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    Chapter 1: Chapter 1

    
      Chapter 1: Tutorial (1)
    

    
      “Huh!”
    

    
      The first thing I, Taehoon, felt upon regaining consciousness was pain.
    

    
      A searing agony, as if my entire body were being scorched by fire, coursed through me. My blocked breath rushed in sharply, and cold sweat drenched my entire body.
    

    
      “Hey! That guy over there’s awake too!”
    

    
      “I’m coming right now.”
    

    
      “Bring more bandages and potions! What? We’re out? Don’t give me that nonsense! I saw a ton in the storage earlier!”
    

    
      I looked around.
    

    
      What’s all this noise?
    

    
      I was lying inside some sort of tent.
    

    
      All around me were patients wrapped in bandages, reminding me of a field hospital.
    

    
      Where the hell am I…?
    

    
      My memory was blank. I couldn’t recall why I was here or what I had been doing before.
    

    
      After racking my brain, the only thing that came up was the name Cha Taehoon.
    

    
      But why was I in a place like this?
    

    
      Did I get kidnapped by the military or something?
    

    
      “Hey.”
    

    
      Lost in confusion, I was interrupted by someone approaching.
    

    
      It was a man who looked to be in his early forties, with spiky black hair. His body was covered in scars, and he wore chainmail armor with a sword hanging at his waist.
    

    
      Yes, armor and a sword.
    

    
      Cosplay?
    

    
      I thought that for a moment but quickly dismissed it. For some reason, his face felt oddly familiar.
    

    
      “Are you coming to?”
    

    
      “…Yes.”
    

    
      “Hm.”
    

    
      The man stroked his chin, deep in thought.
    

    
      “Do you remember anything about the current situation?”
    

    
      “…Well.”
    

    
      I shook my head. Even when he asked a few more questions, my answers were the same.
    

    
      Unable to respond to any of them, he sighed and muttered, “Ha… As expected.”
    

    
      “It seems he’s lost all his memories.”
    

    
      A woman approached from behind him.
    

    
      Judging by the cross-shaped armband on her arm, she seemed like a medic.
    

    
      “It’s fortunate he survived an instant-death attack, but in this state…”
    

    
      “There’s no time, so I’ll explain briefly. You’re a mercenary under the Orion Empire, and we’re currently under attack by unknown monsters.”
    

    
      The man, as if truly pressed for time, began rattling off words like rapid-fire.
    

    
      “I’m Gerard, the leader of the Alpha Mercenary Corps. Your name is Artier, and you’re part of the Alpha Mercenary Corps. Got it?”
    

    
      Gerard? No, Artier?
    

    
      The moment I heard that name, my entire body stiffened.
    

    
      Artier is the name of the protagonist in <cross destiny="">!</cross>
    

    
      <cross destiny="">.<br>
    

    
      An RPG game where players fight to protect the world from monsters that appeared one day. It was a game I played often.<br>
    

    
      And Artier was the protagonist of that game.</cross>
    

    
      Did I somehow end up inside the game? And I’m Artier?
    

    
      “Hey, you okay?”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      “Artier!”
    

    
      “I-I’m fine.”
    

    
      “Don’t zone out. A mercenary’s gotta earn his keep, right?”
    

    
      Gerard turned and spoke.
    

    
      “I heard you don’t have any physical injuries. Let’s move quickly.”
    

    
      As I watched Gerard start walking, I instinctively followed.
    

    
      “You don’t remember, but you spent all the advance payment you got on equipment upgrades. If you’d died, that’d be one thing, but since you survived, you’ve got to work.”
    

    
      As we exited the tent, I saw countless people bustling about.
    

    
      “Hurry and move! Check the cannons and transport the arrows!”
    

    
      “We don’t know when those things will come, so stay on guard!”
    

    
      “How far along is the evacuation?”
    

    
      I looked around. Soldiers were repairing broken walls and moving arrows. Seeing the cracked walls, it wasn’t hard to guess what had happened.
    

    
      What’s that?
    

    
      Wooong.
    

    
      The shattered walls were being restored, as if time itself were rewinding.
    

    
      The soldiers weren’t carrying arrows by hand. They were using magic to move piles of arrows.
    

    
      Yes.
    

    
      This was a world where magic was so commonplace that even ordinary soldiers could use it.
    

    
      “As expected…”
    

    
      “What’s that?”
    

    
      “N-Nothing.”
    

    
      “Hurry up. Time’s tight.”
    

    
      Gerard kept moving forward as he spoke.
    

    
      I followed silently behind him.
    

    
      No doubt about it. This feels like the world of the game I used to play. But why am I here?
    

    
      I tried to recall as much as I could.
    

    
      But all that came up were fragmented memories of attending university and enjoying games on my days off.
    

    
      “…Huh.”
    

    
      No, there was one thing I remembered.
    

    
      If you clear this game, your wish will come true.
    

    
      For some reason, that single phrase lingered vividly in my mind. It sounded absurd and unrealistic, yet I felt an odd certainty.
    

    
      I have to clear the game?
    

    
      Artier was the protagonist of <cross destiny="">.<br>
    

    
      Right now, he was just a lowly mercenary, but depending on how the story progressed, he could rise to become the Mercenary King or even the Emperor of the Orion Empire.</cross>
    

    
      Of course, if I make the wrong choices, I could die a meaningless death.
    

    
      “Artier, are you listening?”
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      “Get it together. You still lose focus when the explanation drags on.”
    

    
      Gerard looked at me with a hint of exasperation before continuing.
    

    
      “We need to assess the scale of the monsters. You’ll head out through the drainage channel for reconnaissance. Get ready.”
    

    
      “Tutorial…”
    

    
      “What’s with the muttering?”
    

    
      “N-Nothing.”
    

    
      Gerard stared at me intently, but I couldn’t say anything. It wasn’t something he’d understand even if I explained.
    

    
      I can’t believe the tutorial is actually happening.
    

    
      Though the sudden situation was disorienting, I didn’t think I’d fail to clear the game.
    

    
      I had seen the ending of <cross destiny=""> hundreds of times and knew every detail of the story. I was a veteran.</cross>
    

    
      “Stop mumbling nonsense and take this.”
    

    
      Gerard summoned armor and a sword from thin air and handed them to me.
    

    
      “Your original equipment got completely wrecked during your first mission. Shame, considering you’d even upgraded them.”
    

    
      “Yes…”
    

    
      “I’m lending you some temporary gear. It’s standard issue, but it’s better than nothing.”
    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    
      I took the armor and sword.
    

    
      The armor, made of cheap leather, had frayed stitches here and there, and the sword had nicks along its blade.
    

    
      [Worn Leather Armor (Common)]
    

    
      Defense: 5
    

    
      Option: Fire Resistance -5%
    

    
      [Worn Iron Sword (Common)]
    

    
      Attack: 1~3
    

    
      Option: Critical Hit Chance -15%
    

    
      Even the status window pops up?
    

    
      I donned the armor and strapped the sword to my waist.
    

    
      “We leave as soon as the sun sets. Move quickly.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      Soon, we arrived at the drainage channel. Mercenaries were waiting there, each holding their weapons.
    

    
      “Captain, what took you so long? Is the rookie okay?”
    

    
      A tall woman with a long ponytail and sharp eyes asked.
    

    
      “His body’s fine, but it seems he’s lost all his memories.”
    

    
      “What? So he’s forgotten all the beautiful memories with us and the 30 gold he borrowed from me?”
    

    
      “Jeina, I told you not to mess with the rookie about money.”
    

    
      “Obviously, I’m kidding. As if I’d have 30 gold.”
    

    
      While Gerard and Jeina talked, I looked around.
    

    
      Jeina, Deiker, Dina, Ben. All of them were mercenaries in Gerard’s corps.
    

    
      Seeing them in person feels different.
    

    
      Unlike me, who seemed like a newbie, they were seasoned mid-tier mercenaries skilled at handling missions.
    

    
      “The sun’s setting, so let’s move out. Our goal is to scout the enemy’s camp or habitat. This is a simple recon mission, so avoid combat as much as possible. Understood?”
    

    
      “Yessir.”
    

    
      “Let’s go!”
    

    
      “Jeina, Deiker, take the front. Dina and Ben, stay with me in the center. And Artier.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “You stay at the rear and follow. Can you handle that?”
    

    
      Unless we were ambushed, the rear was the safest position. He was clearly looking out for the rookie.
    

    
      I hesitated for a moment before nodding.
    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    
      “Then we’re off. The stench might be bad, but bear with it. I’ll make sure you get extra pay.”
    

    
      As the drainage channel’s gate opened, we stepped inside. Contrary to Gerard’s warning, there was no foul smell.
    

    
      “Ugh, it stinks.”
    

    
      Jeina, however, was plugging her nose, grimacing at the faint fishy odor.
    

    
      “So, what the hell are those things? To think we don’t even know the identity of creatures that turned a tenth of the empire’s territory to ashes in just two weeks.”
    

    
      Deiker asked as we trudged through the channel.
    

    
      “If we knew, we wouldn’t be here.”
    

    
      Gerard replied with a sour expression.
    

    
      The monsters were first spotted in a remote territory of the Orion Empire. According to merchants, not a single survivor had escaped that region.
    

    
      “They’re probably not native to this land.”
    

    
      “No kidding, who doesn’t know that?”
    

    
      “The exit’s in sight.”
    

    
      “Alright. Time to head outside the castle.”
    

    
      Creak.
    

    
      As the old mechanism groaned, a dark forest came into view beyond the channel.
    

    
      “Urk!”
    

    
      But before we could advance, Deiker, who was at the front, collapsed.
    

    
      “Ambush!”
    

    
      Blood spurted from Deiker’s neck as something burst through the entrance. A spider-like creature, its entire body pale white.
    

    
      These were the absolute evil of this game world. Monsters whose sole purpose was to kill humans.
    

    
      In the game, they were never given a proper name, but players called them one thing.
    

    
      Hellmorph.
    

    
      They were, quite literally, hell itself.
    

    
      Shunk!
    

    
      While I stood frozen, the Hellmorph tore into Deiker at the front, then slammed Jeina, who had charged at it, into a nearby rock.
    

    
      “Gah!”
    

    
      It happened before Ben and Dina, standing in the center, could even raise their weapons.
    

    
      “Damn bastard!”
    

    
      “Don’t get reckless!”
    

    
      Clang!
    

    
      Gerard drew his sword and stepped forward, causing the creature to pause its attack for the first time.
    

    
      “Hup!”
    

    
      Gerard unleashed a fierce gust of wind, sending the Hellmorph flying.
    

    
      “Got it!”
    

    
      “No! It’s a ranged attack!”
    

    
      The creature, flung backward, fired a barrage of unidentified liquid from what seemed to be its mouth.
    

    
      “Captain!”
    

    
      “Ben! Raise your shield!”
    

    
      Ben rushed forward, holding up his shield.
    

    
      A translucent barrier enveloped Gerard’s group.
    

    
      “Come and try me!”
    

    
      Boom!
    

    
      “Guh!”
    

    
      Ben had shouted confidently, but the barrier shattered under a single attack from the Hellmorph.
    

    
      Another attack followed immediately.
    

    
      “Ugh, uaaagh!”
    

    
      Ben raised his shield in panic, but it was a futile gesture.
    

    
      Thud!
    

    
      Ben’s form collapsed helplessly.
    

    
      “Fall back!”
    

    
      “But that bastard!”
    

    
      “Get a grip! We can’t beat that thing!”
    

    
      Gerard’s orders were correct. The problem was that the monster was faster.
    

    
      A third barrage was fired, heading straight for them.
    

    
      “Damn it, get behind me!”
    

    
      Gerard lowered his stance, preparing to deflect the incoming projectile.
    

    
      At that moment.
    

    
      ‘Move’.
    

    
      My arm, which had been still until now, twitched for the first time.
    

    

  
    Chapter 2: Chapter 2

    
      Chapter 2: Tutorial (2)
    

    
      I, Artier, stared at the incoming barrage.
    

    
      Unfortunately, its trajectory was aimed straight at me.
    

    
      If I don’t move, I’ll die!
    

    
      This wasn’t a dream—it was reality.
    

    
      With my eyes wide open, I charged forward.
    

    
      Clang!
    

    
      And with my sword, I sliced the monster’s projectile in half.
    

    
      “How did you do that?”
    

    
      “I’ll hold it off.”
    

    
      I laid my sword horizontally and glared directly at the Hellmorph.
    

    
      As I stepped forward, the Hellmorph’s legs began to twitch and flail.
    

    
      It’s working. Easier than I thought.
    

    
      I smiled.
    

    
      “No way…”
    

    
      Gerard, staggering, looked at the pushed-back Hellmorph and doubted his own eyes. In that brief moment, nearly half of the creature’s legs had been severed.
    

    
      “Kieeeek!”
    

    
      The creature’s pained scream echoed throughout the drainage channel.
    

    
      Emboldened, I advanced. It fired another barrage, but it was meaningless.
    

    
      Shunk! Slash!
    

    
      My sword strikes split the projectile in half, tearing through its hide.
    

    
      Finally, one of the Hellmorph’s legs was ripped off and rolled across the ground.
    

    
      As expected, the legs are its weak point. Just as I remembered.
    

    
      The Hellmorph let out a monstrous shriek before turning to flee.
    

    
      As the pale creature vanished, the drainage channel fell silent in an instant.
    

    
      “You…”
    

    
      Gerard grabbed me by the collar, his face twisted with menace.
    

    
      “What are you?”
    

    
      His eyes were filled with fear and wariness. Seeing that gaze, I thought, What do I do now?
    

    
      In the original tutorial, this Hellmorph was unbeatable.
    

    
      It was designed as a “you can’t win at this point” enemy, where a single direct hit would deal critical damage.
    

    
      The NPCs were supposed to abandon the unconscious Artier and flee.
    

    
      “How did you block all its attacks?”
    

    
      “I parried them. Didn’t you see?”
    

    
      “Parried?”
    

    
      This game had a “parrying” system.
    

    
      A technique where you block an enemy’s attack and counter in a split second, completely neutralizing their strike and disrupting their stance.
    

    
      “You deflected and countered all those attacks? How is that even possible?”
    

    
      Parrying was an extremely difficult skill. It required reading the enemy’s attack perfectly and timing it precisely.
    

    
      Failing meant taking massive damage.
    

    
      “Hm…”
    

    
      But I just scratched the back of my neck with a nonchalant expression.
    

    
      I’ve faced this guy in the tutorial how many times now?
    

    
      <cross destiny=""> had over 30 known endings and more than 10 hidden ones.<br>
    

    
      It was a game that encouraged repeated playthroughs.<br>
    

    
      And the tutorial was a mandatory gateway to progress.</cross>
    

    
      For me, who had gone through the tutorial hundreds of times, parrying wasn’t particularly challenging.
    

    
      But I can’t just say that.
    

    
      Deiker and Ben were instantly killed, and Jeina was likely critically injured.
    

    
      If I said, “It was easy,” about a monster that took out three or four mid-tier mercenaries, they’d never believe me.
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      In fact, the tip of Gerard’s sword was trembling slightly.
    

    
      This isn’t good.
    

    
      In <cross destiny="">, players could freely kill NPCs.<br>
    

    
      Conversely, NPCs could also attack the player, and this situation was exactly that.</cross>
    

    
      A rookie who just lost his memory suddenly wakes up and displays absurd strength… It’s the perfect setup to arouse suspicion.
    

    
      I had experienced an event before where allies grew suspicious of my identity.
    

    
      It was tedious, complicated, and even after clearing it, it felt unrewarding.
    

    
      Trust-related events were always like that. Lost trust was incredibly hard to regain, and even resolving misunderstandings left lingering doubts.
    

    
      After some thought, I spoke.
    

    
      “I’ve fought that thing before.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Its patterns, its attack style—those things came back to me in a flash.”
    

    
      If memory loss was the issue, I could use it to my advantage.
    

    
      “No way. You joined us in the southern region. Those things first appeared in the north.”
    

    
      “Well, I definitely remember that monster. That’s how I was able to drive it off. So, I must be from the north, right?”
    

    
      Among mercenaries, there was an unspoken rule not to pry into others’ pasts.
    

    
      So, Gerard likely knew nothing about my background.
    

    
      “That must be it. Otherwise, there’s no way you could’ve fought that monster.”
    

    
      As expected, Gerard nodded in agreement.
    

    
      “But why would someone with your skills join as a low-tier mercenary? With that ability, you could be mid-tier… maybe even high-tier.”
    

    
      “I don’t remember that far yet. Besides, that’s not what’s important right now, is it?”
    

    
      “What do you mean?”
    

    
      “We got ambushed by the enemy before we even started our reconnaissance.”
    

    
      At my question, Gerard fell into thought.
    

    
      “Now that you mention it…”
    

    
      “They were waiting for us to come out. That’s impossible unless they knew the location of the drainage channel.”
    

    
      Hellmorphs weren’t just brute-force monsters. They were highly intelligent.
    

    
      To them, the drainage channel was a shortcut to infiltrate the castle with minimal effort.
    

    
      “Let’s report this quickly.”
    

    
      “Y-Yeah, let’s head back. Dina, explain the situation. I’ll carry Jeina.”
    

    
      Realizing the gravity of the situation, Gerard began issuing orders.
    

    
      As they tended to Jeina and roughly handled Ben and Deiker’s bodies, Dina approached Gerard with a worried expression.
    

    
      “Captain, something’s off.”
    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    
      “I’ve been trying to contact the communication officer, but I can’t get through at all.”
    

    
      “It’s wartime, so the usual communication frequency we used might be different. Let me try.”
    

    
      Gerard placed a finger to his ear. After a moment, to his relief, the communication connected, and he spoke with a relaxed expression.
    

    
      “Hey, this is Gerard, leader of the Alpha Mercenary Corps. I have important information to—”
    

    
      Crack!
    

    
      A loud bursting sound, audible even to me and Dina from a distance, cut off the communication abruptly.
    

    
      “Ugh, what the hell?”
    

    
      “It’s not working, is it? It connects and then cuts off.”
    

    
      “It’s one of two things.”
    

    
      At my voice, Gerard and Dina turned to me.
    

    
      “Either they’re blocking us.”
    

    
      Boom!
    

    
      “Eek?”
    

    
      “Kyaa!”
    

    
      Suddenly, a massive explosion echoed from beyond the drainage channel, coming from the eastern gate.
    

    
      “Or they’re in a situation so dire they can’t respond…”
    

    
      I tried to suppress my trembling voice as I spoke.
    

    
      Is this how it happens?
    

    
      In the original tutorial, the backdrop was a burning castle. Artier, critically injured, would wake up after being unconscious to find the castle in flames.
    

    
      But right now, the castle wasn’t burning.
    

    
      Which meant…
    

    
      It’s about to start burning.
    

    
      I was now facing the inevitable destruction in real-time.
    

    
      “Captain, what do we do?”
    

    
      “What do you mean, what do we do? Don’t you see the outer wall’s been breached?”
    

    
      Gerard, carrying the unconscious Jeina, shouted.
    

    
      “We need to escape now. Run if you want to live!”
    

    
      As we left the drainage channel and entered the city, the people gathered at the walls were already in chaos.
    

    
      “The monsters are invading!”
    

    
      “Run!”
    

    
      Citizens were fleeing in all directions, and even the soldiers meant to control them were panicking, unable to regain order.
    

    
      It was a perfectly executed, blindsiding ambush.
    

    
      This is the tutorial area, after all…
    

    
      Normally, there were various escape measures prepared for emergencies. But in the tutorial, all of them were disabled.
    

    
      The teleportation gate was deactivated due to depleted mana stones, and not a single airship remained.
    

    
      The only place we could go was…
    

    
      “Run faster! If the inner gate closes, we’re trapped here!”
    

    
      At Gerard’s shout, I quickly moved.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      “You arrived at a critical moment.”
    

    
      Inside the inner castle, countless refugees, soldiers, and injured people were packed to the brim.
    

    
      With Gerard’s help, we entered the military zone and met a knight commanding the soldiers.
    

    
      “As you can see, the situation is dire. We need to rescue as many soldiers outside the inner castle as possible.”
    

    
      “Where should we go?”
    

    
      Gerard asked.
    

    
      “The east is already lost. The west is secured, so head north.”
    

    
      “Understood. What about compensation?”
    

    
      “Compensation? Can’t you see the situation? It’s wartime. We’ll discuss it after everything’s settled.”
    

    
      “Sir, it seems you don’t understand mercenaries.”
    

    
      Gerard raised his head as he spoke.
    

    
      “Mercenaries don’t take on jobs without set rewards.”
    

    
      “Are you defying the Orion Empire’s will?”
    

    
      “No, I’m simply following the Mercenary Guild’s policy set by the empire.”
    

    
      Mercenaries worked for pay.
    

    
      Depending on the reward, they could ally with yesterday’s enemy or cut down yesterday’s friend.
    

    
      Because of this, mercenaries always demanded an advance before starting a job. Otherwise, they could be used and left with nothing.
    

    
      “Without at least a verbal agreement on compensation, we can’t take on any requests. Breaking this rule means losing our mercenary license and being barred from operating anywhere in the empire. Please understand.”
    

    
      Gerard finished speaking and bowed politely. Watching him, I thought, To stay calm in this situation… He’s a true leader.
    

    
      Even if it was imperial law, Gerard, a commoner, was making demands of a noble knight.
    

    
      It was something most people wouldn’t dare do.
    

    
      “Tch.”
    

    
      The knight clicked his tongue and glared at Gerard.
    

    
      “Fine. On the condition of escaping here, I’ll pay 20 copper coins as an advance and 4 silver coins upon success.”
    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    
      [Quest Generated.]
    

    
      “Get the advance from the inner castle’s warehouse manager.”
    

    
      The knight, looking annoyed, walked away.
    

    
      “Phew, done.”
    

    
      Wiping sweat from his brow, Gerard pointed at Jeina and said to Dina, “Take Jeina to the infirmary. And pick up the advance from the warehouse manager.”
    

    
      “Ugh, she’s so heavy.”
    

    
      “Just do it. Artier, you’re with me.”
    

    
      “Yes…”
    

    
      Gerard led me toward the inner gate we’d entered through.
    

    
      I thought we were heading to start the quest, but he gave an unexpected order.
    

    
      “Artier, you’re sitting out the soldier rescue mission for now.”
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      “You know as well as I do, to get out of here, you need proper equipment. The gear I lent you is only good for temporary use.”
    

    
      Indeed, the equipment I was wearing gave minimal stat boosts but came with penalties.
    

    
      “There’s a fairly skilled blacksmith in the northern shopping district. Go there.”
    

    
      This is a new development.
    

    
      I tilted my head. This storyline didn’t exist in the original game.
    

    
      “I doubt a blacksmith would be forging weapons in the middle of this chaos.”
    

    
      “Of course not. I’m not telling you to meet the blacksmith.”
    

    
      “Then what?”
    

    
      Gerard responded with a calm expression.
    

    
      “Since this castle’s going to be destroyed anyway, taking a sword shouldn’t be an issue, right?”
    

    
      [Quest Generated.]
    

    
      …Calm wasn’t the right word. He was brazen.
    

    
      With a serious face, he was telling me to steal.
    

    
      “Is that okay?”
    

    
      “No witnesses, and if you make use of stuff that’s going to be rubble anyway, the blacksmith would probably be happy.”
    

    
      As Gerard said, if I wasn’t caught, I could get some good items.
    

    
      Not a bad idea.
    

    
      For a gamer, item farming was essential.
    

    
      In <cross destiny="">, the number of items you had could even determine the endings you could achieve.</cross>
    

    
      “I’ll be back.”
    

    
      “Good. Contact me if anything happens.”
    

    
      Gerard mimed putting a finger to his ear and disappeared toward the northern gate.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Slash!
    

    
      “Kieek!”
    

    
      A white, dog-shaped monster collapsed, spewing bodily fluids.
    

    
      [You have leveled up.]
    

    
      “Phew…”
    

    
      Lv.3 Artier
    

    
      Title: Low-Tier Mercenary
    

    
      Class: None
    

    
      Strength: 8
    

    
      Agility: 8
    

    
      Intelligence: 5
    

    
      Available Skills: None
    

    
      I wiped the sweat from my forehead and sheathed my sword.
    

    
      These guys were meant to be avoided.
    

    
      But there was no reason to skip the experience points.
    

    
      So, I took down every Hellmorph that came at me as I moved forward.
    

    
      “This must be the shopping district.”
    

    
      I looked around.
    

    
      The merchants had long fled, and the bodies of travelers and residents who hadn’t grasped the situation were scattered everywhere.
    

    
      Clatter.
    

    
      Entering a general store and a blacksmith’s shop, I opened crates and checked display cases.
    

    
      Most were empty, but there were still a few items left.
    

    
      [Low-Grade Healing Potion (Common)]
    

    
      Recovery: 1%
    

    
      Duration: 20 seconds
    

    
      [Tori Spear (Common)]
    

    
      Attack: 4~7
    

    
      Option: Defense +1
    

    
      I was expecting a sword, but I got a spear.
    

    
      It wasn’t surprising. Random item farming was a hallmark of <cross destiny="">.</cross>
    

    
      “How do you use this again?”
    

    
      A spear was different from a sword.
    

    
      It had a longer reach but was less effective at close range, so I needed to maintain distance.
    

    
      “Something like this, right?”
    

    
      Switching from a sword to a spear felt awkward.
    

    
      But after spinning the spear a few times, I swung it with familiar ease.
    

    
      It was only natural.
    

    
      Would the game’s protagonist fumble with unfamiliar equipment?
    

    
      This is pretty convenient.
    

    
      As I stepped out of the blacksmith’s shop, “Aaah!”
    

    
      A scream echoed.
    

    
      A survivor?
    

    
      I moved reflexively, but it was a situation I couldn’t handle.
    

    
      “S-Save me!”
    

    
      Crunch!
    

    
      “Aaagh!”
    

    
      A soldier reached out, screaming, but a Hellmorph bit into his shoulder from behind.
    

    
      “Damn it!”
    

    
      I quickly dispatched the Hellmorph, but the soldier on the ground didn’t get up.
    

    
      “Guh…”
    

    
      “Stay with me!”
    

    
      The bleeding was severe.
    

    
      The moment I saw the dying soldier, I knew.
    

    
      There’s no hope.
    

    
      I knew this pattern all too well.
    

    
      This damned game always set up events like this to toy with the player’s conscience and shake their resolve.
    

    
      “S-Save…”
    

    
      The soldier stretched a trembling arm toward me.
    

    
      The strength in his grip was unnervingly strong for a dying man.
    

    
      Pop!
    

    
      A quest appeared before my eyes.
    

    
      [Quest Generated.]
    

    
      Even if you use the potion, this soldier will die. Will you still use your only potion to ease the soldier’s passing?
    

    
      Use: Reward: Bonus Point +1
    

    
      Don’t Use: Reward: Karma Point -1
    

    
      Damn it…
    

    
      I gritted my teeth without realizing it.
    

    
      This wasn’t just about giving up a potion for a permanent stat boost.
    

    
      If they’re baiting me to use the potion with a stat reward, it means a situation where I’ll need one is coming soon.
    

    
      Combat in <cross destiny=""> changed every time.<br>
    

    
      The scale of monsters, their positions, even their strategies varied. These quests were hints for upcoming battles.</cross>
    

    
      But I can’t afford to lose Karma Points.
    

    
      Karma Points determined the player’s alignment.
    

    
      High Karma Points made you a saint, while low ones turned you into a villain.
    

    
      The issue was that <cross destiny=""> tied endings to your alignment.<br>
    

    
      The closer to good, the harder the game but the better the ending. The closer to evil, the easier the game but the closer the world came to destruction.<br>
    

    
      To reach the true ending, I had to avoid losing Karma Points as much as possible.</cross>
    

    
      “Please…”
    

    
      The soldier was looking at me.
    

    
      His focus was fading, but he was definitely looking at me.
    

    
      His ragged breaths yearned for life.
    

    
      His tense muscles rejected death.
    

    
      He’s still alive.
    

    
      The system declared he’d die soon, but the soldier was desperately denying his end.
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      Clink.
    

    
      My hand moved. The potion from my inventory shook as my trembling hand held it.
    

    
      I can’t lose Karma Points already.
    

    
      “Guh…”
    

    
      The soldier’s expression eased after drinking the potion, but his eyes gradually lost their light.
    

    
      As his eyes fully closed, a small status window appeared before me.
    

    
      [The soldier met his end without pain. In the final land, the departed will express gratitude to you.]
    

    
      Reward: Bonus Point +1
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      I looked down at the soldier.
    

    
      Would I have used the potion even without the penalty?
    

    
      I couldn’t save you. I couldn’t help you out of pure goodwill.
    

    
      My thoughts carried multiple meanings.
    

    
      Pondering this, knowing it meant nothing to the departed, was just a way to find excuses for myself.
    

    
      [Standard Chainmail Armor (Common)]
    

    
      Defense: 12
    

    
      Option: Movement Speed -4
    

    
      I stripped the soldier’s chainmail and put it on, then left the shopping district.
    

    
      Artier.
    

    
      At that moment, Gerard’s voice rang in my head. I placed a finger to my ear.
    

    
      “Captain?”
    

    
      Yeah. What did you get from the shopping district?
    

    
      I explained that I got a spear from the blacksmith and armor from the soldier’s body.
    

    
      I didn’t mention the potion or using it on the dying soldier. Talking about a used potion would be pointless.
    

    
      Armor and a spear, huh? You achieved the goal.
    

    
       “Yes.”
    

    
      Return to the inner castle. The east is almost completely overrun. We’ll likely evacuate to the western port.
    

    
      I looked up at the sky.
    

    
      It’s already that time?
    

    
      It was the dead of night, with no visibility.
    

    
      The first story would likely begin then.
    

    
      “I’ll be there soon.”
    

    
      I glanced at the soldier one last time.
    

    
      Unlike the other bodies frozen in terror, his expression was uniquely serene, as if asleep.
    

    
      Rest in peace.
    

    
      Was there really no other way?
    

    
      Swallowing my doubts, I moved forward.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Wooong!
    

    
      A massive horn blared through the inner castle, and countless soldiers began gathering in one place.
    

    
      “Listen! We must break through the encirclement!”
    

    
      The man shouting powerfully from horseback was Viscount Jestion, the lord of this castle.
    

    
      “Head to the port through the western gate and board the ships!”
    

    
      As the strongest knight here, he wielded a massive lance and shield that other knights didn’t have.
    

    
      “Protect the residents as much as possible, but don’t fall behind!”
    

    
      Behind the soldiers, countless refugees were gathered.
    

    
      Some were praying, while others, dazed, clung to their families.
    

    
      “Jeina, are you okay?”
    

    
      “Of course. The medic over there was incredible.”
    

    
      When I returned, Jeina was awake, chatting with Gerard.
    

    
      That wasn’t a minor injury.
    

    
      To recover from being slammed into a rock in just a few hours?
    

    
      Either the medic was exceptional, or she was ridiculously tough.
    

    
      Can I check? Status check.
    

    
      Lv.4 Jeina
    

    
      Title: Mid-Tier Mercenary
    

    
      Class: Barbarian Warrior
    

    
      Strength: 13
    

    
      Agility: 9
    

    
      Intelligence: 5
    

    
      Available Skills: Wild Roar (Lv.1), Battle Healing (Lv.1)
    

    
      As I thought about Jeina, a translucent status window appeared.
    

    
      While casually checking her stats, my eyes stopped at her skills.
    

    
      Battle Healing! That’s why she recovered so fast.
    

    
      Battle Healing was a passive skill that accelerated recovery for injuries sustained in combat.
    

    
      Since most injuries happened in battle, this skill, which constantly boosted recovery, was a top-tier tank skill.
    

    
      “I know you’re tough, but be careful. You’re not fully healed.”
    

    
      “Hey, I’m not an idiot. Probably.”
    

    
      “Every time you say that, I age ten years.”
    

    
      Can I check the others?
    

    
      While they shared a warm moment, I checked Gerard and Dina’s stats the same way.
    

    
      Lv.5 Gerard
    

    
      Title: High-Tier Mercenary
    

    
      Class: Swordsman
    

    
      Strength: 7
    

    
      Agility: 12
    

    
      Intelligence: 8
    

    
      Available Skills: Wind Slash (Lv.2), Shield (Lv.1), Tactical Command (Lv.1)
    

    
      Lv.3 Dina
    

    
      Title: Mid-Tier Mercenary
    

    
      Class: Archer
    

    
      Strength: 6
    

    
      Agility: 10
    

    
      Intelligence: 5
    

    
      Available Skills: Mana Arrow (Lv.1)
    

    
      What kind of mercenary corps is this?
    

    
      I barely swallowed my gasp as I reviewed their stats.
    

    
      Typically, you’d get one skill past level 5 and a notable skill past level 10.
    

    
      But this absurd corps had even Dina, a mere level 3, with a skill.
    

    
      Gerard might be stronger than Viscount Jestion.
    

    
      Why were people like this working as mercenaries?
    

    
      “All forces! Advance!”
    

    
      At that moment, the viscount’s booming shout rang out, drowning out the castle and cutting off our conversation.
    

    
      “Alright, let’s go.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      As Gerard started running, the mercenaries followed.
    

    

  
    Chapter 4: Chapter 4

    
      Chapter 4: Tutorial (4)
    

    
      “Open the gate!”
    

    
      As we reached the end of the main road, the closed gate began to open.
    

    
      “Don’t stop! Keep running!”
    

    
      The viscount’s horse charged forward. As the soldiers crossed the gate, hell broke loose.
    

    
      “Kieek!”
    

    
      “Guh!”
    

    
      Countless Hellmorphs burst from the bushes and ground.
    

    
      The soldiers tried to counterattack to clear a path, but for every Hellmorph they took down, three or four soldiers lost their lives.
    

    
      [Lv.7 Hell Soldier (Lowest Grade)]
    

    
      The enemy levels are too high.
    

    
      Most soldiers were only level 2 or 3.
    

    
      My driving off a Hellmorph in the drainage channel was an anomaly; most soldiers couldn’t overcome the level gap.
    

    
      “Don’t split up! Zone out, and you’re dead!”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Got it.”
    

    
      “Leave it to me!”
    

    
      At Gerard’s shout, I, Dina, and Jeina responded in unison.
    

    
      This wasn’t a fair fight.
    

    
      We were just running for our lives.
    

    
      [Quest Generated.]
    

    
      Escape to the western port and board the evacuation ship.
    

    
      Success Reward: Survival
    

    
      Failure Reward: Death
    

    
      Even the quest was demanding I flee.
    

    
      “Artier! On your right, it’s that thing!”
    

    
      Crunch!
    

    
      “Aaagh!”
    

    
      Several soldiers were flung back.
    

    
      It was the same creature I’d driven off in the drainage channel.
    

    
      “Kieeeeek!”
    

    
      “Hard to believe, but it seems to be looking for you.”
    

    
      “Seems so.”
    

    
      While slaughtering the soldiers in front of it, the creature’s red eyes darted around, scanning the crowd.
    

    
      The only person it could be looking for was me.
    

    
      “If we stay here, it’ll spot us. Let’s move to the front.”
    

    
      “Dina, can you clear a path for your big sis?”
    

    
      “I’m busy too!”
    

    
      Dina grumbled but supported us by firing translucent mana arrows.
    

    
      “Push forward! The port’s just ahead!”
    

    
      At the viscount’s shout, everyone looked ahead.
    

    
      In the distance, numerous ships were anchored.
    

    
      “There are ships!”
    

    
      “If we get there, we’ll live!”
    

    
      Hope began to spark in the soldiers’ eyes.
    

    
      But then, something fell from the sky.
    

    
      Boom!
    

    
      It crushed the running soldiers instantly.
    

    
      “What the hell…”
    

    
      Gerard looked stunned.
    

    
      A massive Hellmorph, three times the size of a grown man, completely blocked the path to the port.
    

    
      “Don’t panic! Look for openings!”
    

    
      Viscount Jestion shouted powerfully and charged.
    

    
      Boom!
    

    
      As his lance struck the creature’s body, it was pushed back slightly.
    

    
      “Kill the monster! Bombardiers, provide support fire! Regular soldiers…”
    

    
      “Viscount! Above!”
    

    
      At someone’s shout, the viscount looked up.
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      Crunch!
    

    
      With a horrific sound, the viscount was buried into the ground.
    

    
      “Ugh, uaaagh!”
    

    
      “The viscount is dead!”
    

    
      The soldiers, having lost their leader, fell into chaos.
    

    
      At that moment, a blood-stained quest appeared before my eyes.
    

    
      [Quest Generated.]
    

    
      An overwhelming enemy stands in your way. With the soldiers’ morale at rock bottom, you must find a way to survive.
    

    
      Fleeing to the forest with your party might let you survive, but everyone else will die.
    

    
      Using the refugees as bait by scattering them could save your party and the faster soldiers.
    

    
      Option 1 Reward: Karma Points -5
    

    
      Option 2 Reward: Karma Points -3
    

    
      Already time to make a choice?
    

    
      I surveyed my surroundings with cold, hardened eyes.
    

    
      “Artier?”
    

    
      “Captain, there are two ways we can survive here.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      Most of the refugees were dead, with only a few surviving.
    

    
      Their survival was near-miraculous, but to me, it felt like bait deliberately set by some malevolent force.
    

    
      “What do you mean? Can’t we all just head to the forest?”
    

    
      Gerard asked after hearing my explanation.
    

    
      “They’re not idiots. They might ignore a few of us, but if everyone moves, they won’t stay still.”
    

    
      “Damn it!”
    

    
      Gerard’s face hardened as he alternated between looking at the soldiers and our party.
    

    
      Even now, soldiers and refugees were being killed by the Hellmorphs.
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      I steadied my breath and gripped my spear tightly. The creature, its blood-dripping pincers raised, stood motionless.
    

    
      [Lv.7 Hell Charger (Mid-Grade)]
    

    
      Acting purely on orders without emotion, it was more a weapon than a living being.
    

    
      Its command was to act as a wall blocking this path.
    

    
      As if to prove it, it stood firm, ignoring whether the mercenaries or soldiers killed other Hellmorphs.
    

    
      I can’t kill that thing.
    

    
      I shook my head.
    

    
      It was designed to be unkillable.
    

    
      The second option loses fewer Karma Points.
    

    
      It was unfortunate, but that’s how this game worked.
    

    
      As I was about to speak to Gerard, “Artier, let’s break through that thing and clear the path.”
    

    
      Gerard suddenly pointed his sword at the creature.
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “This is the right choice. You and I can take it down.”
    

    
      “What are you talking about? Even Viscount Jestion died in one hit.”
    

    
      “I know. The two options you suggested are safer and more likely to keep us alive.”
    

    
      Gerard spoke with conviction.
    

    
      “But I saw it. You displayed incredible skill, deflecting that monster’s attacks!”
    

    
      “No, that was…”
    

    
      I couldn’t hide my flustered expression.
    

    
      Gerard making this suggestion was a first in all my playthroughs.
    

    
      Is this because I drove off the tutorial boss?
    

    
      It seemed that doing something impossible in the original game had created a new choice.
    

    
      “It’s not invincible. The moment the viscount’s lance hit, it was pushed back.”
    

    
      “Captain, are our odds good?”
    

    
      Jeina asked.
    

    
      “Of course.”
    

    
      “Then let’s do it.”
    

    
      “Jeina?”
    

    
      “You listen to the captain, right, Dina? Heh heh.”
    

    
      “Ugh… I’m not confident, but we have to.”
    

    
      Jeina chuckled, and Dina sighed, muttering.
    

    
      It was a life-or-death situation, yet they acted as usual.
    

    
      I looked at them, dumbfounded.
    

    
      How can they be like this?
    

    
      Even if Jeina was a reckless barbarian warrior who trusted her allies, it was odd that even Dina didn’t show a hint of doubt.
    

    
      After thinking it over, I realized why.
    

    
      It’s the skill! The skill’s effect is influencing them.
    

    
      Gerard had the “Tactical Command” skill.
    

    
      It allowed him to assess the situation and lead allies with the most efficient strategy, skipping the persuasion process entirely.
    

    
      But how was it activated?
    

    
      Tactical Command wasn’t mind-control magic.
    

    
      Issuing absurd orders would cancel the skill and cause allies to resist. But that meant…
    

    
      It was a reasonable order.
    

    
      They were NPCs.
    

    
      They made this judgment because there was a chance of success.
    

    
      “Alright. Let’s do it.”
    

    
      “Yeah, let’s go!”
    

    
      “This’ll be fun!”
    

    
      I stepped forward, lightly rotating my wrist.
    

    
      Right. If I take down this thing, I won’t need to choose either option.
    

    
      No need to sacrifice Karma Points, feel helpless, or bear the guilt of sending countless people to their deaths.
    

    
      As I got closer, the Hell Charger swung its pincers at me.
    

    
      Staring at the incoming attack, I thrust my spear with all my strength.
    

    
      Clang!
    

    
      The pincers were deflected.
    

    
      It worked!
    

    
      Even though it was my first time facing this monster, I parried it instantly.
    

    
      Its strength was immense, but its movements were slow.
    

    
      “I think I can block it.”
    

    
      “Good, here I go!”
    

    
      Gerard immediately rushed forward.
    

    
      Reaching the Hell Charger, he swung his sword, unleashing a sharp blade of wind.
    

    
      Crack!
    

    
      The raging wind tore into the creature’s gray carapace.
    

    
      “It worked!”
    

    
      “I’ll block its attacks.”
    

    
      “Dina!”
    

    
      “Got it!”
    

    
      Crunch! Thud!
    

    
      Jeina’s two-handed axe smashed the Hellmorph’s carapace, and translucent mana arrows began piercing its body.
    

    
      Of course, this alone wasn’t enough to deal significant damage to its massive frame.
    

    
      But this was a battlefield, and there were plenty of armed fighters.
    

    
      “Who are they?”
    

    
      “They look like mercenaries by their gear…”
    

    
      “That’s not important! If we don’t break through, we’re dead!”
    

    
      “Yeah! Avenge the viscount!”
    

    
      Some soldiers joined Gerard and Jeina, attacking the Hell Charger.
    

    
      Most couldn’t pierce its carapace, but occasionally, a spear or arrow broke through.
    

    
      It’s playing out like this?
    

    
      I calmly surveyed the surroundings.
    

    
      About 400 soldiers remained.
    

    
      Of them, a staggering 100 were helping me.
    

    
      “We might be able to kill it.”
    

    
      “Yeah, let’s survive this!”
    

    
      Slash!
    

    
      The creature’s armor was cut again, and a sticky liquid—blood or otherwise—drenched the ground.
    

    
      Cracks began to form in what seemed an impenetrable rock.
    

    
      We can survive.
    

    
      If we kept this up, we might bring it down.
    

    
      Everyone shared the same thought as the creature staggered.
    

    
      But then, “Kyaa!”
    

    
      A high-pitched scream pierced my ears clearly.
    

    
      A scream standing out in a battlefield meant one thing: it was someone I knew.
    

    
      “Dina!”
    

    
      Gerard’s face drained of color as he turned.
    

    
      Following his gaze, I was speechless.
    

    
      “Ugh…”
    

    
      The creature from the tutorial was biting Dina’s neck.
    

    
      [Lv.5 Hell Assassin (Mid-Grade)]
    

    
      Tears welled in her eyes as she reached toward Gerard.
    

    
      Crunch!
    

    
      She collapsed helplessly.
    

    
      “You bastard!”
    

    
      Losing his composure, Gerard charged with his sword.
    

    
      Blinded by rage, he seemed to forget where he stood.
    

    
      “Behind you!”
    

    
      The Hell Charger was still alive.
    

    
      And while we’d overlooked it due to its pincer attacks, it had a third weapon.
    

    
      “Damn it!”
    

    
      The venomous tail, which hadn’t moved until now, shot out like a bullet.
    

    
      I can’t block it!
    

    
      Having to deflect the pincers, I couldn’t stop it.
    

    
      Clang!
    

    
      “Guh!”
    

    
      A translucent shield formed around Gerard. He’d used his Shield skill.
    

    
      But the venomous tail shattered the shield and pierced his side.
    

    
      “Gerard!”
    

    
      I rushed forward and struck the tail with my spear. But with a small tick, a cruel status window appeared.
    

    
      [Miss!]
    

    
      That’s right…!
    

    
      Without parrying, I was just a low-level player charging at a high-level boss.
    

    
      My spear had no effect.
    

    
      Thud!
    

    
      “Urk!”
    

    
      The tail swung, sending me flying.
    

    
      Moments later, the unconscious Gerard landed beside me.
    

    
      “Gerard!”
    

    
      Thump, thump.
    

    
      “…Ah.”
    

    
      I turned my head and faced it.
    

    
      The Hell Charger loomed over me, close enough to touch.
    

    

  
    Chapter 5: Chapter 5

    
      Chapter 5: Tutorial (5)
    

    
      I thought to myself, Something had gone wrong.
    

    
      It’s not an instant kill, right?
    

    
      I glanced at Gerard with just my eyes.
    

    
      “Guh!”
    

    
      Thankfully, he coughed up a handful of blood but was still alive.
    

    
      He was poisoned, and his clothes were stained dark red, but he was breathing.
    

    
      It’s fine. If I use a potion and get him treated in time, he can be saved. I had one…
    

    
      As I organized my thoughts, I froze.
    

    
      I had one.
    

    
      And I used it.
    

    
      Damn it!
    

    
      Boom!
    

    
      I narrowly dodged the pincers, holding Gerard.
    

    
      But we were too close, and another attack came immediately.
    

    
      Clang!
    

    
      “Artier!”
    

    
      Jeina blocked the pincers with her two-handed axe.
    

    
      “Take the captain and go!”
    

    
      “Where?”
    

