dragged the massive bodies, resounded through the forest.


      The village belonging to Genos De Caellus was never heavily populated. While most of them had gone out to hunt, a small number had split off in a different direction. These were messengers sent to the other clans, whose equipment had nothing to do with hunting. They wouldn’t return for weeks. In order to open a sage’s query, they needed at least six clans to participate. As such, Genos De Caellus was mainly focusing on the relatively smaller clans.


      “It’s a huge haul! One more push, everyone!”


      The hunters, meanwhile, had transported their prey back to the village. Everyone aside from the messengers had participated, regardless of their gender. Then, they all started butchering together as well.


      The dead monsters had all become more fragile without their Physical Boost spells supporting them. Thanks to that, they were surprisingly easy to take apart. The giants peeled away shells and hides with practiced ease before finally cutting into the meat.


      The hides would be tanned, while the meat was cut off the bone and lined up. Anything not eaten today would be dried. The giants tended to only hunt what they needed for the day, so there wasn’t much reason to make preserved food—though one reason would be to prepare for a sage’s query.


      They silently processed their prey before cleaning up and returning to their own tents with shells and leathers in hand. They would be reinforcing the armor they’d worn during the hunt with the new materials they’d obtained.


      Old pieces were swapped out, and shells were layered atop leather to provide both flexibility and durability. Fur was intertwined to make thread, though sometimes monster tendons were used in place of thread to sew it all together.


      With the addition of materials from battalion-class monsters, their armor had become stronger. They believed that these suits, made with materials that had been personally hunted, would draw the attention of Argos and bring them great power.


      And thus were preparations steadily being made.


      ◆


      Dawn broke, and the Great Bocuse Forest was awash with red light. The various animals living in the forest started to awake, poking their heads out from their abodes. The forest was filled with the whispering sounds of small monsters.


      Ernie opened his eyes, greeted by this peaceful melody. The first thing he saw were layers and layers of leaves. He’d slept on top of a tree.


      Ernie launched into a big stretch before getting up, poking his head out to check out the situation on the ground. With that, Addy realized Ernie had disappeared, and she started to fidget. She stretched out her arms, searching for Ernie and bringing him back into her hold.


      “Is something the matter, Ernie?” she asked sleepily.


      “Not nearby, at least. Even the ringer bird is still asleep.”


      Their sleepy conversation was taking place in something like a huge bird’s nest made out of branches and leaves—actually, a literal bird’s nest.


      Right in the center of the nest was a huge bird with at least a ten-meter wingspan. Of course, it was a duel-class monster. They had, of all things, snuck into the nest of a duel-class monster. They had even been using it as a pillow.


      The move was far past mere recklessness, but it hadn’t been done without a reason. This species of bird monster was known to be gentle and amicable, and they didn’t feed on humans.


      Furthermore, while it was interesting that the ringer bird was disinterested to the point of incaution toward anything it knew not to be a threat, they were extremely sensitive in the opposite direction. If they were to detect a threat, they would let out an ear-piercing cry to warn their friends; that was how the bird had gotten its name. Ernie and Addy had decided to use this to their advantage, getting two birds with one stone by turning one into both an alarm system and soft pillow.


      They’d even brought the Descendrad into the ringer bird’s nest, though they’d refrained from bringing it all the way to the center with them. They’d left the silhouette gear uncovered so that Addy could easily get back in. No matter how useful the monster was, that wasn’t a reason to not be fully prepared.


      While the two humans were still drowsy, the bird monster tensed up a little. It opened up its cute, round eyes that had just been closed and restlessly looked back and forth. The pair looked over the rim of the nest to see a large humanoid through the trees. The moment they saw the figure, they withdrew back into the nest.


      “Hmm... The giants have been pretty active in the forest for a while now. They’re really looking for us, aren’t they?” Addy asked.


      “If they were, they’d be far more than just persistent... Actually, they’re going exclusively for monsters. It might just be some sort of special hunting season.”


      There was no way they could come up with a clear answer, no matter how much they crossed their arms and thought. Their abortive attempt at research had come up with nothing, so they had no information on the giants.


      But no matter what the reason was, the giants being so active was a real pain. The forest might technically be a large place, they were now in danger of encountering a giant anywhere. And if they did, they would once again be attacked without question.


      “I can’t get a full grasp on the situation; this isn’t good. At any rate, we need more options,” Ernie muttered to himself.


      As the giant passed by, the ringer bird relaxed. Ernie stroked its wing in appreciation, and the bird glanced at him before losing all interest and closing its eyes. As always, it kept to its own rhythm.


      “Now then, it’s about time we consider stealing some cards from our opponent.”


      “Yeah, it’s going to be really annoying if we don’t do something about those giants,” said Addy.


      The two of them started exchanging ideas as to how to proceed while leaning on their large bird alarm pillow.