    
      “I don’t know!”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      Was she saying she just rushed in without a plan?
    

    
      But thinking about it, Jeina was never one for strategy. She probably acted on instinct to save us without calculating.
    

    
      “Urk!”
    

    
      Her face contorted from the unbearable impact, and blood dripped from her mouth.
    

    
      “Jeina!”
    

    
      “…Don’t worry. I’m not dead yet.”
    

    
      Thanks to Jeina acting as a human shield, Gerard and I escaped the Hell Charger’s range.
    

    
      “Is Gerard okay?”
    

    
      “He’s alive. The problem is…”
    

    
      I looked back and my expression hardened. The Hell Assassin was charging toward me, shrugging off dozens of soldiers.
    

    
      “What a persistent bastard!”
    

    
      Jeina grabbed her axe, shouting in frustration.
    

    
      “I heard from Dina. You drove that thing off, right? Let’s finish it!”
    

    
      Her words made me pause.
    

    
      The Hell Charger wouldn’t attack unless approached.
    

    
      And taking down the Assassin, which I’d already pushed back before leveling up, shouldn’t be too hard.
    

    
      But I shook my head.
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      “What? Why?”
    

    
      “We could kill it, but it’d take too long. It’ll outlast us, and we’ll be wiped out first.”
    

    
      The soldiers were dwindling fast. Faster than I’d expected.
    

    
      Even if we killed the Assassin, we couldn’t move forward without killing the Hell Charger.
    

    
      “Tch! I wanted revenge.”
    

    
      Jeina spat and stepped in front of me.
    

    
      “Artier, that thing back there’s at its limit, right?”
    

    
      “Probably.”
    

    
      The Hell Charger was in bad shape.
    

    
      Its pincers were still crushing people, but its staggering was a last-ditch effort.
    

    
      “Then I’ll hold it off as long as I can. You take down that big one!”
    

    
      “What? No, it’s too dangerous!”
    

    
      “I know!”
    

    
      Challenging an opponent she’d already lost to.
    

    
      “You monster! Come play with your big sis!”
    

    
      Boom!
    

    
      The outcome was obvious, but she charged at the Assassin anyway.
    

    
      “Damn it.”
    

    
      I couldn’t lose more allies.
    

    
      There was only one answer: kill the Hell Charger as fast as possible.
    

    
      I turned and approached the Hell Charger again. As soon as I entered its range, its tail and pincers flew at me.
    

    
      Two at once?
    

    
      It knew. The most dangerous person here was me.
    

    
      If it eliminated me, no one among the soldiers could block its attacks.
    

    
      Clang!
    

    
      But I’d deflected even the faster Hell Assassin’s attacks.
    

    
      “Get out of the way!”
    

    
      I struck the tail with my spear and dodged the pincers by leaping off the ground.
    

    
      I need to finish this fast.
    

    
      Delay meant death.
    

    
      A mistake meant death.
    

    
      Not even minutes.
    

    
      A single wrong move could kill Gerard or Jeina.
    

    
      I focused all my attention on the tip of my spear.
    

    
      No more mistakes.
    

    
      Shunk!
    

    
      Closing the distance instantly, I thrust my spear into its eye with all my strength.
    

    
      “Krrrrr!”
    

    
      For the first time, the creature screamed.
    

    
      Its steadfast body began thrashing wildly.
    

    
      It’s still not dead?
    

    
      I’d stirred its brain with the spear, yet it kept moving. Its vitality was astonishing.
    

    
      The spear’s attack power is too low. Is there a stronger attack?
    

    
      Then, a strategy came to mind.
    

    
      “Jeina!”
    

    
      “I’m kinda busy!”
    

    
      “Bring that thing over here!”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Don’t block it, just let it come!”
    

    
      Bring the Assassin when I hadn’t even killed the Hell Charger?
    

    
      It was hard to understand.
    

    
      “I don’t get it, but fine!”
    

    
      But Jeina followed my orders immediately.
    

    
      Timing her approach, I slipped between the Hell Charger’s legs.
    

    
      “Dangerous!”
    

    
      I ignored the soldier’s shout.
    

    
      Boom! Boom!
    

    
      I was now under a rampaging giant scorpion.
    

    
      As I dove in, sharp legs and a massive body came at me, threatening to crush me.
    

    
      Left below, right above, then right.
    

    
      But none touched me.
    

    
      It wasn’t as hard as I’d thought. My eyes saw countless openings.
    

    
      “Kieeeeek!”
    

    
      “The monster’s coming!”
    

    
      The Hell Assassin was charging at me with terrifying speed.
    

    
      Skree!
    

    
      But the creature, after rushing in, was stopped by an unexpected obstacle.
    

    
      The Hell Charger.
    

    
      “Kieek!”
    

    
      The Assassin screeched in confusion, and the Hell Charger’s body froze.
    

    
      The Assassin tried to slip between its legs, but the Hell Charger’s pincers, which should’ve been still, swung and struck it.
    

    
      Crunch!
    

    
      “Kieeeeek!”
    

    
      “That’s right. Your job is to block anything that passes. Why would a Hellmorph be any different?”
    

    
      The dying Hell Charger’s senses were long gone. It couldn’t distinguish between soldiers and its kin.
    

    
      Smiling, I pulled something buried in the ground.
    

    
      “Kyaaa!”
    

    
      The Assassin’s eyes flared with rage.
    

    
      Had anger clouded its judgment?
    

    
      It made a foolish choice.
    

    
      “That bastard! Going that far?”
    

    
      The Assassin began dodging the Hell Charger’s attacks, approaching me just as I had.
    

    
      Jeina, catching her breath, muttered with a grimace.
    

    
      Crunch!
    

    
      “Kyaaaa!”
    

    
      But the Assassin was twice my size.
    

    
      It screamed as the Hell Charger’s legs grazed it.
    

    
      Yet it kept advancing toward me, step by step.
    

    
      “Be careful! It’s almost there!”
    

    
      “It’s fine. That’s what I was aiming for.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Kieek!”
    

    
      When the Assassin reached me, I held a massive lance and shield.
    

    
      “That’s…?”
    

    
      Thud!
    

    
      The Assassin’s attack glanced off the large shield.
    

    
      “You came to kill me, huh?”
    

    
      My confident voice made the Assassin realize something was wrong.
    

    
      “Then let’s do this.”
    

    
      I began pressuring the Assassin with the lance and shield.
    

    
      Clang!
    

    
      The shield blocked most frontal attacks, and the lance struck quickly at exposed openings.
    

    
      But a lance needed heavy, forceful thrusts to deal real damage. My attacks weren’t significantly harming the Assassin.
    

    
      This is why lances aren’t my thing.
    

    
      Still, I kept at it.
    

    
      I was deliberately going easy on the Assassin, almost taunting it.
    

    
      “Kyaaa!”
    

    
      Realizing this, the Assassin was furious, but I didn’t let it catch me easily.
    

    
      Then, an opportunity arose. My lance got caught in the Hell Charger’s pincers.
    

    
      The Assassin lunged at me, four legs swinging.
    

    
      “Artier!”
    

    
      Jeina’s shout echoed.
    

    
      But instead of answering, I gave a meaningful smile.
    

    
      Clang! Clang! Clang!
    

    
      “Kieek!”
    

    
      The wide-open gap closed instantly.
    

    
      Dropping the lance, I gripped the shield with both hands and twisted it with all my strength.
    

    
      “This is what I was waiting for!”
    

    
      The Assassin’s narrow, piercing attacks were strong but easy to redirect.
    

    
      Its legs slid along the shield’s curved surface, changing course.
    

    
      Shunk!
    

    
      The attack ended up aimed at the Hell Charger’s massive body.
    

    
      “Krrrr!”
    

    
      The Hell Charger screamed in pain and swung its pincers at the Assassin’s position.
    

    
      With four legs embedded, the Assassin couldn’t dodge. With a horrific sound, its head was torn from its body.
    

    
      “What?!”
    

    
      “What was that?”
    

    
      The enemy of my enemy is my friend, they say.
    

    
      Absurdly, the Hell Charger and Assassin attacked each other, trembled, glared at me, and collapsed simultaneously.
    

    
      “Did… did they die?”
    

    
      Someone asked, but no one could answer.
    

    
      Who would believe two massive Hellmorphs were taken down by a single mercenary?
    

    
      “Jeina, bring Gerard!”
    

    
      “Got it!”
    

    
      “To the port!”
    

    
      I discarded the broken shield and ran, and the remaining soldiers roared.
    

    
      “The path is clear!”
    

    
      “Run!”
    

    
      “We can survive!”
    

    
      The remaining Hellmorphs kept attacking, refusing to let us go, but the soldiers, reignited with hope, didn’t stop.
    

    
      More soldiers and refugees fell in the desperate push, but they broke through the encirclement and reached the port.
    

    
      “Get on now!”
    

    
      Everyone scrambled onto the empty ships.
    

    
      Moments later, two ships quickly left the shore.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      “How’s Gerard?”
    

    
      “We used a potion from the ship… but he’s mumbling nonsense.”
    

    
      On the windy deck, I sat nearby, resting.
    

    
      “I see.”
    

    
      I muttered softly and looked around.
    

    
      Two hundred soldiers and fifty refugees had survived.
    

    
      “Is Jeina okay?”
    

    
      “Our little cutie, it’s nice you’re thinking of others, but don’t you have something to say first?”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      Smack!
    

    
      “Ow!”
    

    
      Before I could react, her flick grazed my forehead.
    

    
      “Talk about your own condition first.”
    

    
      “I’m fine.”
    

    
      “Your face looks terrible.”
    

    
      She reached out and grabbed my shoulder.
    

    
      Her strength shook my body.
    

    
      “What’s wrong? Is something bothering you?”
    

    
      “…I feel like I didn’t save enough people.”
    

    
      “What, are you some kind of god?”
    

    
      Jeina laughed and asked.
    

    
      “You took down two giant monsters at once. What more do you want?”
    

    
      “That was luck.”
    

    
      “Luck, my ass. I saw it clearly. You deliberately pissed it off to bait a strong attack.”
    

    
      I scratched the back of my neck, embarrassed.
    

    
      “You saw that from so far away?”
    

    
      “I don’t know where you, a high-tier mercenary, lost your memory, but you’ve done more than enough. Right?”
    

    
      “Well… yeah.”
    

    
      I closed my eyes for a moment.
    

    
      She’s right. Regretting choices is the most meaningless thing in this game.
    

    
      Unless you reset the game, you could never go back on a choice.
    

    
      In this world, gaining something meant losing something else.
    

    
      “…Yeah.”
    

    
      Her words somehow eased my worries.
    

    
      “But where are we going?”
    

    
      “There’s only one territory we can reach from here.”
    

    
      “Oh? Where?”
    

    
      I pointed toward the rising sun.
    

    
      “The coastal city in the northwest, Dorman.”
    

    
      Yes.
    

    
      The tutorial was finally over.
    

    
      The story of <cross destiny=""> was just beginning.</cross>
    

    
      [Quest Completed!]
    

    
      Reward: 4 Silver Coins
    

    
      [You chose neither option. Instead, you succeeded in the seemingly impossible task of defeating the Hell Charger, aiming to save as many people as possible. The world begins to take notice of your great achievement.]
    

    
      Reward: Karma Points +3
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      Coastal City Dorman.
    

    
      It was the northernmost port among the harbors in the western part of the Orion Empire.
    

    
      Two ships arrived at this city, delivering shocking news.
    

    
      “Jestion’s viscounty was attacked by monsters and fell in just two days!”
    

    
      Jestion’s viscounty was a small, unremarkable territory.
    

    
      Even so, it was a castle by name. For a castle to turn to ashes in two days was utterly unthinkable.
    

    
      “Is this place safe, then?”
    

    
      “Of course not. Pack your things. We need to get out of this city.”
    

    
      “Damn it, I just made a deal for two shiploads of salt!”
    

    
      “Is salt the issue right now?”
    

    
      In the marketplace, where rumors had already spread like wildfire, the despairing voices of merchants echoed from all directions.
    

    
      “This makes it impossible to buy anything, even if we wanted to.”
    

    
      Jeina surveyed her surroundings and spoke with a troubled expression.
    

    
      As she said, most shops had shuttered their doors, with everyone preparing to flee.
    

    
      “There should still be a few places open,” I said.
    

    
      But Artier merely scanned the area with a calm demeanor.
    

    
      This city is destined to face at least one defensive battle.
    

    
      Unlike the viscounty, the merchants and residents of this city couldn’t easily escape.
    

    
      As a hub of massive capital, there were too many goods tied up in transactions.
    

    
      Plenty of merchants will go bankrupt. Unlike people, goods are expensive to teleport.
    

    
      Moreover, this city bore the moniker of the last refuge.
    

    
      No matter one’s past, if you secured a job through legitimate means here, the city’s code ensured protection from external threats during your tenure.
    

    
      For them, abandoning their livelihood and fleeing was tantamount to a death sentence.
    

    
      “What did you say we needed to buy, Jeina?”
    

    
      “Chicken heart skewers, ginger cookies, and wild boar barbecue.”
    

    
      “Ginger cookies? That’s an unusual taste.”
    

    
      “Right? We were always amazed. Who eats cookies as a drinking snack?”
    

    
      Jeina and I roamed the marketplace, gathering the foods she mentioned bit by bit.
    

    
      After securing everything, we returned to our reserved lodging and knocked on the closed door.
    

    
      “Captain, it’s us.”
    

    
      “Come in.”
    

    
      Inside, Gerard sat without his armor.
    

    
      His face was pale, and his cheeks were gaunt, but he greeted Jeina and me with a relaxed smile.
    

    
      “I told you to stay in bed.”
    

    
      “I’ve slept so much I can’t anymore.”
    

    
      “Didn’t the healer say it was a poison even they couldn’t identify? You should be careful.”
    

    
      I glanced at Gerard’s arm and spoke.
    

    
      It trembled ever so slightly.
    

    
      …If it weren’t for the tail.
    

    
      The poison from the Hell Charger tormented Gerard relentlessly.
    

    
      Despite receiving treatment from a healer, he still struggled to move his right arm.
    

    
      “I know, but I can’t leave even this to someone else.”
    

    
      Gerard gave a bitter smile and set up a drinking table.
    

    
      Chicken heart skewers, ginger cookies, and wild boar barbecue.
    

    
      There were only three of us, but six mugs of beer sat on the table.
    

    
      “Mercenaries die easily. But those deaths shouldn’t be treated lightly. Don’t you agree?”
    

    
      Gerard raised a mug as he spoke.
    

    
      A patient drinking beer, of all things.
    

    
      Normally, I would’ve snatched the mug from his hand, but Jeina and I quietly raised ours.
    

    
      It was the mercenaries’ ritual.
    

    
      Offering a final drink to the departed, accompanied by their favorite drinking snacks.
    

    
      This is a funeral?
    

    
      It was simple. And far too humble.
    

    
      I couldn’t understand it.
    

    
      But Gerard and Jeina tilted their mugs as if it were the most natural thing.
    

    
      “Ugh, so sweet… How did Ben eat this as a drinking snack?”
    

    
      “Ben always had peculiar tastes.”
    

    
      “So peculiar that he never noticed Dina’s interest in him.”
    

    
      “Dina was interested in Ben?”
    

    
      “You didn’t know? You’re pretty clueless too, Captain.”
    

    
      Small, personal stories were exchanged.
    

    
      But there was no room for me to join in.
    

    
      As I sipped my beer in silence, Gerard noticed and asked me.
    

    
      “So, what’s your plan now?”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      “No need to overthink it. A mercenary corps needs at least six members to stay active.”
    

    
      Gerard set down his half-empty mug.
    

    
      “…Are you saying you want me to leave?”
    

    
      “No, but there’s no reason for a top-tier mercenary like you, not even an upper-tier one, to stick with us, is there?”
    

    
      Three top-tier mercenaries could form a large-scale mercenary corps rivaling a frontier knight order.
    

    
      To Gerard, I was too big a fish to keep under his command.
    

    
      “I see.”
    

    
      I spoke calmly, sipping my drink, but my mind was far from calm.
    

    
      Am I crazy? Leave these talented comrades to go find new ones?
    

    
      Gerard, level 5 with three skills.
    

    
      Jeina, level 4 with two skills.
    

    
      How could I abandon such NPCs?
    

    
      “I don’t like crowded groups.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “There’ll be plenty of mercenaries flocking based on reputation alone, but I doubt any of them would be as strong as Gerard or Jeina.”
    

    
      In the early game, you could only recruit ordinary NPCs with no skills or, at best, one.
    

    
      Sure, they could become useful with training, but they’d still pale in comparison to Gerard and Jeina.
    

    
      “I don’t want to break up this party.”
    

    
      “Artier…”
    

    
      Meeting my gaze, Gerard looked embarrassed. Jeina burst into laughter and slung an arm around my neck.
    

    
      “Hahaha! You think that highly of us? I’m touched!”
    

    
      From their perspective, I was likely a valuable asset they didn’t want to lose.
    

    
      They were only willing to let me go because they thought I’d find better prospects.
    

    
      “Fine, but you’ll take over as party leader. It feels wrong for me to give orders when you’re this skilled.”
    

    
      “Are you sure you’re okay taking orders from the former rookie?”
    

    
      “Of course. In the mercenary world, rank is determined by skill. I’d rather not give orders to someone stronger than me.”
    

    
      “But don’t work our former captain too hard, okay?”
    

    
      “…What’s that supposed to mean?”
    

    
      “Of course. I promise.”
    

    
      In the end, I successfully recruited Gerard and Jeina as party members.
    

    
      Now what?
    

    
      The answer was already clear.
    

    
      When the drinks and snacks were all gone, I looked at them and said.
    

    
      “I plan to recruit one more party member first.”
    

    
      “A healer?”
    

    
      I shook my head at Gerard’s question.
    

    
      “Of course, a healer is important…”
    

    
      A healer who could use recovery magic was reassuring just by their presence.
    

    
      Given Gerard’s injury stemmed from the lack of a healer, I definitely intended to include one in the party.
    

    
      “But we don’t need to recruit a healer right now. Gerard, you can temporarily fill that role.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      Gerard looked momentarily flustered by my words.
    

    
      “What do you mean?”
    

    
      “No need to hide it. You probably won’t be swinging a sword for a while, right?”
    

    
      “….”
    

    
      “What? Captain, is that true?”
    

    
      As expected, Jeina hadn’t known. Gerard hurriedly hid his right hand, but it was pointless.
    

    
      “It was a poison even the healer couldn’t identify. I knew from the moment you woke up.”
    

    
      “…You’re right. That’s why I was planning to sit out the next mission.”
    

    
      “No need for that. If the front line is too much, you can support from the rear.”
    

    
      I planned to change Gerard’s role entirely.
    

    
      It’s a shame to lose Wind Slash, but using Tactical Command and Shield skills in close combat is inefficient.
    

    
      Tactical Command’s success rate increases with a clear grasp of the battlefield.
    

    
      Naturally, observing quietly from the rear would be more effective than fighting Hellmorphs up front.
    

    
      Especially now that I realized this skill influenced NPCs’ subjective judgment, maximizing its success rate was crucial.
    

    
      “Even if you say that… I think I’d rather just rest.”
    

    
      Gerard wore a reluctant expression.
    

    
      It was only natural for someone who’d spent their life swinging a sword to feel resistant to suddenly being asked to provide rear support.
    

    
      But I had a plan.
    

    
      “You might not know since you’ve been cooped up here, but Dorman’s situation isn’t great right now.”
    

    
      “What do you mean?”
    

    
      “Rumors are spreading that we fled from the viscounty.”
    

    
      “Yeah, the merchants were buzzing about it. Not everyone, but a lot will probably leave, right?”
    

    
      Jeina chimed in, finishing the last skewer cleanly.
    

    
      “Dorman is the closest city to Jestion’s viscounty. That makes it highly likely those monsters will come here.”
    

    
      “Probably.”
    

    
      “There’s no guarantee they won’t show up before your right arm heals.”
    

    
      “….”
    

    
      If he only rested, Gerard would be useless when the defensive battle began. But if he learned rear support, he could take on a role, even if imperfectly.
    

    
      Unless Gerard was the type to enjoy being carried by others—which he wasn’t, given his desire to do his part—there was no real choice.
    

    
      “Fine, I’ll give it a try. What do I need to do? Study healing magic or something?”
    

    
      At Gerard’s response, I stood up with a smile.
    

    
      “No need for that. Healing magic isn’t something you can learn so easily, is it?”
    

    
      While NPCs or players could acquire skills through skill books, their cost was prohibitively expensive in the early game. The reward from our last mission wouldn’t even come close.
    

    
      “Then how will we handle recovery?”
    

    
      “We’ll stock up on potions for now. For the time being, focus on training to enhance your existing Shield magic.”
    

    
      “Shield magic? But even Ben’s Shield was shattered so easily by those monsters…”
    

    
      “That’s likely due to the characteristics of the monsters we faced.”
    

    
      Hell Assassins had a piercing passive skill, which is why Ben’s Shield broke so easily.
    

    
      And the Hell Charger’s raw stats were so high that Gerard’s Shield couldn’t withstand it.
    

    
      But aside from bad matchups, Shield was undeniably a useful spell.
    

    
      “Trust me.”
    

    
      “If you say so, there must be a reason. Alright.”
    

    
      “What about me?”
    

    
      “Well, Jeina…”
    

    
      Scrape.
    

    
      Pulling my chair back and standing, I pointed to the door and said.
    

    
      “Shall we go find a new party member together?”
    

    
      The most thrilling event in <cross destiny=""></cross>.
    

    
      It was time to recruit new party members.
    

    

  
    Chapter 7: Chapter 7

    
      Chapter 7: Arrows and Magic (2)
    

    
      Creak…
    

    
      The scene that greeted Artier and Jeina upon entering the Mercenary Guild was utter chaos.
    

    
      “Hey, hurry up and give me a mission! Can’t you see I’m busy?”
    

    
      “Just wait a moment! We’re getting flooded with mission requests from the entire city!”
    

    
      Behind the sweating receptionist, a mountain of something was piled up.
    

    
      “No way that’s all mission requests, right?”
    

    
      “Looks like it.”
    

    
      The receptionist was practically in tears, but we had work to do.
    

    
      “Let’s see…”
    

    
      Recruiting a party member was simple.
    

    
      Find a suitable mission, form a temporary party, evaluate their skills, and then officially recruit them.
    

    
      “Any good missions?”
    

    
      “Hmm… not great. It’s all escort missions.”
    

    
      Jeina scanned the mission board and made a troubled face.
    

    
      “These kinds of missions attract newbies, so it’s hard to gauge skill.”
    

    
      Escort missions often ended with just walking if no enemies attacked, so as Jeina said, there might be no chance to assess abilities.
    

    
      “I see…”
    

    
      Of course, I could just check their stats with the info window.
    

    
      But I’d learned something from the tutorial.
    

    
      Doing it that way won’t convince Gerard or Jeina.
    

    
      This was a game, but also reality.
    

    
      When I drove off the Hell Assassin during our first mission, Gerard didn’t just feel relieved to be alive—he interrogated me about my identity.
    

    
      “Then what kind of mission would be good?”
    

    
      “Probably a subjugation mission. Or a dungeon. Dark, damp places always have something lurking.”
    

    
      Following Jeina’s advice, I scanned the mission board.
    

    
      And then, I spotted a request pinned at the very bottom.
    

    
      This mission is already up?
    

    
      [Viewing Quest.]
    

    
      A client, presumed to be a scholar, has requested an exploration of ruins located to the east. They seek rubbings of ancient stone tablets found there.
    

    
      Reward upon acceptance: 20 silver coins, additional rewards based on the number of rubbings.
    

    
      I knew this quest.
    

    
      How could I not? In all my time playing <cross destiny=""></cross>, I never skipped it.
    

    
      “What’s up?”
    

    
      “Let’s go with this.”
    

    
      Worried someone else might snatch it, I quickly tore the request off the board.
    

    
      “Ancient ruins exploration? You into this kind of thing, little brother?”
    

    
      “Not exactly… I’m more interested in the rewards.”
    

    
      The tutorial mission’s reward, including the advance, was 4 silver and 20 copper coins. This mission offered a whopping 20 silver coins just for exploring some dark ruins.
    

    
      Plus, extra pay for more rubbings.
    

    
      Normally, mercenaries would’ve been tripping over themselves for a payout like this.
    

    
      If it’s the eastern ruins, it’s definitely that place. I have to go there.
    

    
      I wasn’t choosing this mission just for the money.
    

    
      There was a special reward only obtainable in these ruins.
    

    
      “Really? 20 silver is pretty sweet.”
    

    
      Unaware of the details, Jeina handed the request to the receptionist.
    

    
      As another task piled on in real-time, the receptionist shed tears of joy.
    

    
      “Your party has been registered…”
    

    
      After completing the registration, Jeina and I moved to a corner to wait for a comrade to join us.
    

    
      But even after a long wait, no mercenary stepped up to join the ruins expedition.
    

    
      News of monsters that sliced people like tofu had spread across the city. Even mercenaries seemed to be playing it safe.
    

    
      “This is tough.”
    

    
      “Yeah. No one knows when the monsters might show up, and everyone’s scared.”
    

    
      Jeina, growing bored, was about to order a beer.
    

    
      “Huh? Did that guy just take our request?”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      I looked where Jeina pointed and saw someone holding the request I’d registered, approaching the receptionist.
    

    
      “Oh, this mission already has a party on standby.”
    

    
      Hearing the receptionist, the person glanced toward Jeina and me.
    

    
      What’s with that outfit?
    

    
      They wore a deep brown robe with a hood and a fox mask covering their face.
    

    
      Their entire body was so thoroughly concealed that their identity was impossible to discern.
    

    
      “What’s that? No clue who they are—maybe a mage?”
    

    
      Even Jeina was puzzled enough to say this.
    

    
      The fox-masked figure strode toward us and asked.
    

    
      “Are you the party heading to the ruins to collect rubbings?”
    

    
      “Yes, are you looking to join?”
    

    
      “Give up the mission.”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      “Don’t make me repeat myself.”
    

    
      The voice from behind the fox mask was so flat it sounded modulated.
    

    
      They then turned to the receptionist and said.
    

    
      “They’re giving up the mission.”
    

    
      “Hey, what’s your deal? When did we say we were giving up?”
    

    
      Jeina, incredulous, snapped back, but the fox-masked figure responded with annoyance.
    

    
      “You lot exploring the ruins at your level will just get in the way.”
    

    
      “What? What do you know to talk like that?”
    

    
      “More than you.”
    

    
      The figure stepped in front of Jeina. Despite her imposing size, they didn’t flinch.
    

    
      “You know exploring these ruins requires at least mid-tier mercenaries, right?”
    

    
      “So?”
    

    
      “I don’t have time to clean up after a party dragging along low-tier mercenaries.”
    

    
      I let out a sigh.
    

    
      It’s because of me.
    

    
      Only Gerard and Jeina knew my skills rivaled a top-tier mercenary.
    

    
      Officially, I was still a low-tier mercenary, so this reaction was understandable.
    

    
      Low-tier mercenaries could never handle a ruins exploration.
    

    
      Still, this should be easy to resolve.
    

    
      I spoke to the fox-masked figure.
    

    
      “Is the problem with me?”
    

    
      “At least you’re perceptive.”
    

    
      “Well, I have no intention of leaving the party.”
    

    
      “Ugh, clueless newbies…”
    

    
      “How about this?”
    

    
      Cutting them off, I continued.
    

    
      “Let’s have a duel. If I win, you join our party.”
    

    
      “Why would I? You gonna pay me for tutoring?”
    

    
      The figure sneered, but I responded confidently.
    

    
      “It looks like you want something from the ruins. Am I wrong?”
    

    
      “….”
    

    
      Silence is sometimes an answer.
    

    
      Heading to the ruins at this point was unusual in itself.
    

    
      Just as Jeina and I were looking for a new comrade, this fox-masked person likely had their own goal in the ruins.
    

    
      “Here’s the deal. If I lose, you can take whatever you’re after alone. And I’ll leave the party.”
    

    
      “The mercenary next to you doesn’t seem all that reliable either.”
    

    
      “Then you can kick her out too. I’ll hand over party leader rights as well.”
    

    
      At my words, the figure glanced at Jeina.
    

    
      Their expression was hidden by the mask, but they seemed baffled that I, a low-tier mercenary, was the party leader.
    

    
      “A low-tier mercenary as party leader?”
    

    
      “Well, underestimate him and you’ll regret it.”
    

    
      Jeina crossed her arms, a grin spreading across her face.
    

    
      “Our party leader isn’t ordinary.”
    

    
      “What’s this nonsense… Fine, if you insist.”
    

    
      The three of us moved to an open lot behind the Mercenary Guild.
    

    
      The fox-masked figure drew a shortbow.
    

    
      A bow? An archer?
    

    
      I looked at them with curiosity.
    

    
      Perhaps sensing my gaze, they mocked.
    

    
      “You can still back out.”
    

    
      In a duel, attacks must stop the moment the opponent surrenders.
    

    
      But arrows don’t stop just because someone shouts surrender. That’s why mercenaries avoided dueling archers.
    

    
      “No, I’m fine.”
    

    
      I replied calmly, stretching my body.
    

    
      Good thing I borrowed Gerard’s sword.
    

    
      In Jestion’s viscounty, my spear, lance, and even shield had been destroyed, leaving me without a proper weapon.
    

    
      Fortunately, Gerard, who needed to rest, lent me his sword.
    

    
      [Ferocious Green Bastard Sword (Magic)]
    

    
      Attack: 6~9
    

    
      Options: (Ferocious) Wind Damage +2, Movement Speed +2
    

    
      As a weapon used by an upper-tier mercenary, its options were impressive. Magic-grade weapons were especially rare in the early game.
    

    
      “My name is Artier. What’s yours?”
    

    
      “No reason to tell you.”
    

    
      “Not particularly curious, but I should know the name of a party member.”
    

    
      “Cocky… Call me Bow. That’s what’s registered.”
    

    
      “Bow?”
    

    
      Since they said it was registered, it was likely a pseudonym. But an archer named Bow?
    

    
      Hiding my amusement, I checked Bow’s info window.
    

    
      Lv.8 Bow
    

    
      Title: Upper-Tier Mercenary
    

    
      Class: Plains Archer
    

    
      Strength: 13
    

    
      Agility: 15
    

    
      Intelligence: 8
    

    
      Usable Skills: Tracking (Lv.1)
    

    
      Pretty high level.
    

    
      Level 8 was among the strongest mercenaries you’d encounter at this point.
    

    
      For reference, after the last battle, Gerard was level 6, while Jeina and I were level 4.
    

    
      I can see why they’re so confident…
    

    
      “If you’re done chatting, can we start? I’ll let you go first.”
    

    
      Bow, clearly underestimating me, stood still without even nocking an arrow.
    

    
      Seeing this, I made up my mind.
    

    
      To make them a party member, I needed to thoroughly crush their arrogance.
    

    
      “Well, if you insist.”
    

    
      I faced them and took my stance.
    

    
      Just a shortbow? This is almost too easy.
    

    
      An archer openly allowing close combat and giving up the first move?
    

    
      No need to overthink. I charged at Bow and swung my sword diagonally.
    

    
      Whoosh!
    

    
      But Bow, bending their waist fluidly, dodged my sword with ease.
    

    
      In an instant, they moved behind me.
    

    
      “It’s over.”
    

    
      Bow fired three arrows at the back of my head in rapid succession.
    

    
      Clang! Thud!
    

    
      But the arrows didn’t hit me.
    

    
      “What?!”
    

    
      “Too obvious.”
    

    
      Using the momentum of my swing, I spun around completely. I’d anticipated Bow would move behind me.
    

    
      An archer wouldn’t fight head-on.
    

    
      I deflected the incoming arrows and thrust my sword forward.
    

    
      Bow hurriedly drew their bowstring, but my blade was already at their chin.
    

    
      “Want to keep going?”
    

    
      I smiled, but there was a hint of mockery in it.
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      “Welcome back.”
    

    
      When I returned to the lodging after my duel with Bow, it was already dusk.
    

    
      Gerard glanced at Bow, who stood awkwardly in a corner, and whispered to me.
    

    
      “What’s with them?”
    

    
      “A lot happened.”
    

    
      I chuckled.
    

    
      Even with their body covered by a robe and fox mask, Bow looked oddly dejected.
    

    
      “How come you’re still a low-tier mercenary?”
    

    
      “Is that important?”
    

    
      “Of course. If rank doesn’t reflect skill, what’s the point of ranks?”
    

    
      It wasn’t wrong. If a level 1 could beat a level 10, the level system would be meaningless.
    

    
      But I had an answer ready.
    

    
      “Well, I don’t know.”
    

    
      “….”
    

    
      Don’t forget.
    

    
      My setting was that I’d lost all my memories.
    

    
      “But I plan to take a promotion exam soon.”
    

    
      With quests piling up, I didn’t have time now, but a promotion was inevitable eventually.
    

    
      “After this mission, assuming no issues.”
    

    
      In the end, Bow sighed and backed off.
    

    
      Whatever the reason, they accepted the outcome.
    

    
      “Then let’s rest for a bit and move out at dawn. Our destination is the ruins to the east.”
    

    
      I explained the mission details to Gerard.
    

    
      “What kind of ruins are they exactly?”
    

    
      “The client doesn’t seem to know either. Isn’t that why they want the tablet rubbings—to find out?”
    

    
      “I see. Let’s rest for now.”
    

    
      With Gerard’s words, we each found a spot and closed our eyes.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      When our party reached the ruins, the sun was already high in the sky.
    

    
      Seeking shade from the scorching heat, we rested briefly, gazing at the ruins in the distance.
    

    
      “This is the northern region—why’s it so hot?”
    

    
      “It’s summer. This isn’t a snow-covered mountain range.”
    

    
      “What? I know that much!”
    

    
      Jeina glared at Bow, but they remained unfazed.
    

    
      “This place is hotter because there are more fire spirits here than elsewhere.”
    

    
      “Spirits? Are you a spirit summoner?”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      Bow stood up, saying only that.
    

    
      “You don’t need to control spirits to see them. Looks like one of you already noticed.”
    

    
      Jeina turned around at those words.
    

    
      “Bow’s right. There are indeed a lot of fire spirits around.”
    

    
      Gerard stroked his chin, observing the surroundings.
    

    
      “More fire spirits than forest spirits… The ruins might be affecting the local ecosystem.”
    

    
      Ancient ruins often held powerful magic, and it seemed that magic was still influencing the environment.
    

    
      I scratched my chin with a subtle expression.
    

    
      If I’d specialized in magic, I might’ve been able to see otherworldly beings like spirits.
    

    
      But since I’d focused on close combat, my stats weren’t high enough to perceive them.
    

    
      “Either way, it’s not our concern.”
    

    
      Gerard spoke.
    

    
      Our mission wasn’t to purify a regional anomaly, after all.
    

    
      “Shall we move out again?”
    

    
      “….”
    

    
      “Bow?”
    

    
      As everyone prepared to move, Bow stayed still, staring intently at something.
    

    
      “Smoke?”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Looks like we’ve got company who arrived before us.”
    

    
      Bow pointed at smoke rising in the distance.
    

    
      “What does that mean?”
    

    
      Unless it was a group mission, quests couldn’t be undertaken simultaneously. Stealing another’s mission was a serious crime.
    

    
      That’s why Bow had told me to abandon the mission earlier.
    

    
      “What kind of lunatics would try to steal this? Do they think the Mercenary Guild is a joke?”
    

    
      “It’s hard to tell from this distance.”
    

    
      “Let’s hurry.”
    

    
      We rushed toward the ruins.
    

    
      As we got closer, we found a smoldering campfire, leftover food, and scattered liquor bottles.
    

    
      “Someone camped here?”
    

    
      “Maybe a party on an external mission stayed overnight before returning to town.”
    

    
      “No, that’s wrong.”
    

    
      Bow, examining a pinch of dirt, looked toward the ruins’ entrance.
    

    
      “About six people entered the ruins.”
    

    
      How could they tell from just that? There was only one explanation: a skill.
    

    
      [Bow is using a skill.]
    

    
      Tracking (Lv.1): Tracks the most recent traces of living beings.
    

    
      “How long ago?”
    

    
      Gerard asked, and Bow sighed before answering.
    

    
      “Roughly six hours ago.”
    

    
      “Damn it! They deliberately got a head start?”
    

    
      Jeina spat, her face contorted, but Gerard shook his head.
    

    
      “They’re probably not mercenaries.”
    

    
      “What do you mean?”
    

    
      Bow answered Jeina’s question.
    

    
      “No mid-tier mercenary would get drunk before starting a mission.”
    

    
      They kicked a liquor bottle rolling on the ground.
    

    
      “Unless they want to die.”
    

    
      Ruins were notorious for traps and magical beasts. Even staying sharp could lead to death—drinking was suicidal.
    

    
      “Even low-tier mercenaries wouldn’t be this careless.”
    

    
      “Yeah… Then who are they?”
    

    
      “If not mercenaries, the only ones interested in ancient ruins are those guys.”
    

    
      Bow seemed deeply irritated.
    

    
      “Archaeologists, adventurers, or tomb raiders. But archaeologists and adventurers don’t usually travel in groups, right?”
    

    
      “So, tomb raiders.”
    

    
      At Gerard’s words, I stared at the entrance with a grim expression.
    

    
      Why now?
    

    
      Tomb raiders.
    

    
      They were a rare event that could occur while exploring dungeons.
    

    
      These were essentially bandit gangs looting ruins for profit.
    

    
      It might sound like a typical game event, but…
    

    
      “We need to catch up fast. If we’re not careful, the entire ruins could collapse!”
    

    
      I sprinted toward the underground ruins’ entrance.
    

    
      “They’re tomb raiders. They’d care about treasure, not the stone tablets we’re after for rubbings, right?”
    

    
      “Do you know how tomb raiders clear ruins?”
    

    
      “Uh, no?”
    

    
      Gerard flinched, avoiding the question. Even an upper-tier mercenary wouldn’t need to know about tomb raiders.
    

    
      “Bombs. Tomb raiders blow up every obstacle in their path. They’ll keep going until the whole ruins collapse!”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      Tomb raiders lacked the physical prowess to bypass traps or defeat magical beasts.
    

    
      But they had bombs—where they got them was anyone’s guess—and they solved everything with explosions.
    

    
      [Quest Generated.]
    

    
      Tomb raiders have targeted these ruins. Even unintentionally, their actions will cause damage. Eliminate them to protect the legacy of the past.
    

    
      Ruins Damage Rate: 15% (Collapse begins at 50%)
    

    
      Reward for eliminating tomb raiders: Karma Points +1, Ruins Preservation
    

    
      Penalty for ignoring tomb raiders: Karma Points -1, Ruins Destruction
    

    
      The moment the quest appeared, I knew something had gone terribly wrong.
    

    
      “Calm down. Even if we rush, catching up to the tomb raiders is impossible.”
    

    
      “That’s…”
    

    
      At Gerard’s words, we decided to discuss our next steps.
    

    
      “As Artier said, if they’re using bombs to clear traps and beasts, going deep is dangerous. The underground ruins could collapse and bury us.”
    

    
      “If it gets risky, we can use a return scroll.”
    

    
      “Bow, return scrolls cost over 10 silver. If we don’t find treasure, it’s a huge loss.”
    

    
      “There’s treasure—those guys who went in first probably have it. Tomb raiding in ancient ruins is grounds for summary execution. Let’s go in and deal with them.”
    

    
      Gerard suggested abandoning the mission, while Bow wanted to enter the ruins.
    

    
      “Jeina, what do you think?”
    

    
      “Couldn’t we just smash this place with an axe?”
    

    
      “…Let’s not.”
    

    
      Gerard sighed and looked at me.
    

    
      “Artier?”
    

    
      “….”
    

    
      “Artier?”
    

    
      I was lost in thought.
    

    
      I feel like I’ve been in this situation before.
    

    
      I’d done this mission countless times.
    

    
      In the early to mid-game, few quests were as efficient as this one.
    

    
      It’s true tomb raiders rarely appear early on.
    

    
      But “rarely” meant there was still a chance.
    

    
      And after hundreds of playthroughs, I’d encountered that slim chance at least once.
    

    
      What did I do back then?
    

    
      As I tried to dig deeper into my memories—
    

    
      “Artier!”
    

    
      Gerard’s shout snapped me out of it.
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Get it together. Jeina’s enough of a liability.”
    

    
      “That’s harsh! I said I could break it!”
    

    
      Gerard ignored Jeina, who was playfully poking him with an axe handle, and continued.
    

    
      “Bow found something up ahead.”
    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    
      “No idea. Something about a stone tablet.”
    

    
      Puzzled, I followed Gerard.
    

    
      As we moved through the dim path, I saw Bow staring at a tablet about the size of a person’s upper body, just as Gerard had said.
    

    
      “Bow, do you know what this is?”
    

    
      “A tablet? No clue. But I found something else.”
    

    
      “Something else?”
    

    
      “The path splits from this tablet. The tomb raiders went left first.”
    

    
      Bow stared at the ground intently, then pointed at something.
    

    
      As everyone’s eyes followed, I spoke without thinking.
    

    
      “Bloodstains?”
    

    
      “Six went left, but only three came back and went right. No trace of them coming out again.”
    

    
      “Oh…!”
    

    
      “What’s with you?”
    

    
      Jeina stopped me as I smacked my head.
    

    
      How did I forget this?
    

    
      Looking between the tablet, the bloodstains, and the left path, I turned to the group.
    

    
      “I have a plan.”
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      Tomb raiders were the bane of any mission, forcing a time attack.
    

    
      In the early game, without movement skills or proper gear, they were especially problematic.
    

    
      That’s why, when tomb raiders showed up early, most people abandoned the mission.
    

    
      But this quest was an exception.
    

    
      The rewards were too enticing to give up.
    

    
      “What’s the plan?”
    

    
      Gerard asked.
    

    
      “First, the tablet’s inscription isn’t a big deal.”
    

    
      “You can read it?”
    

    
      Everyone looked at me, startled.
    

    
      To them, it was just incomprehensible scribbles—only a scholar would know ancient script.
    

    
      But I can read it.
    

    
      I was a player, after all.
    

    
      I glanced at the info window floating above the tablet.
    

    
      “Go left for a short trial. Go right for an easy but winding path.”
    

    
      “Sounds like one path is a trap.”
    

    
      “Exactly. The tomb raiders were very unlucky.”
    

    
      Only three had barely escaped alive.
    

    
      They could’ve fled, but their stubbornness led them to the right path.
    

    
      “If they went in like that, they might’ve been wiped out.”
    

    
      I shook my head at Gerard’s comment.
    

    
      “Let’s not take chances.”
    

    
      As I said, the tomb raiders were still alive.
    

    
      [Quest Generated.]
    

    
      Tomb raiders have targeted these ruins. Even unintentionally, their actions will cause damage. Eliminate them to protect the legacy of the past.
    

    
      Ruins Damage Rate: 16% (Collapse begins at 50%)
    

    
      Reward for eliminating tomb raiders: Karma Points +1, Ruins Preservation
    

    
      Penalty for ignoring tomb raiders: Karma Points -1, Ruins Destruction
    

    
      The damage rate had risen from 15% to 16%.
    

    
      Slow, but proof they were advancing.
    

    
      “Alright, so we go right?”
    

    
      “No, we can’t just follow them.”
    

    
      Bow spoke up.
    

    
      “The ruins’ beasts regenerate over time.”
    

    
      Most of the ruins’ creatures were undead, fueled by the necrotic energy permeating the place.
    

    
      “Traps aside, the beasts have likely all respawned. Going that way will slow us down.”
    

    
      “Bow, what do you want to do? You’re not suggesting we tackle the left path, are you?”
    

    
      “It’s called a short trial. If we can pass it, we’ll save a ton of time.”
    

    
      “The tomb raiders gave up and fled from that trial.”
    

    
      “Then suggest a better plan. Don’t just spout nonsense about abandoning the mission.”
    

    
      As the mood grew tense, I stepped in.
    

    
      “What if there’s a path that’s neither left nor right?”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “No traps, relatively safe, and faster than either path. If we could take that route, we wouldn’t need to argue, right?”
    

    
      “Sure, but… does such a path exist?”
    

    
      At Jeina’s question, I grabbed the tablet instead of answering.
    

    
      With a firm pull, the tablet came loose with surprising ease.
    

    
      Rumble…!
    

    
      “What?!”
    

    
      A staircase leading downward appeared with a loud rumble.
    

    
      “Let’s take the shortcut.”
    

    
      I descended first, and the hesitant group followed one by one.
    

    
      “Was this written on the tablet too?”
    

    
      “Of course.”
    

    
      No way. No ruins would openly advertise a secret passage.
    

    
      I’d only found this path after countless trials and errors.
    

    
      “Hold on.”
    

    
      After walking for a while, Bow suddenly pressed their ear to the wall.
    

    
      “…Footsteps.”
    

    
      At Bow’s words, everyone stopped.
    

    
      “Tomb raiders?”
    

    
      “No, they’re circling nearby.”
    

    
      “Probably beasts.”
    

    
      Even a secret passage didn’t guarantee a free pass to the bottom.
    

    
      Otherwise, the game wouldn’t be fun.
    

    
      “Get ready.”
    

    
      At my command, everyone drew their weapons.
    

    
      “Finally, some action!”
    

    
      Jeina stepped forward eagerly, with me close behind.
    

    
      Gerard, suppressing his frustration, stayed back. Since I’d borrowed his sword, there was little he could do here.
    

    
      “Do your best.”
    

    
      “No need for that, Gerard.”
    

    
      I kept my eyes forward as I spoke.
    

    
      “Rear support isn’t just standing around. You might be busier than ever.”
    

    
      “…Right.”
    

    
      “They’re coming.”
    

    
      As Bow nocked an arrow, two shadows emerged from the dark passage and charged at us.
    

    
      “Skeletons!”
    

    
      [Lv.5 Revived Dead (Low-Tier)]
    

    
      [Lv.4 Controlled Dead (Low-Tier)]
    

    
      The most common monsters in the ruins screeched, swinging their sharpened bone hands.
    

    
      “Kyeee!”
    

    
      “So noisy!”
    

    
      Jeina swung her axe at a skeleton.
    

    
      It crossed its arms in response.
    

    
      Clang!
    

    
      “Wha—?”
    

    
      Shockingly, the brittle bones deflected Jeina’s axe.
    

    
      “They’re strengthened with necrotic energy. Be careful!”
    

    
      At Gerard’s shout, I pulled back my sword, which I’d been about to swing.
    

    
      Some undead retained special abilities from life.
    

    
      These ones have high defense.
    

    
      Against high-defense enemies, it was better to probe for openings than aim for a single blow.
    

    
      I gripped my sword with one hand, striking swiftly to pressure the skeleton.
    

    
      Boom!
    

    
      A white orb flew from behind, hitting the skeleton.
    

    
      It was a mana bolt from Gerard.
    

    
      “I’ve got your back.”
    

    
      Gerard cast a Shield on me and kept firing mana bolts.
    

    
      They didn’t deal much damage, but they made it easier for me to handle the skeleton.
    

    
      An upper-tier mercenary, huh? Even as a first-timer, he’s skilled.
    

    
      Thanks to Gerard’s support, I could press the skeleton without much trouble.
    

    
      But skeletons and archers are a bad match…
    

    
      Skeletons, with their porous bodies, easily dodged pinpoint attacks like arrows.
    

    
      It was bad luck for Bow.
    

    
      I need to finish this and help Jeina.
    

    
      Just then, an arrow from Bow grazed past me.
    

    
      Thwack!
    

    
      It struck the eye socket of the skeleton Jeina was fighting.
    

    
      The skeleton staggered and froze.
    

    
      What?
    

    
      I couldn’t believe my eyes.
    

    
      That effect only appeared when a critical hit landed perfectly.
    

    
      A level 8 archer with that kind of accuracy?
    

    
      Whoosh! Whoosh!
    

    
      Bow’s barrage didn’t stop.
    

    
      Arrows poured from the shortbow, every single one hitting its mark.
    

    
      “Kyeee!”
    

    
      Riddled with arrows like a porcupine, the skeleton couldn’t hold out.
    

    
      The one Jeina was fighting fell first.
    

    
      “What? Already dead?”
    

    
      Jeina muttered, bewildered.
    

    
      The skeleton I was handling, staggered by my attacks, went down quickly once Jeina and Bow joined in.
    

    
      “No big deal. Let’s keep moving.”
    

    
      I moved ahead of Jeina, subtly covering my ear so Bow wouldn’t see.
    

    
      Jeina, can I ask a favor?
    

    
      What?
    

    
      Talk to Bow. Anything, even small talk. Stall them a bit.
    

    
      Ugh, I’m bad at that.
    

    
      Jeina sighed softly but soon struck up a conversation with Bow.
    

    
      “So, is your real name actually Bow?”
    

    
      “Think what you want.”
    

    
      “How long have you been working around here?”
    

    
      “None of your business.”
    

    
      “Come on, don’t be so cold. It’s my first time here. We came from the north…”
    

    
      While Jeina stalled, I opened the mercenary band’s channel to talk to Gerard.
    

    
      Gerard, did you see?
    

    
      Yeah.
    

    
      Quick on the uptake, Gerard replied immediately.
    

    
      Incredible skill. Almost unbelievable.
    

    
      How impressive?
    

    
      I’d seen some of it, but I wanted Gerard’s perspective, having watched from the rear.
    

    
      If every archer had that skill, knights would be out of a job.
    

    
      …That impressive?
    

    
      Every arrow hit in a split second. A human would’ve died instantly.
    

    
      That’s concerning.
    

    
      Why?
    

    
      Bow basically took down both skeletons alone. Our party didn’t show much.
    

    
      Bow’s confirmed skill was undeniably impressive.
    

    
      The problem was, it only mattered if it contributed to our party’s strength.
    

    
      I get it. If this keeps up, they’ll have no reason to stay with us after the mission.
    

    
      Exactly.
    

    
      Don’t worry about that.
    

    
      What?
    

    
      Trust me.
    

    
      I looked at Gerard, puzzled, but he just flashed a cryptic smile and removed his hand from his ear.
    

    
      What’s he planning?
    

    
      Curious as I was, I shut my mouth as Jeina approached.
    

    
      “What’d you talk about?”
    

    
      “Just stuff. Felt like chatting with a wild cat. Every question got a snappy reply.”
    

    
      “I can hear you, barbarian.”
    

    
      “That’s the point.”
    

    
      “Don’t people call you childish?”
    

    
      “Oh, you’re the first!”
    

    
      Their bickering seemed to show they’d grown a bit closer.
    

    
      Jeina’s got great people skills.
    

    
      Soon, we reached a cavernous space resembling a large cave.
    

    
      A massive temple stood ahead, with iron bars near its entrance, seemingly designed to cage something.
    

    
      “Wow… Just how big are these ruins?”
    

    
      After a few more steps, I felt something odd.
    

    
      Already?
    

    
      The ground was trembling.
    

    
      “Something’s coming.”
    

    
      At my words, everyone froze.
    

    
      The vibrations grew stronger, and a door ahead swung open.
    

    
      “Prove your worth.”
    

    
      A pair of gleaming blue eyes appeared in the empty air, and something began approaching us slowly.
    

    
      Its massive size caused the entire space to shake with each step.
    

    
      “Is that a golem?”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      I shook my head.
    

    
      High-tier monsters like golems didn’t appear this early.
    

    
      With no proper magic available, a physically resistant golem would be a death sentence.
    

    
      “It’s a marionette. A puppet moved by magic.”
    

    
      [Lv.6 Tin Guardian (Mid-Tier)]
    

    
      The giant tin puppet resembled a human but lacked detailed joints, making its movements stiff.
    

    
      Combined with the dark atmosphere, it looked eerie.
    

    
      “How’s a marionette different from a golem?”
    

    
      “Very. Golems are artificial lifeforms animated by alchemy. This is just an object enchanted to move. Destroy its arms and legs, and it’ll be neutralized.”
    

    
      “Got it?”
    

    
      Bow, twirling an arrow, nocked it with confidence.
    

    
      “Shouldn’t be too hard.”
    

    
      Whoosh!
    

    
      Six arrows flew toward the guardian with a sharp whistle.
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      “Artier! Your side!”
    

    
      “Got it!”
    

    
      Clang!
    

    
      The sound of metal clashing with metal.
    

    
      Marble shattered, stone debris fell, and the group’s ragged breathing mingled chaotically.
    

    
      Taking longer than I thought.
    

    
      I steadied my breathing and adjusted my stance.
    

    
      Despite entering the fight confidently, we’d been battling the Tin Guardian for over 10 minutes.
    

    
      “Who the hell made this damn marionette?”
    

    
      Gerard, clutching a grimoire, muttered with a scowl.
    

    
      “An entire puppet made of mana-forged metal? Were they swimming in money?”
    

    
      Mana-forged metal was enhanced for durability through magic and alchemy—essentially, permanently enchanted to be tougher.
    

    
      “Ugh, it’s ridiculously sturdy!”
    

    
      Jeina, having swung her axe with all her might, grimaced at the unscathed leg and shook out her hand.
    

    
      “Bow! Do something!”
    

    
      “What’s that head of yours for? If your axe doesn’t work, you think my arrows will?”
    

    
      Bow replied with exasperation but nocked an arrow.
    

    
      Three arrows flew precisely toward the guardian’s arm joints.
    

    
      Thud! Thud! Thud!
    

    
      But the guardian, its joints also coated in mana-forged metal, easily deflected Bow’s arrows.
    

    
      “Trouble. It’s too simple a structure—no gaps in the joints.”
    

    
      Bow sighed in frustration.
    

    
      “Prove your worth.”
    

    
      The guardian’s blue eyes flared brighter as it advanced toward us.
    

    
      “Fall back for now.”
    

    
      At Gerard’s command, we stowed our weapons and ran back.
    

    
      The guardian stopped pursuing once we reached the entrance.
    

    
      “Something’s off, isn’t it?”
    

    
      As we caught our breath, Bow looked at me.
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “A monster this strong guarding the path makes the shortcut pointless. Is this a trap too?”
    

    
      Bow’s tone was laced with dissatisfaction, likely from facing an enemy immune to their arrows.
    

    
      “It’s not a trap.”
    

    
      The reply came not from me but from Gerard.
    

    
      [Gerard is using a skill.]
    

    
      Tactical Command (Lv.1): Identifies the most rational strategy, boosting ally morale and command execution during operations.
    

    
      A small crown, visible only to me, floated above Gerard’s head.
    

    
      “Its full-body mana-forged metal makes it tough, but its actions are slow and simple. If we can neutralize its defense, it’s not hard to defeat.”
    

    
      “Easier said than done. How do we neutralize mana-forged metal?”
    

    
      “Use the iron bars nearby.”
    

    
      “Iron bars?”
    

    
      Jeina looked at Gerard, puzzled. Bow’s expression was hidden, but likely similar.
    

    
      He figured that out?
    

    
      Only I wore a slightly surprised look.
    

    
      “The bars are designed to allow entry. The guardian will strike them whether we’re inside or not. That’s when it weakens.”
    

    
      “What? Hitting the bars weakens it?”
    

    
      Initially, Gerard thought they were just sturdy bars.
    

    
      But after repeated observations, he was certain.
    

    
      “That means…”
    

    
      “Dispel Magic. Those bars were a prison.”
    

    
      Dispel Magic.
    

    
      The spell mages hated most, nullifying all magic.
    

    
      It was also a mandatory enchantment on every prison in <cross destiny=""></cross>.
    

    
      “When the guardian tries to break the bars, Dispel Magic activates, nullifying its mana-forged metal. But the effect is brief, so we need to attack quickly.”
    

    
      “Got it. Doesn’t sound too hard.”
    

    
      Bow nodded.
    

    
      But I couldn’t shake a subtle unease.
    

    
      That’s the official strategy, sure.
    

    
      There was a reason I’d kept quiet despite knowing the strategy.
    

    
      If we do this, Bow will dominate the fight again.
    

    
      The bars had plenty of gaps.
    

    
      Swords and axes couldn’t pass through, but arrows could.
    

    
      A ranged dealer who could stand still and deal damage had the advantage.
    

    
      And after the guardian, there aren’t any real monsters.
    

    
      Knowing the ruins’ layout, I couldn’t help but feel anxious.
    

    
      “Bow, how about sitting this fight out?”
    

    
      Gerard pointed at Bow.
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      Bow froze mid-stretch.
    

    
      “What’s that supposed to mean?”
    

    
      “Nothing major. It’s a matchup issue.”
    

    
      Gerard gestured at Bow’s arrows.
    

    
      “The guardian isn’t a good match for arrows.”
    

    
      “No problem. I’ll just put in more force.”
    

    
      “It’s not about piercing—it’s about efficiency. Marionettes need to be physically dismantled. Cutting off limbs. Swords or axes are better than arrows.”
    

    
      “….”
    

    
      As Bow fell silent, Gerard drove the point home.
    

    
      “The fight might drag on. Shouldn’t some of us conserve strength?”
    

    
      “…Fine. Got it.”
    

    
      Bow nodded reluctantly.
    

    
      “But if it drags, I’m jumping in.”
    

    
      “Noted.”
    

    
      Gerard nodded, subtly winking at me alone.
    

    
      I gave a thumbs-up in return.
    

    
      “Don’t worry,” he said…
    

    
      I hadn’t expected him to use Tactical Command this way.
    

    
      If I’d suggested the same, even with sound reasoning, Bow might’ve refused based on their mood.
    

    
      I need to consult Gerard for future strategies.
    

    
      “Let’s go back in.”
    

    
      After checking everyone’s condition, we re-entered.
    

    
      The guardian, lurking nearby, began approaching as soon as it spotted us.
    

    
      “Prove your worth.”
    

    
      “You keep yapping about worth, but if you want proof, don’t cover your limbs in mana-forged metal!”
    

    
      Using Jeina’s shout as a signal, I ran toward the nearest iron bars.
    

    
      “Worth.”
    

    
      The guardian hesitated, noticing my different behavior.
    

    
      But it was a marionette, incapable of thought.
    

    
      Boom!
    

    
      Its hand swung without hesitation, striking the bars instead of me.
    

    
      It worked!
    

    
      Clang!
    

    
      The moment the guardian’s arm hit the bars, a purple ripple spread, and the runes on its arm briefly lost their glow.
    

    
      The effect was strong enough to dispel a mana bolt Gerard had prepared from a distance.
    

    
      “Jeina!”
    

    
      “Got it!”
    

    
      Jeina immediately slammed her axe into the guardian’s arm.
    

    
      Half the blade sank into its body.
    

    
      “It’s in!”
    

    
      “Jeina, get out quick!”
    

    
      Seeing her excitement, I shouted.
    

    
      Whoosh!
    

    
      The guardian wasn’t neutralized, just weakened. Sure enough, it swung at Jeina next.
    

    
      “Ha!”
    

    
      Thud!
    

    
      Luckily, Jeina pulled her axe and dodged in time.
    

    
      The guardian’s attack smashed the temple floor instead.
    

    
      Easier than I thought.
    

    
      I glanced at the guardian’s dangling left arm.
    

    
      The biggest variable in this plan had been Jeina. The strategy required quick hit-and-run attacks, and I’d worried whether her large frame could manage it.
    

    
      But Jeina had another skill for this.
    

    
      “Raaah!”
    

    
      [Jeina is using a skill.]
    

    
      Wild Roar (Lv.1): A shout that slows nearby enemies and empowers the caster.
    

    
      Her shouts while swinging slowed the guardian’s movements.
    

    
      All her barbarian skills are so subtle I didn’t even notice…
    

    
      Good thing I checked the info window—otherwise, the others might not even know she used a skill.
    

    
      Anyway, things are looking good.
    

    
      Crunch!
    

    
      With our repeated attacks, the guardian began to fall apart.
    

    
      When it lost its last leg, it collapsed helplessly, muttering in a broken voice.
    

    
      “Worth…”
    

    
      Thud!
    

    
      “Looks kinda funny up close.”
    

    
      “Does it?”
    

    
      I turned to Gerard, waving.
    

    
      “Good work.”
    

    
      Gerard approached and patted my shoulder.
    

    
      Bow watched briefly before asking me.
    

    
      “Where’d you learn to use a sword?”
    

    
      “Well, why do you ask?”
    

    
      When I countered, Bow shrugged.
    

    
      “Your movements flow so naturally, like you were trained. Thought you might be a knight.”
    

    
      Bow then looked at Jeina and Gerard in turn.
    

    
      “Thought it was just the party leader, but the other two are stronger than their ranks suggest. Weird party.”
    

    
      As confusion flickered in everyone’s eyes, Bow cleared their throat and started walking ahead.
    

    
      Left alone, Gerard chuckled belatedly and asked.
    

    
      “Was that supposed to be a compliment?”
    

    
      “Think so. Not exactly honest, are they? Shall we go?”
    

    
      “Hold on.”
    

    
      I approached the fallen Tin Guardian.
    

    
      “What’s up, Artier?”
    

    
      Instead of answering, I inspected the guardian, searching for something.
    

    
      Should be around here.
    

    
      Clang!
    

    
      After a moment, I carved a hole in the guardian’s torso with my sword and pulled out a bluish gem.
    

    
      “What’s that?”
    

    
      “Doesn’t feel like it has any mana.”
    

    
      “Well…”
    

    
      I held up the gem.
    

    
      “Maybe a lucky charm?”
    

    
      As Jeina said, the gem didn’t emit any strange power.
    

    
      It merely glowed faintly, looking like a beautiful jewel on the surface.
    

    
      “How’d you find it?”
    

    
      “When I cut the torso, I saw something sparkling.”
    

    
      “Sharp eyes.”
    

    
      I smiled, pocketing the gem, and asked.
    

    
      “Can I keep this?”
    

    
      “You found it, so it’s yours.”
    

    
      “Why ask us? Hurry and stash it before Bow comes back.”
    

    
      Thankfully, with high rapport, Jeina and Gerard nodded without objection.
    

    
      I secured ownership of the gem without issue.
    

    
      Good. I was worried someone might claim it.
    

    
      They had no idea.
    

    
      How valuable this gem truly was.
    

    
      Is it still player-exclusive? Not sure.
    

    
      This gem contained a skill.
    

    
      An ancient skill, no longer obtainable.
    

    
      Was it meant to be embedded in the marionette, or a gift from the ancients?
    

    
      There was no way to know. No information remained about the gem or the guardian.
    

    
      I had no interest in digging deeper.
    

    
      What mattered was that this skill was now mine.
    

    
      I’ll put it to good use.
    

    
      Crack!
    

    
      I crushed the gem, and a small info window appeared.
    

    
      [Acquired Hidden Skill.]
    

    
      “Hurry up! Don’t forget the tomb raiders are still wrecking the ruins!”
    

    
      Bow’s shout echoed from afar.
    

    
      “Coming, coming!”
    

    
      “Let’s go, Artier.”
    

    
      “Right.”
    

    
      At Gerard’s call, I discarded the broken gem and followed them.
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      Chapter 11:  Arrows and Magic (6)
    

    
      Before the party lay a spiral staircase that endlessly descended downward.
    

    
      “Wow, climbing back up later will be quite the workout, huh?”
    

    
      Jeina giggled as she tossed out the joke, but the others couldn't laugh at it.
    

    
      That was because the staircase extended endlessly into the unfathomable depths.
    

    
      “Not exactly amusing.”
    

    
      Gerard honestly expressed his feelings.
    

    
      “Let’s use this. I happened to bring it, so it works out well.”
    

    
      At that moment, Artier pulled something out.
    

    
      It was a small rolled-up parchment.
    

    
      “A scroll? Haste?”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      Instead of answering, Artier handed the scroll to everyone.
    

    
      After unrolling it and checking the contents, Gerard's face turned pale.
    

    
      “This is a Slow Fall scroll. You're saying we jump down there now?”
    

    
      “Yes. Is there a problem?”
    

    
      “Of course! We don't even know what's down there.”
    

    
      “Oh, that?”
    

    
      Instead of answering, Artier grabbed the nearby railing.
    

    
      “I’ll go first, so follow me.”
    

    
      And he threw himself down the staircase.
    

    
      “Ah, Artier?”
    

    
      The surprised Gerard hurriedly called out to Artier, but he was falling at an incredible speed.
    

    
      Just as it seemed he would crash horribly into the ground, Artier tore the scroll with a rip.
    

    
      Paat!
    

    
      Then, feathers made of light swirled around Artier, and soon his falling speed slowed down.
    

    
      “Wow, that looks fun?”
    

    
      “Jeina?”
    

    
      “It’ll save time, which is good.”
    

    
      “Even Bow?!”
    

    
      Before Gerard could say anything, the others also threw themselves down.
    

    
      The three who went first were waiting for Gerard from the unfathomable depths below.
    

    
      “Captain, hurry up!”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      Gerard was at a loss for words as he alternated between looking at the scroll and down below.
    

    
      “Ha, who knows what could happen, jumping without thinking…….”
    

    
      In the end, Gerard also leaped.
    

    
      As the dizzying sensation of floating enveloped his body, Gerard felt his body momentarily stiffen.
    

    
      “Da, damn.”
    

    
      He hurriedly tried to tear the scroll with his trembling hands, but in the meantime, he was rapidly approaching the ground.
    

    
      “Ugh, uwaaa!”
    

    
      “Huh? What's wrong with the captain?!”
    

    
      Just as Jeina, sensing something wrong, ran to catch him, Artier pulled another scroll from his bosom.
    

    
      “Target, Gerard!”
    

    
      Paat!
    

    
      Bright light feathers burst from Artier's hand and enveloped Gerard.
    

    
      Gerard's body slowed down abruptly, leaving exactly 30cm from the ground.
    

    
      “Heuk…….”
    

    
      Gerard regained his senses belatedly, but soon after, the magic was released, and he fell straight onto the muddy floor.
    

    
      “Keuk!”
    

    
      “Good thing I bought an extra one.”
    

    
      Artier smiled awkwardly and tossed the vanishing scroll fragments into the air.
    

    
      “I didn’t know you were afraid of heights. Sorry.”
    

    
      “Captain, you hate heights? Scared?”
    

    
      Jeina giggled as she teased Gerard, who was covered in mud.
    

    
      “……Ha, let's not talk about it.”
    

    
      Gerard's face was flushed red as if on fire.
    

    
      “Let’s move quickly.”
    

    
      Bow ignored Gerard and Jeina like that and looked around.
    

    
      There was no marionette-like figure blocking the way as before. However, an endless deep gorge blocked their path.
    

    
      “Is this not the way?”
    

    
      “No, look over there.”
    

    
      Artier extended his hand and pointed somewhere.
    

    
      Where his hand pointed, a bridge in a semi-transparent form, like a mirage, was visible.
    

    
      Artier reached out toward the bridge, but his hand passed through the air without any resistance.
    

    
      “It’s indeed an illusion. But this seems to be the only path we can take.”
    

    
      “What about using a Slow Flight scroll like before?”
    

    
      “There’s only one left, and it’s not flight, it’s fall. Using it here won’t get us across; we’d just go down.”
    

    
      Artier said while pointing down the gorge.
    

    
      Falling to the bottom of the gorge, where the floor was invisible, was as good as death.
    

    
      “Artier, there’s a stele here too.”
    

    
      Jeina pointed to a stele standing in the middle of the illusory bridge.
    

    
      “If we pull it out like before, maybe the bridge will appear?”
    

    
      “Hmm…….”
    

    
      Artier checked the sign's contents and made a strange expression.
    

    
      ‘Of all things, this one.’
    

    
      The trial on this sign was randomly determined, but the possibilities were fixed.
    

    
      Among them, the one this time wasn’t difficult.
    

    
      “Move as many marker stones as the number of companions. Then the path will open.”
    

    
      Artier read the contents inscribed on the stele aloud.
    

    
      “Marker stones? You mean these?”
    

    
      Gerard lifted something from the ground.
    

    
      Upon closer look, some of the stones scattered like gravel around were sparkling and shining in the darkness.
    

    
      “They’re different from the marker stones we commonly use. But the usage seems similar.”
    

    
      “Where do we move them to?”
    

    
      Jeina asked.
    

    
      “Over there.”
    

    
      Artier extended his hand and pointed far away, beyond the bridge.
    

    
      On the palm of a kneeling statue, a sparkling silver plate was placed as if intentionally.
    

    
      “It seems we put the marker stones there.”
    

    
      The distance was easily over 50m.
    

    
      It was too far to throw something in.
    

    
      “Bow, can you tie a marker stone to an arrow and drop it onto the plate?”
    

    
      However, Bow shrugged and stared at him blankly.
    

    
      It was as if he didn’t understand Artier’s intention at all.
    

    
      “Why do I have to do that?”
    

    
      “……?”
    

    
      What was this sudden reaction?
    

    
      But upon hearing Bow’s next words, Artier realized how foolish he had been.
    

    
      “Just use magic. I didn’t learn the bow to do clown tricks.”
    

    
      “Ah!”
    

    
      This game was set in a world where magic was commonplace. But Artier, who didn’t have related skills yet, had unconsciously excluded magic altogether.
    

    
      ‘Come to think of it, there are basic magics that can be used without skills, right?’
    

    
      Thinking about it, it was time to proceed with the tutorial for that feature.
    

    
      “Come to think of it, Artier might not know. You should be able to use basic magic too. It’s a kind of innate ability our ancestors left us.”
    

    
      “How do I use it?”
    

    
      “Well…….”
    

    
      Gerard showed a troubled expression.
    

    
      “It’s hard to explain. It’s an ability you naturally realize as you grow.”
    

    
      ‘Huh?’
    

    
      Artier was momentarily flustered and froze.
    

    
      Originally, companions didn’t explain basic magic like this when describing it.
    

    
      Hold down the Q key and select the basic magic to use!
    

    
      The tutorial in <cross destiny=""> was roughly like that.
    

    
      Artier, who had played hundreds of times, knew all the basic magics he could learn.</cross>
    

    
      But now that the game had become reality, it was different.
    

    
      ‘So how do I use magic?’
    

    
      Wielding weapons well wasn’t difficult.
    

    
      In reality, with effort, one could hone techniques, and even in the game, combat skills came naturally.
    

    
      But magic was not like that.
    

    
      It wasn’t as if he could use magic by recalling the sensation of pressing keyboard keys with his fingers.
    

    
      “Uh…… First, try gathering mana in your hand.”
    

    
      With a puzzled expression, Artier looked at his hand.
    

    
      Since he was told to try, he attempted it.
    

    
      “Umm…….”
    

    
      “No, that’s not it. That’s just exerting force.”
    

    
      Gerard grabbed Artier’s shoulder and arm as he fidgeted his hand unnecessarily.
    

    
      “Physical strength starts from the heart, but mana spreads from the head. So it goes from the head, down the nape, to the hand.”
    

    
      “From the head?”
    

    
      At those words, Artier closed his eyes and concentrated.
    

    
      As soon as he thought of sending something down from his head, a tingling sensation came, followed by a headache like when gulping cold water.
    

    
      “Ugh!”
    

    
      “That’s a symptom when you suddenly try to move mana.”
    

    
      Gerard patted his back.
    

    
      “Now, try emitting the mana from your hand. You’ll figure out the rest on your own.”
    

    
      “Ahh…….”
    

    
      Artier watched a cool, mist-like energy flowing from his arm.
    

    
      The pure white mana light scattered quickly if he lost focus even a little.
    

    
      But when Artier concentrated clearly and extended his hand, the mana took clear form and lifted the marker stone on the ground.
    

    
      “Yes, well done.”
    

    
      As soon as Gerard’s words ended with a smile, an information window appeared before Artier’s eyes.
    

    
      [You have acquired basic magic.]
    

    
      From now on, you can use Telekinesis, Mana Bullet, and Detection.
    

    
      ‘Interesting.’
    

    
      The feeling of a cold and refreshing sensation flowing down the spine. And the experience of it coming out through the hand was certainly a new and mysterious one.
    

    
      Seeing Artier happily tossing the marker stone into the air, Jeina laughed heartily and said.
    

    
      “Your expression just now was exactly like before you lost your memory!”
    

    
      “Me?”
    

    
      At those words, Artier dropped the marker stone and asked back.
    

    
      “Your joyful expression was the same? You really are our cute youngest.”
    

    
      Jeina said with a giggle.
    

    
      But Artier could not laugh along.
    

    
      ‘Similar to my appearance before losing memory?’
    

    
      Before losing memory meant before Taehun came to this world.
    

    
      The time before Taehun became Artier, when the original Artier lived ordinarily as a low-rank mercenary.
    

    
      In other words, the time when it was someone else, not Taehun.
    

    
      ‘Was the original Artier similar to me? … … … What does this mean?’
    

    
      Was he himself related to the past Artier?
    

    
      “What’s wrong?”
    

    
      “It’s nothing.”
    

    
      When Jeina made a puzzled expression, Artier immediately cleared his thoughts and smiled.
    

    
      ‘Anyway, it’s not something I can figure out by worrying now.’
    

    
      Artier looked around.
    

    
      Gerard was sending marker stones across the bridge with hand gestures, and Bow, who had already finished his, was tapping the ground with his foot, arms crossed.
    

    
      “Is the chit-chat over? Then let’s cross now.”
    

    
      “Ooh, if you rush like that, in my haste, I might drop you.”
    

    
      “Before that, an arrow might be stuck in your head?”
    

    
      Whether Bow was serious or not, Jeina shut her mouth.
    

    
      “Let’s go quickly. Even now, the tomb raiders might be destroying the ruins.”
    

    
      “Got it. .”
    

    
      Artier lifted the marker stone in the same way as before. And sent it flying far across the bridge.
    

    
      Once he got the hang of it, casting the spell wasn’t difficult.
    

    
      Drrrrr…….
    

    
      When all the marker stones were placed on the plate, instead of the illusion, a wide stone arch bridge revealed itself.
    

    
      .
    

    
      “It’s so easy it’s disconcerting.”
    

    
      The party crossed the bridge like that and arrived at the other side of the gorge. Then, an enormous door slowly opened, revealing a passage.
    

    
      “The air has changed.”
    

    
      “It seems we’re connecting back to the original ruins from here.”
    

    
      Artier looked around the passage where the rock color had changed.
    

    
      Whether they intentionally used ore that absorbs light, despite the glowing luminaries constantly circling, it was hard to see ahead.
    

    
      “It’s dark…….”
    

    
      “They must have made it this way to hide traps.”
    

    
      At Gerard’s words, Bow took the lead and began scanning the surroundings.
    

    
      After looking at the floor and checking the ceiling, Bow suddenly knelt and picked something up.
    

    
      “There it is.
    

    
      “Can you dismantle it?”
    

    
      “No, no need for that.
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      To Gerard’s question, Bow showed something.
    

    
      It was a rope that looked like someone had cut it with a knife.
    

    
      “Someone already destroyed the trap and went in.”
    

    
      [Bow is using a skill.]
    

    
      Tracking (Lv.1): Tracks the traces of the most recent creature that was.
    

    
      “15 minutes ago.”
    

    
      “15 minutes ago……!”
    

    
      “It’s right under our noses?”
    

    
      “Let’s chase them quickly!
    

    
      Boom!
    

    
      At that time, with a loud noise, the corridor shook greatly.
    

    
      And at the same time, a red warning message appeared before Artier’s eyes.
    

    
      [Caution! The ruins' damage rate has exceeded the critical point!]
    

    
      Ruins Damage Rate: 50%
    

    
      The ruins have started to collapse.
    

    
      Please escape the ruins before they completely collapse.
    

    
      Artier gritted his teeth seeing the damage rate rising faster than expected.
    

    
      Stone debris began to began falling from the ruins’ ceiling.
    

    
      “Damn! Is it already too late?”
    

    
      Gerard shouted as he deflected the falling debris with his shield.
    

    
      “Everyone, turn back! If we take the shortcut…….”
    

    
      “No. The raiders would have left enough time to escape too.”
    

    
      Artier, cutting off Gerard’s words, looking at Bow.
    

    
      “You know which way the raiders went, right?”
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    
      “Let’s achieve our goal and get out before the ruins completely collapse.”
    

    
      “What? What nonsense is that? Hey, Artier!”
    

    
      Before Gerard could say anything, they turned the corner and disappeared from sight.
    

    
      “Damn it……. Jeina, let’s at least secure the retreat path ourselves.”
    

    
      “Wow! It seems fun, so I’ll go too!”
    

    
      Jeina smiled brightly and chased after them.
    

    
      Gerard, left alone suddenly, punched the nearby wall repeatedly and then followed belatedly.
    

    
      “You fools! This isn’t a game!
    

    
      Gerard’s desperate cry echoed, but there was no one around to hear his voice.
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      Once the damage rate exceeded 50%, the ruins began to collapse rapidly.
    

    
      Even as they ran through the passage, pillars and walls cracked, pouring out dust.
    

    
      “Be careful!”
    

    
      Bow and Artier barely avoided the falling debris and continued running.
    

    
      “Turn right here, then straight ahead!”
    

    
      The silver lining was that they no longer needed to worry about traps or monsters.
    

    
      The traps were all broken or destroyed, and the monsters guarding the paths were also panicking from the falling debris.
    

    
      “There!”
    

    
      Shortly after, Bow pointed somewhere.
    

    
      One person was running toward them.
    

    
      ‘Coming this way?’
    

    
      Soon, a man who looked completely out of his mind appeared.
    

    
      “Ugh, uwaaah! Who the hell are you!”
    

    
      [Lv.3 Troublemaker Tomb Raider (Low-Rank)]
    

    
      As soon as the tomb raider saw Artier, he freaked out and threw something.
    

    
      It was a bomb with a shortening fuse.
    

    
      Pit!
    

    
      But Artier immediately cut the flying bomb's fuse and rushed at the tomb raider, twisting his arm.
    

    
      “Uwaaah!”
    

    
      “Don’t you know the ruins are collapsing because of those bombs?”
    

    
      If it weren’t for these guys, the quest would have been several times easier.
    

    
      “There’s only one set of footprints. Where are the others?”
    

    
      Bow glanced at the ground, drew an arrow, and aimed it at the guy’s neck.
    

    
      “Hiik!”
    

    
      Under the killing intent of a stronger opponent by a whopping 5 levels, the tomb raider broke out in cold sweat and couldn’t regain his senses.
    

    
      “Answer. Where did they go?”
    

    
      “G-God…….”
    

    
      “God?”
    

    
      “God’s wrath swallowed everyone……!”
    

    
      The tomb raider glanced sideways at the path he had come from, unable to erase his anxious expression.
    

    
      “We have to run! We have to escape!”
    

    
      Boom!
    

    
      “Aaah!”
    

    
      “I didn’t ask about that.”
    

    
      Bow’s expression was hidden by the fox mask. But the veins bulging on his forearm showed how angry he was.
    

    
      “Answer only what’s asked. What is God’s wrath?”
    

    
      “Uuuu……. God, God will swallow me.”
    

    
      “Not answering?”
    

    
      “I’m already done for. Hehe, ehehe…….”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      Unfocused eyes.
    

    
      A smile like he had lost his mind.
    

    
      It seemed impossible to have a proper conversation.
    

    
      Thwack!
    

    
      Instead of an arrow, Bow punched the tomb raider’s head and stood up.
    

    
      “Nothing’s going right.”
    

    
      “The lowest floor doesn’t seem far.”
    

    
      Artier said while looking around. Probably just a bit further, and there would be the final reward room.
    

    
      That’s when it happened.
    

    
      “Krooooooo!”
    

    
      A chilling roar that shook the entire ruins.
    

    
      The roar didn’t resemble any beast, monster, or even Hellmorph, so Bow and Artier froze in place for a moment.
    

    
      “What was that just now?”
    

    
      “I don’t know either.”
    

    
      As far as Artier remembered, there was no monster that roared like that.
    

    
      ‘What is it? A monster I don’t know about?'
    

    
      In the meantime, Gerard and Jeina joined them.
    

    
      They must have heard the roar too, as their expressions weren’t good.
    

    
      “Let’s get out quickly. Something feels off.”
    

    
      “No, the guy didn’t have what I’m looking for on him.”
    

    
      Despite Gerard’s suggestion to leave, Bow ran forward.
    

    
      “If you’re going back, go alone. I’m heading to the lowest floor.”
    

    
      “Bow!”
    

    
      And so, Bow ran ahead.
    

    
      “What on earth is in these ruins that makes him act like that?”
    

    
      “Let’s follow for now.”
    

    
      Gerard looked at Artier.
    

    
      “What? There?”
    

    
      “At this point, escaping before the ruins collapse is impossible.”
    

    
      [The ruins are collapsing!]
    

    
      Remaining time: 15 minutes 28 seconds
    

    
      ‘It’s ambiguous.’
    

    
      Even if they ran back through the shortcut now, it would take 20 minutes.
    

    
      “Gerard, you have a return scroll, right?”
    

    
      “I do, but…….”
    

    
      “I’ll pay for the scroll, so if it gets dangerous later, use it to escape.”
    

    
      “Sigh, alright.”
    

    
      Thus, the party followed Bow deeper down.
    

    
      Running through the dark passage, they saw a beautiful door adorned with gold leaf wide open ahead.
    

    
      Artier, Gerard, and Jeina jumped inside the door.
    

    
      “This is the lowest floor of the ruins…….”
    

    
      The final room of the ruins wasn’t a treasure vault filled with golden light.
    

    
      All around were bookshelves.
    

    
      Like a library, the shelves standing everywhere were packed with old books.
    

    
      “Huh? Isn’t that the stone tablet the client mentioned?”
    

    
      Jeina pointed to a small stone tablet standing in the center.
    

    
      “It seems so.”
    

    
      “Great! I’ll make a rubbing!”
    

    
      “But where did Bow go?”
    

    
      Artier looked around.
    

    
      There hadn’t been any forks on the way here, so Bow should definitely be here.
    

    
      “Bow?”
    

    
      Artier quickly picked up visible items nearby and searched between the bookshelves, but he wasn’t there.
    

    
      “Gerard, shall we look for Bow?”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      “Gerard?”
    

    
      Artier turned around.
    

    
      Gerard, who had been watching the situation from behind just moments ago, had disappeared.
    

    
      ‘What?'
    

    
      Artier drew his sword and stayed alert all around.
    

    
      Belatedly, he recalled the chilling roar they had heard before entering.
    

    
      “Jeina!”
    

    
      “Huh? What?”
    

    
      Artier hurriedly returned to Jeina’s side and stayed vigilant.
    

    
      “Gerard disappeared.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      Only then did Jeina put down the cloth she was pressing and pick up her axe.
    

    
      “Did you sense any presence?”
    

    
      “No, but I was just talking to Gerard moments ago. He just shut up to focus on the rubbing.”
    

    
      “In that short time?”
    

    
      Gerard and Bow were high-rank mercenaries.
    

    
      Though Gerard’s actual attack means were currently only the basic magic Mana Bullet, his years of accumulated experience and danger detection abilities hadn’t vanished.
    

    
      ‘A veteran’s experience doesn’t disappear easily.’
    

    
      It meant a stealthy ambush that even they couldn’t notice.
    

    
      “Be careful, Jeina. Don’t stray from my side.”
    

    
      Artier placed his non-sword hand on the ground and pushed mana into the earth.
    

    
      Then, the mana spread across the floor in all directions.
    

    
      [Using skill]
    

    
      Detection (Basic Magic): Identifies heterogeneous elements within the range touched by mana.
    

    
      Detection magic belonging to basic magic.
    

    
      But it was used more than most attack skills.
    

    
      Because it was a skill applicable in most situations, like item farming, enemy detection, trap identification.
    

    
      ‘The reason ambushes or traps are hard in this game. Everyone and their dog uses this.’
    

    
      Of course, it was a skill added for game convenience, but in terms of performance, it rivaled high-rank skills.
    

    
      ‘Alright, where are you!’
    

    
      Artier closed his eyes and concentrated. Then, the surroundings began to look like they had a black-and-white filter.
    

    
      The first thing he felt was Jeina right beside him. And sparkling lights between the numerous bookshelves. Probably items hidden in the final room of the ruins.
    

    
      ‘There must be an enemy somewhere?’
    

    
      Artier concentrated again, searching the entire room for life signs excluding himself and Jeina.
    

    
      “……Nothing?”
    

    
      But shortly after opening his eyes, only a despairing word came from Artier’s mouth.
    

    
      “What do you mean?”
    

    
      “Nothing. Not to mention life forms nearby, I can’t even sense Gerard or Bow.”
    

    
      “That can’t be?!”
    

    
      It hadn’t taken long from when Artier detected the anomaly to using detection magic. Escaping the space in that time was impossible.
    

    
      “Were they forcibly teleported?”
    

    
      “But teleportation is magic too, so traces would remain?”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      None of her words were wrong.
    

    
      Even a top-tier mage couldn’t completely erase mana traces from teleportation.
    

    
      “There are about two possibilities.”
    

    
      “What are they?”
    

    
      “First, if my detection magic isn’t perfect.”
    

    
      Artier hadn’t learned basic magic long ago.
    

    
      But Artier was using the skill based on memories and experiences from playing the game.
    

    
      In fact, there was no feeling of the skill failing or being blocked.
    

    
      “And the second is…….”
    

    
      The detection skill’s range was only about 2.5m up and down.
    

    
      Artier looked up at the ceiling.
    

    
      He realized now that the ceiling was extremely high. To the point where the light from the luminaries didn’t reach.
    

    
      “They physically escaped my detection range quickly.”
    

    
      Thup.
    

    
      At that moment, a sound was heard.
    

    
      A very faint and small sound that he wouldn’t have heard if his nerves weren’t on edge like now.
    

    
      Artier turned his head. And there…….
    

    
      “!”
    

    
      He saw Jeina’s entire body bound by something like a long tongue. Jeina was instantly pulled up into the air.
    

    
      “Jeina!”
    

    
      Artier immediately kicked off the nearby wall and jumped up.
    

    
      Whoosh!
    

    
      But Artier’s sword only sliced through the empty air where Jeina had disappeared.
    

    
      And right after, another monster sprang out and flew toward Artier.
    

    
      ‘Fast!’
    

    
      A speed far beyond human reaction time.
    

    
      In the blink of an eye, monsters surrounded Artier from all sides.
    

    
      ‘I can’t block them normally.’
    

    
      Artier’s eyes flashed as he aimed his sword.
    

    
      Kagagak!
    

    
      And with abnormal speed, he instantly parried all the monsters’ attacks.
    

    
      ‘Good thing I learned this skill.’
    

    
      [Perfect Counter (Lv.1)]
    

    
      Grade: Hidden
    

    
      Effect: Slows time around you excluding yourself for 0.75 seconds, and counterattacks during the duration deal 100% additional damage. This effect activates only when attempting a counter.
    

    
      A hidden skill obtainable from the Tin Guardian’s gem.
    

    
      It was a skill that gave wings to Artier, who mainly used parrying.
    

    
      Kagagak!
    

    
      ‘Stone? Not living beings?’
    

    
      Confirming the sparks, Artier’s sword moved over five times in an instant.
    

    
      The monster moved in all directions to exploit blind spots, but it was meaningless.
    

    
      [Perfect Counter activates!]
    

    
      Artier’s sword had already altered the monster’s path and slashed through its long body.
    

    
      “What are these guys……?”
    

    
      Artier kicked the severed monster away.
    

    
      Surprisingly, the monster’s body, which had made a stone-like sound when struck with the sword, no longer had that hardness.
    

    
      ‘No info pops up, and no rewards. Maybe not monsters?’
    

    
      Crunch!
    

    
      “Ugh?”
    

    
      While looking at the monster stuck in the ground, Artier suddenly felt a sensation tightening his body and a feeling of strength draining from his whole body.
    

    
      ‘Got me!’
    

    
      Completely subdued and unable to move, Artier began to ascend at a tremendous speed that made it hard to breathe.
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      Kudangtang!
    

    
      “Ugh!”
    

    
      Shortly after, Artier was thrown into an unknown place.
    

    
      Holding his aching waist, Artier stood up and looked around for his missing companions.
    

    
      “Jeina? Gerard?”
    

    
      “Foolish one!”
    

    
      Suddenly, a deafening loud voice echoed from all directions.
    

    
      Artier reflexively raised his sword, but what appeared before him was an unimaginable being.
    

    
      ‘A wolf……?’
    

    
      It was a wolf’s face.
    

    
      The reason he called it a wolf’s face was because one face filled an entire passage in the large cave where Artier was.
    

    
      ‘How big is it exactly?’
    

    
      Just the height seemed ten times Artier’s.
    

    
      “I clearly warned not to touch my domain! Yet you dared to destroy my domain with that irreverent power!”
    

    
      The wolf opened its mouth and surprisingly spoke human language.
    

    
      Its deeply furrowed expression clearly showed immense anger.
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      But the words it spat out were unusual.
    

    
      ‘Destroy the domain? Does it mistake me for a tomb raider?’
    

    
      Artier hadn’t done anything to collapse the ruins. And the tomb raider had mentioned God’s wrath.
    

    
      ‘The tomb raiders encountered this being.’
    

    
      It felt like the puzzle was coming together.
    

    
      “I’ve shown an example through your companions, so leave this place immediately! Otherwise, I’ll punish you too!”
    

    
      The wolf glared at Artier with even fiercer eyes.
    

    
      ‘What? Leave alone?'
    

    
      But instead of being scared or frightened, Artier showed a bewildered expression.
    

    
      ‘Make sense! How hard was it to gather these companions!’
    

    
      All three were very hard to acquire at this point.
    

    
      Abandon them and escape alone? That was no different from quitting the game!
    

    
      ‘Wait…… something’s off?’
    

    
      Looking around, Artier tilted his head at the awkward situation.
    

    
      ‘No status window. No quest either.’
    

    
      Artier looked at the wolf’s face.
    

    
      But no information about the wolf appeared.
    

    
      There were only two cases for this.
    

    
      Either the wolf was treated as an NPC, not a monster, or from the beginning…….
    

    
      “Ah…….”
    

    
      “You wretch! Can’t you hear me!”
    

    
      “Enough with the joke.”
    

    
      “What?!”
    

    
      “I have one question.”
    

    
      Artier sheathed his sword and approached the wolf, asking.
    

    
      “The visible face’s diameter looks over 50m. So, your height would be around 120m?”
    

    
      “……?”
    

    
      “That’s impossible for the depth of these ruins.”
    

    
      When playing as a game, the descent depth was displayed in golden letters, so he remembered clearly.
    

    
      “Doesn’t it seem strange?”
    

    
      “What do you mean?”
    

    
      “Even reaching the lowest floor of these ruins wouldn’t be 75m, so where is a 120m body?”
    

    
      Artier smirked and pointed to the ground with his finger.
    

    
      “Logically thinking.”
    

    
      Whoosh!
    

    
      Soon, blue smoke gathered at his fingertip, forming a small sphere.
    

    
      “There’s no body to begin with.”
    

    
      With those words, Artier fired the Mana Bullet.
    

    
      Only then did the wolf, grasping the situation, roar.
    

    
      “You treacherous human!”
    

    
      Whoosh!
    

    
      The Mana Bullet passed straight through the wolf’s forehead and vanished into the air.
    

    
      “As expected, an illusion.”
    

    
      Artier grinned and ran forward.
    