      ◆


      A short distance into the forest, a three-eyed hero was walking along as boldly as he always did. Because he was titled as a hero, he always led the group during hunts.


      His three eyes peered through the trees, finding tracks. It was difficult to find tracks left by small ones like the ones he’d chased off, but prey was large enough to be easy.


      Something had left feces by the base of a tree. Naturally, its producer would be above their heads. The giant lifted his gaze up to the canopy, where he saw a nest built among the branches.


      “A ringer bird? Right.”


      He knew what kind of monster lived in that nest. The prey up there wasn’t worth much as sustenance to giants, but its feathers would make for good decoration. Since they were on the verge of a sage’s query, decorating their armor would be important. There was more to armor than just being tough, after all.


      With that in mind, the hero grabbed a nearby rock of appropriate size.


      Almost at the exact same time, of course, the ringer bird’s eyes snapped open.


      It immediately let out a screeching alarm. It didn’t take long for Ernie and Addy to tumble over wide awake and alert. As they were getting up, the ringer bird spread its wings and took flight.


      Right after, a huge rock came straight through the nest at extreme speed. It blew a hole directly through all the branches and leaves in its way, showing just how ridiculous the power behind it was.


      “Addy!”


      Though their ears were still ringing, Ernie and Addy forced themselves into action. Addy jumped into her Descendrad and leaped onto a nearby branch.


      “So they threw a stone. There aren’t many things in this forest that would use a tool,” noted Ernie.


      He searched the ground level with a piercing glare and quickly found what he was looking for: a giant that was staring wickedly in the direction that the ringer bird had flown off to.


      “Nooo, my relaxation time with Ernie!” Addy shouted in lament. “Hey, we don’t have to let this one go, do we?”


      “You’re right, this is a good chance. Let’s go have a talk with him.”


      While Addy was pouting angrily, Ernie wore a ferocious smile as they jumped down from the branch.


      “As smart as ever, those birds. It would be too difficult to hunt them from so far away.” The three-eyed hero clicked his tongue as he listened to the bird’s alarmed cries disappear into the distance. Ringer birds used their loud cry to warn their comrades. It would be a while before they could hunt again, since everything would be on alert.


      Just as the giant was about to walk away, accepting his mistake, he heard a soft sound. He immediately surveyed his surroundings and found a pair of small figures on a branch.


      “The goblins again! So this is where you were hiding.” The hero’s three eyes glinted as his mouth curved upward into a smile.


      At the same time, Ernie narrowed his eyes in realization. “That voice is familiar. It seems you’re the same giant as before. This must be some sort of fate.”


      “What fortune! To think I would get the chance to amend my mistake so soon!” The giant’s entire body filled with vigor, giving him power not for the sake of a hunt, but for a pure battle. “Your luck ran out when you left your master’s side, goblins.”


      “You’re not that quick on the uptake, are you? I told you before that we aren’t being ‘kept’ by anyone,” Ernie retorted.


      The giant’s smile was wiped off his face by this unflappable response. He slowly advanced while measuring the distance between them, glaring up at the branch. “You really like to talk, don’t you? Are you trying to tell me that you’re a stray? Then what need is there to sneak around?”


      “We just wanted to know a little more about you.”


      “I do not understand. Why not just ask for information from your masters? But...you soon won’t be able to spew your useless words anymore.”


      The giant had been advancing carefully, and now he took the last step. At the same time, he swung his stone axe, completely destroying the branch.


      Before the axe made contact, though, Ernie had jumped into the air. The stone axe followed him as he tried to fly over the giant’s head. In midair, Ernie cast Aero Thrust, forcefully changing his trajectory. The axe struck air once more before uselessly biting into the ground.


      “So you can dodge my attacks! You’re quite skilled for a goblin. But!”


      Ernie sighed. “All giants seem to do is rely on might. Are your words mere decorations?!”


      Though the stone axe could be swung with enough power to easily defeat large monsters, it clearly wasn’t suited for hitting a small and fast opponent. But regardless of the fact that his attacks had been dodged several times already, the giant lifted his axe once again.


      The giant committed in full, stepping in as he attacked. Of course Ernie dodged, but then he felt that something was off—he quickly realized the source of the feeling. The giant’s three eyes had followed him.


      The giant’s multiple eyes weren’t just for show. They allowed him a wide field of view and excellent dynamic vision. In other words, he was able to keep sight of his enemy.


      Ernie let out a noise of alarm as the axe cut through the air, twisting in its trajectory like a living thing to come at Ernie for the third time. He immediately got out of the way with Aero Thrust, but in a fearsome turn, the axe followed him.


      A smile warped the giant hero’s face. He’d been purposefully holding back when swinging his axe. That way, he would be able to freely change its course. He was aiming for the small opening created immediately after his prey dodged.


      The axe’s momentum was negligible, but only to the giant. If it hit Ernie, he would naturally be badly wounded at the very least. This trick was only possible with a giant’s strength.
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