    
      Something had felt off from the start.
    

    
      Artier knew these ruins inside out. There was no way a boss monster with such overwhelming specs would appear, taking all companions.
    

    
      Puhwak!
    

    
      The moment he passed through the wolf’s face, Artier felt like jumping into a cool mist.
    

    
      Emerging from the mist, he discovered a fairly small and narrow corridor continuing.
    

    
      “Where is this?”
    

    
      Artier looked around.
    

    
      All around were translucent glass tubes lined up like test tubes, filled with unidentified green liquid.
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      Could something like this exist in a medieval setting?
    

    
      But looking closely, magic circles were operating on various parts of the devices. It seemed a type of magical engineering.
    

    
      “A person?”
    

    
      Artier approached a tube containing something.
    

    
      “Ugh!”
    

    
      It was a decayed corpse.
    

    
      A rotting corpse with exposed bones was floating inside the tube.
    

    
      “What on earth is this place?”
    

    
      “All administrators, eliminate the irreverent intruder!”
    

    
      At that moment, a loud voice echoing through the corridor resounded.
    

    
      It was the voice that had shown the wolf illusion earlier.
    

    
      As soon as those words ended, Artier heard something approaching rapidly from all sides.
    

    
      ‘I need to hide.’
    

    
      Artier looked around and, seeing a corner nook nearby, immediately threw himself in.
    

    
      Kaduduk…….
    

    
      Soon, the long monsters that had abducted Artier earlier appeared where he had been.
    

    
      ‘So these guys are the administrators?’
    

    
      [Lv.15 Ruins Administrator (Low-Rank)]
    

    
      The administrators were moving attached to the nearby walls.
    

    
      They circled where Artier had disappeared and soon scattered in all directions, starting to patrol.
    

    
      ‘It’d be a headache if they catch me.’
    

    
      They were fast, but the problem was their numbers.
    

    
      Artier organized his thoughts briefly.
    

    
      ‘Are they all here?’
    

    
      The answer came quickly using detection.
    

    
      At both ends of the cross-shaped long corridor, he sensed Bow, Jeina, and Gerard trapped.
    

    
      ‘From the looks, I need to move to both ends without being detected by administrators and free the companions…….’
    

    
      It wasn’t easy, but it had to be done.
    

    
      Moreover, thinking about it, it wasn’t that difficult.
    

    
      If he advanced hiding in the darkness like now, he could rescue them.
    

    
      ‘This should be easy.’
    

    
      While an administrator passed elsewhere, Artier quickly slipped out and moved. And when the administrator turned its head, he crammed back into a nearby nook.
    

    
      Beep…….
    

    
      As expected, the administrators didn’t notice Artier.
    

    
      He also learned an unexpected fact: they couldn’t hear sounds.
    

    
      ‘Because they have no ears?’
    

    
      He didn’t know why, but even if Artier accidentally breathed loudly or stepped on a small pebble, the administrators didn’t notice.
    

    
      For creatures living in a dark underground like a cave, it was a quite fatal weakness.
    

    
      ‘This might be even easier?’
    

    
      If it was just blocking the administrators’ vision, there was a method to try.
    

    
      Artier used basic magic telekinesis to strongly touch a sandstone brick near an administrator.
    

    
      Rustle!
    

    
      As the sandstone brick crumbled, the administrator’s gaze naturally turned there, and in that gap, Artier reached the tube at the end of the corridor.
    

    
      “Gerard!”
    

    
      Artier banged on the tube and shouted, but Gerard didn’t respond, as if in deep sleep.
    

    
      Gerard had a deeply wrinkled expression, clenching his fists as if having a terrible nightmare.
    

    
      “Wait a bit.”
    

    
      Artier took a stance and drew his sword.
    

    
      Crash!
    

    
      Immediately, the tube shattered, scattering green liquid and glass shards everywhere.
    

    
      “Cough!”
    

    
      “Gerard, are you okay?”
    

    
      “Where is this…… exactly? Why am I here?”
    

    
      Gerard looked around with a dazed expression.
    

    
      He seemed to remember nothing of the process to get here.
    

    
      “The situation is complicated. Let’s hide for now.”
    

    
      Artier said and pulled Gerard along.
    

    
      As soon as they distanced themselves and hid, an administrator discovering the broken tube rushed over and began scanning everywhere with hawk eyes.
    

    
      “Intrusion trace detected. Requesting enhanced security. Entering re-investigation.”
    

    
      The administrator scanned the area for over 5 minutes, but thanks to Artier creating distance in advance, their hiding spot wasn’t discovered.
    

    
      In the meantime, Gerard, who received all the situation via mercenary communication, sighed and said.
    

    
      I activated detection sensing something off. But suddenly my mind went hazy……. Sorry.
    

    
      It’s fine, it’s not your fault, Gerard.
    

    
      Their level was a whopping 15.
    

    
      Even Artier, using a hidden skill, only managed to take down one, so it was impossible for Gerard, whose only resistance was Mana Bullet, to escape.
    

    
      Bow and Jeina are trapped at both ends of the corridor. Can you go to Jeina?
    

    
      Yeah, be careful.
    

    
      With those words, Artier parted from Gerard at the center.
    

    
      Reaching Bow wasn’t that hard.
    

    
      Thanks to the shattered tube drawing the administrators’ attention, he arrived even easier.
    

    
      “Bow!”
    

    
      Artier shouted while looking at the tube where Bow was trapped.
    

    
      “I’ll get you out now!”
    

    
      Artier immediately swung his sword at the tube.
    

    
      Clang!
    

    
      But this time, something was different.
    

    
      Contrary to Artier’s expectation that it would shatter, the tube not only repelled the sword but exploded with a flash, pushing Artier back hard.
    

    
      “Reinforced glass?”
    

    
      Why only this one?
    

    
      Artier made a puzzled expression, but it wasn’t time to ponder.
    

    
      “Intrusion trace detected.”
    

    
      “Alert confirmed.”
    

    
      “Immediate capture.”
    

    
      The administrators couldn’t miss the large flash filling the corridor interior.
    

    
      Turning his head hurriedly, almost all administrators were filling the left corridor, swarming like an encirclement.
    

    
      ‘Damn, a hiding spot…….’
    

    
      Artier hurriedly looked around, but administrators had already approached close.
    

    
      ‘Fight?’
    

    
      Behind was a dead end. No space to run.
    

    
      Moreover, with that many administrators focused on searching, slipping into nooks was meaningless.
    

    
      The moment he grimaced and gripped his sword with both hands.
    

    
      Stick to the nearby wall and hold your breath!
    

    
      An unfamiliar youthful boy’s voice echoed in Artier’s ear.
    

    
      Who?
    

    
      Is that important? Hurry! If wrong, you’ll be detected right away! After detection, I can’t help!
    

    
      ‘Follow those words?’
    

    
      He hesitated, but there was no more time.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      Artier leaned against the nearby wall as the suspicious voice instructed and held his breath.
    

    
      Then, shortly after.
    

    
      [Collie is using a skill.]
    

    
      Camouflage Veil (Lv.1): Camouflages allies within range.
    

    
      A dark, damp sound seemed to echo in his ear, and soon all surrounding sounds became muffled. And Artier confirmed his body had become semi-transparent.
    

    
      “Intruder, confirmation impossible.”
    

    
      “Reconducting search.”
    

    
      Afterward, administrators swarmed in, but they only looked around as if Artier was invisible.
    

    
      ‘Collie?’
    

    
      Meanwhile, Artier tilted his head seeing the status window that appeared.
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      ‘A name I’ve never seen…….’
    

    
      Of course, Artier didn’t remember all NPCs in <cross destiny="">.
    

    
      But he remembered NPCs appearing in important story progressions.
    

    
      In that sense, the name Collie definitely wasn’t one from the main story.</cross>
    

    
      Don’t even make breathing sounds. That will dispel the magic.
    

    
      After the administrators couldn’t find Artier and scattered, he could exhale the held breath and come out.
    

    
      All tubes are probably under reinforcement magic now.
    

    
      Why?
    

    
      Why else! You broke the tube with force! Administrators aren’t idiots!
    

    
      Artier was momentarily speechless at the scolding voice.
    

    
      To think the tubes became this sturdy because of him.
    

    
      Once activated, the mechanism lasts quite long. About six hours?
    

    
      What?
    

    
      For now, breaking tubes with force is out.
    

    
      How do you know that?
    

    
      To Artier’s question, Collie answered immediately.
    

    
      Why else. Because I’m trapped here too.
    

    
      You’re trapped here too?
    

    
      Yes. I came here a very long time ago and got trapped.
    

    
      Collie began telling Artier the truth about these ruins.
    

    
      Things Artier didn’t know even as a player.
    

    
      These ruins have a function to self-repair using mana.
    

    
      From what he said, it was like this.
    

    
      The ruins were equipped with a self-repair function to eternally guard the sealed item.
    

    
      The wolf illusion was the entity controlling this function.
    

    
      But this function had a most fatal problem…….
    

    
      It needs mana. But there’s almost no way to supply mana inside the ruins.
    

    
      Why such a mistake?
    

    
      I don’t know. Maybe it was there originally but broke. Anyway, the ruins’ chosen alternative was to use people who come here.
    

    
      Mana must be supplied. But if there are no mana stones or other elements?
    

    
      Humans are surprisingly cost-effective mana production factories. As long as nutrients are supplied, they continuously produce mana.
    

    
      So if you don’t rescue your companions, they’ll be robbed of mana here until they die of old age.
    

    
      What?
    

    
      Artier looked at the tube where Bow was trapped.
    

    
      He couldn’t read Bow’s expression, but seeing him writhing, his condition didn’t look good.
    

    
      Clench…….
    

    
      His hand gripping the sword tightened.
    

    
      Get a grip! You can’t break the tube with force!
    

    
      Collie urged the angry Artier.
    

    
      What I ask is simple.
    

    
      Collie’s voice was that of a boy, but Artier felt calm upon hearing it.
    

    
      There’s an emergency button in the very center of this corridor that opens all tubes.
    

    
      In the center? There was clearly nothing.
    

    
      It’s on the ceiling.
    

    
      Ceiling?
    

    
      Artier looked up at those words.
    

    
      Then, he discovered one red button attached to the ceiling.
    

    
      Found it.
    

    
      Just press that. Then you can get your companions back, and I can escape too.
    

    
      Artier pondered.
    

    
      Was it okay to trust someone he didn’t know?
    

    
      ‘But there’s no other way.’
    

    
      Even swinging his sword with full force couldn’t break the tube.
    

    
      Gerard, I have something to say.
    

    
      Artier explained the recent situation to Gerard, who had gone to the opposite corridor, via communication.
    

    
      Yeah, I saw a big light from the other side suddenly and thought something was off.
    

    
      Fortunately, Gerard answered the communication right away.
    

    
      I was having a headache not finding a way to break the tube here too. It’s suspicious, but…… trying it isn’t bad.
    

    
      But there’s a problem.
    

    
      What?
    

    
      The ceiling is too high.
    

    
      Artier looked up at the ceiling.
    

    
      Roughly estimating, even with two Artier’s stacked, it seemed impossible to reach.
    

    
      Normal methods won’t reach.
    

    
      Try using telekinesis.
    

    
      Tried, but it doesn’t work.
    

    
      Then climb grabbing nooks in the wall?
    

    
      The intersection is where administrators patrol most. Dragging time will get us caught.
    

    
      Troublesome……. Then I’ll draw attention here, so climb.
    

    
      How?
    

    
      What else? The best security device is right before my eyes.
    

    
      The tube where Jeina was trapped.
    

    
      Gerard planned to reverse-use the system they created.
    

    
      As you said, their goal is to capture us alive. So no need to worry about me getting hurt.
    

    
      Be careful.
    

    
      I said don’t worry.
    

    
      Ending the communication, Artier quietly waited for the chance.
    

    
      Shortly after, he felt a strong flash and loud noise from the distant corridor.
    

    
      “Intrusion trace detected.”
    

    
      “Requesting support.”
    

    
      He sensed quite a few administrators heading to the corridor.
    

    
      As soon as he confirmed they were gone, Artier slipped out of the nook and began climbing the wall.
    

    
      Passs!
    

    
      ‘What, so slippery!’
    

    
      But climbing was harder than thought.
    

    
      The sandstone bricks of the ruins, prone to crumbling, couldn’t support Artier’s weight and kept breaking.
    

    
      ‘Then.’
    

    
      Thud!
    

    
      Artier drew his sword and stabbed it into the wall.
    

    
      ‘It goes in!’
    

    
      With a bit of force, the sword entered easily. Artier used the sword as support to pull himself up.
    

    
      ‘But now what?’
    

    
      Artier looked up.
    

    
      At worst three more stabs, at best two, and he could reach a distance to touch the button.
    

    
      The problem was he had only one sword. The moment he pulled it out, his body would lose support and slide down.
    

    
      ‘No way? If only one more sword…….’
    

    
      Sighing while organizing thoughts.
    

    
      Artier felt like he was hit on the head with a hammer.
    

    
      ‘Sword…… I have another one?’
    

    
      Holding the sword with one hand, Artier hurriedly checked his inventory with the free hand.
    

    
      “Yes!”
    

    
      Swoosh!
    

    
      [Name: Worn Iron Sword (Normal)]
    

    
      Attack Power: 1~3
    

    
      Option: Critical Hit Rate -15%
    

    
      It was the sword received from Gerard during the tutorial.
    

    
      Forgotten due to poor performance, but luckily still in inventory.
    

    
      Thud!
    

    
      Artier immediately continued climbing.
    

    
      Alternating the two swords, he could climb the wall at a much faster speed than before.
    

    
      ‘Good. Just a bit more…….’
    

    
      When Artier stabbed once more, eventually having caught Gerard or something, multiple administrators swarmed out of the corridor.
    

    
      ‘Caught already. But I’ve climbed high enough, should be fine.’
    

    
      Thinking that, Artier tried not to mind the administrators scurrying below.
    

    
      But then, a chilling sound was heard.
    

    
      Tok.
    

    
      The sound of a wall fragment Artier dropped hitting an administrator’s thin body.
    

    
      “Unidentified foreign object detected.”
    

    
      “Investigating cause.”
    

    
      They suddenly began looking around to check where the stone fragment on the ground came from.
    

    
      “Ah.”
    

    
      Soon, they stared at Artier hanging in the air.
    

    
      “Intruder detected.”
    

    
      “Immediate capture.”
    

    
      “Immediate capture.”
    

    
      “Damn!”
    

    
      Artier hurriedly stabbed his sword in.
    

    
      But there was something he hadn’t thought of.
    

    
      Whirlik!
    

    
      The administrators’ bodies were long and slender like earthworms, and unlike Artier, they didn’t need to climb walls.
    

    
      The administrators, extending their bodies attached to the floor, approached Artier’s position in an instant.
    

    
      ‘No. If I fail, it’s over!’
    

    
      Artier immediately kicked off the wall and leaped toward the center.
    

    
      ‘Reach!’
    

    
      Shwik!
    

    
      The moment he extended his hand, one administrator blocked Artier’s front.
    

    
      “Immediate, capture.”
    

    
      “Move!”
    

    
      [Perfect Counter activates!]
    

    
      Artier’s time slowed for a very brief moment.
    

    
      Artier lightly twisted his body to avoid the administrator rushing to wrap his neck.
    

    
      Grab!
    

    
      He grabbed the administrator’s body as support and thrust his finger with all his might toward the ceiling button.
    

    
      [All tubes’ locks are released.]
    

    
      “Yes!”
    

    
      Charruk!
    

    
      “Ugh!”
    

    
      The moment he smiled, the administrator’s body began wrapping around Artier.
    

    
      Immediately, all administrators hung on, starting to restrain his limbs.
    

    
      “Capture initiated.”
    

    
      “Subjugation complete.”
    

    
      “Initiating mana charger attachment.”
    

    
      The administrators tried to put on him the necklace worn by those in the tubes.
    

    
      ‘Even with tubes open, administrators don’t stop?’
    

    
      Even exerting full strength, his whole body wouldn’t budge.
    

    
      “Uryaa!”
    

    
      Boom!
    

    
      But then, with a fierce impact sound, two administrators were seen bouncing off.
    

    
      “Don’t touch our little brother, you bastards!”
    

    
      “Jeina!”
    

    
      Jeina immediately started grappling with two administrators.
    

    
      He had worried recalling her being caught futilely, but fortunately, she wasn’t alone.
    

    
      Pook!
    

    
      “Dare…… I’ll kill you.”
    

    
      “Jeina, I said don’t rush out!”
    

    
      Bow’s arrow soon pierced the administrator holding Artier’s arm, and Gerard hurriedly approached, casting Shield on Jeina.
    

    
      Everyone had run here as soon as the tubes opened.
    

    
      “How long are you going to lie there?”
    

    
      Bow, who instantly shot five arrows all into administrators’ bodies, extended his hand to Artier.
    

    
      “Thanks.”
    

    
      Artier picked up the fallen sword from the ground and looked at the confused administrators.
    

    
      “Test subject escape.”
    

    
      “Mana supply issue occurred.”
    

    
      “Test subject resisting.”
    

    
      Having suddenly lost all batteries for mana supply, it was natural for them to panic.
    

    
      But it didn’t end there.
    

    
      “Kuaaaah! I won’t let this go!”
    

    
      The voice that had shown the giant wolf illusion earlier resounded again, and suddenly the entire area began shaking as if about to collapse any moment.
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “With no mana to supply, the ruins lost repair ability!”
    

    
      “Annoying. We didn’t break it.”
    

    
      Artier quickly looked around.
    

    
      The ceiling was already cracking, with stone dust scattering everywhere.
    

    
      “Return scroll! Hurry!”
    

    
      “Got it!”
    

    
      Gerard fiddled near his wrist and soon pulled out a worn, faded parchment.
    

    
      “Everyone gather to me! We’re escaping here!”
    

    
      Nothing more to grab here.
    

    
      Artier placed his hand on Gerard’s shoulder without regret.
    

    
      “Going. Back to Dorman!”
    

    
      As soon as Gerard confirmed everyone had hands on him, he tore the scroll.
    

    
      Then, a brilliant light magic circle formed beneath them, and their bodies began to fade slowly.
    

    
      “Waiiit!”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      But something ran from afar and rammed straight into Artier’s chest.
    

    
      “Ugh?”
    

    
      “Take me too!”
    

    
      Pat!
    

    
      Almost simultaneously, the return magic activated, and Artier and the party disappeared from the ruins.
    

    

  
    Chapter 15: Chapter 15

    
      Chapter 15: Dorman Defense Battle (1)
    

    
      Kwoong!
    

    
      “Ugh!”
    

    
      Shortly after, the surroundings had changed to near Dorman’s teleport gate.
    

    
      “You, you?”
    

    
      Artier asked in a flustered voice.
    

    
      Artier, who had clearly been holding Gerard’s shoulder, was sprawled on the ground.
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      “A dog? Where did you come from?”
    

    
      And on Artier’s body was a fairly large dog with black fur and white patterns.
    

    
      It was staring at Artier with innocent eyes.
    

    
      “What? Suddenly where…….”
    

    
      “I did it!”
    

    
      “Uh, uh?”
    

    
      Artier thought he misheard for a moment.
    

    
      “Thank you! Thanks to you, I could escape!”
    

    
      “A d-dog is talking?”
    

    
      “How is a dog speaking human?”
    

    
      Artier stammered in confusion.
    

    
      He hadn’t been this surprised even when caught by administrators.
    

    
      “That’s mean! Can’t dogs speak human?”
    

    
      “Of course……. Wait…….”
    

    
      The speech and voice were all too familiar.
    

    
      “Could you be Collie?”
    

    
      “Yes!”
    

    
      Collie wagged his tail cheerfully in response.
    

    
      ‘Even if naming casually, there’s a limit. A Border Collie named Collie?!’
    

    
      Yes. Collie looked exactly like a Border Collie from reality.
    

    
      Why a modern breed dog in a fantasy world? Probably possible because this was a game.
    

    
      “Artier, could this guy be the one who helped us?”
    

    
      To Gerard’s question, Artier nodded.
    

    
      Grasping the situation, Gerard made a strangely empty expression.
    

    
      “Is it strange?”
    

    
      Collie tilted his head as if truly unable to understand.
    

    
      “That’s…….”
    

    
      Gerard looked around.
    

    
      Around the teleport gate, numerous people were still appearing or disappearing.
    

    
      “Let’s move places. Too many eyes here.”
    

    
      “Mercenary Guild?”
    

    
      “It’s late, so even if we go today, rewards will be tomorrow. Let’s go straight to the inn.”
    

    
      “Aww, cute little guy.”
    

    
      Jeina smirked and patted Collie’s head.
    

    
      “Uwaah! Didn’t they teach you not to touch without asking? It’s rude!”
    

    
      “Oh my, don’t dogs like being petted?”
    

    
      “Don’t dog-dog me!”
    

    
      Where did he learn “dog-dog” anyway.
    

    
      Anyway, shortly after, the party gathered in the inn room again.
    

    
      “We were rushed earlier, but I should say it now. Thanks for helping us.”
    

    
      “It’s fine. Thanks to you, I escaped too.”
    

    
      “But why were you trapped there? Doesn’t seem a place for a stray dog to wander.”
    

    
      When Bow asked, Collie tilted his head and said.
    

    
      “Then you don’t look like someone who’d just do mercenary work either?”
    

    
      Crunch.
    

    
      Bow was holding a shortbow before anyone noticed.
    

    
      “Blabber more and die.”
    

    
      Bow pulled the string with a chilling voice.
    

    
      “Uwaaah! What? Did I say something wrong?”
    

    
      Collie jumped off the chair he was sitting on and quickly hid behind Jeina’s back.
    

    
      “Bow, what’s wrong?”
    

    
      “……No. Must be my mistake.”
    

    
      Bow lowered the bow with a subtle expression.
    

    
      “Got boring. I’m going in to rest.”
    

    
      With those words, Bow entered his assigned room.
    

    
      “That person is weird.”
    

    
      “Enough. Anyway, what will you do now? Seems you have no owner.”
    

    
      “What dogs do is one thing.”
    

    
      Collie trotted over and tapped Artier’s leg with his front paw.
    

    
      “Isn’t it following a new owner?”
    

    
      “What? Why am I your owner?”
    

    
      “You saved me, so I serve you as owner. It’s nature’s obvious law.”
    

    
      Collie looked at Artier with sparkling eyes and chuckled.
    

    
      “I have nowhere to go anyway, can’t I join?”
    

    
      “Suddenly saying that…….”
    

    
      Artier brushed his hair back and looked at him.
    

    
      ‘Wait.’
    

    
      Come to think of it, this Border Collie not only spoke human but also…….
    

    
      ‘Camouflage Veil, definitely used magic.’
    

    
      Even if this world had everyday magic, that was by human standards.
    

    
      A dog using magic was clearly abnormal.
    

    
      Artier immediately checked Collie’s status window.
    

    
      ‘Crazy?!’
    

    
      Lv.6 Collie
    

    
      Title: Low-Rank Spirit Creature
    

    
      Job: Druid
    

    
      Strength: 8
    

    
      Agility: 7
    

    
      Intelligence: 15
    

    
      Usable Skills: Camouflage Veil (Lv.1), Regeneration (Lv.1), Shape Shift (Lv.Max)
    

    
      ‘Three skills like Gerard……!’
    

    
      Moreover, he understood why Collie could speak.
    

    
      “You’re a spirit creature?”
    

    
      “Spirit creature?”
    

    
      Collie tilted his head and nodded with a bright smile.
    

    
      “Since I can speak like this and live longer than other dogs, probably yes!”
    

    
      “A spirit creature…….”
    

    
      Gerard muttered with a blank expression.
    

    
      Spirit creature, a non-human being gaining human-like intelligence and powers.
    

    
      ‘I could recruit a spirit creature as a companion?’
    

    
      Originally, spirit creatures existed only in settings in <cross destiny="">.
    

    
      By the late game where you learn about them, all spirit creatures were already extinct.
    

    
      He was dazed for a moment, but couldn’t miss this chance.</cross>
    

    
      “Alright. Come with us.”
    

    
      Artier said while petting Collie’s head.
    

    
      “But on the streets, refrain from talking. People will be shocked.”
    

    
      “So people have a hard time accepting dogs talking?”
    

    
      Collie tilted his head and suddenly jumped into the air.
    

    
      Poof!
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      Then, with hazy smoke, a boy popped out in the air.
    

    
      “Is this form okay then?”
    

    
      He wore a baker boy cap, suspenders pants, and a small twig hung at his side.
    

    
      “Turning into a human…….”
    

    
      “If you want, I can stay in this form!”
    

    
      “Wow, you’re really cute!”
    

    
      Jeina hugged Collie tightly.
    

    
      “Uwaah! I said no petting!”
    

    
      “But Artier petted you?”
    

    
      “He’s my owner! Stupid barbarian!”
    

    
      “You’re calling me barbarian too? Insolent, need double petting!”
    

    
      “Uwaah! Collie’s dying!”
    

    
      Collie struggled to escape her grasp, but couldn’t easily from the barbarian warrior’s grip.
    

    
      Gerard and Artier just watched awkwardly with smiles.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      All party members including Artier arrived at the Mercenary Guild as soon as the sun rose the next day.
    

    
      “I thought you’d fail……. Didn’t expect Jeina to finish the rubbing amid that.”
    

    
      “Hehe, I did well, right?”
    

    
      Jeina showed a cloth piece full of unknown characters and smiled brightly.
    

    
      Then Bow said with an incredulous expression.
    

    
      “Fast for a barbarian.”
    

    
      “You rushed ahead for an archer?”
    

    
      Bow looked at Jeina in disbelief.
    

    
      Jeina just smiled victoriously.
    

    
      “Anyway, the request is completed.”
    

    
      [Quest completed.]
    

    
      Reward: 20 silver coins
    

    
      [You have leveled up.]
    

    
      [Acquired a skill.]
    

    
      [You have leveled up.]
    

    
      [You have leveled up.]
    

    
      [You have leveled up.]
    

    
      ‘Rewards better than thought?’
    

    
      Despite tomb raiders’ interference, succeeding in the request seemed to add weight to experience.
    

    
      ‘Learned level 5 exclusive skill, and level 8 is high for now. Moreover…….’
    

    
      [Burning Ancient Longsword (Magic)]
    

    
      Attack Power: 8~11
    

    
      Option: (Burning) On hit, 2 fire damage per second for 7 seconds (max 4 stacks), +2 fixed damage
    

    
      At Artier’s waist was the sword grabbed from the lowest floor’s reward room.
    

    
      ‘Over twenty items, but only grabbed two…….’
    

    
      No regrets.
    

    
      But there was something puzzling.
    

    
      ‘The traps, unfamiliar voice, administrators, and mana absorption mechanism—what were they?’
    

    
      Even after experiencing <cross destiny="">’s ending hundreds of times, he hadn’t seen such a hidden route.
    

    
      Not in other ruins, let alone this one.
    

    
      Absolutely not.</cross>
    

    
      ‘Is this world different from the original game? How much I don’t know, and how fatal is it.’
    

    
      Thoughts chained endlessly.
    

    
      “Hey, Artier.”
    

    
      Amid that, turning at the voice calling him.
    

    
      Gerard was looking at him.
    

    
      “Bow asks if he can go now since the request is over.”
    

    
      “Go?”
    

    
      When Artier asked puzzled, Bow crossed his arms and said.
    

    
      “Clearly, joining was just for this one request.”
    

    
      “Ah…….”
    

    
      Come to think of it, one person to recruit remained.
    

    
      “Bow, can we talk briefly?”
    

    
      Artier led him to a deserted place and asked straight.
    

    
      “Is there a reason you can’t join our party?”
    

    
      “I have things to do. That’s all.”
    

    
      “Retrieving the elves’ treasures?”
    

    
      Bow froze at Artier’s words.
    

    
      “How do you?”
    

    
      “I know all rewards possible from the ruins. But a treasure that should be there was gone.”
    

    
      When using detection magic to find Bow and Gerard, Artier had checked all items in the reward room.
    

    
      Others aside, that item couldn’t be missing.
    

    
      “Guardian’s Horn Flute. Right?”
    

    
      “That…… how.”
    

    
      Bow glared at Artier asking. His trembling hand seemed debating grabbing the shortbow.
    

    
      But Bow wasn’t stupid. He knew he couldn’t win against Artier holding a sword at this distance.
    

    
      “Right. I’m searching for elves’ treasures. So no leisure to join you.”
    

    
      “I’ll help.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Fairy’s Eye, World Tree’s Score, Unbreakable Arrow.”
    

    
      Flinch.
    

    
      “I know locations of all treasures scattered across the empire.”
    

    
      Artier said with a smile.
    

    
      “And how to get them.”
    

    
      “You…… what are you? How do you know.”
    

    
      Bow looked flustered.
    

    
      “Me?”
    

    
      Just a maniac who loved a crappy game.
    

    
      Settings, guides, and endings. A weirdo who dug madly into one game.
    

    
      “Low-rank mercenary Artier. Should be registered as such?”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      Shortly after, Bow facing the party said.
    

    
      “I’ll cooperate with you until I get what I want.”
    

    
      Gerard glanced and whispered to Artier.
    

    
      “What did you do?”
    

    
      “Just made a promise.”
    

    
      Artier smirked and looked up at the sky.
    

    
      ‘Good. Preparations are all done.’
    

    
      Gathered companions, new skills, and equipment ready.
    

    
      Now just wait for the upcoming defense battle.
    

    

  
    Chapter 16: Chapter 16

    
      Chapter 16: Dorman Defense Battle (2)
    

    
      According to what Artier remembered, the Dorman Defense Battle took place about a week after the tutorial ended.
    

    
      And on the sixth day, as if by appointment, news about the Hellmorph began to enter the city.
    

    
      Large-scale unidentified monsters are moving toward Dorman!
    

    
      Hunters and mercenaries started returning with the corpses of their fallen comrades. They all spoke in terrified voices about grotesque monsters they had never seen before.
    

    
      The rumors spread like wildfire in an instant.
    

    
      “It’s finally here……. We have to run.”
    

    
      “What good would running do?”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      “We’re doomed if we go bankrupt anyway. If it’s death either way, I’ll take even a sliver of a chance.”
    

    
      The merchants maintaining the city began posting large notices all over the city the very next day.
    

    
      It was an announcement recruiting those to fight in the Dorman Defense Battle.
    

    
      “I don’t understand.”
    

    
      Bow, who was stuffing bread through the gap in his mask, said.
    

    
      “You guys barely survived after facing those monsters, right? So why are you insisting on clashing with them again?”
    

    
      Except for Artier’s party, everyone who had fled from Jestion’s viscounty had left the city.
    

    
      So it was understandable that Bow was puzzled.
    

    
      “Nominally, it’s because our party leader decided to stay.”
    

    
      Gerard glanced at Artier and said.
    

    
      “But if you’re asking for personal reasons…… it’s because I realized something.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Those guys are beyond our common sense. They burned down a castle in just two days.”
    

    
      After Jestion’s viscounty, no more imperial castles existed in the north.
    

    
      They were destructive, intelligent, and unstoppable.
    

    
      “No matter where we run, it’s just a matter of time. Probably in less than half a year, those guys will be roaming the entire empire.”
    

    
      “Hah, so you’re going to fight? Even the empire won’t stand a chance against incomprehensible enemies.”
    

    
      “We’re fighting to prevent the empire from falling.”
    

    
      Gerard said confidently.
    

    
      “Even though I’m a mercenary who moves for money, the fact that I’m a citizen of the Orion Empire doesn’t change.”
    

    
      “Worthless patriotism only hastens death.”
    

    
      “Yeah. I heard that endlessly when I was a low-rank mercenary.”
    

    
      “Hmph.”
    

    
      Bow shoved the last piece of bread into his mouth as if it was boring.
    

    
      “Don’t worry. This time, we won’t be pushed back futilely like before.”
    

    
      Artier said.
    

    
      “Why?”
    

    
      “This defense battle is definitely different from the battles so far.”
    

    
      “Information?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      The reason Hellmorph became the incarnation of terror wasn’t just because they were strong.
    

    
      Due to the complete lack of survivors, humanity had to face Hellmorph as if for the first time every time, because of the absence of information.
    

    
      “We’ve installed alarm magic on all possible invasion routes, and the barriers are all made of mana-forged metal.”
    

    
      The information left by the survivors before they departed was changing many things on the battlefield.
    

    
      As information about Hellmorph accumulated, humanity would respond more skillfully.
    

    
      “You’re generous. So how long do we have to guard this place? I don’t want to stay long.”
    

    
      “In three days, when reinforcements arrive, we’ll move elsewhere.”
    

    
      It was natural for Bow to react that way.
    

    
      ‘Collecting the elves’ relics is quite important to me too.’
    

    
      Dong…… Dong…… Dong…….
    

    
      At that moment, a loud sound rang out from the city’s bell tower.
    

    
      The heads of everyone eating in the shop turned at once.
    

    
      “Are the monsters here?”
    

    
      “Still annoying. Not even letting us eat.”
    

    
      Jeina spat out the bone she was chewing, picked up her weapon, and stood up first.
    

    
      “Come on, let’s go!”
    

    
      At those words, everyone rose from their seats.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Unlike the viscounty, which protected itself with sturdy walls, the commercial city of Dorman had no separate walls.
    

    
      Instead, barriers surrounded the outskirts of the city. They were lower than walls, but made entirely of mana-forged metal.
    

    
      “How much time left?”
    

    
      “They’ll be here soon. Let’s prepare.”
    

    
      Those surrounding the village were mostly mercenaries.
    

    
      Occasionally, there were city residents who had armed themselves at their own expense, but not many.
    

    
      “Tsk, as expected, not many. Can the defense battle even proceed like this?”
    

    
      At Bow’s words, Artier looked around.
    

    
      Even to his eyes, the number of soldiers visible wasn’t that many. Generously, maybe 2,000.
    

    
      Considering the need to disperse personnel to places like drainage ditches for Hellmorph invasions, this number was woefully insufficient.
    

    
      “Are we okay?”
    

    
      Collie said anxiously.
    

    
      This being his first battle, he was completely tense and frozen.
    

    
      To that, Artier said confidently.
    

    
      “We’re fine. Because this isn’t the end.”
    

    
      Clank clank.
    

    
      Just then, fully armed ironclad soldiers began walking from the city center.
    

    
      As if they were a knight order, they all wore the same type of armor and weapons.
    

    
      “Could it be the Derth Mercenary Corps?”
    

    
      “Why is a large mercenary corps here?”
    

    
      The mountain of mercenaries standing around naturally parted.
    

    
      Seeing that, Gerard whistled lightly and said.
    

    
      “The merchants are desperate too.”
    

    
      Derth Mercenary Corps.
    

    
      One of the large mercenary corps occupying a considerable scale in the north.
    

    
      ‘Large mercenary corps’ isn’t determined merely by size. At least three top-rank mercenaries must belong to it to be called a large mercenary corps.
    

    
      “Three top-rank mercenaries.”
    

    
      “It’s not over.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      As soon as Artier’s words ended, this time, people in leather armor holding bows swarmed in.
    

    
      “Robist Mercenary Corps?”
    

    
      Finally, mages in robes holding staffs appeared, embedding magic circles and mana stones into the ground, preparing for battle.
    

    
      “Even the Magica Mercenary Corps?!”
    

    
      A whopping three large mercenary corps had been hired for this defense battle.
    

    
      “Nine top-rank mercenaries gathered in one place…….”
    

    
      It wasn’t just Gerard who was surprised; everyone in the party except Artier was in shock.
    

    
      “How many high-rank knights were there in total in Jestion’s viscounty? Ten?”
    

    
      “Around that. It’s a stretch to treat mercenaries on the same level as knights, but the number of high-level personnel itself is similar now.”
    

    
      “Yeah, like the party leader said, it’s doable now.”
    

    
      Artier smiled and gave a thumbs up.
    

    
      After that commotion, not long after, a communication came to the sentinel standing guard at the front.
    

    
      They’re coming!
    

    
      Rumble…….
    

    
      The horizon beyond began to turn white.
    

    
      The ground trembled, nearby trees started collapsing, and their forms began to reveal themselves.
    

    
      The expressions of the mercenaries seeing Hellmorph for the first time hardened.
    

    
      “Th-those are the monsters?”
    

    
      “They look horribly grotesque.”
    

    
      Their appearances were like commonly seen animals—wolves, spiders, leopards—but their movements were somehow bizarre.
    

    
      They were perfect examples of the uncanny valley.
    

    
      “Fire!”
    

    
      With one person’s shout, mana bullets and arrows began raining down from the Dorman side.
    

    
      The attacks flying in parabolas started piercing holes in the Hellmorphs’ bodies.
    

    
      “Kieeeek!”
    

    
      “Damn! How high is their anti-magic resistance?”
    

    
      But there was a reason monsters were monsters.
    

    
      They kept charging forward regardless of being hit by mana bullets and arrows.
    

    
      “Artier, what do we do?”
    

    
      Gerard asked in an urgent tone.
    

    
      At this rate, in just 10 seconds, the Hellmorphs would swarm here.
    

    
      “We’ll put up a shield magic wall.”
    

    
      “No. Save your mana.”
    

    
      “But at this rate, the barrier will be destroyed from the start!”
    

    
      “Those guys are just minions.”
    

    
      Artier looked at the massive Hellmorphs slowly approaching from afar.
    

    
      The guys resembling giant yetis stopped advancing at a certain point and quietly watched the battle situation.
    

    
      ‘The most troublesome guys in this defense battle.’
    

    
      They were the Hell Siege Soldiers.
    

    
      [Lv.7 Hell Siege Soldier (Mid-Rank)]
    

    
      They were siege weapons optimized for destroying defensive structures.
    

    
      They had tremendous health, and the problem was they only destroyed structures.
    

    
      “The barrier can be repaired if broken. But siege soldiers will crush it beyond repair. Then that area will have to fight without cover for a while.”
    

    
      Therefore, there was a need to snipe the siege soldiers first.
    

    
      “Alright, understood. But how do you plan to take down the siege soldiers? They’re protected far back.”
    

    
      “Well, of course.”
    

    
      Artier smirked and drew his sword.
    

    
      “We have to reduce their numbers first.”
    

    
      As he stepped forward, the Hellmorphs that had run right up charged at Artier.
    

    
      ‘I’ll gain experience and test the new skill at the same time.’
    

    
      Holding the hilt of the newly acquired flame longsword, his hands swiftly slashed through the Hellmorphs.
    

    
      “Everyone, act on your own. Don’t stray too far from this area.”
    

    
      “I’ve been waiting for those words!”
    

    
      “Hah, who do you take me for? Obviously.”
    

    
      “Confirmed.”
    

    
      “No problem!”
    

    
      Kwagagak!
    

    
      Artier gripped the sword with both hands and slashed through the Hellmorphs.
    

    
      Where the sword passed, flames erupted, spreading a disgusting smell.
    

    
      “Kyaaak!”
    

    
      Had they realized Artier wasn’t ordinary?
    

    
      Shortly after, two Hellmorphs charged at Artier simultaneously.
    

    
      Thud!
    

    
      But by now, low-level Hellmorph attacks were no longer a threat to Artier.
    

    
      The moment the sword light flashed, one’s attack was deflected, and the other was kicked far away.
    

    
      “Who is that guy?”
    

    
      “An amazing skilled one. How can he move like that?”
    

    
      About 30 minutes after the battle began.
    

    
      Contrary to what he had advised others, Artier was delving deep into the Hellmorph formation.
    

    
      ‘I’ve gone quite deep.’
    

    
      Artier looked around.
    

    
      No one else had come this far.
    

    
      ‘Then I can do as I please now?’
    

    
      Thud.
    

    
      Artier lightly spun his sword and grinned.
    

    
      ‘I have to hit at least level 10 here.’
    

    
      He had been holding back too much until now.
    

    
      Until now, he had to constantly regulate his strength lest the party members suspect his identity.
    

    
      But here, there was no need to worry. He had gone deep enough to be out of sight.
    

    
      “Kieeeek!”
    

    
      All the surrounding Hellmorphs charged at the isolated Artier at once.
    

    
      A full-on assault with no blind spots.
    

    
      [Perfect Counter activates!]
    

    
      But their teeth didn’t even reach Artier.
    

    
      The reason Artier desperately wanted Perfect Counter. It was because.
    

    
      [Perfect Counter activates!]
    

    
      [Perfect Counter activates!]
    

    
      [Perfect Counter activates!]
    

    
      As long as Artier succeeded in reacting, he could continuously gain the skill effect without cooldown.
    

    
      Whoosh.
    

    
      In a stopped world, Artier alone swung his sword.
    

    
      Then, a storm of flames swept all directions.
    

    
      “If it were a game, I’d bring party members to hunt……. But that seems impossible here.”
    

    
      Artier muttered while kicking away a Hellmorph head at his feet.
    

    
      “I have no choice but to get stronger myself.”
    

    
      Then, the surrounding Hellmorphs hesitated and stepped back.
    

    
      “Scared? So you guys feel fear too?”
    

    
      Artier aimed his sword and said.
    

    
      It was just fascinating that they had emotions.
    

    
      “I just want to live too.”
    

    
      Get stronger, survive, and see the game’s ending.
    

    
      This battle was just the first step toward that goal.
    

    
      There was no hesitation in Artier’s actions as he charged, swinging his sword.
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      Chapter 17: Dorman Defense Battle (3)
    

    
      “Collie, nothing on that side?”
    

    
      Meanwhile, Gerard was searching for something.
    

    
      “Nothing. Not at all.”
    

    
      Collie beside him sighed and shook his head.
    

    
      “Where on earth did he go! The party leader who said not to scatter disappeared first!”
    

    
      Artier, who had been advancing little by little while swinging his sword, had vanished from Gerard’s sight while he looked away briefly.
    

    
      Gerard frowned and placed his finger to his ear.
    

    
      He tried sending a communication, but as expected, there was no response.
    

    
      “Collie, is there no way to find Artier?”
    

    
      “Well…… it’s not impossible if I track the mana traces. Since communication is being sent, it means the other party is in this area.”
    

    
      Collie made a troubled expression.
    

    
      “But it’ll take time. Just distinguishing the mana used in communication will take quite a while.”
    

    
      “That’s fine. Please.”
    

    
      In the end, Gerard opened his grimoire and looked ahead again.
    

    
      “For now, we can only hope he comes back on his own.”
    

    
      The sword slicing through Hellmorph muscles bent, and arrows failed to pierce their hides.
    

    
      Many mercenaries met horrific ends.
    

    
      Boom!
    

    
      At that moment, an explosion occurred far away.
    

    
      The Magica Mercenary Corps had begun attacking in earnest.
    

    
      “I’ll show you real magic. Everyone, load Fire Ball!”
    

    
      The presumed leader of the Magica Mercenary Corps raised his staff and shouted, and all members of the corps raised their staffs.
    

    
      “Fire!”
    

    
      Soon, hundreds of fireballs flew into the battlefield sky.
    

    
      The Hellmorphs, having grasped the insignificant power of ordinary mana bullets, ignored them and charged, but this time the result was different.
    

    
      Boom! Boom!
    

    
      “Kieeeek!”
    

    
      Explosions occurred the moment the fireballs hit the ground.
    

    
      Those directly hit literally turned to ash, and the Hellmorphs caught in the aftermath fell as well.
    

    
      “Impressive, using the low-level skill Fire Ball with such power.”
    

    
      Gerard looked at the flames covering half the battlefield.
    

    
      With just a brief exertion from the Magica Mercenary Corps, the disadvantaged battlefield was regaining stability.
    

    
      “It doesn’t seem like ordinary Fire Balls.”
    

    
      “They’ve probably loaded them with mana-enhancing accessories and auxiliary magic.”
    

    
      In a world where everyone could use magic, making it a profession meant having skills others couldn’t follow.
    

    
      And among them, the Magica Mercenary Corps was composed of skilled individuals.
    

    
      “Flames aren’t a weakness. Everyone, prepare Lightning Strike!”
    

    
      Kwakwakwang!
    

    
      With the leader’s single command, lightning struck the battlefield, the ground overturned, and sword winds swept through.
    

    
      “Krooo!”
    

    
      As the low-level Hellmorphs were massacred, the mid-sized Hellmorphs far away began to move.
    

    
      “The siege soldiers are moving!”
    

    
      As soon as Collie’s words ended, one of the siege soldiers started approaching where Gerard was.
    

    
      Damn! Everyone gather! Siege soldier incoming!
    

    
      Simultaneously sending communication to the party, Gerard fired all the mana bullets he could.
    

    
      He knew it was meaningless, but it was all he could do.
    

    
      “Collie! Have you located Artier?”
    

    
      “……It seems like the forefront where the Derth Mercenary Corps is.”
    

    
      “Tell me as soon as you confirm!”
    

    
      The first to run over was Jeina. Covered in Hellmorph blood, she smiled while breathing heavily and asked.
    

    
      “What do I do?”
    

    
      “Normal methods can’t stop a siege soldier. We have no choice but to push it back with great force before it destroys the barrier. Support fire would be good…….”
    

    
      Gerard shifted his gaze to where the Magica Mercenary Corps was.
    

    
      However, the Magica Mercenary Corps paid no attention to the area where Gerard was.
    

    
      “Concentrate firepower! Burn that guy!”
    

    
      “Woooh!”
    

    
      The Magica Mercenary Corps seemed to have decided to focus on killing the ones in front rather than dispersing firepower to push back the siege soldiers.
    

    
      “Fools……!”
    

    
      Thus, the siege soldier approaching Gerard could reach the barrier without any damage.
    

    
      Whoosh!
    

    
      “E-everyone, dodge!”
    

    
      As the massive siege soldier lifted its leg, the mercenaries near the barrier freaked out and started running.
    

    
      “Ugh, uwaah! We have to run too!”
    

    
      “Captain! Give me all the skills!”
    

    
      “What? Jeina!”
    

    
      While others retreated, Jeina charged forward.
    

    
      She recklessly took position in front of the barrier the siege soldier was about to stomp.
    

    
      “Get back, Jeina! You can’t block that!”
    

    
      The siege soldier was almost the size of two elephants combined.
    

    
      It didn’t even notice the small ant that appeared before it.
    

    
      “Damn, Collie! Support Jeina!”
    

    
      “Me too?!”
    

    
      Gerard poured all his mana to cast Shield on Jeina.
    

    
      At the same time, the siege soldier’s foot stomped down.
    

    
      Crunch!
    

    
      With a horrific sound, cracks began spreading all over the shield immediately.
    

    
      “Uwaaaaah!”
    

    
      Jeina let out a battle cry inside the shield and repeatedly swung her axe.
    

    
      Her forearms, enhanced by Wild Roar, twitched continuously.
    

    
      Crack!
    

    
      As cracks formed in the shield, the siege soldier began applying more force to its leg.
    

    
      “Heuk!”
    

    
      Then, the shield turned to dust in an instant, and Gerard’s face drained of color.
    

    
      ‘No. If the magic is released here, Jeina will die!’
    

    
      When he desperately held his trembling hand and continued pouring mana, Collie stepped forward.
    

    
      “Ugh! I don’t know! I’ll try something!”
    

    
      [Collie is using a skill.]
    

    
      Regeneration (Lv.1): Slowly regenerates the target’s health and heals wounds.
    

    
      A refreshing green energy enveloped Jeina, and energy returned to her arms that had been losing strength.
    

    
      Thanks to that, Jeina could continue swinging her axe with all her might.
    

    
      “If you take that with your body, you’ll die instantly without time to save! You have to escape before the shield breaks!”
    

    
      Confirming the regeneration magic on Jeina, Collie grabbed Gerard’s hand and poured mana.
    

    
      The boy’s voice was trembling anxiously.
    

    
      Boom! Boom! Boom!
    

    
      The siege soldier began roughly trampling Jeina.
    

    
      As shield fragments started scattering everywhere, Collie began screaming beside Gerard.
    

    
      “Is this the end……?”
    

    
      When he had exhausted all his mana, the blood-vomiting Gerard muttered in a fading voice.
    

    
      Whoosh!
    

    
      At that moment, something rapidly approached from behind the siege soldier.
    

    
      The being quickly climbed the siege soldier’s back, spun once in the air, and immediately slashed its shoulder.
    

    
      “Artier?”
    

    
      “I almost arrived late.”
    

    
      Gerard belatedly realized the being landing on the ground was Artier.
    

    
      Artier, covered in Hellmorph blood, was hard to recognize.
    

    
      “Where on earth…….”
    

    
      Gerard started to ask but shut his mouth.
    

    
      From Artier’s coldly hardened expression, he felt a fierce aura different from usual.
    

    
      “The situation is urgent, so let’s talk later.”
    

    
      With those words, Artier kicked off the ground.
    

    
      It was the moment the shield protecting Jeina finally shattered.
    

    
      Shugak!
    

    
      Artier’s sword swung rapidly.
    

    
      In the blink of an eye, he was behind the siege soldier, and belatedly, its ankle split with a crack, spurting blood.
    

    
      ‘What was that sword strike……. What happened in the meantime?’
    

    
      Gerard could only blankly watch the scene.
    

    
      Artier was climbing the siege soldier’s body at an unbelievable speed, creating wounds with every step, cornering it.
    

    
      [Burn inflicted.]
    

    
      Flames erupted from the wounds where Artier’s sword passed, hindering the siege soldier’s recovery and creating tremendous pain.
    

    
      “Kuaaaah!”
    

    
      The siege soldier shook its body and dropped Artier.
    

    
      And with an angry expression, it looked at the being that caused it pain.
    

    
      Pook!
    

    
      But in the brief moment it paused, two arrows flew from behind.
    

    
      The arrows, swimming through the air as if alive, precisely pierced the siege soldier’s two eyes.
    

    
      “Kuaaaak!”
    

    
      “Bow!”
    

    
      “No matter how tough, eyes are weak.”
    

    
      How many arrows had he shot? Only five arrows remained in the quiver.
    

    
      Bow hooked all five arrows on his fingers. And released the string without hesitation.
    

    
      Pying!
    

    
      The arrows, riding the wind and curving, mercilessly pummeled the siege soldier’s head.
    

    
      “Go.”
    

    
      Almost simultaneously with Bow’s small mutter, Artier was flying through the air.
    

    
      “Kueer!”
    

    
      Even amid that, the siege soldier sensed the flying Artier and swung its massive arm.
    

    
      There seemed no way for the airborne Artier to avoid the arm.
    

    
      [Perfect Counter activates!]
    

    
      Kwagagak!
    

    
      The swiftly swung sword wrapped around the siege soldier’s arm like a snake.
    

    
      Artier burst out between the falling flesh and looked at the siege soldier shedding blood tears.
    

    
      Slash!
    

    
      And with a chilling sound, the siege soldier’s neck fell off.
    

    
      Leaving the corpse collapsing with a dust cloud, Artier vigorously shook his sword and looked ahead.
    

    
      “Uwaaa!”
    

    
      “Drive out the enemies!”
    

    
      The retreating mercenaries began advancing past Artier into the battlefield again.
    

    
      With the appearance of one person, the pushed-back front line was regaining stability.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      The time when light receded and darkness descended.
    

    
      The Hellmorphs eventually ceased their attack.
    

    
      Seeing the Hellmorphs disappear into the distant forest, the mercenaries could sigh in relief and lower their weapons.
    

    
      “Where on earth were you?”
    

    
      As the party members gathered in the inn’s dining hall, Gerard looked at Artier and asked.
    

    
      “Why didn’t you respond to communications.”
    

    
      “Sorry. I was fighting at the forefront and couldn’t answer.”
    

    
      Artier turned his gaze with a subtle expression.
    

    
      ‘I can’t say I went alone into the Hellmorph den to hunt.’
    

    
      It wasn’t a statement to cause worry.
    

    
      It could raise suspicions about whether he was human.
    

    
      At this point, there were few humans who could confront Hellmorph one-on-one.
    

    
      “Going to the forefront alone without a word, do you even realize you’re the party leader?”
    

    
      Gerard’s sharp gaze was directed at Artier.
    

    
      “Hey, but in the end, we caught it, right? Stop now and…….”
    

    
      “Jeina, you didn’t do particularly well either. If Collie hadn’t helped, you would have been trampled to death.”
    

    
      Where are you going? You’re guilty too.
    

    
      As Gerard was about to nag Jeina as well, Bow, who was sipping tea, spoke.
    

    
      “Result-wise, that action maintained the front line.”
    

    
      “It was reckless, just lucky.”
    

    
      “If luck was bad, it would be reckless. If good, it’s the best judgment.”
    

    
      Even with the best strategy, variables always come.
    

    
      And the battlefield was a place where a moment’s mistake could cost a life.
    

    
      “I’m more curious about something else now.”
    

    
      Bow set down his teacup and looked at Artier.
    

    
      “How exactly did you handle the siege soldier?”
    

    

  
    Chapter 18: Chapter 18

    
      Chapter 18: Dorman Defense Battle (4)
    

    
      At Bow’s words, everyone’s gaze focused on Artier.
    

    
      “The large mercenary corps barely handled one each. But some mercenary handled it alone.”
    

    
      “You helped too, Bow. And Jeina bought time.”
    

    
      “That created an opening, but you essentially handled it alone.”
    

    
      Bow drew a clear line.
    

    
      “Artier seemed like he was flying. It was different from what I saw in the ruins.”
    

    
      Collie also showed a puzzled expression. To that, Artier said with a hesitant look.
    

    
      “I recovered a bit more memory.”
    

    
      “Memory?”
    

    
      “You mean memories from before hiding your identity?”
    

    
      Artier nodded.
    

    
      “Not all, but some skills came back.”
    

    
      Of course, it was a lie.
    

    
      As far as Artier knew, the Artier before losing memory was just a worthless low-rank mercenary from a rural backwater.
    

    
      ‘But it’s not entirely wrong. I did get a new skill.’
    

    
      [Avatar of Counterattack (Lv.1)]
    

    
      Grade: 4th Grade
    

    
      Effect: Upon successful counterattack, all stats increase by 3% for 20 seconds. Continuous successful counterattacks refresh the duration and stack the effect.
    

    
      Avatar of Counterattack.
    

    
      The skill Artier newly acquired upon reaching level 5.
    

    
      ‘I didn’t expect such a useful skill to come out.’
    

    
      Among randomly appearing skills, by sheer coincidence, a counterattack-related skill popped up.
    

    
      Of course, purely in numbers, it was just 3%, and only upon the difficult conditions of counterattack and parrying could the skill effect be gained.
    

    
      But the true value of this skill could be confirmed on a battlefield surrounded by enemies on all sides.
    

    
      [Avatar of Counterattack is activating!]
    

    
      Current 50 stacks: All stats increased by 150%
    

    
      At some point, Artier was flying.
    

    
      To the extent that one sword strike could sever Hellmorph limbs.
    

    
      Everyone gather! Siege soldier incoming!
    

    
      If he hadn’t heard the communication he couldn’t ignore, Artier would have completely shattered the front line balance.
    

    
      “Sigh, alright. Let’s rest for now. We’ll be busy tomorrow too.”
    

    
      Hearing Artier’s words, Gerard said that and rose from his seat.
    

    
      The party, having moderately filled their stomachs, began to rise and have free time.
    

    
      Grab!
    

    
      “The barbarian can’t!”
    

    
      “Eh? Why?”
    

    
      “Do you really not know? Shields can block external injuries but not internal ones.”
    

    
      Collie grabbed Jeina and dragged her to the room.
    

    
      “You have to rest until the internal injuries heal!”
    

    
      “Uuu, lying in bed isn’t my style…….”
    

    
      “It’s your own fault!”
    

    
      Thud!
    

    
      As Jeina and Collie disappeared, Bow also rose.
    

    
      “I should go too. I used up all my arrows, need to replenish.”
    

    
      Left alone like that, Artier sighed and leaned back in his chair.
    

    
      “What should I do now?”
    

    
      Lv.9 Artier
    

    
      Title: Beginner Mercenary
    

    
      Job: None
    

    
      Strength: 17
    

    
      Agility: 16(+1)
    

    
      Intelligence: 6
    

    
      Usable Skills: Perfect Counter (Lv.1), Avatar of Counterattack (Lv.1)
    

    
      ‘I planned to at least hit level 10, aiming for 11.’
    

    
      The variable was the siege soldiers.
    

    
      They moved much faster than Artier had thought.
    

    
      ‘Something’s off. Siege soldiers don’t move on the first day originally.’
    

    
      In the tutorial, the story flow changed due to Artier’s active intervention.
    

    
      But including the ruins incident, events different from the game were occurring in this defense battle even without Artier’s intervention.
    

    
      ‘Did hunting too many Hellmorphs create a variable?’
    

    
      It wasn’t impossible.
    

    
      In the game, monster waves happened at set times, but this was reality.
    

    
      But after brief thought, Artier shook his head.
    

    
      ‘No, it shouldn’t have had a big impact.’
    

    
      This was war, not a fight.
    

    
      Even in this fantasy world, there were limits to what one soldier could achieve.
    

    
      ‘There must be something creating variables besides me.’
    

    
      Artier rose from his seat.
    

    
      Exiting the dining hall, he began walking the darkened streets of Dorman.
    

    
      ‘I need to build the ability to respond to variables. To see the true ending no matter what……. Where should I start.’
    

    
      While walking in thought, Artier stopped due to a strange feeling.
    

    
      For some reason, he felt a stinging gaze on the back of his head.
    

    
      ‘What?’
    

    
      Artier stopped and looked around.
    

    
      Nothing was visible, but intuitively, he knew something existed.
    

    
      “Indeed a strong one! Sensing my interest right away.”
    

    
      As Artier quietly placed his hand on his sword, a low yet lively voice came from a corner alley.
    

    
      At the same time, a man in full armor appeared and approached Artier.
    

    
      ‘Derth Mercenary Corps?’
    

    
      What the man wore was the custom armor worn by all of the Derth Mercenary Corps.
    

    
      Feeling Artier’s gaze, the man smiled brightly and extended his hand.
    

    
      “Nice to meet you. I’m Trophin, vice-leader of the Derth Mercenary Corps!”
    

    
      “……I’m Artier.”
    

    
      Why would the vice-leader of a large mercenary corps suddenly come to him?
    

    
      With a suspicious expression, he shook hands, and Trophin vigorously shook his arm and said.
    

    
      “To think the person who almost single-handedly defeated that massive monster was such a small fellow!”
    

    
      He had a friendly uncle-like impression, but Trophin’s build rivaled Jeina’s.
    

    
      “Do you have business with me?”
    

    
      “Yes! I’m curious how you defeated that monster, and it’s amazing there’s a strong one I don’t know.”
    

    
      Trophin placed his hands on his hips and laughed heartily.
    

    
      ‘Come to think of it, vice-leader means top-rank mercenary?’
    

    
      The number of top-rank mercenaries was very small. Maybe 0.01% of all mercenaries.
    

    
      With few numbers, top-rank mercenaries often knew each other by face, so it wasn’t that strange for Trophin to come.
    

    
      ‘From Trophin’s perspective, it’s like a top-rank mercenary he’s never seen dropped from the sky.’
    

    
      “Are you curious where I came from?”
    

    
      “Yes! Of course, no need to answer if you don’t want. You know?”
    

    
      “Sorry. I don’t know well myself.”
    

    
      “What do you mean?”
    

    
      Artier explained his rough circumstances (precisely, such a setting) to Trophin.
    

    
      Upon hearing the story of losing most memories due to amnesia, Trophin was dazed for a moment, then burst into laughter and patted his back.
    

    
      “Wahaha! I’ve been a mercenary for over 20 years, but your situation is a first!”
    

    
      It could be thought fabricated, but Trophin seemed to believe it.
    

    
      “Then you have no affiliation right now?”
    

    
      “I have no intention of joining another mercenary corps.”
    

    
      Artier said firmly.
    

    
      To join a mercenary corps, party members also had to be screened, but Bow would obviously refuse, and Jeina and Collie would likely fail due to low ranks.
    

    
      “Uhaha! It’s fine, we don’t have room for a new top-rank mercenary anyway. Besides, if I suddenly did that here, the other two mercenary corps wouldn’t stay quiet?”
    

    
      “That’s true.”
    

    
      Since the Robist Mercenary Corps, Magica Mercenary Corps, and Derth Mercenary Corps were representative large mercenary corps in the northwest, they couldn’t help but be conscious of each other.
    

    
      “Speaking of which, be careful.”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      Trophin crossed his arms, glanced around, and said.
    

    
      “Are your companions precious?”
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      “Too abrupt? Just curious.”
    

    
      “Of course.”
    

    
      “More than your life?”
    

    
      “……Why are you asking that?”
    

    
      As Artier showed a suspicious expression, Trophin muddled his answer.
    

    
      “Haha, never mind. They seem precious enough. Forget it, don’t mind too much.”
    

    
      Trophin waved his hand and headed to the alley he appeared from.
    

    
      But after a few steps, as if still bothered, he left one word.
    

    
      “……Be careful. Those guys definitely won’t stay quiet.”
    

    
      With those words, Trophin disappeared into the alley.
    

    
      As his figure left sight, his presence also vanished in an instant.
    

    
      ‘Those guys? Who does he mean?’
    

    
      Artier mulled over Trophin’s last words, but there was no one to answer that question.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      The next day.
    

    
      Artier opened his eyes at the crack of dawn, before the sun rose.
    

    
      ‘I slept less than five hours.’
    

    
      No fatigue or headache.
    

    
      It wasn’t uncomfortable, but it felt completely different from usual.
    

    
      ‘I feel overflowing with energy…….’
    

    
      Like it wasn’t his own body.
    

    
      It was a side effect from the rapid level up in one day.
    

    
      “Artier, you there?”
    

    
      Hearing the voice from outside the room, Artier hurriedly donned his armor and grabbed his weapon.
    

    
      Opening the door, Gerard, similarly armed, was waiting with a hardened expression.
    

    
      “What’s wrong?”
    

    
      “As we expected, they seem to be attempting infiltration through the drainage ditches.”
    

    
      “Their actions haven’t changed from before.”
    

    
      In fact, there was no reason for change.
    

    
      Until now, humans had fallen for the same strategy every time.
    

    
      “What will you do?”
    

    
      “Let’s go to the drainage ditches. The front won’t be easily pushed anymore.”
    

    
      The biggest variable, the siege soldiers, had many incapacitated in the first day’s battle, and no matter the Hellmorphs, bringing new mid-sized entities would take time.
    

    
      Descending the stairs, Artier looked around at the already gathered party members.
    

    
      “Is everyone in good condition?”
    

    
      “Thanks to this nagging puppy, I’m fine.”
    

    
      “Don’t lie. Internal injuries don’t heal overnight!”
    

    
      Collie shouted that and glared at Jeina.
    

    
      “I honestly want to keep you from leaving the inn.”
    

    
      “How can a mercenary rest when I can move fine?”
    

    
      “You’re not fine at all…….”
    

    
      “Enough. Breaking Jeina’s stubbornness is impossible.”
    

    
      Collie and Gerard sighed deeply at the same time.
    

    
      Only Jeina was grinning.
    

    
      “We’ll patrol the northern drainage ditches of the city.”
    

    
      Once the situation settled, Artier showed everyone the map of Dorman and said.
    

    
      “The goal is just to pretend to work?”
    

    
      Bow said in a blunt tone.
    

    
      “They detoured and came from the east. The north has mountains, unsuitable for infiltration?”
    

    
      As Bow said, a massive mountain blocked the path between Jestion’s viscounty and Dorman.
    

    
      A few could infiltrate, but multiple Hellmorphs would have difficulty.
    

    
      “That’s why we’re going.”
    

    
      “What do you mean?”
    

    
      “They know the patrol personnel in this area are few.”
    

    
      Monsters with high intelligence were plentiful.
    

    
      But Hellmorphs were smart beyond that, with a considerable understanding of humans.
    

    
      “The ones they send for infiltration can disrupt weak points in the formation with just one or two.”
    

    
      “Right. Previously, that tactic breached the gates.”
    

    
      As Gerard added, Bow also nodded.
    

    
      “I see. Can’t swarm mercenaries to the northern ditches, so you with experience will go.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      He had already received the quest the day before.
    

    
      [Viewing quest.]
    

    
      Unknown monsters are attempting secret infiltration through Dorman’s drainage ditches.
    

    
      The client is recruiting mercenaries to patrol the northern ditches from 6 AM to 3 PM.
    

    
      Reward: 10 silver coins, 50 silver coins upon Hellmorph discovery, 1 gold coin per kill
    

    
      “Shift time is about 30 minutes away, so let’s head out soon.”
    

    
      Shortly after, Artier’s party arrived at the coast where the largest exit of the drainage ditches was.
    

    
      As they were about to enter the ditch, they discovered four mercenaries already at the exit.
    

    
      “Hmm?”
    

    
      “We’ve been waiting, Artier. I’m Derr, party leader of the 55th party in the Magica Mercenary Corps.”
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      Chapter 19: Must I Spare the Enemy (1)
    

    
      “Aren’t we the only party patrolling the northern ditches at this time?”
    

    
      When Artier asked, Derr showed a friendly smile.
    

    
      “You must not have heard. After casualties in the ditches yesterday, the rules changed. All patrol teams must consist of at least two parties.”
    

    
      He hadn’t heard.
    

    
      Reading Artier’s puzzled expression, Gerard stepped forward and said.
    

    
      “Can you show the request form?”
    

    
      “Of course.”
    

    
      The man pulled out a parchment from his bosom and handed it to Gerard. After checking, Gerard widened his eyes briefly and returned it to Derr.
    

    
      “It seems decided while we were resting.”
    

    
      Gerard turned to Artier.
    

    
      But he couldn’t shake the suspicious feeling.
    

    
      “Let’s go in for now. Any later, and we’ll miss the shift time.”
    

    
      Artier said that and took the lead into the ditch.
    

    
      The party, suddenly increased to nine, lined up and quietly began walking through the ditches.
    

    
      “I heard Artier defeated that massive monster last time, is that true?”
    

    
      Derr approached Artier’s side and asked in an ingratiating tone.
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Really? But the mana I sense seems ordinary.”
    

    
      Derr’s gaze scanning from head to toe was felt.
    

    
      Like testing, as if saying this isn’t all, right?
    

    
      ‘What?’
    

    
      Feeling oddly unpleasant, Artier hardened his expression.
    

    
      At that moment, Bow right behind said in a cold tone.
    

    
      “Does your mercenary corps lack manners?”
    

    
      “……What?”
    

    
      Cracks were visible in Derr’s smile.
    

    
      But Bow’s voice was even colder and sharper.
    

    
      “Am I wrong? Don’t you know who’s right in front of you?”
    

    
      When large mercenary corps barely handled siege soldiers, Artier did it with individual power.
    

    
      Of course, not all top-rank mercenaries from each corps stepped up. But it was already known to all that Artier had power comparable to top-rank.
    

    
      “That’s…….”
    

    
      Derr’s face hardened as he grasped the situation.
    

    
      To face a top-rank mercenary, a high-rank needs about five. If Artier decided, killing Derr wouldn’t be hard.
    

    
      “You’re lucky. Our party leader hates making things big.”
    

    
      Bow whispered as he passed Derr.
    

    
      Derr couldn’t say anything.
    

    
      “I’ll go ahead and check the path.”
    

    
      “Will you be okay?”
    

    
      “You know my skill? Can’t ambush me here, not elsewhere.”
    

    
      As Bow went ahead, Derr returned to his original position.
    

    
      His face hardened so stiffly that it was doubtful if he was the same Derr who had been ingratiating earlier.
    

    
      Seeing that, Collie whispered in a small voice.
    

    
      “I’m uneasy. Mages are always full of schemes…….”
    

    
      Shortly after, Bow at the front hurriedly returned.
    

    
      “Found it.”
    

    
      “Monster traces?”
    

    
      “Yeah, not human footprints.”
    

    
      “Let’s go right away.”
    

    
      Everyone including Artier hurried their steps.
    

    
      After advancing a bit, as if an unusual situation had occurred, the expressions of Collie and the Magica Mercenary Corps party members hardened.
    

    
      “The air is trembling.”
    

    
      “Where is this concentration of mana coming from?”
    

    
      “It’s like large-scale magic was used.”
    

    
      As testimonies flowed from various places, Gerard asked with a serious expression.
    

    
      “How many times have mages been in ditch patrols?”
    

    
      “We’re probably the first.”
    

    
      “But there are traces of large-scale magic cast in the ditches? Who exactly?”
    

    
      However, there was no time to find answers.
    

    
      Suddenly, two Hellmorphs sprang out from the fork ahead.
    

    
      “Danger!”
    

    
      Clang!
    

    
      Artier immediately drew his sword and deflected the attack, but Gerard couldn’t.
    

    
      Crash!
    

    
      “Keuk!”
    

    
      Gerard quickly cast Shield, but it shattered futilely when the Hellmorph rammed with its head horn.
    

    
      Then, bitten on the arm by sharp saw-like teeth, Gerard fell with the Hellmorph.
    

    
      “Captain!”
    

    
      The moment Jeina raised her axe to charge, something flew faster.
    

    
      “Fire Ball!”
    

    
      It was the fireball Derr fired.
    

    
      Swirling flames gathered at his staff and erupted, striking the Hellmorph on Gerard.
    

    
      “Kieek!”
    

    
      Having failed the ambush, the Hellmorphs soon became corpses under the mercenaries’ quick counterattacks.
    

    
      “Gerard, your arm!”
    

    
      “Arm?”
    

    
      Rising, Gerard checked his forearm at Jeina’s cry.
    

    
      The armor he wore was gone, and the exposed left arm was stained dark brown.
    

    
      “Show me the wound.”
    

    
      Collie grabbed the arm and cast regeneration magic, but the wound didn’t heal.
    

    
      “The burn is too severe. Recovery will take a long time like this.”
    

    
      Burn?
    

    
      As soon as Collie’s words ended, everyone’s gaze focused on Derr.
    

    
      “Don’t you usually avoid fire magic to prevent friendly fire?”
    

    
      When Bow asked suspiciously, Derr rebutted as if incredulous.
    

    
      “It was the only magic that came to mind urgently. If delayed even a bit, Gerard’s arm would have been severed.”
    

    
      Gerard nodded while grimacing in pain.
    

    
      “Thanks. Let’s keep going.”
    

    
      “But treatment isn’t done yet…….”
    

    
      “I’m not a close-combat member, so no need for immediate recovery. Besides, with monsters appearing, we need to find the source too.”
    

    
      Too many suspicious things.
    

    
      Why hadn’t the shifted party discovered anything when Hellmorphs appeared so openly.
    

    
      “Collie, can you track the mana flow?”
    

    
      “That’s not hard. It’s felt hugely right ahead.”
    

    
      “Let’s go now.”
    

    
      At Gerard’s words, everyone started advancing.
    

    
      And soon, they could discover something.
    

    
      “What is that?!”
    

    
      Jeina shouted. Probably everyone was thinking the same.
    

    
      A large crack like space torn open was in the air, and a few Hellmorphs were guarding it.
    

    
      “Why is a teleport gate here?”
    

    
      Pat!
    

    
      At that moment, something sprang from the crack.
    

    
      Exactly the same as the Hellmorphs they just killed, over ten.
    

    
      “Impossible……. Can those guys open teleport gates?!”
    

    
      “Whatever, let’s fight first!”
    

    
      “No!”
    

    
      Collie immediately grabbed Jeina who was about to charge.
    

    
      “If that’s a real gate, fighting here has no chance of winning!”
    

    
      A gate meant enemy forces could be continuously replenished.
    

    
      The party members would dry up before destroying the gate.
    

    
      “We have to retreat! And request support…….”
    

    
      Boom!
    

    
      But suddenly, a massive explosion occurred from the passage behind where they had come.
    

    
      “What?!”
    

    
      Everyone’s gaze turned back.
    

    
      Countless rocks blocked the passage they had walked.
    

    
      “Everyone okay?”
    

    
      Gerard looked around. The Magica Mercenary Corps members were nowhere to be seen.
    

    
      “Separated?”
    

    
      The ditch between them and Artier’s party had collapsed.
    

    
      Gerard immediately placed his finger to his ear, but.
    

    
      Spark!
    

    
      “Keuk!”
    

    
      Suddenly, sparks flew from his ear.
    

    
      “Gerard!”
    

    
      “Something’s blocking communications, what the hell.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      Artier looked up at the collapsed ceiling.
    

    
      Black smoke rising, and no sound from beyond.
    

    
      [Using skill]
    

    
      Detection (Basic Magic): Identifies heterogeneous elements within the mana-touched range.
    

    
      Clang!
    

    
      [Skill use canceled.]
    

    
      [Detection Blocking Magic is applied.]
    

    
      Even the detection he tried just in case was no help.
    

    
      ‘As expected…….’
    

    
      But confirming the status window, Artier could be certain.
    

    
      ‘There’s no detection blocking magic installed in the ditches.’
    

    
      Same for communication blocking. There was no reason for such magic in the ditches to begin with.
    

    
      Then, only one possibility.
    

    
      ‘The Magica Mercenary Corps…….’
    

    
      Betrayal made his teeth grind.
    

    
      He didn’t know why, but the only ones who could plot this were the Magica Mercenary Corps who entered with them.
    

    
      ‘Be careful. Those guys definitely won’t stay quiet.’
    

    
      Trophin’s words from last night belatedly echoed in his mind.
    

    
      Had he anticipated this situation?
    

    
      “Everyone, focus.”
    

    
      Artier drew his sword and approached the Hellmorphs.
    

    
      By then, their numbers had grown to about twenty.
    

    
      “You know, but head-on fight has no chance.”
    

    
      Bow said. Artier agreed to some extent.
    

    
      ‘Jeina still has internal injuries, and Gerard injured his left arm.’
    

    
      Artier rolled his eyes around.
    

    
      Fortunately, old wooden doors were on the left and right of the gate.
    

    
      “While I block the monsters, run to the right passage.”
    

    
      Everyone nodded at Artier’s words.
    

    
      At the same time, Artier charged at the Hellmorphs.
    

    
      “Kieeeek!”
    

    
      Then, the watchful Hellmorphs immediately pounced on him.
    

    
      Artier deftly mixed Perfect Counter and parrying to push back the Hellmorphs.
    

    
      Pit!
    

    
      But with over twenty Hellmorphs charging from all sides simultaneously, defense was breached, and wounds started appearing here and there.
    

    
      Crunch!
    

    
      “Artier, this way!”
    

    
      Jeina smashed the wooden door with her axe, and the last remaining Gerard called Artier.
    

    
      As Artier deflected the charging one with parrying and entered the passage, Gerard used Shield to block the entrance.
    

    
      “Run!”
    

    
      Not long after Gerard and Artier started running, the barrier shattered.
    

    
      But using that time, Artier and Gerard could escape the passage.
    

    
      As Artier came out, Jeina swung her axe with all her might at the chain supporting the pulley.
    

    
      Thud!
    

    
      Then, a heavy iron grate descended from the ceiling, completely blocking the passage.
    

    
      “Hoo…….”
    

    
      Seeing the Hellmorphs roaring outside the grate, the party sighed in relief.
    

    
      At least for a while, they were safe from them.
    

    
      “What the hell is this? Why did it suddenly become like this?”
    

    
      “It’s mid-level explosion magic.”
    

    
      Collie said with a sullen expression. As if saying he knew it.
    

    
      “A very large mana trace was felt from the ceiling. Only the Magica Mercenary Corps can cast magic of that level.”
    

    
      With Collie’s words ending, others seemed to roughly grasp how the situation was unfolding.
    

    
      “Those bastards! Doing this to allies?”
    

    
      “Insane. If this gets out, permanent expulsion from the mercenary world.”
    

    
      “No, they were perfectly sane.”
    

    
      Gerard said while touching his arm.
    

    
      “Setting up to disable detection and communication, and even changing patrols to two-party teams at dawn. Thoroughly prepared.”
    

    
      No witnesses mean assassination.
    

    
      No testimony means no investigation.
    

    
      “They probably disabled the city center gate too.”
    

    
      “Is that possible? The teleport gate is surely…….”
    

    
      “Mages control it. And most mages in the city now are from the Magica Mercenary Corps. Temporarily disabling it saying there’s an issue isn’t hard.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      “No search, communication, or return, so they’re determined to kill. Smart heads.”
    

    
      At Bow’s words, everyone’s expressions turned grave.
    

    
      At that moment, Artier, who had been staring at the passage alone, said.
    

    
      “It’s okay. We can get out.”
    

    
      Artier took out Gerard’s sword from inventory.
    

    
      And handed it to its original owner.
    

    
      “This is……?”
    

    
      Gerard looked at him puzzled.
    

    
      “We’ll use all the cards we have.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      The moment the sword entered Gerard’s eyes, light returned to his pupils.
    

    
      But shortly after, he sighed and shook his head.
    

    
      “My arm isn’t healed yet. Probably can’t swing the sword long even if I hold it.”
    

    
      “It’s fine. Just swing it once when needed.”
    

    
      Artier had no intention of putting Gerard in front anyway.
    

    
      “Use it only for self-defense when dangerous.”
    

    
      “……Understood.”
    

    
      As Gerard nodded, Artier looked at everyone.
    

    
      “Probably all ditches leading to the exit are blocked.”
    

    
      “Right.”
    

    
      “We have no one who can break through collapsed ditches. But there’s exactly one passage left connected to the outside.”
    

    
      “Passage? What do you mean? You said all ditches would be blocked?”
    

    
      “N-no way…….”
    

    
      While everyone showed puzzled expressions, Collie, realizing something, began sweating coldly.
    

    
      “I believe that doesn’t mean using the monsters’ gate.”
    

    

  
    Chapter 20: Chapter 20

    
      Chapter 20: Must I Spare the Enemy (2)
    

    
      “Huh? Are you crazy? Voluntarily entering that monster den?”
    

    
      “What did you just say, Artier?”
    

    
      “Little brother, that’s a bit…….”
    

    
      Bow openly showed contempt, and Gerard and Jeina’s gazes weren’t kind either.
    

    
      Everyone was doubting if Artier was sane.
    

    
      But it was all expected reactions.
    

    
      Artier immediately continued.
    

    
      “Listen to the end and judge. Beyond the gate won’t be as dangerous as you think.”
    

    
      “What basis?”
    

    
      “Simple. Despite us wasting that much time, the monsters that came out of the gate were only about the initial twenty.”
    

    
      They weren’t special entities like assassins.
    

    
      They were low-level Hellmorphs like battlefield minions.
    

    
      Of course, twenty wasn’t few, but ambiguous for disrupting a city.
    

    
      “Maybe they sent only some for scouting? That would be cost-effective.”
    

    
      “I thought that at first too. But think carefully. Was there a mana stone or similar attached to that gate?”
    

    
      “Uh……?”
    

    
      The Hellmorphs’ gate was just a crack like torn space.
    

    
      Definitely different in structure from human gates made of arch-shaped stone structures.
    

    
      “Could their gates not use mana stones?”
    

    
      “Yes. Perhaps they don’t use mana at all.”
    

    
      This was a lie. They do use mana.
    

    
      Just the supply method differs from humans.
    

    
      “Only about twenty came over without consuming mana.”
    

    
      “That means…….”
    

    
      The companions realizing something were increasing.
    

    
      Artier said in a confident voice.
    

    
      “Right now, beyond that gate, there are no monsters to come over.”
    

    
      Everyone exchanged meaningful glances while looking at each other’s faces.
    

    
      Then Gerard sighed and said.
    

    
      “It’s a plan based entirely on circumstantial evidence, failure means death, but no other ideas come to mind either.”
    

    
      “I believe in little brother!”
    

    
      “Uuu, dangerous but no choice…….”
    

    
      “If the situation looks bad, I’ll run, so know that.”
    

    
      “Yes, I’ll protect you no matter what.”
    

    
      Fortunately, persuasion succeeded.
    

    
      When Artier inwardly smiled in satisfaction.
    

    
      Ding!
    

    
      Suddenly, a small status window appeared before Artier’s eyes.
    

    
      [Convinced allies of a seemingly impossible operation through tactical explanation.]
    

    
      [Acquired Tactical Command (Lv.1).]
    

    
      ‘What?’
    

    
      Tactical Command.
    

    
      He couldn’t not know the skill. His companion Gerard had used it several times.
    

    
      The problem was ‘how is this possible.’
    

    
      ‘Can skills be acquired this way too?’
    

    
      Originally, <cross destiny=""> wasn’t a game where skills were gained from repetitive or specific character actions.
    

    
      They were automatically acquired upon leveling up or from items.</cross>
    

    
      ‘A change from the game becoming reality?’
    

    
      Artier quickly scanned the party members’ status windows.
    

    
      But expectation turned to disappointment.
    

    
      Only Jeina had gained one new skill upon passing level 5; the rest had no changes.
    

    
      ‘Is it a system only for me? Or have they not had such opportunities yet?’
    

    
      “So how will you do that?”
    

    
      His pondering was interrupted by Bow’s cynical voice.
    

    
      “You said just twenty, but we’re only five. Besides, how to open the door? The barbarian cut the chain with her axe.”
    

    
      “Ah…….”
    

    
      Everyone’s gaze went to the iron chain connected to the grate.
    

    
      The chain wound on the pulley was rolling on the ground.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      “What? Why look at me?”
    

    
      Jeina scratched her head and averted her gaze.
    

    
      “Let’s find a way.”
    

    
      With the goal set, now to find the method.
    

    
      Artier quickly began investigating the surroundings.
    

    
      ‘This is reality yet a game world. Not everything is like the game, but the space itself is identical to the game map.’
    

    
      And if it’s a game, surely, somewhere on the map, there’s a clue to help.
    

    
      ‘As expected here too?’
    

    
      Clatter.
    

    
      “Yes!”
    

    
      While tapping nearby walls, Artier discovered a brick protruding oddly and shaking.
    

    
      Applying force to pull the brick, a small scroll inside was visible.
    

    
      “What’s that?”
    

    
      “A kind of emergency scroll.”
    

    
      Like an emergency button in reality.
    

    
      Insurance placed in areas with few people and hard to request rescue.
    

    
      “What scroll?”
    

    
      Jeina scanned the scroll in Artier’s hand and asked puzzled.
    

    
      “Is this an emergency scroll? Why is Fire Burst an emergency scroll?”
    

    
      “Because this is the last refuge.”
    

    
      Debt, false accusation, or threat.
    

    
      Those coming here were mostly desperate.
    

    
      And usually, cruel ones followed such people’s backs.
    

    
      “Normal self-defense scrolls are insufficient.”
    

    
      Artier collected all similar scrolls nearby in the same way.
    

    
      Thus, he obtained two more Fire Burst scrolls.
    

    
      “Mid-level magic scrolls just embedded in walls……. Surprisingly not stolen.”
    

    
      “There’s a way.”
    

    
      These scrolls had special magic; once taken out, they melted away after four hours.
    

    
      Artier held the scrolls and positioned in front of the grate.
    

    
      “From now, I’ll eliminate all those monsters with these scrolls and move beyond the gate.”
    

    
      [Using skill.]
    

    
      Tactical Command (Lv.1): Finds the most rational strategy, increases allies’ morale and command execution during operation.
    

    
      [Tactical success rate: 85%]
    

    
      [Skill success]
    

    
      As a small crown appeared above Artier’s head, everyone nodded with hardened expressions.
    

    
      Boom!
    

    
      The moment he tore the scroll, a small magic circle was drawn from Artier’s fingertip.
    

    
      When the circle was complete, a massive explosion occurred inside the circle, blowing away the grate and Hellmorphs.
    

    
      “Nice! Explosive!”
    

    
      The power of mid-level magic was certainly exceptional.
    

    
      Just one sheet shattered the grate, and the four Hellmorphs behind the door turned to ash.
    

    
      “Let’s go in!”
    

    
      The party immediately advanced toward the gate.
    

    
      Every time Jeina’s axe and Bow’s arrows flashed, a Hellmorph was flung away.
    

    
      “Eek! I said not to overdo! Regeneration doesn’t stack!”
    

    
      “Easy said in this situation?”
    

    
      Collie screamed but precisely recast the magic whenever the regeneration on Jeina was about to fade.
    

    
      They bickered constantly but oddly synced well.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      Gerard averted his hand constantly trying to grab the sword and focused on shielding allies as usual.
    

    
      And Artier…….
    

    
      [Avatar of Counterattack is activating!]
    

    
      Current 15 stacks: All stats increased by 45%
    

    
      Slash!
    

    
      Was steadily stacking while others’ attention was drawn.
    

    
      ‘I said as if there would be no additional enemies.’
    

    
      It was highly likely, not 100%.
    

    
      Variables must always be prepared for.
    

    
      “Kuaaaah!”
    

    
      And as expected, when over half the Hellmorphs disappeared, a variable appeared.
    

    
      [Lv.10 Hell Disruptor (Low-Rank)]
    

    
      With a crocodile-like appearance and a large orb on its head.
    

    
      The guy suddenly springing from the quiet gate roared and charged at Jeina.
    

    
      Crunch!
    

    
      “Ugh!”
    

    
      “Jeina!”
    

    
      Jeina succeeded in blocking the attack with her axe, but staggered and knelt right after.
    

    
      The barely treated internal injury had burst again.
    

    
      “Move Jeina back!”
    

    
      Before Gerard shouted, Artier was running.
    

    
      Kicking the disruptor’s massive maw with his sole, he grabbed Jeina’s clothes and pulled hard.
    

    
      “Ugh!”
    

    
      It was rough, but unavoidable.
    

    
      Artier immediately began facing the disruptor.
    

    
      [Perfect Counter activates!]
    

    
      The moment the disruptor’s huge mouth opened, the longsword pierced the gap.
    

    
      The guy roared and attempted a counter, but no chance.
    

    
      ‘A bit weak.’
    

    
      Its rank was low. But level 10 was high.
    

    
      For a level 9 without decent combat skills, it would be burdensome.
    

    
      But Artier’s stats with stacked Avatar of Counterattack rivaled level 13.
    

    
      Swoosh!
    

    
      The guy was cornered by a few of Artier’s sword strikes, belying its disruptor name.
    

    
      “Fire Burst!”
    

    
      And Artier had no intention of dragging this fight.
    

    
      Kwaboom!
    

    
      When the exploding flames burst and smoke cleared, nothing remained there.
    

    
      The passage, not even bone fragments left, had melting bricks bubbling.
    

    
      “Mid-level magic is no joke. If misused, the ceiling would collapse.”
    

    
      Bow grumbled and put away his bow.
    

    
      And glanced at Collie, who was casting recovery magic with a gloomy expression.
    

    
      “I told you. Internal injuries are hard to treat short-term.”
    

    
      “……My head’s dizzy.”
    

    
      “How’s the condition?”
    

    
      Gerard approached and asked. Collie shook his head with a firm expression.
    

    
      “Even walking will be hard. Combat participation is difficult.”
    

    
      “Hard to recover with potions too?”
    

    
      “Meaningless. Internal injuries are from damaged internal mana circuits.”
    

    
      Mana usually resides in human heads, moving throughout the body by the user’s will.
    

    
      The paths mana moves are called mana circuits.
    

    
      “All living beings use mana when acting. But with holes in the circuits mana travels, Jeina gets damaged by leaking mana just from walking.”
    

    
      “No choice……. Have to rest as much as possible in the rear.”
    

    
      “What are you saying. I can fight more.”
    

    
      Jeina grinned and rose.
    

    
      But soon staggered and sat back down.
    

    
      “Playing without me?”
    

    
      “Jeina, you’re not in a state to fight now.”
    

    
      “So?”
    

    
      Clatter.
    

    
      The powerless two-handed axe scraped the stone floor.
    

    
      “Being still here isn’t safe either.”
    

    
      “Don’t be stubborn, Jeina.”
    

    
      “What stubborn? I’m not stupid, captain. Without me, who blocks the front?”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      He looked frustrated but couldn’t refute.
    

    
      Jeina was currently the only tanker in the party who could stand in front.
    

    
      “Who blocks if they do area attacks? With captain’s barrier?”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      The two-handed axe had a dedicated action to prevent enemy attacks from affecting the back.
    

    
      At this point, no one could protect the party as safely as Jeina.
    

    
      “Ben and Dina died because I couldn’t hold. So I have to stand.”
    

    
      Jeina said that and used the axe as a staff to force herself up.
    

    
      “Jeina!”
    

    
      “Sorry, captain. But you knew I’m dumb from the start.”
    

    
      “Eek! Stop the nonsense!”
    

    
      Collie yelled, but Jeina just smirked.
    

    
      Shocked by the reaction, Collie froze.
    

    
      Jeina hobbled over and asked Artier.
    

    
      “How’s the gate, little brother?”
    

    
      “……Still operating.”
    

    
      Artier glanced at Jeina and said calmly.
    

    
      ‘She can’t die.’
    

    
      She was irreplaceable power.
    

    
      No matter her will, from Artier’s standpoint, he absolutely couldn’t allow it.
    

    
      ‘But asserting party leader authority here would tank affinity sharply.’
    

    
      Problem either way. Sighing Artier threw a nearby pebble at the gate.
    

    
      Pong.
    

    
      The gate rippled slightly and sucked in the pebble. And nothing came back out.
    

    
      Even provoking like this, no additional Hellmorphs emerged, so definitely no others beyond.
    

    
      ‘If no enemies, Jeina standing in front briefly is okay.’
    

    
      Deciding, Artier said to everyone.
    

    
      “Let’s go in for now. I’ll keep an eye.”
    

    
      “Then what were you pondering? Let’s enter now.”
    

    
      At Bow’s words, Artier reached for the gate.
    

    
      Whoosh.
    

    
      An unfamiliar sticky and unpleasant sensation brushed his whole body.
    

    
      Like swimming in inescapable oil, an unpleasant feeling.
    

    
      Whoosh!
    

    
      Exiting the gate, the stuffy unpleasant sensation vanished completely.
    

    
      Opening his eyes, Artier could see he was in a tree-filled valley.
    

    

  
    Chapter 21: Chapter 21

    
      Chapter 21: Must I Spare the Enemy? (3)
    

    
      A short while later, my companions who had passed through the gate began to arrive in the forest.
    

    
      Their expressions were all as if they had just faced a terrible nightmare.
    

    
      “Ugh, that’s a feeling I never want to experience again.”
    

    
      “Where… is this?”
    

    
      Looking around, there were only identical trees everywhere.
    

    
      There was no information to get our bearings.
    

    
      “This is unexpected, isn't it? I thought monsters would be crawling all over the place as soon as we came out.”
    

    
      Everyone agreed with Bow’s words.
    

    
      They had exited the gate on high alert, but there was no sign of any Hellmorphs.
    

    
      ‘What is this, there’s no way they aren’t here.’
    

    
      Artier, on the other hand, was looking around for something.
    

    
      “Collie, do you smell any kind of stench around here?”
    

    
      “A stench, you say?”
    

    
      At those words, Collie lifted his nose to the sky and took a deep breath.
    

    
      “Gack! What is this smell!”
    

    
      And immediately, he grimaced and coughed repeatedly.
    

    
      “Do you know which direction it’s coming from?”
    

    
      “Cough… It’s leading up the hill….”
    

    
      At Collie’s words, Artier immediately began to head up through the forest.
    

    
      Before long, he too could smell the horrible stench himself.
    

    
      “Ugh.”
    

    
      It smelled like food waste that had been left out for three years.
    

    
      It was a terrible smell that made one gag and hold their nose without realizing it.
    

    
      “Artier, what are you looking for?”
    

    
      “Look at this.”
    

    
      As Gerard approached, holding his nose, Artier pointed to a strange membrane covering the ground.
    

    
      At a glance, it looked like a white carpet, but upon closer inspection, it looked like a fleshy substance covered in fine hair.
    

    
      [Name: Hellflower Membrane]
    

    
      An ecological formation material installed by the unknown invaders to change the planet’s environment. It seems to provide a beneficial effect to Hell Soldiers within a 15m radius.
    

    
      (Intelligence 15 or higher required for additional information)
    

    
      “It’s not a very good thing.”
    

    
      “Do you know what this is?”
    

    
      “I’ve seen it before.”
    

    
      When Artier relayed what he had confirmed, everyone grimaced and stepped back from the membrane.
    

    
      “Does this being here mean there are monsters nearby?”
    

    
      “Doesn’t seem like a good sign, does it? Can’t we just run away?”
    

    
      “That’s true, but we were lucky.”
    

    
      Puk!
    

    
      Artier stabbed the membrane with his sword.
    

    
      The membrane convulsed as if it were alive, then fell still.
    

    
      “This thing looks like a simple flesh-lump on the outside, but it has an organ that detects enemies. It means we’ve already been detected. But the fact that nothing has appeared means there are no monsters nearby.”
    

    
      Moreover, the presence of something like this meant that the vicinity was Hellmorph territory.
    

    
      Considering the path the Hellmorphs had taken, they could tell they were north of Dorman.
    

    
      “Come to think of it, this area has been strangely sloped. It must be the mountain to the north.”
    

    
      “If we just head south, we’ll end up behind those monsters, so I guess we’ll have to take a detour.”
    

    
      It was when the party was trying to figure out a way back to Dorman.
    

    
      Is anyone there! Please help!
    

    
      A strange voice pierced the ears of the entire party.
    

    
      “Are the communications restored?”
    

    
      The moment Gerard raised his finger to reply, the stranger delivered shocking news in an urgent voice.
    

    
      The front line has been breached! Monsters are entering the city! All mercenaries who hear this communication, please help quickly!
    

    
      “What are you talking about! The front line has been breached!”
    

    
      Gerard shouted hastily, but the communication was no longer heard.
    

    
      After trying to communicate repeatedly, Gerard could only lower his hand in frustration.
    

    
      “Damn it! Did the Magica Mercenary Corps finally do something?”
    

    
      There were no more Intermediate Hellmorphs left in the enemy camp.
    

    
      They should have been able to handle it with the existing forces, but if the situation was as they heard on the communication, someone must have been up to no good.
    

    
      “Let’s go back as quickly as possible.”
    

    
      “I’m not so sure, sir.”
    

    
      Collie shook his head.
    

    
      At that, Gerard’s expression hardened to a degree I had never seen before.
    

    
      “What do you mean by that right now?”
    

    
      “Think about it carefully, sir. The moment we go back, a battle will begin. Then the barbarian lady will insist on fighting again.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      Jeina had not given up on fighting.
    

    
      It was just that there were no enemies in front of her, so there was no reason to step up.
    

    
      She said she was fine, but to Artier and the rest of the party, it was nothing short of bravado.
    

    
      “Are you saying you won’t go back because of me? Hah!”
    

    
      “Can you promise? Can you declare that you’ll just stand by and watch if a fight breaks out there?”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “Besides, they said the front line has already been breached, so the chances of victory are very low.”
    

    
      Dorman was a web of entangled buildings, like a spiderweb.
    

    
      If the Hellmorphs had entered the city, there were too many places to hide. In all likelihood, a chaotic street battle was underway.
    

    
      “Didn’t they say the castle fell in two days? The city will be faster.”
    

    
      “Then what do you want? To just run away?”
    

    
      Bow asked. At that, Collie nodded as if he had been waiting.
    

    
      “For us to survive, that’s better. It’s not a city worth protecting while losing our comrades, is it?”
    

    
      “That’s not wrong. No, that’s exactly right.”
    

    
      “Bow!”
    

    
      “We’re mercenaries, Gerard. Not knights, right?”
    

    
      Bow made a money sign with his fingers and said.
    

    
      “My creed is to work for what I’m paid, but sometimes there are requests you have to give up on, even if it means paying a penalty. I’m sure you know that too.”
    

    
      “There are two contradictions in what you and Collie are saying.”
    

    
      “Go on.”
    

    
      “First, we don’t know the situation in the city properly.”
    

    
      The mysterious man had just reported that the front line was breached via communication.
    

    
      Moreover, the fact that he was requesting support meant they were not fleeing.
    

    
      “Dorman’s teleport gate is in the center of the city. If he thought the situation was at its worst right after the front line was breached, the correct communication would have been to order a retreat to the teleport gate, not to request support.”
    

    
      “Right… And the second?”
    

    
      “The second is that Jeina will not be going into battle.”
    

    
      Gerard strode over to Jeina.
    

    
      Then, he suddenly reached out his right arm and snatched Jeina’s axe.
    

    
      Jeina stared in disbelief, then shouted.
    

    
      “What do you think you’re doing!”
    

    
      “The Jeina I know doesn’t get her weapon taken away this easily.”
    

    
      It was an injury that would make it hard for a normal person to even stand up.
    

    
      Jeina, with her sturdy body, was enduring it well, but that didn’t mean she was at a level where she could fight.
    

    
      “You can’t even look after your weapon properly, so getting in front would just be a hindrance. Is this kind of meaningless stubbornness what you call a warrior?”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      Jeina glared with eyes full of betrayal, but Gerard didn’t flinch.
    

    
      He leaned on the axe handle and looked at Artier.
    

    
      “I have stated my opinion. But the decision is yours, as the party leader.”
    

    
      “If I say we should run, will you follow?”
    

    
      “Yes. Because those are the rules.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      Artier looked around at his companions.
    

    
      Collie tried hard to maintain a calm expression but was visibly fidgeting, while Bow stood with his arms crossed, quietly waiting for Artier’s answer.
    

    
      ‘I can’t lose Jeina.’
    

    
      But they couldn’t fail this defensive battle either.
    

    
      If this defense failed too, humanity would be terrified and give up on resisting the Hellmorphs for a while.
    

    
      It would take a very long dark age to reignite the embers of resistance in their despair-filled hearts.
    

    
      ‘What should I do?’
    

    
      A comrade’s life and the future were on the scales.
    

    
      And as always, the scales began to calculate which was heavier.
    

    
      Mechanically, as it always had.
    

    
      ‘Wouldn’t it be more helpful for solving future problems to abandon the city, keep Jeina alive, and raise her?’
    

    
      Subconsciously thinking that, Artier was startled and froze on the spot.
    

    
      ‘What am I thinking right now?’
    

    
      The people in front of me were no longer NPCs made of 0s and 1s. And it was the same for the people in the city.
    

    
      They too were living beings, entities who wanted to escape from death.
    

    
      Did I have the confidence to simply choose based on efficiency and not regret it?
    

    
      ‘Can I really feel not a single shred of guilt? Even though this isn’t a game?’
    

    
      Click.
    

    
      While I was deliberating, the scales began to tip somewhere.
    

    
      When the scales finally stopped completely, Artier let out a hollow smile.
    

    
      ‘Right, in the end, this is also a choice.’
    

    
      Until now, Artier had not followed the given choices.
    

    
      And this time would be the same.
    

    
      ‘Tactical Command.’
    

    
      [Calculating the win rate of the corresponding tactic.]
    

    
      [Win Rate: 1.5%]
    

    
      [Cannot activate Tactical Command skill.]
    

    
      Numerous information windows floated up around Artier and then began to disappear again.
    

    
      He began to sort through the emerging strategies using the power of the system.
    

    
      [Calculating the win rate of the corresponding tactic.]
    

    
      [Win Rate: 2.7%]
    

    
      [Cannot activate Tactical Command skill.]
    

    
      [Calculating the win rate of the corresponding tactic.]
    

    
      [Win Rate: 5.5%]
    

    
      [Cannot activate Tactical Command skill.]
    

    
      The win rate slowly began to rise.
    

    
      The number was initially negligible, but at some point, it soared explosively, and finally, a single information window appeared before Artier’s eyes.
    

    
      [Calculating the win rate of the corresponding tactic.]
    

    
      [Win Rate: 87.9%]
    

    
      [Tactical Command skill can be activated.]
    

    
      ‘This is it.’
    

    
      The last plan remaining after discarding hundreds.
    

    
      The only information window that exceeded an 85% probability was shining in a golden light, showing off its presence to Artier.
    

    
      “This is neither one nor the other.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “What do you mean by that?”
    

    
      “I’m saying that comparing the life of one comrade to the lives of thousands of strangers is wrong in itself.”
    

    
      This was like the trolley dilemma.
    

    
      It was a situation that felt as if one had the right to choose, but neither option could be the ‘right’ choice.
    

    
      “Gerard, can you promise? That you won’t be shocked if Jeina dies?”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “Bow and Collie, are you sure you’ll be fine after receiving the resentment of so many people?”
    

    
      “That’s…”
    

    
      “We can’t help it. We’re not gods. How can we care about both sides?”
    

    
      “We can.”
    

    
      Artier said with a confident expression.
    

    
      “We can keep Jeina safe and save the people too.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “How?”
    

    
      “Listen to me.”
    

    
      Soon, Artier explained the tactic he had come up with to the party.
    

    
      Gerard, who heard the explanation, was frozen, and Bow was lost in silence.
    

    
      “To think there was such a method……. It’s a ridiculous story, but it’s not completely outrageous either.”
    

    
      “Artier, were you a general in a past life or something? How can you think of something like that?”
    

    
      Collie stared at him blankly, then approached and grabbed his hand.
    

    
      “Will you be okay?”
    

    
      “With what?”
    

    
      “That plan, if it goes wrong, Artier, you’ll be seriously injured. You could even die.”
    

    
      “It’s okay, Collie. I won’t die.”
    

    
      Artier reached out and lightly tapped his flat cap.
    

    
      “I can’t die here.”
    

    
      “People who say that are usually the first to go.”
    

    
      “I’ve always liked breaking jinxes.”
    

    
      “……You’re a foolish master.”
    

    
      Collie smiled faintly while rubbing his eyes.
    

    
      “You’re doing the same thing as my previous master.”
    

    
      “Does everyone agree?”
    

    
      “I’m fine with it.”
    

    
      “Well… I guess there’s no choice.”
    

    
      “I like it!”
    

    
      Once the preparations were done, Artier pointed beyond the horizon and said.
    

    
      “Then let’s go back. To the endangered city of Dorman!”
    

    

  
    Chapter 22: Chapter 22

    
      Chapter 22: Must I Spare the Enemy? (4)
    

    
      It was once called Dorman, the safest city among the northwestern ports.
    

    
      But now, its fame was overshadowed as it was engulfed in thick smoke.
    

    
      “Strange. It’s as if the smoke is enveloping the entire city.”
    

    
      It hadn’t been long since the city had come into view.
    

    
      Gerard, who had been staring intently at the rising smoke, spoke up.
    

    
      “It’s certainly not normal.”
    

    
      As Gerard said, the black smoke meticulously covered the skies above Dorman in a hemispherical shape.
    

    
      Artier, watching the scene, quietly put a finger to his ear.
    

    
      [Communication is impossible for an unknown reason.]
    

    
      It seemed that it was not simple smoke, but some kind of power that made communication impossible.
    

    
      ‘Could the magic we set up when we were in the aqueduct still be in effect?’
    

    
      He thought so at first, but soon shook his head.
    

    
      It would be difficult to avoid people’s notice if a spell that greatly damaged the command structure was suddenly cast over the entire city.
    

    
      After a moment of thought, Artier was able to form a hypothesis.
    

    
      “It might not be the Magica Mercenary Corps’ magic.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Are you saying those monster bastards are using magic now?”
    

    
      “It’s not impossible, is it? There are many magical beasts that use magic.”
    

    
      There were several reasons.
    

    
      First, there was no reason for humans to voluntarily use communication jamming. It would be different in the future, but the possibility of humans at this point worrying about Hellmorph eavesdropping was low.
    

    
      Besides, it went without saying how much of a help magical communication, which allowed for immediate command issuance on the battlefield, was.
    

    
      “But this is on a different level!”
    

    
      Collie was so surprised that his Shape Shift had partially come undone, and dog ears were poking out from between his cap.
    

    
      “If they can wield that much mana in magic, in human terms, that’s the level of a Grand Magus. And if that’s true, there will be nothing we can do here.”
    

    
      Grand Magus referred to the high-ranking mages, of which there were only four in the Empire.
    

    
      They were the most famous figures, ranked among the strongest in <Cross Destiny>, and were treated as beings on par with gods by most NPCs.
    

    
      “There won’t be a Grand Magus-level one among them.”
    

    
      Artier shook his head.
    

    
      Not only were there no intermediate or higher-level individuals in the Hellmorph formation, but a Grand Magus-level would have to be at least level 100.
    

    
      A Hellmorph with that level of ability would absolutely not appear at this point due to game balance.
    

    
      “They’re probably pooling their power to cast the spell.”
    

    
      “That wouldn’t be impossible.”
    

    
      “In any case, the situation is not good.”
    

    
      Gerard, having grasped the situation, muttered while glaring at the fog.
    

    
      “The soldiers participating in this defensive battle are mercenaries, not soldiers. If the command structure disappears, they are bound to be shaken even more.”
    

    
      “Then let’s prioritize dispelling that magic.”
    

    
      The way to dispel magic was simple.
    

    
      It was to remove one of the three elements of magic: the caster, the mana, and the formula.
    

    
      “If we attack the individuals casting that magic, the spell will be dispelled.”
    

    
      “Good. Let’s find them.”
    

    
      “No need to search.”
    

    
      Bow, who was watching the situation from a tree, stretched out his arm and pointed somewhere.
    

    
      There, ten butterfly-like Hellmorphs were gathered, continuously waving their antennae towards the city.
    

    
      “Doesn’t that look suspicious?”
    

    
      “Indeed.”
    

    
      For them to display such behavior outside the barrier without entering the city was certainly suspicious.
    

    
      As Artier lowered his posture and moved forward, everyone followed him.
    

    
      “Bow, you take five. I’ll take the other five.”
    

    
      Swish!
    

    
      The creatures, who were only looking forward, began to scatter in all directions with strange cries only after the torso of one of them was sliced in half.
    

    
      “Don’t let a single one get away!”
    

    
      Bow shouted as he began to slaughter the Hellmorphs in an instant.
    

    
      For Bow, who was capable of ranged attacks, flying aerial monsters were a welcome sight.
    

    
      “Kuk!”
    

    
      On the contrary, Artier, who had confidently launched a surprise attack, was flustered by the unexpected situation.
    

    
      It was because the Hellmorph bastards were all focused on escaping without even attempting to counterattack.
    

    
      ‘Since the opponent isn’t attacking, I can’t do anything either? Was there a problem like this?’
    

    
      Perhaps it was because he had only met formidable monsters so far.
    

    
      Artier had not thought about a situation like this at all.
    

    
      “Stop right there, you things!”
    

    
      Roar!
    

    
      Jeina let out a thunderous lion’s roar to apply a slow, but in the end, two of them escaped Artier’s grasp and soared high into the sky.
    

    
      “Prua Cargo!”
    

    
      I had no idea how they could speak with the body of an insect, but they said so and waved their antennae, beginning to fire ominous-looking silver mana arrows.
    

    
      “Dodge!”
    

    
      Artier flawlessly parried the incoming arrows with his sword.
    

    
      But the next part was the problem. No matter how much he swung his sword, he couldn’t reach the Hellmorphs floating in the air.
    

    
      ‘Annoying…’
    

    
      This was a matter of matchups.
    

    
      An inevitable powerlessness that one had no choice but to face.
    

    
      “They’re quick……. Hard to hit.”
    

    
      It was no different for Gerard. Gerard scowled as he watched the Hellmorph dodge his mana bullets.
    

    
      “Then how about this!”
    

    
      Gerard, closing his book with a snap and extending his hand, swatted at the empty air as if catching an insect.
    

    
      He had used Telekinesis.
    

    
      Pow!
    

    
      Then, surprisingly, one of the Hellmorphs in front of him took the impact and plummeted to the ground.
    

    
      “Nice one, Gerard!”
    

    
      Artier did not miss the food served on his table.
    

    
      As Gerard swung his arm once more, Artier was able to take care of all the flying Hellmorphs.
    

    
      “That was a good method.”
    

    
      “I’ve always been annoyed by flying things too.”
    

    
      Woooong…….
    

    
      As the ten Hellmorphs disappeared, the sphere over the city became slightly blurred.
    

    
      Artier tried to communicate with anticipation, but only static could be heard.
    

    
      “It seems this won’t be enough. Bow, can you find any others?”
    

    
      “I don’t think we need to look.”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      Bow pointed his finger somewhere.
    

    
      Far away, up in the sky, something was flapping its wings and flying towards Artier.
    

    
      “Looks like they’re properly pissed off.”
    

    
      “Or they haven’t grasped the situation.”
    

    
      Artier smirked and lightly rolled his wrist.
    

    
      “Collie, can you pull them down to the ground like Gerard did?”
    

    
      “That’s an easy task. I can handle up to three at the same time, sir.”
    

    
      “Jeina, please step back.”
    

    
      “Tch… fine.”
    

    
      “Bow and Gerard, please do as before.”
    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    
      A short while later, a mountain of monster corpses was piled up near Artier.
    

    
      Was it because they were flying monsters specialized in magic? Their defense and health were weaker than paper.
    

    
      “They’re the weakest of all the monsters I’ve seen so far. What kind of creatures are these?”
    

    
      Bow muttered, kicking their bodies.
    

    
      “They weren’t meant for combat in the first place. Just being able to cast this massive spell gives them great value.”
    

    
      “Then that’s a bit hopeful. It means not all monsters can tear people apart.”
    

    
      Gerard sliced open their corpses with his sword.
    

    
      Inside them, there was nothing that could be called what is commonly known as organs.
    

    
      They were just filled with white flesh and muscle, like a sausage, and the bones to support them.
    

    
      “……They have no organs at all, does that mean these things don’t eat?”
    

    
      “Are they dolls?”
    

    
      “No, look at this blood and twitching muscle. This thing was alive just a moment ago.”
    

    
      “Ew! Gross!”
    

    
      Jeina, disgusted, gently pushed away a nearby Hellmorph.
    

    
      “It has a mouth but no organs, and blood flows but it has no separate blood vessels. It’s like it was left unfinished……. This is not harmonious.”
    

    
      Collie showed an emotion close to contempt.
    

    
      To a druid who loved the harmony of nature and life, the body of a Hellmorph seemed to induce an unbearable sense of disgust.
    

    
      “Do the comms work, Gerard?”
    

    
      “Not yet. It seems these weren’t all of them.”
    

    
      Gerard took his hand from his ear and shook his head.
    

    
      “We’ve caught all the ones outside, so they must be inside the barrier.”
    

    
      “We have no choice. Let’s head inside.”
    

    
      Before entering the barrier, Artier had the party members stop and reminded them of the plan once more.
    

    
      “We don’t know what other effects there might be besides the comms being down, so everyone be careful not to get separated. Jeina, as I said, please rest until I ask you to do what I requested.”
    

    
      “Sigh… okay.”
    

    
      “Collie, Gerard. The mana inside might be contaminated. Please conserve your mana as much as possible until it’s confirmed.”
    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    
      “And Bow, please find the monster with the appearance I described as quickly as possible. Got it?”
    

    
      “You want me to find a white thing that looks like a mix between a spider and a human, right?”
    

    
      “That’s right.”
    

    
      “Alright. I’ll find it somehow. But how will I contact you? In this state, I can’t contact you even if I find it.”
    

    
      “Take this.”
    

    
      Artier handed a scroll to Bow.
    

    
      It was the last remaining Fire Burst scroll.
    

    
      “I believe you can find my tracks, Bow. But if you think it’s dangerous, fire that scroll into the air. I’ll get there as fast as I can.”
    

    
      “Hah, using intermediate magic as a mere signal flare? I’m getting spoiled.”
    

    
      Bow muttered sarcastically, but quickly took the scroll.
    

    
      The way he carefully placed it in his bosom suggested he secretly wanted to try using it.
    

    
      “Alright. Let’s go in then.”
    

    
      Artier was the first to extend his hand towards the barrier.
    

    
      With the feeling of passing through sticky jelly and a change in the air, the burning city came into clear view.
    

    
      [Magic Circle: You have entered the Time of Hell.]
    

    
      [All communication with the outside of the magic circle is blocked.]
    

    
      [The stats of all living creatures except Hell Soldiers are decreased by 5%.]
    

    
      Artier felt his whole body become sticky with sweat, as if he had been under the scorching midsummer sun.
    

    
      5% wasn’t a high number, but the problem was that this magic circle was spread across the entire city.
    

    
      “What kind of magic is this?”
    

    
      “My body feels heavy.”
    

    
      “I’m sure I washed?”
    

    
      “Ugh……”
    

    
      While the party members who entered together were all giving their impressions, Bow cursed and clutched his nose under his mask.
    

    
      “Contaminated mana is spread everywhere. It must be the effect of that magic circle.”
    

    
      “That’s right. At this rate, even using magic is dangerous. If you inhale too much contaminated mana, you could get sick.”
    

    
      Collie also said, looking around anxiously.
    

    
      Is anyone there?!
    

    
      Just then, an urgent voice echoed in everyone’s ears.
    

    
      This is the shopping district crossroads! Please help! They’re all over the place!
    

    
      “Shopping district crossroads?”
    

    
      “It’s close from here. Just a short walk.”
    

    
      “Let’s go. They seem to be in a hurry. And Bow, please do as I asked.”
    

    
      “Got it, see you later.”
    

    
      Artier immediately started running while sending a communication.
    

    
      We’re on our way. Just wait a little longer.
    

    

  
    Chapter 23: Chapter 23

    
      Chapter 23: Must I Spare the Enemy? (5)
    

    
      The shopping district located in the northern part of Dorman.
    

    
      Boom!
    

    
      “Kyaaak!”
    

    
      The woman holding a pair of small short swords turned pale as a nearby wall melted with a loud noise.
    

    
      “Get back! If you get caught in that, your hands will melt too!”
    

    
      A man, presumably her comrade, grabbed her and pulled her away, but his expression wasn’t good either.
    

    
      “Damn it! What the hell is that! A substance that melts even a Shield spell!”
    

    
      There was a shield on his left hand, but about half of it had melted away.
    

    
      The enchanted Shield magic had also disappeared, and now it was nothing more than a block of wood.
    

    
      Confirming that the wall was breached, the Hellmorphs began to close their encirclement, slowly approaching.
    

    
      Swish!
    

    
      Just then, a green blade of wind flew from afar.
    

    
      “Kieek!”
    

    
      The blade sliced through two Hellmorphs, and they shrieked and retreated again.
    

    
      The man who watched this let out a sigh of relief.
    

    
      “Phew, it’s a good thing we have a mage.”
    

    
      “But… how long can we hold out?”
    

    
      The immediate crisis was averted, but the situation was still not good.
    

    
      The walls of the building were continuously being destroyed by bombardment.
    

    
      If all the walls disappeared, the next barrage would surely be aimed at them.
    

    
      “Didn’t they say support was coming earlier?”
    

    
      “What nonsense is that! You believe that? Support is coming in this situation?”
    

    
      “That’s…”
    

    
      The woman, lacking confidence herself, slowly lowered her head at the man’s words.
    

    
      There was no sign of life in her eyes as she looked down at the floor.
    

    
      But then, the screams of Hellmorphs were heard from far away.
    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    
      The man raised his head, but he couldn’t grasp the surrounding situation well.
    

    
      But the screams continued to echo.
    

    
      “Don’t tell me, for real?”
    

    
      The man cautiously peeked his head over the wall. And he was at a loss for words.
    

    
      “Is, is that even possible?”
    

    
      Those snake-like monsters had brutally torn his comrades apart.
    

    
      But now, those same creatures were suffering the same fate at the hands of a single man’s sword.
    

    
      [Perfect Counter is activated!]
    

    
      [Avatar of Counterattack is active!]
    

    
      Current 35 stacks: All stats increased by 105%
    

    
      The Hellmorph’s body, as hard as steel, was mercilessly sliced by the sword that fluttered like a dance.
    

    
      The man’s eyes couldn’t even follow Artier’s sword.
    

    
      “Phew, 20 seconds almost passed.”
    

    
      Artier, muttering something incomprehensible and wiping his sweat, lightly rolled his wrist and jumped back at the Hellmorphs.
    

    
      And belatedly, people appeared behind him.
    

    
      “Artier! I told you not to rush in first!”
    

    
      “A recklessly brave master like a dog! No, a master more reckless than a dog!”
    

    
      “Are you allowed to use that expression?”
    

    
      “Why can’t I? Humans use it a lot, don’t they?”
    

    
      “……Is that so?”
    

    
      The group, having a nonsensical conversation, didn’t even seem to think of helping Artier.
    

    
      The man was frozen in disbelief, but soon he too was convinced.
    

    
      Kwa-ga-gak!
    

    
      This man didn’t need any help in the first place.
    

    
      In that short time, Artier had cut down more than half of the Hellmorphs, and his speed was even increasing.
    

    
      [You have leveled up.]
    

    
      [You have acquired a skill.]
    

    
      ‘Alright.’
    

    
      I had finally reached my original goal of level 10. Smiling, Artier took two steps back.
    

    
      And quickly checked the information window.
    

    
      ‘What skill is it this time?’
    

    
      [Skill Name: Wild Protection (Lv.1)]
    

    
      Grade: 3rd Grade
    

    
      Effect: Consumes a certain amount of mana to grant a random auxiliary effect to yourself and allies. The duration is 5 minutes, and only one auxiliary effect can be maintained at a time.
    

    
      Thud!
    

    
      Artier felt as if he had been hit on the head.
    

    
      ‘A buff skill all of a sudden? Why?’
    

    
      The level 10 skill is extremely important.
    

    
      Because along with the skill acquired at level 5, it practically determines the character’s growth direction.
    

    
      Since he was given a skill that helps with counterattacks called Avatar of Counterattack at level 5, Artier naturally thought that the level 10 skill would also be a skill that similarly helped with counterattacks.
    

    
      ‘Wasn’t Wild Protection a skill you get by focusing on buffing allies from level 1? Why did I suddenly get this?’
    

    
      “Master! Are you okay?”
    

    
      [Regeneration (Lv.1) is applied.]
    

    
      As Artier stood there blankly, Collie ran over and cast a healing spell.
    

    
      It seemed he thought I had gotten injured while moving recklessly.
    

    
      “……Uh, I’m fine.”
    

    
      I was in the middle of a fight right now.
    

    
      It was bewildering, but this was not the time to be dazed.
    

    
      Snapping out of it by shaking his head, Artier started running forward again.
    

    
      ‘……I can’t discard a skill once I get it. I’ll worry about it later, for now, let’s defeat the enemy.’
    

    
      Swish!
    

    
      Artier began to cut down the remaining Hellmorphs.
    

    
      Fortunately, because he had come to his senses quickly, the stacks of Avatar of Counterattack were maintained, and thanks to that, all those Hellmorphs had to lie on the floor soon after.
    

    
      “We’re, we’re saved……”
    

    
      Once all the Hellmorphs were gone, a man came out of a nearby building and bowed his head respectfully with trembling legs.
    

    
      “It is an honor to meet a Supreme-Grade Mercenary. Thank you for saving us.”
    

    
      “How many survivors are there in total?”
    

    
      “Including me, there are ten. Ah, we shouldn’t be doing this here. Come this way.”
    

    
      The man guided Artier and his party with eyes full of respect.
    

    
      Inside the building, four people were gathered.
    

    
      A woman with short swords, a man with bandages wrapped around his stomach, a woman who was unconscious with one arm missing, and a man who was standing with a rock because he didn’t even have a weapon.
    

    
      “We survived thanks to you. Thank you.”
    

    
      “Excuse me, but may I know your esteemed name?”
    

    
      “It’s Artier.”
    

    
      “Sir Artier, thank you.”
    

    
      They all bowed their heads to Artier with reverent expressions and expressed their gratitude.
    

    
      Unused to the reaction, Artier scratched the back of his neck, but Gerard and Jeina, who followed him in, had expressions that said it was only natural.
    

    
      “You’re the one who’s not aware of it.”
    

    
      “Little brother is a hero in this line of work.”
    

    
      A Supreme-Grade Mercenary, the highest position a commoner could rise to.
    

    
      If he had been a noble, he might have become the lord of a castle like Viscount Jestion.
    

    
      “But didn’t you say there were ten people?”
    

    
      When Artier asked the man he first met, the man immediately nodded.
    

    
      “That’s right. There’s a mage providing cover fire from upstairs.”
    

    
      “A mage?”
    

    
      What mage?
    

    
      For a moment, an uneasy feeling arose, but the man immediately shouted loudly towards the stairs.
    

    
      “Reinforcements have arrived! You can come down now!”
    

    
      “Already?”
    

    
      And with that came a familiar voice.
    

    
      While Gerard and Jeina’s expressions hardened, someone came down the stairs.
    

    
      “Ah, thank you so much for your help……”
    

    
      Derr, who came down the stairs with a good-natured smile, also froze solid as soon as he saw Artier standing before him.
    

    
      “H-how?”
    

    
      “I know, right, Mr. Derr. What in the world happened?”
    

    
      Artier asked back, staring at him with a cold gaze.
    

    
      ‘When he said a mage, I had a hunch, but to think it was him.’
    

    
      Ninety percent of the mages in this city belonged to the Magica Mercenary Corps. So it wasn’t surprising that the mage met here was a member of the Magica Mercenary Corps.
    

    
      But he never imagined that person would be the very one who had screwed them over big time.
    

    
      “I’m glad to see you’re alive and well.”
    

    
      “……round him.”
    

    
      “……?”
    

    
      “Surround that man at once.”
    

    
      Derr said, pulling out his wand, and at the same time, a familiar wave of mana was felt from the ceiling.
    

    
      “What are you talking about? This person saved us.”
    

    
      “The front line was breached because of that man.”
    

    
      “Yes? What did you say?”
    

    
      “You heard me correctly.”
    

    
      Derr’s eyes had calmed down as if nothing had happened.
    

    
      He gave instructions to the mercenaries in a calm voice.
    

    
      “That man named Artier is someone who knows how to handle these monsters. This is a matter that was directly confirmed by the vice-captain of our Magica Mercenary Corps.”
    

    
      “That can’t be……”
    

    
      “Do you think it makes sense, logically? That someone with such strong skills would suddenly appear?”
    

    
      At Derr’s words, the people unconsciously nodded.
    

    
      In their eyes too, Artier, who single-handedly slaughtered dozens of Hellmorphs, did not seem human.
    

    
      “If that man is the one controlling the monsters, then all of this is explaine—”
    

    
      “Isn’t that a stretch?”
    

    
      Just before suspicion colored the eyes of the majority, Gerard spoke with his arms crossed.
    

    
      “We have never even met your vice-captain, and if we were on the same side as the monsters, there would be no reason to save you.”
    

    
      “Magic that confirms a target’s information doesn’t necessarily require a face-to-face meeting.”
    

    
      “That’s contradictory. Magic always leaves a trace. If that were the case, there’s no way we wouldn’t have known.”
    

    
      At Gerard’s words, the people around began to murmur.
    

    
      Derr, grinding his teeth at the situation not going his way, quickly returned to a calm expression and continued to speak.
    

    
      “As expected, you’re defending him. Supreme-Grade Mercenary Gerard. No, should I say, who he used to be?”
    

    
      “What did you say?”
    

    
      “We have already grasped the information about you. The leader of a small mercenary corps, a survivor who recently returned from Jestion’s viscounty, characterized by swordsmanship that handles wind. But you haven’t used a sword at all since this request, have you?”
    

    
      Gerard couldn’t say anything.
    

    
      Derr immediately wiped his smile and put on a contemptuous expression as if looking at a hideous monster.
    

    
      “To wear a human’s skin and pretend to be human.”
    

    
      “There are circumstances behind this.”
    

    
      “Circumstances? We’ll find out soon enough.”
    

    
      Crack!
    

    
      As he spoke, tough tree roots began to grow at Artier’s feet.
    

    
      “Since when?”
    

    
      Belatedly, Artier’s party moved their feet, but the tree roots that grabbed their legs held them so tightly that not even Artier or Jeina could move.
    

    
      “He is the one who put us all in this predicament. Attack.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      At Derr’s words, the atmosphere of the surrounding mercenaries began to change.
    

    
      Their questions seemed unresolved, but they began to aim their weapons.
    

    
      “Are you believing this ridiculous story right now?”
    

    
      “He’s not a mage, he’s a con artist!”
    

    
      Collie and Jeina burst out in complaint, but the weapons were not lowered.
    

    
      The mercenaries could not refuse Derr’s order.
    

    
      [Derr is using a skill.]
    

    
      Contract (Lv.1): A spell used on request contracts. If the agreed-upon actions are not performed between both parties, a pre-agreed disadvantage is imposed on the target.
    

    
      In Artier’s eyes, he could see the translucent shackles attached to their arms or legs.
    

    
      They were mercenaries who had made a contract with the Magica Mercenary Corps, and they had to follow their employer’s orders.
    

    
      “……I’m sorry.”
    

    
      That was the reason they couldn’t lower their weapons despite having no hostility.
    

    
      Derr smiled triumphantly.
    

    
      ‘I’ve been had.’
    

    
      Artier looked around with a subtle expression.
    

    
      [Kai is using a skill.]
    

    
      Entangle (Lv.1): Summons tree roots on the ground to bind the enemy’s feet.
    

    
      Due to the magic of the mage presumed to be Derr’s companion, his feet were firmly tied.
    

    
      The roots made of magic seemed like they wouldn’t be easily cut even with a sword.
    

    
      Of course, that didn’t mean they were going to lose. The reason was the Burning Ancient Longsword that Artier was holding.
    

    
      ‘It’ll be a bit hot, but if I scrape the floor with this, all the tree roots will burn up.’
    

    
      Fortunately, they had Collie who could use healing magic, and Gerard who had potions.
    

    
      If they were willing to take a little damage, it wasn’t an impossible plan.
    

    
      ‘Let’s take this chance to kill that guy.’
    

    
      I didn’t want to kill the innocent people I had just saved. But if I let that guy named Derr live, I had a feeling it would lead to trouble later.
    

    
      It was the moment Artier, having made his decision, placed his hand on the hilt of his sword.
    

    
      Craash!
    

    
      Suddenly, the wall of the building next to Artier shattered into pieces.
    

    
      As everyone’s attention turned, a booming voice shook the entire building.
    

    
      “Beat down those foolish bastards!”
    

    
      “Waaaah!”
    

    
      Dozens of men in silver armor, holding swords, stormed into the building.
    

    
      The voice of the man leading the charge was familiar to Artier as well.
    

    
      “Trophin?”
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      It only took about 15 minutes for Derr, the mages of the Magica Mercenary Corps, and the other mercenaries to be subdued and laid out on the floor.
    

    
      “Hey, you okay?”
    

    
      While the Derth Mercenary Corps was cleaning up, Trophin smiled and extended a hand to Artier.
    

    
      Artier looked around with a bewildered expression and asked.
    

    
      “Is this really okay?”
    

    
      Honestly, it was satisfying, but it wasn't like he had no worries.
    

    
      Depending on how that guy ran his mouth when he got back, Trophin could become a traitor who attacked his own allies.
    

    
      “What do you mean, is this okay? Those guys are already certified bastards.”
    

    
      But Trophin just cleaned his ear with his pinky and spoke as if it were no big deal.
    

    
      “If it weren't for them, the front line would never have collapsed.”
    

    
      “Come to think of it, what happened at the front line?”
    

    
      At Artier’s question, Trophin’s expression crumpled even more as he glared at Derr.
    

    
      “Just thinking about it again makes my blood boil. Thinking about what happened then…”
    

    
      ***
    

    
      The sun rose, and the battlefield where the Hellmorphs had invaded once more was filled with blood and screams, just like yesterday.
    

    
      Chwaak!
    

    
      “Somehow, those big guys aren't around today.”
    

    
      Trophin, who had just sliced through a leopard-shaped monster rushing at him, looked around and said.
    

    
      Yesterday, large giant-like creatures had certainly advanced to break their formation, but today, there were no such creatures in sight.
    

    
      “At this rate, it's no different from hunting magical beasts.”
    

    
      Trophin smirked and advanced even further.
    

    
      As he, the vice-captain, stepped forward, the other members followed him.
    

    
      It didn't take long to push the creatures back to the entrance of the mountain where they had first appeared.
    

    
      “Did all the northern castles really fall to guys like these?”
    

    
      Just how lazy were the northern lords that they couldn't withstand even this level of magical beasts and all collapsed?
    

    
      ‘Those stupid knight order bastards, just how much did they neglect their training?’
    

    
      The mercenary corps and the knight orders did not get along.
    

    
      The knights disliked the mercenaries for imitating them, while the mercenaries disliked being discriminated against due to their status despite having similar skills.
    

    
      And Trophin was the vice-captain of such a mercenary corps.
    

    
      “Alright boys, let’s make a legend today!”
    

    
      “Wooooh!”
    

    
      The fact that their mercenary corps would annihilate a horde of monsters that even the knight orders couldn't withstand for two days?
    

    
      This would be a great achievement they could talk about in taverns until they grew old and died.
    

    
      Everyone's morale was overflowing, ready to burst.
    

    
      Jjeoooong!
    

    
      “Ugh?!”
    

    
      But suddenly, a piercingly high-pitched sound echoed throughout the entire battlefield.
    

    
      The sound was so terrible that even the supreme-grade mercenaries of the Derth Mercenary Corps had to drop their weapons and cover their ears.
    

    
      “What was that…?”
    

    
      Trophin picked up the sword that had fallen to the floor with a bewildered expression.
    

    
      And just then, something flew quickly from behind him.
    

    
      Clang!
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      Trophin, who had hastily turned and swung his sword, could only freeze.
    

    
      What his sword had caught was a sword swung by another corps member.
    

    
      “What do you think you’re—!”
    

    
      Kagang!
    

    
      “Ugh!”
    

    
      Before the furious Trophin could even shout, the member immediately deflected Trophin’s sword and began to swing his own continuously.
    

    
      ‘His eyes are gone. Mental magic?’
    

    
      Paak!
    

    
      “Snap out of it!”
    

    
      But that was as far as it went.
    

    
      In the first place, Trophin was a supreme-grade mercenary, while the one who attacked was merely a high-grade mercenary.
    

    
      Trophin immediately parried the member's sword and knocked him out by striking his forehead with his bare fist.
    

    
      Chwaak!
    

    
      “Kraaah!”
    

    
      “Everyone, snap out of it! We're allies!”
    

    
      But the situation was already a mess.
    

    
      Just a moment ago, they were comrades to whom they could entrust their backs, but now they were swinging their swords without distinguishing between friend and foe.
    

    
      Their eyes were all hazy and unfocused, and they swung their swords randomly, unlike their usual selves.
    

    
      ‘Confusion magic?’
    

    
      Trophin gripped his sword tightly and scowled.
    

    
      He was a swordsman who wielded a sword, so he didn't know much about magic, but his ability to grasp abnormal situations was outstanding.
    

    
      “Everyone, get your wits about you and take out the sleeping powder! Sprinkle it only on the ones who’ve lost it!”
    

    
      At Trophin’s shout, the members took out bottles containing purple powder from their bosoms.
    

    
      When they opened the lids of the bottles and sprinkled the powder on their charging comrades, even those who had lost their reason immediately dropped their weapons and collapsed onto the ground.
    

    
      “Damn bastards, they use magic too?”
    

    
      Trophin scowled and glared at the approaching Hellmorphs.
    

    
      Taking advantage of the broken formation, the creatures were swarming from all sides, tearing the members standing at the front in half.
    

    
      Trophin hastily ran and exerted as much strength as he could to strike down the Hellmorphs.
    

    
      But no matter how skilled he was, there was a limit to what he could do alone.
    

    
      “What is the Magica Mercenary Corps doing?!”
    

    
      Asking for help from mages was annoying, but one had to leave things to the experts.
    

    
      To save some of the comrades who were still in a state of confusion, it was right to contact the experts.
    

    
      Peng!
    

    
      “Ugh!”
    

    
      But the communication wouldn't connect.
    

    
      “They know how to use communication jamming magic too?”
    

    
      As he muttered that, the sky suddenly began to darken.
    

    
      Trophin looked up at the sky and froze solid.
    

    
      “……Huh?”
    

    
      ***
    

    
      “It was hundreds of fireballs.”
    

    
      “What did you say?”
    

    
      “I knew then. That the large-scale confusion magic and the communication jam were not done by those monster bastards in the first place.”
    

    
      Trophin muttered with a rotten expression.
    

    
      His voice was filled only with lament.
    

    
      “They were planning to wipe us out, the ones on the front line, to claim the glory for themselves.”
    

    
      “That’s not true!”
    

    
      Derr shouted.
    

    
      Even while tied up tightly with ropes, he was boldly running his mouth.
    

    
      “We were also in a state of confusion. There’s no way we would have had time to cast something like fireballs!”
    

    
      Thump!
    

    
      Trophin stomped on Derr’s head before he could even finish his sentence.
    

    
      “Keok!”
    

    
      “Hey, to your eyes our heads might look like decorations, but we have common sense too, kid.”
    

    
      “Fireballs are one of the spells whose trajectory is most visible as they fly. Besides, you can’t even cast magic when you’re confused in the first place.”
    

    
      Collie stuck out his tongue.
    

    
      At that, Artier gave a hollow smile.
    

    
      ‘I had a hunch, but to think they would self-destruct.’
    

    
      The Magica Mercenary Corps’ plan must have been obvious.
    

    
      With large-scale confusion magic, fireballs, and communication jamming magic, even a large mercenary corps of about 100 people could be eliminated without a trace.
    

    
      ‘What caused it to fail? The Hellmorphs’ interference? Or did Trophin use some kind of skill?’
    

    
      I wasn't sure, but in any case, because it failed, they ended up being treated as traitors among their other allies.
    

    
      “Then why are those people traveling with the Magica Guild?”
    

    
      At that, Trophin pointed to the sky and said.
    

    
      “You know, right? All communication with the outside is blocked.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “It’s because communication with the client was cut off.”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      Why would that be?
    

    
      When Artier made a puzzled face, Trophin tilted his head and asked back.
    

    
      “What’s wrong?”
    

    
      “What does the communication with the client being cut off have to do with the mercenaries contracting with the Magica Guild?”
    

    
      “Huh? Are you really a supreme-grade mercenary?”
    

    
      “You really are…”
    

    
      It was Gerard who sighed and chimed in.
    

    
      “You need to learn the common sense of a mercenary.”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      “What do you think a mercenary can do when contact with the client is lost?”
    

    
      “Uh… continue with the last given order?”
    

    
      “But what if it cannot be carried out?”
    

    
      “Cannot be carried out?”
    

    
      “The order given to the mercenaries on the front line was ‘hold the front line’. But in this situation, that order can no longer be carried out, can it?”
    

    
      Perhaps if they were an army, they would have received orders from a superior officer present.
    

    
      But for a mercenary, the only superior is the client.
    

    
      “The initial order has failed, and yet leaving this place would be a breach of contract. So, they have no choice but to struggle to survive somehow. To survive in this situation…”
    

    
      “It’s better to stick with the bigger group.”
    

    
      “Yes, good that you understand quickly.”
    

    
      “But there should be the Derth Mercenary Corps and the Robist Mercenary Corps too.”
    

    
      “There are circumstances.”
    

    
      Trophin said, scratching the back of his neck.
    

    
      “Even inside, the communication would get cut off if the distance became too great. These guys were probably friends who weren’t on the front lines.”
    

    
      They didn't know the situation, but the front line was breached, and the only ones nearby were the Magica Mercenary Corps.
    

    
      The choice for unaffiliated mercenaries who knew nothing was obvious.
    

    
      Although it was like putting shackles on themselves, by being bound by a contract, they could temporarily belong to a large mercenary corps.
    

    
      “It’s complicated.”
    

    
      Artier sighed and looked up at the sky.
    

    
      A faint light was descending through the hole in the ceiling.
    

    
      “So what are you going to do now?”
    

    
      When I looked at Trophin, he placed his hands on his hips and shouted confidently.
    

    
      “What do you mean what am I going to do! I’m going to crush these bastards first!”
    

    
      “Is that possible? The opponent is another large mercenary corps. It could result in mutual destruction.”
    

    
      “I don’t care. Our guys died because of the fireballs they launched. Should I endure this?”
    

    
      Whoosh!
    

    
      A small gust of wind blew.
    

    
      And everyone touched by that wind could not help but freeze solid.
    

    
      It was a thoroughly restrained killing intent.
    

    
      ‘His tone is cheerful, but his eyes aren't smiling at all.’
    

    
      “The Derth Mercenary Corps does not leave its enemies alive. Isn't that right, boys!”
    

    
      “Yes, boss!”
    

    
      As Trophin finished speaking, members wearing the same armor swarmed in and picked up their swords.
    

    
      “W-wait a minute. You should think carefully! About what end this action will bring!”
    

    
      Derr, sensing danger, hastily opened his mouth.
    

    
      But no answer came back.
    

    
      Puk!
    

    
      He simply raised his sword and pierced through his heart.
    

    
      “Keoheuk!”
    

    
      The fate of the others was not much different. Derr’s companion mages immediately chanted spells upon seeing the carnage before their eyes, but they could not avoid the flying swords.
    

    
      “Aaargh!”
    

    
      “Keoheok!”
    

    
      “Kggghh…”
    

    
      The members of the Derth Mercenary Corps piled the mages' corpses in one place and threw a torch on them.
    

    
      Smoke rose to the sky with the terrible smell of burning corpses.
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      Artier did not know how to react to their actions.
    

    
      To think that the person who had screwed him over twice would go so meaninglessly.
    

    
      It was satisfying, but on the other hand, he was also afraid of the ruthlessness of the Derth Mercenary Corps.
    

    
      ‘I must never make an enemy of them.’
    

    
      Eventually, when the fire died down, Trophin released the survivors Derr had contracted and said.
    

    
      “Now that the contractor is dead, your contracts must be broken too. Follow us, or die here, the choice is yours.”
    

    
      “We will follow you.”
    

    
      They said so without hesitation.
    

    
      Trophin nodded as if it were a matter of course and looked at Artier.
    

    
      “From the looks of it, you’ve suffered quite a bit from these bastards too. Why don’t you join me in crushing them?”
    

    
      “……Is this a proposal for a contract?”
    

    
      “It is, but that doesn’t mean I want to put you under me.”
    

    
      Trophin laughed heartily and waved his hand.
    

    
      At the same time, a quest appeared before Artier.
    

    
      [You have received a quest.]
    

    
      Trophin is furious about the betrayal of the Magica Mercenary Corps. If you help him now to eliminate the leader of the traitors, ‘Helena de Ronian’, you will be able to receive the help of the Derth Mercenary Corps and receive a great reward later.
    

    
      Reward for acceptance: (Player exclusive) Attribute Enhancement Stone, Increased affinity with Derth Mercenary Corps
    

    
      Penalty for refusal: Decreased affinity with Trophin
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      Artier stared intently at the reward displayed in the quest.
    

    
      ‘They’re giving me an Attribute Enhancement Stone?’
    

    
      An enhancement stone was an item that could be equipped on gear to enhance its stats.
    

    
      Among them, the Attribute Enhancement Stone had the effect of adding attribute damage to equipment, like the Burning Ancient Longsword Artier was holding, or conversely, granting attribute resistance.
    

    
      ‘It would be nice to have, but…’
    

    
      In the early parts of <Cross Destiny>, enhancement was not as important as one might think. Equipment from this period was practically no different from consumables.
    

    
      Rather, what caught Artier’s eye was the part related to affinity.
    

    
      ‘If I build up affinity with a large guild, I could receive help later on.’
    

    
      The power of a large guild is indeed a great help.
    

    
      In fact, it was like receiving help from a knight order.
    

    
      Moreover, unlike with knight orders, there was no status gap, so they were easier to deal with.
    

    
      ……But.
    

    
      “I’m sorry.”
    

    
      Still, no.
    

    
      Artier shook his head.
    

    
      “I have something I need to do right now.”
    

    
      “Is that more important than crushing the bastards who backstabbed you?”
    

    
      Trophin asked, his expression hardening.
    

    
      He had a sullen look, but his eyes were sharp and fierce.
    

    
      It was visible to the eye that his affinity had dropped.
    

    
      ‘The reward is a shame, but I have to stick to the plan I made at the beginning.’
    

    
      Artier took a deep breath and nodded.
    

    
      “The attack of those monster bastards, the Hellmorphs, has nothing to do with our infighting.”
    

    
      To the Hellmorphs, both the Magica Mercenary Corps and the Derth Mercenary Corps were just humans to be hunted.
    

    
      The infighting among humans had no effect on them at all.
    

    
      “Even if the other mercenary corps do not participate in the monster subjugation, I will focus on dealing with them.”
    

    
      “You… you think you can do that alone?”
    

    
      Trophin asked back in bewilderment.
    

    
      He had just declared that he would face the entire Hellmorph force by himself if he had to.
    

    
      “Why do you think I’m alone?”
    

    
      Hey Artier, can you hear me?
    

    
      As soon as he said that, as if on cue, a communication came through.
    

    
      Thinking the timing was exquisite, Artier smiled and responded.
    

    
      I can hear you. Did you find it?
    

    
      I found it. It's slowly approaching the central plaza now. Just as you said, there are no other creatures around it.
    

    
      Great. I’ll be there soon.
    

    
      Ending the communication, Artier looked at Trophin.
    

    
      Trophin, who had already sensed something, stared at him blankly before finally bursting into laughter.
    

    
      “Hahaha! Don’t tell me, you weren’t alone after all?”
    

    
      “……?”
    

    
      What is he talking about?
    

    
      Before Artier could understand, Trophin’s words continued.
    

    
      “Of course, there’s no way a strong guy like you would be wandering around alone.”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      “Which organization do you belong to? No, I don’t need to know. If even I don’t know about it, it must be a that secretive organization.”
    

    
      “No, I mean…”
    

    
      It seemed he had a pretty big misunderstanding after seeing Artier communicate with Bow.
    

    
      “In that case, it makes sense that you didn’t like my proposal.”
    

    
      Trophin took out a contract from his bosom.
    

    
      “Then how about this? Let’s form an alliance with us!”
    

    
      “An alliance?”
    

    
      “We’ll take care of the Magica Guild from our side. In the meantime, you guys deal with those monster bastards. How about it? It’s not a content that violates the contract, right?”
    

    
      [The quest has been changed.]
    

    
      The Derth Mercenary Corps, to which Trophin belongs, is requesting to form an alliance with you, limited to this defensive battle.
    

    
      The Derth Mercenary Corps will check the Magica Mercenary Corps to prevent them from interfering with you, and in the meantime, you must make the Hell Soldiers retreat from the city.
    

    
      Reward for acceptance: (Player exclusive) Rare-grade armor, Greatly increased affinity with Derth Mercenary Corps
    

    
      Penalty for refusal: The relationship with the Derth Mercenary Corps becomes hostile.
    

    
      [Warning: This quest has a very high difficulty at your current level.]
    

    
      [Warning: The player currently does not belong to any large organization. If this fact is exposed to the alliance target, the quest will be marked as failed, and the relationship with the Derth Mercenary Corps may become hostile.]
    

    
      ‘A quest could be created like this?’
    

    
      Artier flinched after checking the warning message.
    

    
      This quest was created because Trophin misunderstood his identity.
    

    
      Naturally, it was not a normal quest, and the penalty for getting caught was no joke. He could be hunted by a large mercenary corps.
    

    
      ‘But the reward is too good…?’
    

    
      A great increase in affinity meant they would definitely become an allied faction.
    

    
      And rare-grade armor, no less.
    

    
      ‘The only grades higher than rare are unique and legendary. Those are hard to get even in the late game.’
    

    
      No matter how much you use equipment like consumables, there are still levels.
    

    
      Rare-grade was the best equipment one could get in the early stages of the story.
    

    
      And with that grade, any piece of equipment could be used without problems until the late game.
    

    
      Gulp.
    

    
      The sound of swallowing saliva echoed loudly.
    

    
      Conscience and reward, which one should I choose?
    

    
      No matter what, this world was now reality. To be blinded by greed and make the wrong choice would be…
    

    
      “Alright. Let’s make a contract.”
    

    
      The reward was too good to refuse.
    

    
      ‘I just have to not get caught… right?’
    

    
      [You have accepted the quest.]
    

    
      “Hahaha! I’m counting on you, friend!”
    

    
      As they placed their hands on the contract, a translucent chain formed between Trophin’s and Artier’s wrists and then disappeared.
    

    
      After the contract process was over, the contract automatically tore in half, and Trophin, who took one piece, said with a smile.
    

    
      “So, are we going right now? Those guys over there too?”
    

    
      “No. For now, only I will go.”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      Artier turned his head towards Gerard.
    

    
      Gerard was glaring at Artier with a stiff expression.
    

    
      “What are you…”
    

    
      “Gerard, can you gather the survivors as we discussed, by splitting up?”
    

    
      Artier hastily cut him off and winked one eye.
    

    
      Seeing that, Gerard sighed and nodded.
    

    
      “Alright, I understand.”
    

    
      “You can probably follow these people.”
    

    
      Artier pointed at Trophin and said.
    

    
      “Huh? With us?”
    

    
      “These people are going to gather survivors within the city from now on.”
    

    
      In any case, if they followed Trophin, they were bound to encounter those who had contracted with the Magica Mercenary Corps.
    

    
      Wouldn’t it be more convenient to follow them and gather people like that, rather than moving separately?
    

    
      “Well, it was something we were concerned about too, so I guess it’s fine.”
    

    
      Trophin was bewildered, but soon nodded.
    

    
      “Then I’ll be counting on you.”
    

    
      Artier left the collapsing building and started running towards the path Bow had told him about.
    

    
      By slipping through the broken alleys and jumping over collapsed walls, he could quickly cross the path that he would normally have to take a long detour for.
    

    
      You’ll have to explain all of this later, Artier.
    

    
      You’re going to explain, right, little brother?
    

    
      Master, were you from some secret special forces unit?!
    

    
      What? I knew it, you bastard.
    

    
      …….
    

    
      Belatedly, the communications from his companions echoed.
    

    
      ‘If this goes wrong, it might not just be the Derth Mercenary Corps I’ll be making an enemy of.’
    

    
      Katdeuk.
    

    
      Climbing up a nearby building, Artier began to leap between the rooftops.
    

    
      A huge cloud of sand rising in front of him came into view.
    

    
      “You’re here, Mr. Secret Agent?”
    

    
      As Artier landed on the nearest roof, Bow, who was already waiting, greeted him.
    

    
      As soon as Bow saw Artier, he didn't hide his sarcastic tone.
    

    
      “……I’ll explain later.”
    

    
      “Yeah, please do. I absolutely refuse to get involved in any secret plans.”
    

    
      That was enough joking around.
    

    
      Bow pointed to the main road of the town, which had become a ruin.
    

    
      “It’s over there. If you’re right, that’s the main body controlling the monsters in this vicinity.”
    

    
      Artier’s gaze followed the direction Bow’s finger was pointing.
    

    
      There was the most hideous creature he had ever seen.
    

    
      ‘Still ugly…’
    

    
      None of its facial features were distinct.
    

    
      It had no nose, its mouth was torn wide open, and it had four thin eyes.
    

    
      To top it off, its upper body had the form of a human, while its lower body resembled a spider’s torso and legs…….
    

    
      “Honestly, it’s not a face I want to see twice.”
    

    
      It was so bad that even Bow had to say this.
    

    
      “Same here.”
    

    
      “Are you sure?”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      “About that plan to take care of that thing.”
    

    
      Bow looked down at Artier and said.
    

    
      “Of course, since your skill was activated, there must be a chance of winning. But I’d appreciate it if you could tell me the detailed plan now.”
    

    
      The most important people in this operation were Artier and Bow.
    

    
      Because the two of them had to deal with that Hellmorph, the main body of the monsters, alone.
    

    
      “Indeed, I think it’s time to tell you.”
    

    
      Artier nodded and opened his inventory.
    

    
      A moment later, in his hand were two healing potions and a small, octagonal disc with unknown characters written on it.
    

    
      “What’s that?”
    

    
      “First, take this potion.”
    

    
      Artier handed one of the two potions to Bow and displayed the disc's information in the air.
    

    
      [Tablet of Strife (Special)]
    

    
      A stone tablet on which ancient magic is recorded. When mana is infused, it deploys a Domain of Strife in a 20m radius.
    

    
      Option: While in the Domain of Strife, attack power increases by 100% and defense power decreases by 100% for all, friend or foe.
    

    
      This tablet was one of the two items Artier had brought from the ruins.
    

    
      When Artier explained the tablet’s effect, Bow froze for a moment, then tapped his mask and muttered.
    

    
      “So, that thing’s power doubles, but in return, its defense becomes so weak that a light tap will make it crumble?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “That’s meaningless. If its power becomes that strong, there’s no way even you can block it with a sword.”
    

    
      Even if he used Parrying, there was a weight class difference.
    

    
      It would be less than taking a defenseless hit, but he wouldn't be able to completely nullify the impact.
    

    
      “Then I just have to not get hit.”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      Artier smiled brightly and began to take off his chainmail armor one by one.
    

    
      “What are you doing?”
    

    
      “I told you, right? Defense becomes meaningless.”
    

    
      At the point where defense became 0, the chainmail armor was just heavy and would only hinder his movements.
    

    
      Artier, now wearing cloth clothes and leather boots, swung his arms here and there.
    

    
      His whole body was overflowing with vitality, as if he had just taken off a heavy sandbag.
    

    
      “Bow, you just need to move around this area and shoot your bow.”
    

    
      “Is that really it?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      In any case, he wouldn't understand the rest even if I explained it now.
    

    
      Before Bow could ask any more questions, Artier threw himself off the roof.
    

    
      “See the rest for yourself.”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      [The Tablet of Strife is activating.]
    

    
      Flash!
    

    
      As Artier crammed half of his mana into the tablet, a red light erupted from it as if bursting.
    

    
      A moment later, a giant colosseum had been created in front of Artier.
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      The giant Hellmorph seemed flustered as it suddenly saw the colosseum surrounding it.
    

    
      Although it was an illusion created by mana, it was not a mere phantom visible only to the eyes, as it was imbued with the power of an ancient artifact.
    

    
      ‘If my memory is correct, with half the mana put in, the duration is about 30 minutes.’
    

    
      Artier drew his sword and walked forward slowly.
    

    
      [Lv.12 Hell Commander(High-Grade)]
    

    
      “Who… are… you.”
    

    
      Surprisingly, as Artier approached, the monster opened its mouth and spoke in human language.
    

    
      The pronunciation was slurred, but it was clearly understandable.
    

    
      “Do not… interfere….”
    

    
      There was no need to listen.
    

    
      Artier immediately placed a hand on his chest.
    

    
      “Wild Protection.”
    

    
      [Wild Protection is applied.]
    

    
      Turtle’s Blessing: Defense increases by 20%.
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      A defense-increasing buff in a field where defense is 0.
    

    
      As expected, random effects were not reliable at all.
    

    
      He used the skill once more, and this time, a useful buff popped out.
    

    
      [Wild Protection is applied.]
    

    
      Wolf’s Blessing: Attack power increases by 10%.
    

    
      Readjusting his grip on the sword, Artier immediately started running.
    

    
      The moment he kicked off the ground, his body had already reached right in front of the creature.
    

    
      Shwaak!
    

    
      “Kuaaaack!”
    

    
      An attack with a whopping 100% damage, plus another 10%.
    

    
      The feeling of the sword sinking in was different. As if he had swung a greatsword, a large wound split open on the creature’s body, and blood poured out.
    

    
      “Insolent… human!”
    

    
      Woooong…
    

    
      ‘Magic?’
    

    
      Small magic circles formed above the creature's head.
    

    
      The magic circles, engraved with ominous patterns, were something Artier had never seen before.
    

    
      And the same pattern appeared on Artier's body.
    

    
      ‘Homing magic circles!’
    

    
      Kwagwagwagwa!
    

    
      Red Mana Bullets poured out like a shower.
    

    
      They all showed different trajectories, flying precisely toward Artier.
    

    
      [Perfect Counter is activated!]
    

    
      The sword spun rapidly.
    

    
      His hand moved with astonishing speed, shattering all the incoming Mana Bullets.
    

    
      ‘They’re just Mana Bullets, but my hand is tingling. Its attack power has definitely increased too.’
    

    
      Moreover, as long as the homing magic circles were used, dodging the Mana Bullets was impossible.
    

    
      ‘This is not good…’
    

    
      Artier shook his wrist and charged at the creature again.
    

    
      [Avatar of Counterattack is active!]
    

    
      Current 8 stacks: All stats increased by 24%
    

    
      Shugagak!
    

    
      The sword drew a path as if dancing.
    

    
      Artier swung his sword, moving his body busily. Each time, a sentence of death was carved onto the creature’s body.
    

    
      “How…?”
    

    
      The Commander stared at Artier as if it couldn’t understand.
    

    
      Its gaze was so chilling that his body inadvertently froze.
    

    
      [Paralysis resistance successful]
    

    
      ‘Paralysis?’
    

    
      Thud!
    

    
      Artier immediately rolled his body just before the creature's spider leg could strike him down.
    

    
      If he had been even a little late, his body would have been pierced through.
    

    
      ‘So looking into its eyes causes paralysis?’
    

    
      The Commander in the game had a pattern of inflicting paralysis with a certain probability upon landing a physical attack.
    

    
      He had never heard anything about its gaze.
    

    
      ‘The patterns might be different from the monsters in the game.’
    

    
      If so, the plan could go awry.
    

    
      Artier suppressed his ominous feeling with effort and struck the protruding leg with his sword.
    

    
      “Kuaaaack!”
    

    
      “Bow, now!”
    

    
      Piiing!
    

    
      He was in such a hurry he couldn’t even connect the communication, but Bow didn't particularly need a signal.
    

    
      Pububuck!
    

    
      Four arrows lodged themselves in the Commander’s abdomen, chest, between its eyes, and in the spider’s underbelly.
    

    
      It was clearly an arrow shot by one person, yet all four came from completely different directions.
    

    
      ‘Good!’
    

    
      This was exactly what Artier wanted.
    

    
      To land a critical hit on the stationary Commander right after its attack and make it falter for a moment.
    

    
      Artier immediately escaped that spot and moved behind the Commander’s back.
    

    
      And he began to slice at its waist, the joint where the human and spider bodies were divided.
    

    
      “Uwaaaak!”
    

    
      He didn’t know which part was the main body, but Artier knew.
    

    
      The moment the spider and human bodies were separated, the creature would become enraged and enter its second phase.
    

    
      ‘But it can’t enter the second phase yet. So just enough, to a point where it could enter at any moment.’
    

    
      Artier sliced about halfway through the Commander’s waist and then retreated.
    

    
      Before long, the creature regained its senses and looked back at Artier.
    

    
      Once again, Mana Bullets poured out like a shower, and Artier smiled as he thrusted his sword forward.
    

    
      [Avatar of Counterattack is active!]
    

    
      Current 16 stacks: All stats increased by 48%
    

    
      Attacks that couldn't kill him only made him stronger.
    

    
      ‘As expected of an early-game boss, it’s easy.’
    

    
      The Commander was such a common boss that its strategy was already fully available on the game's community forums.
    

    
      The creature didn’t know it, but Artier was predicting in his head what pattern would come next and how he should act.
    

    
      “You… know… my movements?”
    

    
      When Artier deflected the Mana Bullets once more, the Commander asked him with a look of incomprehension.
    

    
      “How…?”
    

    
      “What do I know? You’re the one who’s simple.”
    

    
      For a boss monster that had only been repeating the same lines to speak to him.
    

    
      Artier was dumbfounded but answered vaguely. He couldn’t just shout, ‘I know all your damn patterns!’, could he? Not with Bow behind him.
    

    
      But it seemed the Commander had been aiming for that very answer.
    

    
      [Paralysis resistance failed]
    

    
      [Your body is paralyzed for 7 seconds.]
    

    
      “Ugh?”
    

    
      His legs stiffened and wouldn't move. Artier’s nimble body, which had been moving swiftly, stopped for the first time.
    

    
      “Caught… you.”
    

    
      With those words, the Commander created numerous sharp ice spears.
    

    
      Its expression was as if it was smiling, overcome with joy.
    

    
      ‘Answering also triggers paralysis?’
    

    
      He wanted to open his mouth, but he couldn’t. Artier could only roll his eyes and watch the incoming ice spears.
    

    
      What are you doing!
    

    
      With Bow’s shout, five arrows flew in.
    

    
      The arrows shattered the ice spears, but two spears still remained.
    

    
      “Insolent… meddler.”
    

    
      The Commander looked precisely where Bow was standing and sent one of the two spears flying at Bow.
    

    
      Thud!
    

    
      Its speed was so incredibly fast that even though Bow rolled away first, one of his legs was frozen solid.
    

    
      ‘Bow…!’
    

    
      Artier tensed his whole body and drew upon his mana.
    

    
      The moment feeling returned to his shoulder and leg, Artier twisted his body with all his might.
    

    
      Pook!
    

    
      “Aaaack!”
    

    
      But he couldn’t dodge it completely.
    

    
      The ice spear pierced through Artier’s right shoulder, freezing it solid blue.
    

    
      ‘It hurts!’
    

    
      It felt like his entire body was being stabbed with needles.
    

    
      A pain he had never experienced in his life was felt throughout his whole body.
    

    
      Clang!
    

    
      Dropping his sword, Artier staggered and barely managed to get up.
    

    
      As he pulled out the ice spear with his trembling left arm, another scream escaped.
    

    
      ‘Is this the kind of pain Jeina is enduring?’
    

    
      He had to immediately take out a potion and down it.
    

    
      And before the creature did anything, he had to pick up his weapon again.
    

    
      But that wasn’t easy.
    

    
      Since coming to this world, Artier had never allowed a proper attack to land.
    

    
      Although he had engaged in fierce battles until now, he had no external wounds.
    

    
      Naturally, it was because Artier had been parrying every single attack.
    

    
      ‘My whole body feels like it’s being torn apart.’
    

    
      Therefore, Artier, experiencing such immense pain for the first time in his life, couldn't calm down.
    

    
      “Foolish… being.”
    

    
      The Commander smiled and slowly approached Artier.
    

    
      With a wave of its hand, Artier was grabbed by an invisible hand and began to float into the air.
    

    
      “Destiny cannot… be changed.”
    

    
      One must never drop their weapon in front of the Commander.
    

    
      Because it can control an unarmed human with the Basic Magic, Telekinesis.
    

    
      Artier knew all of this, but he was too late.
    

    
      Thud!
    

    
      “Keuk!”
    

    
      As if handling a toy, Artier was thrown into a corner.
    

    
      He felt the metallic taste of blood in his mouth.
    

    
      ‘Am I, going to die?’
    

    
      Artier barely held onto his fading consciousness.
    

    
      The situation was desperate. Perhaps due to the severe shock, he couldn't feel his senses properly.
    

    
      “Heok…”
    

    
      Artier used all his strength to pour a potion into his mouth.
    

    
      As the pain-relieving effect spread, the pain lessened, but the extreme fatigue did not disappear.
    

    
      ‘If I fall asleep here, I’ll die, right?’
    

    
      Catching his breath, Artier barely raised his body.
    

    
      Even during this, the creature was slowly approaching.
    

    
      “Behold, the end.”
    

    
      Kwadeuk
    

    
      Mana Bullets were generated all around the Commander.
    

    
      This time, there were a whopping twenty.
    

    
      Bow… are you okay?
    

    
      Is this the time to worry about others?
    

    
      Bow's low voice could be heard.
    

    
      He tried to answer calmly, but he couldn't hide a groan of pain.
    

    
      Covering fire is impossible. So get out of there, quick!
    

    
      ….
    

    
      Hey!
    

    
      Artier took a small breath.
    

    
      You already know.
    

    
      His body, which had taken a direct hit because his defense was zero, was already in tatters.
    

    
      Moreover, his sword had been sent flying far away.
    

    
      In this state…
    

    
      I can’t run. That was the plan from the start.
    

    
      ….
    

    
      Perhaps this could be the end.
    

    
      It wasn't strange.
    

    
      Originally, <Cross Destiny> was a cruel game where a single mistake could make you lose everything.
    

    
      Bow, you should leave first. Now that your position is exposed, you could be counterattacked.
    

    
      What are you planning to do?
    

    
      …I’ll catch that thing, somehow.
    

    
      Heard that bullshit loud and clear.
    

    
      But he didn't want to give up.
    

    
      Artier remembered all the endings of <Cross Destiny>
    

    
      He recalled the days he spent recording the bonds and journeys he made in the game.
    

    
      [Using Telekinesis.]
    

    
      Thwip!
    

    
      The sword that had been rolling on the ground flew into his hand.
    

    
      ‘I’ve only just begun, I can’t let it end so meaninglessly!’
    

    
      At the same time, the Mana Bullets were fired, aiming for his entire body.
    

    
      “Haap!”
    

    
      [Perfect Counter is activated!]
    

    
      Artier swung his sword with all his might.
    

    
      He deflected the Mana Bullets in front of him, deflected, and continued to deflect.
    

    
      [Avatar of Counterattack is active!]
    

    
      Current 42 stacks: All stats increased by 126%
    

    
      The stacks increased, and wind began to rise from the sword.
    

    
      The flames blooming from the sword drew lines in the air as if painting a picture.
    

    
      Peok!
    

    
      “Ugh!”
    

    
      But the limit was reached.
    

    
      Each time a missed Mana Bullet grazed his body, Artier’s entire body swayed precariously.
    

    
      Teong!
    

    
      ‘No!’
    

    
      Eventually, Artier’s arm was knocked away.
    

    
      Seeing his wide-open chest, the Commander smiled.
    

    
      ‘What should I do!’
    

    
      A skill? Equipment? Control?
    

    
      What on earth could block that?
    

    
      Get a grip!
    

    
      At that moment, a familiar voice echoed in his head.
    

    
      But there was no time to even reply to the communication.
    

    
      The Mana Bullet was right in front of him.
    

    
      You are not someone who dies in a place like this!
    

    
      In that instant, the fatigue Artier felt shattered into pieces.
    

    
      [Confusion is lifted.]
    

    
      The world returned to normal, and the dark sky regained its light.
    

    
      Forcibly holding his knocked-away arm, Artier twisted his body with all his might and swung his sword.
    

    
      “Uwaaa!”
    

    
      Kwaaa!
    

    
      Flames belatedly bloomed from the circularly swung sword.
    

    
      [The will to cut down the being before you and the image of a skill your comrade possessed have been combined.]
    

    
      [You have learned Flame Cleave(Lv.1).]
    

    
      The small flames, at some point, became a great wave of fire, exploding all the Mana Bullets before him.
    

    
      The flames, not satisfied with that, rushed straight towards the Commander and engulfed its entire body.
    

    
      “Kuaaaaak!”
    

    
      Instantly engulfed in flames, the Commander screamed and began to shake its body.
    

    
      Artier looked back and forth between his sword and the Commander.
    

    
      “…Huh?”
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      “How… do you still have such power!”
    

    
      The Commander shouted, staggering.
    

    
      But that was a question Artier wanted to ask as well.
    

    
      ‘I got another skill.’
    

    
      Just like the Tactical Command skill from before, this was the second time he had acquired a skill in a way he had never seen before.
    

    
      ‘Well, worrying about it now won't change anything.’
    

    
      When an opportunity arises, one must seize it.
    

    
      Kwagagak!
    

    
      Flames erupted from the longsword.
    

    
      The flames shattered the ice wall the Commander had hastily created.
    

    
      “How…!”
    

    
      The Commander, seemingly having completely lost its mind, didn't even think of speaking again and continuously created and fired Mana Bullets and ice spears.
    

    
      Despite its panic, the interval was extremely short. It was practically like firing an automatic rifle.
    

    
      ‘How much mana does it have?’
    

    
      For a moment, Artier couldn't break through its barrage.
    

    
      Until he hit the roulette jackpot.
    

    
      “Wild Protection!”
    

    
      [Wild Protection is applied.]
    

    
      Cheetah’s Blessing: Movement speed increases by 20%.
    

    
      Hook!
    

    
      Artier began to move as if he were teleporting.
    

    
      Mana Bullets exploded belatedly in the spot he had just left.
    

    
      Seogeok!
    

    
      “Kyaaaak!”
    

    
      In the blink of an eye, the Commander’s leg was flying through the air.
    

    
      ‘This should be about 30% health.’
    

    
      As soon as Artier thought this, the staggering Commander suddenly stopped dead in its tracks and muttered in a thick voice.
    

    
      “I will not hold back any longer.”
    

    
      Kiaaaaak!
    

    
      Suddenly, a bloodcurdling scream erupted from the Commander, no, from all over the city.
    

    
      And right after, Artier could hear Bow’s panicked communication.
    

    
      Artier! All the monsters around are flocking towards you!
    

    
      This was the Commander’s second phase.
    

    
      True to its name, the Commander would lead countless Hellmorphs in battle starting from its second phase.
    

    
      To defeat it, one had to divide forces into a group to deal with the escort troops and another to attack the boss.
    

    
      ‘But Bow can’t block them alone.’
    

    
      That was the ideal strategy.
    

    
      But Artier had no intention of following that strategy.
    

    
      [Avatar of Counterattack is active!]
    

    
      Current 75 stacks: All stats increased by 225%
    

    
      Kwareung!
    

    
      With a single jump, Artier was facing the Commander’s torso.
    

    
      “What…!”
    

    
      “The Commander’s paralysis success rate is 50%.”
    

    
      [Paralysis resistance successful]
    

    
      “And the probability drops by half for every level the player is higher.”
    

    
      [Paralysis resistance successful]
    

    
      “But right now, my level is at least 22, you know?”
    

    
      Artier stared into the Commander’s eyes and uttered in a low voice.
    

    
      “Go on, try and paralyze me.”
    

    
      “You, you bastard!”
    

    
      [Paralysis resistance successful]
    

    
      The Commander let out a monstrous scream and tried to spit something out, but Artier’s sword was faster.
    

    
      Thud!
    

    
      The flame-wreathed sword accurately struck the waist he had already half-severed.
    

    
      “Kuaaaaaaaaak!”
    

    
      The creature desperately grabbed the sword with its hands.
    

    
      Even as its fingers burned, it was struggling with all its might to pull out the sword.
    

    
      “How! Do you know about us!”
    

    
      Artier didn't bother to answer the futile question. Instead, he just put more strength into his grip.
    

    
      “You don’t need to know.”
    

    
      Chwaak!
    

    
      And that was the end.
    

    
      Artier’s sword pulled out of the creature’s torso, and as if in slow motion, its waist slowly slid off the spider’s body and collapsed.
    

    
      The Commander’s remaining lower half, only after its torso had fallen, seemed to feel the pain and writhed, its legs trembling.
    

    
      [You have leveled up.]
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      Artier sheathed his sword and quietly looked around.
    

    
      The sound of the Hellmorphs’ footsteps, which had been audible from all directions until a moment ago, was gradually fading away.
    

    
      Artier, they’re running away.
    

    
      That’s a relief.
    

    
      You crazy bastard. To think you actually pulled it off.
    

    
      In the distance, he could see the figure of Bow, running a hand through his hair.
    

    
      Letting out an unconscious chuckle, Artier staggered and sat down from the pain that hit him belatedly.
    

    
      His condition was at its worst from moving recklessly with a ruined shoulder.
    

    
      I’m just going to rest for a bit, okay?
    

    
      My bodyguard fee is expensive.
    

    
      Even Bow’s sarcastic words couldn’t keep Artier’s consciousness from fading.
    

    
      A moment later, in the square where everything had vanished, only the sound of deep, sleeping breaths could be heard faintly.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      The next day, no more Hellmorphs could be found in the city.
    

    
      Most of the Hellmorphs had fled to the northern forest, and those that remained were all taken care of by the combined forces of the Robist and Derth Mercenary Corps.
    

    
      “Here is your request reward. Thank you for protecting Dorman, Sir Artier.”
    

    
      [You are the person who made the greatest contribution to this request.]
    

    
      [You have leveled up.]
    

    
      [You have leveled up.]
    

    
      [You have obtained 50 Gold Coins.]
    

    
      [You have been recognized as a Supreme-Grade Mercenary.]
    

    
      You can now receive benefits from Mercenary Guilds throughout the entire empire. You have obtained the authority to become the leader of a mercenary corps.
    

    
      ‘I never thought I’d be promoted to a Supreme-Grade Mercenary this way.’
    

    
      It was thanks to the many mercenaries who testified about Artier’s achievements.
    

    
      He was a little embarrassed by the excessive praise, but it was a relief that he didn't have to spend time on a promotion test.
    

    
      Moreover, this wasn't the end of the quest.
    

    
      “We, the Derth Mercenary Corps, declare that we have forged an eternal friendship with Artier!”
    

    
      That night, the leader of the Derth Mercenary Corps, who had fiery red hair, and Trophin came to express their gratitude.
    

    
      Trophin, with his characteristic hearty laugh, presented Artier with a wooden box as large as his upper body.
    

    
      “This is a gift prepared by our leader!”
    

    
      [Quest completed.]
    

    
      [You have acquired the Sword Dancer Leather Armor.]
    

    
      “You rascal, you prepared it, so why use my name? Are you shy or something?”
    

    
      “Keuhum, what are you talking about? I prepared it because the leader permitted it.”
    

    
      “My, my, this guy is shyer than he looks. Please try to understand.”
    

    
      “What is this guy saying!”
    

    
      Despite being the leader and vice-leader, the two bickering like old friends was a far cry from the image of a large mercenary corps.
    

    
      But Artier liked that kind of relationship.
    

    
      “When are you going to introduce your friends?”
    

    
      Of course, the moment they asked that question, such thoughts vanished without a trace, and he had to desperately spit out an excuse.
    

    
      “I think it’s still too difficult.”
    

    
      “I see. Then at least tell us this. What should we call you all?”
    

    
      “We are…”
    

    
      Artier was lost in thought for a moment.
    

    
      And he said the first word that came to his mind.
    

    
      “You can call us Destiny.”
    

    
      Destiny.
    

    
      It was the name of this game and a word synonymous with its identity.
    

    
      “Destiny…. I’ve never heard that name before.”
    

    
      “Because they are friends who are hidden away.”
    

    
      “That’s true. Next time, I’ll formally invite you to our mercenary corps. You’ll come, right?”
    

    
      “Of course.”
    

    
      The Derth Mercenary Corps is a mercenary group that survives until the end in the main story and becomes a reliable ally.
    

    
      Artier smiled brightly and shook hands with the leader.
    

    
      After the executives of Derth left, Artier sighed and turned around.
    

    
      There stood his comrades, their eyes blazing, staring at him with meaningful expressions.
    

    
      “Now, I think it’s time for you to explain.”
    

    
      “That’s right. Mis.Ter. Des.Ti.Ny?”
    

    
      “That’s a grand name. More than we deserve.”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      Each and every gaze felt like it was poking his entire body.
    

    
      Cold sweat trickled down Artier’s forehead as he darted his eyes around.
    

    
      “I’ll tell you everything… so you’ll listen, right?”
    

    
      “Depends on how you do?”
    

    
      Bow said, spinning an arrow between his fingers.
    

    
      ‘I don’t want to lie again.’
    

    
      Artier pondered.
    

    
      Should he say that he has no real affiliation and that this was all a scam?
    

    
      ‘If I say that as it is, I’ll end up in the same situation as the Magica Mercenary Corps…’
    

    
      An eye for an eye.
    

    
      Hadn’t he seen with his own two eyes the Derth Mercenary Corps’ crude but effective method of revenge?
    

    
      ‘But I can’t lie about everything either.’
    

    
      Let’s mix truth and lies appropriately.
    

    
      Having made his decision, Artier opened his mouth.
    

    
      “Destiny is the name of the mercenary corps I originally belonged to.”
    

    
      “I’ve never heard of such a name.”
    

    
      “Same here.”
    

    
      Gerard and Bow’s gazes were fixed coldly on him.
    

    
      But Artier had anticipated this reaction. A high-ranking mercenary would know about all the major mercenary corps in the empire.
    

    
      “That’s probably because it’s a mercenary corps that no longer exists.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Just like Gerard’s case, it’s a mercenary corps that was disbanded due to a lack of members.”
    

    
      A former executive of the disbanded Destiny Mercenary Corps due to a lack of members.
    

    
      This was the scenario Artier had prepared.
    

    
      “Why would a Supreme-Grade Mercenary be in such a small-scale mercenary corps?”
    

    
      “It was a mercenary corps composed of acquaintances.”
    

    
      “…Ah, I see.”
    

    
      Gerard scratched the back of his neck with a regretful expression.
    

    
      But Bow still didn't let go of his suspicious tone.
    

    
      “Then Destiny doesn’t exist right now. Did you lie to the Derth Mercenary Corps?”
    

    
      “Well… I won’t deny it.”
    

    
      Artier, scratching his cheek, gave an awkward smile.
    

    
      “But the request itself was a success, right? It was what we intended to do from the beginning, anyway…”
    

    
      Thwack!
    

    
      “Ugh!”
    

    
      A dizzying sensation spread from his head. Gerard put the grimoire back into his coat and let out a deep sigh.
    

    
      “You should be glad it went over well.”
    

    
      “You almost died. Do you know how surprised I was when you came back on Bow’s back? And you just had me guide the survivors.”
    

    
      Jeina turned her head away and muttered. Anyone could see she was quite sulking.
    

    
      “If it weren’t for Collie, you would have been long gone…. Huh?”
    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    
      “Collie, wasn’t he here just a moment ago?”
    

    
      At Jeina’s words, everyone looked around.
    

    
      Indeed, the small boy was nowhere to be seen.
    

    
      “Where did he go?”
    

    
      “He doesn’t seem to be upstairs.”
    

    
      “He probably went out to play. The market is open, isn’t it?”
    

    
      Just as Bow spoke indifferently, Artier stared intently at the floor and said.
    

    
      “I think I know where he is.”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      In Artier’s eyes, a colorful yellow light could be seen leading out the door.
    

    
      The refreshing energy touching his fingertips was that of a familiar being.
    

    
      ‘I didn’t detect it. This was left behind.’
    

    
      Creak.
    

    
      When he opened the inn door and stepped outside, the light continued far to the outskirts of the city.
    

    
      “I’ll go get him.”
    

    
      “Where are you going? Our talk isn’t over yet.”
    

    
      “Ugh…”
    

    
      Bow’s gaze was painfully sharp.
    

    
      Just as Artier faltered at this.
    

    
      “Go on.”
    

    
      Gerard said.
    

    
      At this, Bow glared at Gerard.
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Is there anything more to talk about? Artier has already told us all the facts.”
    

    
      “That’s…”
    

    
      “I understand you’re angry, but it should end with a lecture.”
    

    
      “Hah, you’re not angry?”
    

    
      “I am angry too. But didn’t you say that if the result is good, it’s not a reckless act but the best choice?”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      “It’s true that Artier lied, but in the end, he brought about a good result. So I think it’s fine to end it here.”
    

    
      “Look at the saint of patience.”
    

    
      Bow threw the arrow he was holding at a nearby pillar, crossed his arms, and sat down on a chair.
    

    
      “Be back quick. If you take too long, I’ll come find you.”
    

    
      “Got it.”
    

    
      Artier hurriedly left the inn and followed the light.
    

    
      Passing between destroyed buildings, the light continued on until he reached the vicinity of a collapsed clock tower.
    

    
      And finally, when he came out to what was once the city’s entrance.
    

    
      “Collie?”
    

    
      Collie was not in the form of a boy.
    

    
      He had returned to his dog form and was looking up at the moon.
    

    
      ‘What are you doing here?’
    

    
      Artier, approaching with a puzzled expression, suddenly stopped in his tracks.
    

    
      The moonlight pouring down from the sky was circling and dancing around Collie.
    

    
      “You’ve come?”
    

    
      Collie didn’t turn around.
    

    
      “…You called me?”
    

    
      “That’s right. I thought you would know.”
    

    
      Only then did Collie turn his head.
    

    
      The Spirit Creature took a step forward, floated gently in the air, and looked at him.
    

    
      “First of all, I wanted to get you out of that intense atmosphere. If you had stayed there for another 10 minutes, the master might have withered and died. Ahahang!”
    

    
      “That’s a strange laugh…. Wait a minute.”
    

    
      Something was strange. How could he know about that situation?
    

    
      As Artier stared intently at Collie, Collie also stopped laughing and gazed at him steadily.
    

    
      “You must have many questions. Isn’t that right?”
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      Many questions, you say?
    

    
      That was an understatement.
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      From the time he defeated the Commander, Collie had always acted as if he knew the situation Artier was in.
    

    
      “How do you know all that?”
    

    
      “It’s simple. It is because you, Sir Artier, are my master.”
    

    
      When Artier tilted his head, Collie nodded.
    

    
      “A dog must protect its master. So it is only natural to know the master’s situation, is it not?”
    

    
      “But I’m not your master.”
    

    
      “I asked to be with you, and did you not permit it, Sir Artier? The contract was formed from that moment.”
    

    
      “In that way…?”
    

    
      Isn’t that a fraudulent contract?
    

    
      As if reading Artier’s dumbfounded expression, Collie chuckled.
    

    
      “I apologize. But I had my own circumstances.”
    

    
      “What do you mean?”
    

    
      “To become a Spirit Creature, one must live more than half of their given life in a place full of pure mana. But I became a Spirit Creature through a different method.”
    

    
      Collie had been trapped in the ruins’ mana absorption device.
    

    
      And those years were much longer than Artier had thought.
    

    
      “What? But that doesn’t make sense. If you were inside the device, all your mana would have been absorbed.”
    

    
      “That was due to a mistake the administrator didn’t foresee.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “That absorption device is designed for living beings that possess mana.”
    

    
      Therefore, if a human were trapped, their mana would be drained until they died.
    

    
      But Collie was not a human, but a dog.
    

    
      “Mana is the power of thought. But back when I was not a Spirit Creature, I was just a beast living by instinct. I had no mana to be taken in the first place.”
    

    
      But the absorption device, regardless, continued to try to absorb Collie’s mana.
    

    
      Then, something beyond imagination happened.
    

    
      “At some point, mana began to flow into me in reverse.”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      “The administrators did not notice. Because the amount of mana that could be stored in the device was very small.”
    

    
      The tool, designed for humans, eventually broke down.
    

    
      Thanks to that, Collie’s body was continuously exposed to fresh mana.
    

    
      Beyond half his lifespan, until he became a Spirit Creature.
    

    
      “You… were an artificially created Spirit Creature through an accident.”
    

    
      At Artier’s words, Collie smiled brightly and nodded.
    

    
      His mouth was smiling, but his eyes looked strangely sad.
    

    
      “Then, a problem arose after I escaped with Sir Artier’s help.”
    

    
      “Why?”
    

    
      “A Spirit Creature must continuously consume pure mana to not lose its reason.”
    

    
      “Ah…”
    

    
      “Usually, this is naturally resolved by staying in the place where one became a Spirit Creature. 
    

    
      But that is not possible for me, is it? I had to find another way to replenish my mana.”
    

    
      “So you forced a contract with me? To receive pure mana.”
    

    
      “That is correct.”
    

    
      “But I’ve never felt my mana being taken.”
    

    
      “That is because I am still a low-grade Spirit Creature.”
    

    
      An amount of mana so small that Artier would find it hard to notice.
    

    
      He said that at this point, absorbing just that much was enough for Collie to live without any problems.
    

    
      “However, as I grow and become a stronger Spirit Creature, the amount of mana absorption will increase. From then on, Sir Artier might also be able to feel his mana being consumed.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “I am sorry.”
    

    
      Collie’s ears drooped.
    

    
      “I cannot stop this. It is like breathing.”
    

    
      “Then did you come to ask me a favor? To find a way to replenish your mana somehow?”
    

    
      “That is correct.”
    

    
      Artier scratched the back of his neck with a bothered expression.
    

    
      ‘The summoner build wasn’t in my plan.’
    

    
      The summoner in <Cross Destiny> belongs to a multi-class that combines physical attacks and magic.
    

    
      Due to the constant mana consumption, one had to invest stats in Intelligence, and at the same time, physical abilities had to be developed so the summoner themselves wouldn't die or get injured.
    

    
      And according to Artier’s experience with numerous job builds.
    

    
      ‘Versatile, but not my cup of tea.’
    

    
      The summoner’s own physical ability is inevitably lower than that of a pure warrior.
    

    
      This characteristic didn't sit well with Artier, who preferred to defeat enemies directly.
    

    
      ‘Wait a minute…. Could it be that the reason I suddenly got a buff skill is?’
    

    
      One of the ways to obtain Wild Protection is to contract with a beast-type summon.
    

    
      Cold sweat began to trickle down his forehead.
    

    
      If he maintained the contract with Collie, the skills he would obtain in the future would, whether he liked it or not, likely be related to a summoner.
    

    
      “If the goal is simply to replenish mana, isn’t there a way to contract with someone else besides me?”
    

    
      “That… is not easy.”
    

    
      “Why?”
    

    
      “To contract with a Spirit Creature, the mana wavelengths must match. But among humans, such a person appears maybe once in 100 years.”
    

    
      It was only because Artier was the protagonist that he received special treatment.
    

    
      The summoner itself was a rare job that was very difficult to appear in the game's world.
    

    
      “Right… I understand.”
    

    
      In the end, it meant that to continue being with Collie in the future, he had to maintain the contract.
    

    
      Sighing, Artier checked the information window.
    

    
      ‘It’s a good thing I didn’t invest any stats since becoming level 10.’
    

    
      Artier put 4 of his 12 Bonus Stat Points into Intelligence.
    

    
      Lv.13 Artier
    

    
      Title: Supreme-Grade Mercenary
    

    
      Class: None
    

    
      Strength: 25
    

    
      Agility: 24(+1)
    

    
      Intelligence: 10
    

    
      Available Skills: Perfect Counter(Lv.1), Avatar of Counterattack(Lv.1), Tactical Command(Lv.1), Wild Protection(Lv.1), Flame Cleave(Lv.1)
    

    
      “What did you do?”
    

    
      “Hmm?”
    

    
      Closing the information window and lowering his gaze, Collie was tilting his head and looking at him.
    

    
      “The mana flowing out has suddenly increased.”
    

    
      “Ah, that’s…”
    

    
      From Collie’s perspective of receiving mana, it seemed the stat investment was immediately noticeable.
    

    
      As he was thinking of an excuse, an unexpected word came from Collie’s mouth.
    

    
      “Is it because you are the protagonist, after all?”
    

    
      “…What?”
    

    
      The world seemed to freeze for a moment.
    

    
      He quickly took a breath, but the shock didn't subside.
    

    
      “You, how do you know that?”
    

    
      Did it realize the existence of the system because it became a player’s summon?
    

    
      Or was it because the creature was a Spirit Creature?
    

    
      “I knew from the beginning that Sir Artier was a special person.”
    

    
      Collie said, wagging his tail.
    

    
      “I never told you my name, yet you called me by my name as soon as you saw me, did you not?”
    

    
      “Ah…”
    

    
      When he first met Collie after escaping the ruins, Artier had said, ‘Could you be Collie?’
    

    
      Even though Collie had never told him his name since he first spoke.
    

    
      ‘Come to think of it, that’s right…’
    

    
      It was a clear mistake on his part.
    

    
      What if the other party had been someone other than Collie?
    

    
      Just thinking about it made cold sweat run down his back.
    

    
      “And I heard the word ‘protagonist’ from my seniors.”
    

    
      “Seniors?”
    

    
      “Other Spirit Creatures. The reason I came out this far was to talk with them.”
    

    
      Pat!
    

    
      At the same time, the moonlight that had been circling around Collie scattered and disappeared.
    

    
      Looking up at the sky, thick rain clouds were blocking the moonlight.
    

    
      “The seniors said that the master will have more questions.”
    

    
      Artier quietly nodded.
    

    
      “They said that if I want to know what I’m curious about, I should come find them in the Gigas Mountain Range in the south later.”
    

    
      “Gigas Mountain Range? You mean near Gigas Hall?”
    

    
      “I do not know the name of the city, but if it is in the south, that is probably correct.”
    

    
      Artier stared at him blankly.
    

    
      He didn't know whether to call it a miracle or a coincidence.
    

    
      ‘The Fairy’s Eye happens to be there.’
    

    
      The Fairy’s Eye was an essential item for Bow’s complete recruitment.
    

    
      ‘Since the defense battle was successful, the next main quest won’t happen for a while. Maybe I should get the Fairy’s Eye in the meantime.’
    

    
      “Let’s ask the comrades first.”
    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    
      Poof!
    

    
      Collie smiled brightly and returned to his boy form.
    

    
      “But Collie.”
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      “What kind of person was your former master?”
    

    
      “Uh…”
    

    
      Collie hesitated for a moment and then gave an awkward smile.
    

    
      “He was an ordinary archaeologist. I was not a Spirit Creature back then, you see.”
    

    
      “Don’t you miss him?”
    

    
      “I do miss him. But a dead person will not return no matter what is done.”
    

    
      Artier silently watched Collie walking alongside him.
    

    
      Perhaps there was a mistake in his Shape Shift skill, as a fluffy dog tail was showing from behind the boy’s back.
    

    
      That tail was hanging limply, without any strength.
    

    
      “…Still, traces of my former master remain within me. Among the mana that made me a Spirit Creature, his must be there as well.”
    

    
      Collie placed a hand on his chest.
    

    
      For a very brief moment, Artier saw an illusion of an elderly man of venerable age walking by Collie’s side.
    

    
      ‘I see.’
    

    
      The average lifespan of a dog in this world is about 6 years.
    

    
      Collie must have endured at least 3 years in the ruins.
    

    
      In a dog’s life, that would have been an eternity.
    

    
      ‘To be separated for such a long time, yet still remember that person.’
    

    
      The weight of the name ‘master’ is heavy.
    

    
      Artier wondered if he could bear that weight, if he was even qualified.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Returning to the inn, Artier and Collie told the party their next destination.
    

    
      “Gigas Hall?”
    

    
      “It’s a forest city at the southwestern tip of the continent.”
    

    
      “To suddenly go from the northern tip to the southwestern tip, is there some reason for it?”
    

    
      “Well, there are several reasons.”
    

    
      First, there was no reason to stay here any longer.
    

    
      The defense battle was won, but this place was now a front line.
    

    
      It would become a military operation zone for a while, so there would be no requests for mercenaries to undertake.
    

    
      “Besides, it’s a bit much to keep sticking with the Derth Mercenary Corps.”
    

    
      “Right, at this rate, we’ll be found out eventually.”
    

    
      Gerard massaged his brow and then looked up.
    

    
      “Your plan is to put some distance between us and create a moderately sized group, right?”
    

    
      “That’s right.”
    

    
      Artier nodded.
    

    
      The reason he had needlessly created the name ‘Destiny’ was, without need for excuses, because he planned to create a mercenary corps of the same name later.
    

    
      “But that’s impossible, Artier.”
    

    
      Gerard’s expression hardened as he shook his head.
    

    
      “We have already undertaken two difficult requests in a row. Considering the money we’ve earned so far, there’s no reason to immediately proceed with the next request. In my opinion, it would be better to rest for a bit for now.”
    

    
      “That’s right. To suddenly go to the southern tip, even for me, that’s a bit much, you know?”
    

    
      “Um…”
    

    
      Artier was at a loss for words.
    

    
      ‘It’s different from the game, after all.’
    

    
      They were not NPCs who would silently follow wherever the protagonist went.
    

    
      They were people before they were comrades, and being a mercenary was their profession. So forcing them to undertake consecutive requests was tantamount to forcing them to overwork.
    

    
      “Okay. Then let’s head down moderately and rest for a while.”
    

    
      In the original game, main quests would not proceed until the player chose to start them.
    

    
      Of course, now that the game had become reality, the main quest probably wouldn’t wait for the player indefinitely, but couldn’t he take a little break?
    

    
      ‘I need to rest a bit too.’
    

    
      Artier looked down at his hands.
    

    
      These hands, full of calluses and rough, were not originally his own.
    

    
      He had forgotten because he was so busy, but he was originally a person far removed from fighting.
    

    
      “Do you know a good place?”
    

    
      “Hmm… there’s a small city called Pons in the central region. Shall we go there?”
    

    
      “What’s there?”
    

    
      “Nothing special. Just that it’s called a resort for mercenaries.”
    

    
      “A resort?”
    

    
      Artier searched his memory, but there was no information about a region called Pons.
    

    
      ‘Well, it’s not a leveling area, so why would I go to a resort.’
    

    
      From what he heard, there were no threatening monsters there, nor were there any elements that would invite a Hellmorph invasion.
    

    
      The only stories coming out of there were light tales about the cheese being delicious or the lake being perfect for fishing.
    

    
      “Okay. Let’s go there then.”
    

    
      “Alright, I’ll guide you.”
    

    
      And so, Artier’s next destination was decided to be Pons.
    

    

  
    Chapter 29: Chapter 29

    
      Chapter 29: How a Mercenary Rests (1)
    

    
      The next day, they passed through the teleport gate heading to Pons.
    

    
      When the bright light faded and Artier opened his eyes, he was momentarily lost in the scenery before him.
    

    
      “Wow, it’s a huge lake!”
    

    
      The faint scent of water felt from beneath the wooden planks he was stepping on.
    

    
      Pons was a small maritime city built on a giant lake.
    

    
      “Welcome to Pons.”
    

    
      “Aah! I’ve missed this peaceful atmosphere sometimes!”
    

    
      Jeina walked forward with a nostalgic expression.
    

    
      Following her footsteps, the wooden floor of the street swayed slightly.
    

    
      “Is there no solid ground at all?”
    

    
      “Right. The buildings are made in the traditional way, but the streets between the buildings are connected by wooden bridges. They are quickly dismantled before a flood occurs, and reinstalled after the water recedes.”
    

    
      In short, Pons was a collection of numerous floating houses connected by wooden bridges.
    

    
      “Is there a reason for adopting such a method?”
    

    
      “The designer of this city wanted to protect the lake’s environment as much as possible.”
    

    
      As a city with a unique form, Pons’s appearance was quite different from Dorman.
    

    
      First of all, the commonly seen street stalls were nowhere to be seen. It was impossible to do business on a wooden bridge that swayed even when people just walked on it.
    

    
      The ground was clean without a single piece of trash, and the pungent smell of alcohol or the fishy smell of fish was not felt at all.
    

    
      “It’s a well-managed city.”
    

    
      “Isn’t it?”
    

    
      Soon, Jeina arrived at a cozy-looking cabin and shouted with her arms spread wide.
    

    
      “Ta-da! This is our hideout!”
    

    
      “Hideout?”
    

    
      “It was the base of the Alpha Mercenary Corps.”
    

    
      “Can we still use it?”
    

    
      “No problem. We bought it fair and square, after all.”
    

    
      Kiiik.
    

    
      As Gerard opened the door, candles and the fireplace automatically lit up.
    

    
      A broom lying on the floor stood up and began to sweep the floor on its own, and the windows on all sides opened, letting the air out.
    

    
      “A magic broom…. I guess it’s not enchanted with cleaning magic?”
    

    
      “It’s not a place we come to often, so there’s no reason to enchant it with a magic that consumes a lot of mana.”
    

    
      Answering Bow’s words, Gerard took out a Mana Stone the size of two finger joints from his pocket and inserted it into a groove on the wall.
    

    
      “There should be enough rooms. You can go into any room and rest. As for Artier…”
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      “Do you remember your room?”
    

    
      At first, Artier didn’t understand Gerard’s hesitant question.
    

    
      ‘That’s right…. I was originally part of the Alpha Mercenary Corps too.’
    

    
      Didn’t that mean his past self had visited this place before?
    

    
      From the sounds of it, Artier’s personal room was also here.
    

    
      ‘But there’s no way I’d remember.’
    

    
      When Artier showed an awkward smile, the slight glimmer of expectation in Gerard’s eyes melted away like snow.
    

    
      “I see. It’s the leftmost room on the second floor.”
    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    
      “Are you going to go up now?”
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      “This place has been left unattended since we left last time. Go on up. Who knows, there might be a clue to recovering your memory.”
    

    
      Hearing Gerard’s words, Artier couldn't help but become curious.
    

    
      A room that his past self had used.
    

    
      “Okay. I’ll go take a look.”
    

    
      “Can’t I go see too?”
    

    
      “You and I are going out to buy dinner!”
    

    
      “Eek? I don’t want to! I’m curious!”
    

    
      “You have to respect the master’s privacy.”
    

    
      Chuckling at the sight of Jeina forcibly dragging Collie outside, Artier went straight upstairs.
    

    
      Ignoring the sound of the creaking wooden planks, he moved forward, and there was an old door.
    

    
      [Artier]
    

    
      Staring at the unknown letters written in crooked handwriting, the four letters of his name came to mind.
    

    
      As soon as he lightly pushed the door with his hand and entered, Artier was at a loss for words.
    

    
      ‘Did I come into the wrong room?’
    

    
      In the room were a small table and a bed, and a basket made of woven plant stems.
    

    
      On the table was a book that looked like a diary, and the basket was full of books of unknown names.
    

    
      But what stole Artier’s gaze more than anything else were the large and small writings that filled one wall.
    

    
      ‘This is Artier’s room?’
    

    
      The Artier he knew was a bit on the taciturn side.
    

    
      He was evaluated by the surrounding NPCs as not being very talkative, and as the story progressed, his speech and actions even became venomous.
    

    
      The world was that hopeless, but in the first place, Artier had a personality that was exceptionally sparing with words even within that world.
    

    
      ‘But this place is like…’
    

    
      Artier opened the diary that was on the table.
    

    
      Then, he saw writings full of youthful and pure emotions.
    

    
      It felt like finding the secret place of a boy going through puberty.
    

    
      [Succeeded in the first request! Although all I did was take care of the small fry in the back…. Still, I made armor from the skin of a goblin I caught myself!]
    

    
      [Failed to enhance the armor…. But it’s a relief it wasn’t destroyed yet. Will the day come when I enhance this to its limit? I hope I can enhance it to the maximum. Because it’s the first armor I made myself!]
    

    
      “So you broke that armor right before the tutorial.”
    

    
      The hand of Artier, who was chuckling and turning the page, soon stopped.
    

    
      [We decided to head to Jestion’s viscounty tomorrow. They say it’s an unidentified monster, is it really okay to accept this request? The ominous feeling won’t go away. The leader told me to just guard the rear, so I should stay quietly put….]
    

    
      That was the last entry in the diary.
    

    
      ‘Different.’
    

    
      He was so different from the Artier he knew.
    

    
      Putting the diary into his inventory, Artier this time lay down on the bed as it was.
    

    
      ‘It feels awkward, as expected.’
    

    
      A dry and slightly dusty scent.
    

    
      The smell of bedding in a world without fabric softener is not very pleasant.
    

    
      Artier stretched his hand upwards.
    

    
      Looking at his scarred arm and the back of his hand, he brought up a question that he had been putting off for a long time.
    

    
      ‘Why did I possess Artier’s body?’
    

    
      He couldn’t remember.
    

    
      No matter how much he thought about it, he couldn’t recall any connection between his past life as Taehoon and his current life.
    

    
      ‘There’s no way I came to a world like this just because I was obsessed with a game.’
    

    
      Or maybe, was that the biggest reason?
    

    
      As expected, no answer came to mind. Artier sighed and lowered his arm.
    

    
      “…?”
    

    
      As he lay still, his gaze naturally went to the wall next to him.
    

    
      He unconsciously read the graffiti written at the very bottom and couldn't help but chuckle.
    

    
      [This room will be used by the youngest members of our Alpha Mercenary Corps. - Gerard]
    

    
      There was the first piece of graffiti written by Gerard, and above it, the graffiti of other mercenary members continued upwards towards the sky.
    

    
      [If the captain writes at the very bottom, how is the next youngest supposed to use it? - Ben]
    

    
      [They’ll write next to it! - Jeina]
    

    
      [Height limit for the youngest members, scheduled to get higher and higher - Deiker]
    

    
      [I’m done for… I’ll write next to it - Dina]
    

    
      “Gerard, you unexpectedly have this side to you.”
    

    
      Among the graffiti were names Artier didn’t know. They were probably the names of mercenary members who had been there before and had left or died.
    

    
      The graffiti had reached a level where it filled the room and was even invading the other wall at the end.
    

    
      “There it is, as expected.”
    

    
      And at the very end of that graffiti, as expected, there was Artier’s too.
    

    
      [It starts now! - Artier]
    

    
      A very stiff and error-filled piece of writing.
    

    
      Although Taehoon didn't know the letters of this world, he could tell that it had been inscribed very carefully with great tension.
    

    
      In his mind, he could see the image of an excited Artier, on the day he first got to use this room, taking a dagger and scratching the wall.
    

    
      “…Everywhere I look, it’s full of memories.”
    

    
      Although they were not his own memories, he could feel something instinctual burning hotly in a corner of his heart.
    

    
      “Artier, are you inside?”
    

    
      “I’m here.”
    

    
      “We’re about to prepare dinner, so how about you come downstairs.”
    

    
      “…I’m coming.”
    

    
      Rustle.
    

    
      He got up.
    

    
      Artier looked around the room one last time and then left.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      “Any harvest?”
    

    
      Dinner time. Artier, who was quietly staring at his soup, looked up at Gerard’s words.
    

    
      “Not really. There wasn't much to call memories.”
    

    
      “Well, you’re also a mercenary, so you probably wouldn’t have kept a lot of luggage.”
    

    
      He tore a piece of bread and dipped it in the soup.
    

    
      A moment later, when he pushed the softened bread into his mouth, he strongly felt the familiar yet long-since-tiresome taste of the soup.
    

    
      ‘Spicy food… I miss it.’
    

    
      In this medieval world, stimulating flavors were truly hard to find.
    

    
      Spicy or salty things were all possessions of the rich.
    

    
      It was only because he had recently earned some money that he was eating cream soup; on days with no money, it was common to eat just thin potato soup.
    

    
      “What are you planning to do here now? Let me say this in advance, I have no intention of resting for long.”
    

    
      At Bow’s words, everyone looked up.
    

    
      “Do you have something to do?”
    

    
      When Gerard asked, Bow nodded his head.
    

    
      “If it’s not very important, I plan to act alone for a while.”
    

    
      “I see. Are you coming back?”
    

    
      “Yes. I’ll keep the communication open, so call me when you’re done.”
    

    
      Although they had become a party, a party did not have as strong a bond as a mercenary corps.
    

    
      Therefore, everyone showed no reaction as they watched Bow get up immediately after finishing his meal.
    

    
      “What does the master plan to do from now on?”
    

    
      “Me?”
    

    
      “That’s right. Judging by your eyes, it seems the master does not intend to rest for long either.”
    

    
      “Um…”
    

    
      Artier rubbed his chin and was lost in thought.
    

    
      In fact, Collie’s words had hit the nail on the head.
    

    
      Possessing a player’s body, he could always maintain a state of being fully rested just by resting for a short while.
    

    
      ‘Simply put, I could go hunting, but it’s obvious there won’t be any high-level monsters around here. But it’s a waste of time to just rest.’
    

    
      As Artier’s contemplation deepened, Collie chuckled and said.
    

    
      “In that case, how about going outside with me?”
    

    
      “Outside?”
    

    
      “It makes no difference to me whether I am in the city or in the forest. And who knows? We might discover something while wandering in the forest.”
    

    
      “There’s a Mercenary Guild here too. It wouldn't be a bad idea to take on some minor requests you can do alone.”
    

    
      Was it because he was sick of going on another request after all that?
    

    
      Gerard seemed to have given up on many things.
    

    
      “Still, I doubt there would be any great requests near a resort.”
    

    
      “It’s fine, we’re going for a change of pace anyway. It would be troublesome if it’s too difficult.”
    

    
      Just as his bowl became empty, Artier put down his spoon and stood up from his seat.
    

    
      The Mercenary Guild should still be open, so it seemed like a good idea to check tomorrow’s requests in advance.
    

    
      “Collie, let’s go.”
    

    
      “Understood!”
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      The party decided to rest for a week.
    

    
      It was the result of calculating how long they could play and eat with the assets they each had.
    

    
      “Master, this way.”
    

    
      “Got it.”
    

    
      Artier followed Collie’s call.
    

    
      The sound of crunching autumn leaves echoed in the quiet forest.
    

    
      “Are there really herbs in this direction?”
    

    
      “That’s right. My nose does not lie, you see.”
    

    
      Collie, who had turned back into a dog at some point, was moving with his nose practically buried in the ground.
    

    
      “Moonshadow Grass is an herb that stays buried in the ground during the day. It is impossible to see with the naked eye.”
    

    
      “I know that too. I just don’t know why there’s a request to dig it up during the day.”
    

    
      “Master, you too. You are asking even though you know, are you not?”
    

    
      Collie tapped a spot with his front paw.
    

    
      Artier sighed and took out a small shovel from his inventory.
    

    
      “I know. Moonshadow Grass dug up during the day has better efficacy.”
    

    
      “That is correct. It is essential for making efficient potions.”
    

    
      Artier’s hand skillfully scooped up the surrounding soil.
    

    
      At first, he couldn’t do this and ended up ruining the herbs he had managed to find.
    

    
      The fortunate thing was that the forest around Pons was so abundant with herbs that it was overflowing.
    

    
      “But master, how long are you going to take on this request? It has already been three days since we started looking for herbs.”
    

    
      “Hmm…”
    

    
      Artier threw the dug-up herb into his inventory.
    

    
      In truth, these miscellaneous requests were errands that low-grade mercenaries would do.
    

    
      The reward money was what it was, but the experience points given by the system were also a mere pittance.
    

    
      “There is one thing I’m looking for…”
    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    
      “No, it’s just wishful thinking. And there’s nothing else to do, is there? Do you want to hunt wild animals?”
    

    
      “Not particularly, but… I am bored! I cannot even use any decent magic.”
    

    
      Collie lay down on the ground and looked up at him, only moving his eyes.
    

    
      “It has not been long since I came out into this world again. I want to experience and feel more things.”
    

    
      “Come to think of it, that must be true.”
    

    
      Collie’s proper life as a Spirit Creature began after he escaped the ruins.
    

    
      Even including the Dorman defense battle, less than a month had passed.
    

    
      ‘Maybe Collie, like me, doesn’t know this world well either.’
    

    
      Artier leaned against a nearby tree and got lost in thought.
    

    
      Now that Collie had said this much, it seemed he couldn’t just spend the entire week doing menial tasks.
    

    
      ‘But there don’t seem to be any significant requests around here, nor are there any ruins or dungeons.’
    

    
      It was a place that was truly good for defining the word peace.
    

    
      So it seemed difficult to gain any combat-related experience.
    

    
      “…Hmm, my head isn’t working well.”
    

    
      “Is it because you are hungry? It is already lunchtime.”
    

    
      “Is that so. Let’s eat for a bit.”
    

    
      Sitting on a nearby rock with Collie, who had returned to his boy form, Artier took out a faintly warm sandwich and stew from his inventory.
    

    
      “Ooh, it is still warm. How did you do that?”
    

    
      “I just put it in my inventory.”
    

    
      Thanks to the inventory that all humans in this world could use, the concept of preserved food was not very developed in this world.
    

    
      Whatever food was put in, its warmth and texture were preserved as they were, so there was no need to dry it or oversalt it.
    

    
      “But it is amazing to take out something in a bowl just as it is. It seems the master keeps his inventory extremely neat.”
    

    
      “Huh? Doesn’t everyone do this much?”
    

    
      “Have you not seen the barbarian’s inventory? Because she just throws things in randomly, I do not think she herself knows what is in her inventory.”
    

    
      Artier chuckled.
    

    
      She certainly seemed to be far from organized.
    

    
      ‘For me, the system organizes it for me.’
    

    
      Artier silently wiped away his cold sweat as he looked at the button next to the system window.
    

    
      These days, all games have an auto-sort item system, don’t they? Right?
    

    
      “By the way, master, how large is your inventory capacity?”
    

    
      “Me? Hmm…”
    

    
      Artier checked the capacity written in the system window.
    

    
      “About 150kg?”
    

    
      “What?!”
    

    
      Checking beside him, Collie was in a state where he had hastily caught a sandwich he had almost dropped with Telekinesis.
    

    
      “What’s wrong?”
    

    
      “For a swordsman’s inventory to be able to hold 150kg, that is impossible, is it not?”
    

    
      “Is it because it’s too little?”
    

    
      “The opposite! It is too much!”
    

    
      Artier showed a bewildered expression. This capacity was the standard public inventory level that all NPCs had since the game days.
    

    
      “Uh…”
    

    
      “The inventory’s capacity increases in proportion to the user’s mana control ability. That is why a mage’s inventory is usually larger than a warrior’s. But the master’s inventory capacity is even larger than mine…”
    

    
      “How big is your inventory?”
    

    
      “It is about 70kg right now. I believe Sir Gerard’s is about 50kg.”
    

    
      Hearing Collie’s words, Artier could also realize that something was wrong.
    

    
      Even Collie, a pure mage, had an inventory less than half the size of Artier’s, so for him, who had barely invested any stats in Intelligence, to have an inventory of that capacity, Collie couldn't help but be surprised.
    

    
      “The master uses a sword, so you might not know, but the master has an incredible talent for magic. Even more than Sir Gerard.”
    

    
      “Really…?”
    

    
      “It is not a level to be spoken of so lightly.”
    

    
      Poke!
    

    
      Simultaneously with his words, Collie’s finger was touching Artier’s nose.
    

    
      “Mana control ability is close to an innate talent. In my view, the master’s talent is more outstanding than any human in the last 200 years.”
    

    
      “How do you know 200 years of history…?”
    

    
      When Artier stared at him, Collie growled like he did in his dog form and shouted.
    

    
      “That is not what is important! Even if I am young, I have a firm grasp of at least 200 years of actual human history! I heard it all from my senior Spirit Creatures!”
    

    
      “Alright. But I have no intention of learning magic right now.”
    

    
      “Eh? Why is that?”
    

    
      Magic was certainly convenient.
    

    
      As long as you aimed well from a distance, there was no need to worry about dodging, and the destructive power was respectable.
    

    
      Even the official website of <Cross Destiny> recommended magic as a beginner-friendly skill.
    

    
      But the reason Artier didn’t make magic his main focus was simple.
    

    
      “Because I’m better with a sword.”
    

    
      “How can you be so sure?”
    

    
      “A long time ago, someone ambushed me during a request.”
    

    
      <Cross Destiny> had an ambush system.
    

    
      It was part of the multiplayer function, where one could transfer their own character into another person’s ongoing game data.
    

    
      The problem was that the ambush function allowed entry into another person’s game without their consent, and the invading character could kill the owner character of that game.
    

    
      “At that time, I was an apprentice mage, and the opponent was also a mage.”
    

    
      “You have walked the path of magic before?”
    

    
      “Well… I think so. When I was young, though.”
    

    
      Artier said, deliberately looking away.
    

    
      Since there was no way to explain his multiple playthroughs, he had no choice but to be vague.
    

    
      “Until then, I had never lost even when ambushed. Whether they came with swords, spears, or bows, whatever weapons they held, I always drove them away. This time will be the same, no matter how many come, I’ll win…. I think that was my mindset.”
    

    
      Taehoon was one of the people who had played <Cross Destiny> for an exceptionally long time.
    

    
      Naturally, he knew most of the system loopholes, techniques, and combinations that even beginners or those who had enjoyed the game to some extent did not know.
    

    
      It wasn't strange for unsuspecting ambushers to come in and get a good beating before returning.
    

    
      “But I felt it for the first time.”
    

    
      “Felt what?”
    

    
      “The realm of talent… should I say.”
    

    
      “Don’t tell me you lost?”
    

    
      “That’s right. I lost, decisively.”
    

    
      A single magic arrow that exploited a mere opening.
    

    
      On the surface, it might have seemed like Taehoon would have won if not for that one mistake.
    

    
      But a player of Taehoon’s caliber could feel it clearly.
    

    
      That small mistake and even his movements had all been induced by the opponent from the beginning.
    

    
      “Magic is usually a battle where you look two moves ahead, right? I couldn’t do that kind of thing.”
    

    
      “Just because that person defeated you does not mean the master is bad at magic.”
    

    
      “Uh, that’s true, but I think I’m better with a sword, you know?”
    

    
      “What kind of nonsensical talk is that again. Is it because you have never lost with a sword?”
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    
      “…What?”
    

    
      A subtle confidence appeared in Artier’s smile.
    

    
      It could have been arrogant pride, but at least there was no falsehood.
    

    
      “In the end, I beat that mage with a sword again.”
    

    
      “Tch, you’ve lost your memories, but you’re really confident.”
    

    
      “It’s because you don’t know that you can be more confident.”
    

    
      “…Then what happened to that mage?”
    

    
      “Hmm?”
    

    
      “You said he was the one who beat the master in a magic duel, didn't you? A person like that would have surely become an incredibly great mage.”
    

    
      “Umm…”
    

    
      The possibility of another player being in the game.
    

    
      After thinking for a moment, Artier shook his head as he pushed the rest of the sandwich into his mouth.
    

    
      “He’s probably not around now.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “If there was another person like me, there’s no way this world would be so quiet.”
    

    
      In a game, there is often what is called a set strategy.
    

    
      If there was one more player like Taehoon, they would not have just passed by the ruins request seen in Dorman, nor would they have not participated in the Dorman defense battle.
    

    
      Besides, Artier was the protagonist of this game, and there couldn't be two Artiers in one world.
    

    
      It was right to see the ambush system as a system that was possible because it was a game.
    

    
      “Hmm…. Do you mean that such a strong person could not possibly be unknown? I think I know what you mean.”
    

    
      “Right? Now, let’s get going again.”
    

    
      “Huh? Where are we going again? Haven’t we gathered all of today’s herbs?”
    

    
      As Collie tilted his head, Artier flinched and froze.
    

    
      He had only just remembered why he had wanted to eat lunch in the first place.
    

    
      “That’s right.”
    

    
      “Ugh, is there really nothing to do? Just buy me a magic book or something. It would be good to learn some new magic.”
    

    
      “Do you think a magic book is a toy? With what we’re earning now, it’s not even close…”
    

    
      Artier’s mouth, which had been speaking, clamped shut.
    

    
      Tapping his chin in thought, Artier soon dropped his hand and said.
    

    
      “A magic book…. Come to think of it, there was that place, wasn’t there?”
    

    
      “That place?”
    

    
      As Collie tilted his head, Artier gave a slight smile.
    

    
      “Collie, have you ever been to a place called the Sage’s Tower?”
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      In a typical medieval fantasy world, there's often a structure called a Mage's Tower or a Magic Tower.
    

    
      In <Cross Destiny>, that was the Sage’s Tower.
    

    
      “The Sage’s Tower? But isn't that a place where only pure mages, and humans at that, can register?”
    

    
      “You can turn into a human. And you're a druid, a pure mage. That should be enough to register.”
    

    
      Moreover, there were many benefits to joining the Sage’s Tower.
    

    
      With the goal of nurturing the mages of the empire, the Sage’s Tower provided a lot of welfare for the development of its registered mages.
    

    
      It naturally offered basic provisions like Magic Books, introductions to organizations to join, and proof of identity, as well as various other privileges.
    

    
      ‘Come to think of it, Collie didn't have any of the exclusive magic provided by the Sage’s Tower.
    

    
      Since he was trapped in the ruins all this time, there's no way he could have joined.’
    

    
      Of course, Gerard wasn't a mage registered with the Sage’s Tower either, but his case was different.
    

    
      The Sage’s Tower had a rule that it only accepted pure mages who had not learned skills other than magic, and Gerard, with his swordsman skills, couldn't join on this point.
    

    
      “Hmm, if you put it that way, there's no reason not to go.”
    

    
      An institution created by humans must be unfamiliar to Collie as well.
    

    
      As expected, Collie beamed, not hiding his anticipation.
    

    
      “Is there a Sage’s Tower near here?”
    

    
      “……It's at the summit of this mountain. It's not far.”
    

    
      Artier, who was checking the minimap, inwardly cheered at the unexpected fact.
    

    
      It wasn't really strange. The Sage’s Tower was often established in quiet, sparsely populated places to aid the mages' research.
    

    
      The vicinity of Pons, a quiet resort, would have been an optimal location for them.
    

    
      “We just have to walk a little further. Let's go.”
    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    
      After climbing a low hill with no cleared path and pushing aside obscuring leaves, there was a massive tower whose top couldn't be seen above the mountain's peak.
    

    
      A mysterious aura enveloped the area around the tower.
    

    
      When Artier curiously stepped back out of the aura, the tower that had been visible just a moment ago completely vanished.
    

    
      “It's a high-level illusion magic. I wouldn't even be able to imitate it.”
    

    
      “Of course. It's magic cast over the entire tower, after all.”
    

    
      Opening the tower's door and stepping inside, they found a surprisingly large number of people moving about in a spacious reception area.
    

    
      As if by agreement, they were all wearing brown half-cloaks and stylish pointed hats.
    

    
      “Is this your first time here?”
    

    
      The two looked at a young mage approaching them from the opposite side.
    

    
      “Our Sage’s Tower always welcomes the birth of a new mage. Do you wish to register?”
    

    
      Artier looked at the name tag on his left chest.
    

    
      It was neatly inscribed with the name Gon.
    

    
      “We came with that in mind, but we'd like to look around a bit first.”
    

    
      You couldn't just shout that you wanted to join the moment you arrived at the Sage’s Tower.
    

    
      Each Sage’s Tower established in different regions had entirely different characteristics and tendencies.
    

    
      For example, the southern region might have a strength in fire magic, while the northern region had a strength in ice magic.
    

    
      If someone with an aptitude for ice magic joined the Sage’s Tower in the south, they might not be able to fully enjoy the benefits.
    

    
      “Yes, of course. I will guide you.”
    

    
      Gon rose from his seat and began to lead them into the tower's interior.
    

    
      “Here at the Pons branch of our Sage’s Tower, we research methods to control various natural objects and communicate with them.”
    

    
      Beyond the thin glass windows installed alongside the corridor, various animals and plants were moving about, and mages were observing them and recording something.
    

    
      Sometimes they would sprinkle something that looked like a potion on the ground, which seemed to be a nutrient supplement.
    

    
      “It is often said that mages who wield nature magic become powerless in places other than forests. But half of the empire's territory is made up of mountains. Besides, even if you leave those places, nature magic is not a school that is easily neutralized.”
    

    
      “There are methods like carrying seeds or using magic to summon familiars.”
    

    
      “That's right. If there are no plants or animals, you just have to make them. That's why nature mages are sometimes called summoners. Of course, we are not summoners. It can be a bit troublesome to be compared to that profession.”
    

    
      At Gon's words, Artier and Collie looked at each other and smiled awkwardly.
    

    
      “What's the difference with summoners?”
    

    
      “The summoning school proceeds with a contract based on mutual agreement with a being that has a will. The summoned creature with its independent will and the contractor are strictly separate. However, the plants and animals dealt with in the nature school do not possess that level of self-awareness. So the caster must directly bestow will to control them.”
    

    
      In short, it was the difference between automatic and manual.
    

    
      “Contrary to what many people think, even animals known to have some level of intelligence cannot think and judge for themselves.”
    

    
      “But don't they make judgments for survival in the wild?”
    

    
      “That is closer to moving according to commands inputted from birth in the name of instinct. They neither question nor regret actions performed according to instinct. Because they don't feel that it's strange.”
    

    
      “……Hmm.”
    

    
      Something felt quite rigid.
    

    
      Were animals and plants really just living robots?
    

    
      But I decided to let it go for now.
    

    
      This might be the law of this world, and even if a mere swordsman like myself were to raise a question, nothing would change.
    

    
      “Returning to the main topic, the nature magic of our Pons branch boasts the best among all Sage’s Towers.”
    

    
      Was it because it had been a long time since they had a visitor all the way up on this mountaintop?
    

    
      Gon didn't hide his excited expression as he showed Artier and Collie around the Sage’s Tower.
    

    
      He was even about to guide them to the bathroom, to the point that even Collie made a face as if to say, ‘Is this right?’
    

    
      “Now, what do you think? Will you join our Sage’s Tower?”
    

    
      After returning to the lobby, Gon asked, and Artier fell into thought.
    

    
      ‘Since Collie is a druid, it doesn't seem like a bad idea.’
    

    
      Coincidentally, druids were also inseparably related to nature magic.
    

    
      Besides, wasn't Collie a Spirit Creature, practically a son of nature?
    

    
      “What do you think?”
    

    
      “I think it's fine too!”
    

    
      When Collie nodded, Gon looked at Artier with a bewildered expression.
    

    
      “Uh…… Weren't you the one joining?”
    

    
      What was this about? Could Gon not see my sword?
    

    
      Artier tapped his waist and said.
    

    
      “No. Is there a problem?”
    

    
      “……Ah, no. It's just more surprising than I thought that our little friend is already a mage.”
    

    
      He smiled belatedly, but it was obvious to anyone.
    

    
      Indeed, he probably hadn't even thought that the young-looking Collie was a mage.
    

    
      “But to join the Sage’s Tower, you must meet the joining conditions. First, at least two magic skills…….”
    

    
      Flash!
    

    
      [Collie uses a skill.]
    

    
      [Camouflage Veil (Lv.1)]: Camouflages allies within range.
    

    
      [Regeneration (Lv.1)]: Gradually regenerates the target's health and heals wounds.
    

    
      As Collie's body disappeared and reappeared, with a refreshing energy swirling in his hand, Gon froze in utter shock.
    

    
      “Such rapid successive casting……. At such a young age, how.”
    

    
      “Is it not allowed?”
    

    
      “Ah, no, you've passed the first condition. Now, let's see the next condition.”
    

    
      Gon held out a transparent crystal orb to Collie.
    

    
      “What is this?”
    

    
      “Try channeling your mana into the orb.”
    

    
      “Is this an orb to check for talent?”
    

    
      “That's right.”
    

    
      Collie placed his hand on the orb without hesitation.
    

    
      Then, light filled the orb, and a blue liquid-like substance began to fill it, stopping when it was about halfway full.
    

    
      “This is…… incredible? To have this much talent at this age.”
    

    
      “Is it high?”
    

    
      “Our little friend is still young, but his talent will grow until he becomes an adult. Considering that…… he might even have the talent of a Grand Magus.”
    

    
      Artier, hearing Gon's murmur, smiled.
    

    
      In any case, Collie was my summon.
    

    
      There was no reason to remain still after hearing that my summon's potential was high.
    

    
      “Now that both conditions have been confirmed, please fill this out and put a drop of your blood here. Welcome to our Sage’s Tower as a mage.”
    

    
      A moment later, Collie received a nameplate engraved with a golden wolf, the robe worn by all the mages here, and a pointed hat.
    

    
      On top of that, he was gifted a proper staff, and Collie, literally as excited as a child, brandished the staff repeatedly.
    

    
      “This is really amazing! Just holding it makes me feel like the purity of my mana has deepened!”
    

    
      “It was finished with the branch of a tree over 100 years old, the horn of a Honhorse, and the sap of a Manaflower. It's not an easy tool to obtain, so be careful. Even at our Sage’s Tower, you have to pay two gold coins to get another one.”
    

    
      [Mana-Horse Tear Staff (Magic)]
    

    
      Magic Attack: 5~20
    

    
      Option: (Mana-Horse) Casting Speed 15% reduction
    

    
      ‘As expected, the price is no joke.’
    

    
      If that were a sword or another cold weapon, 20 silver coins would have been enough to buy a tool with that level of options.
    

    
      But because it was a magic tool, it was 10 times more expensive than a typical weapon.
    

    
      ‘He got a weapon, and they'll probably give him a new Magic Book soon. I'll be able to use Collie more strategically.’
    

    
      Just as Artier was feeling satisfied and crossing his arms behind his back.
    

    
      “Master should try it too.”
    

    
      Collie came over and held out the crystal orb to Artier.
    

    
      “Huh? Me too?”
    

    
      “I recommend you try it. A mage's talent is often unknown until it's measured.”
    

    
      Gon approached.
    

    
      Seeing that he said nothing even though Collie was holding the crystal orb, it seemed he had given his permission in the first place.
    

    
      “Using this crystal orb greatly circulates the user's mana. For those who haven't trained in magic much, it has the effect of temporarily boosting metabolism and permanently increasing physical abilities, albeit slightly.”
    

    
      “If that's the case……”
    

    
      Artier placed his hand on the crystal orb.
    

    
      Gon's words about a permanent increase in physical abilities kept echoing in his head.
    

    
      ‘Does it give Bonus Stats or something? Even one would be great.’
    

    
      Thump.
    

    
      Soon, light entered the crystal orb, and a blue liquid began to surge and fill it.
    

    
      Artier could feel a tiny fraction of his mana being sucked into the crystal orb.
    

    
      And from the point the blue liquid filled 70% of the crystal orb, he sensed something was wrong.
    

    
      “Uh, huh? Usually, it just ripples a bit and stops……”
    

    
      Cold sweat began to bead on Gon's forehead, and Collie nodded his head as if he had expected it.
    

    
      “I knew I wasn't mistaken.”
    

    
      “Wait…… is this really okay?”
    

    
      Crack…….
    

    
      Just as I thought I heard an ominous sound.
    

    
      Craaack!
    

    
      The crystal orb exploded, and the entrance of the Sage’s Tower was filled with blue smoke.
    

    

  
    Chapter 32: Chapter 32

    
      Chapter 32: How a Mercenary Rests (4)
    

    
      “They're a bit late.”
    

    
      Early evening, as the sun set and the lamps began to be lit, Gerard, who was looking out the window from the lodge, muttered softly as he watched the door that remained unopened even after a long time.
    

    
      “They're still not back?”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      “Should we try contacting them?”
    

    
      “It's fine. With their skills, it would be difficult for anything to happen to them around here.”
    

    
      There were no monsters near Pons.
    

    
      The only threatening creatures were wild animals.
    

    
      “What about the Magica Mercenary Corps? They only lost their mercenary authority, they're not dead. They might be grinding their teeth at Artier.”
    

    
      “You only know one thing and not the other.”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      “This is a resort for mercenaries. Do you think those who've had their mercenary licenses revoked can even come near here?”
    

    
      Moreover, this town was full of retired mercenaries and those who were once called legends.
    

    
      To them, the Magica Mercenary Corps, who had killed their own comrades, were trash that evoked unpleasant feelings just by looking at them.
    

    
      “Even if they managed to sneak in, only a handful from the Magica Mercenary Corps are skilled enough to defeat Artier.”
    

    
      With Artier, a Supreme-Grade Mercenary, and Collie, a Spirit Creature, together, Gerard didn't even consider the possibility of them being in danger.
    

    
      Creak.
    

    
      Just then, the closed door opened, and Artier and Collie walked in, looking quite exhausted.
    

    
      “Welco……. Did something happen?”
    

    
      “Ah……”
    

    
      “A lot of things happened. You'll be surprised when you hear it.”
    

    
      While Collie had a slightly amused expression, Artier was scowling with all his might.
    

    
      “That robe and hat…… It seems you've been to the Sage’s Tower. Did Collie register?”
    

    
      “Yes, he did.”
    

    
      “A good idea. The support from the Sage’s Tower is practically essential for mages.”
    

    
      As befitting his class as a tactician, Gerard immediately grasped Artier's intentions.
    

    
      “But then why is Artier so?”
    

    
      “It's because Master's talent was excessively outstanding.”
    

    
      “What……? Explain in detail.”
    

    
      As Gerard sat down, Collie began to speak with a grin.
    

    
      The Sage’s Tower's crystal orb had the function of identifying a mage's talent and showing it as a level of a special liquid that filled up inside.
    

    
      But the moment Artier attempted the measurement, the crystal orb couldn't measure Artier's overflowing talent and ended up exploding.
    

    
      ‘I had forgotten……. The fact that I am the protagonist.’
    

    
      The protagonist is set up so the player can choose any profession they want.
    

    
      I should have realized when they said Artier had the once-in-a-century talent for taming a Spirit Creature.
    

    
      Naturally, his talent for magic was bound to be outstanding as well.
    

    
      “Of course, the mages there went crazy. They said an incredible newcomer with the makings of a Grand Magus had appeared.”
    

    
      ***
    

    
      “Please, I beg you, please register with our Sage’s Tower!”
    

    
      “I said I don't want to……!”
    

    
      Artier's face contorted as he looked at the old men clinging to his trouser legs.
    

    
      “In the first place, I'm not a pure mage, so can I even join?”
    

    
      “That is……”
    

    
      The mages immediately faltered and stopped.
    

    
      The rules of the Sage’s Tower were absolute laws established by the Grand Magi.
    

    
      No matter how many high-ranking mages flocked here, it was impossible for them to break such laws.
    

    
      “But Master is half a caster, isn't he?”
    

    
      Just then, Collie muttered as if to himself.
    

    
      It was a very small voice, but the mages there caught it as if they were ghosts.
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “What do you mean by that?”
    

    
      “Brother, speak clearly.”
    

    
      When on earth did they become brothers?
    

    
      “The skill called [Wild Protection] he used last time is known as pure magic. Pure magic, not magic applied to a skill like other skills.”
    

    
      “Collie, you stay quiet.”
    

    
      Artier immediately glared and spoke, but the words were already out.
    

    
      “Then that means you are a magic swordsman!”
    

    
      “Don't you worry. If you're a magic swordsman, there's no problem with joining!”
    

    
      “Wa-wait a minute. First, please listen to me……”
    

    
      Artier tried to explain in a hurry, but they, burning with obsession, couldn't hear anything.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      “So I made a temporary contract and came back with a ton of gifts.”
    

    
      Thwack!
    

    
      “Ack!”
    

    
      “Things got complicated because of you……”
    

    
      Artier sighed and said, but Collie, who got a flick on the head, looked wronged.
    

    
      “But from Master's perspective, there's nothing bad about it, is there? It's a chance to receive support without having to fulfill the duties of the Sage’s Tower.”
    

    
      He did receive a lot of gifts from the Sage’s Tower.
    

    
      [Having joined the Sage’s Tower, the following benefits are applied.]
    

    
      Basic magic [Telekinesis] is enhanced, allowing you to move living creatures. The opponent can resist using mana.
    

    
      Basic magic [Mana Bullet] is enhanced, increasing its attack power by 1.5 times.
    

    
      You can spend money at Sage’s Towers across the empire to receive benefits.
    

    
      [As Collie has joined the Sage’s Tower, the following benefits are applied.]
    

    
      Basic magic [Telekinesis] and [Mana Bullet] are enhanced.
    

    
      Can receive benefits at Sage’s Towers across the empire.
    

    
      Gains the right to speak as a mage belonging to the Sage’s Tower.
    

    
      [Collie has learned Summon Familiar (Lv.1) by using a skill book.]
    

    
      [Summon Familiar (Lv.1)]: Summons and controls small animals as your minions. Can have two familiars at the same time.
    

    
      [Collie has learned Plant Talk (Lv.1) by using a skill book.]
    

    
      [Plant Talk (Lv.1)]: Can converse with plants. Plants can answer simple questions but cannot understand complex content.
    

    
      In effect, Artier, who wasn't a mage, had received all the rewards he could, and Collie was able to learn two new magic spells.
    

    
      But Artier's expression was not good.
    

    
      “They wouldn't make a contract that's only good for me. They have their own motives.”
    

    
      “I know. They intend to make the empire treat Master as a mage, don't they?”
    

    
      This might sound good, but it wasn't.
    

    
      They intended to force the path of magic onto Artier, who could use both sword and magic, to eventually make him choose the path of a mage.
    

    
      Perhaps from now on, all the requests that came to Artier the mercenary would be related to magic.
    

    
      “But Master is now a Supreme-Grade Mercenary, isn't he? You can just demand quests where you can act as a swordsman. Even the Sage’s Tower cannot infringe on the Mercenary Guild's authority more than necessary.”
    

    
      “……Haa, well, let's say that's true.”
    

    
      What's the point of fighting about it now? It was all in the past.
    

    
      Artier sighed and took out a thick book from his inventory, handing it to Gerard.
    

    
      “This is?”
    

    
      “I got it from the Sage’s Tower. I thought Gerard would need it more than me.”
    

    
      Gerard casually took the book, and as soon as he checked its contents, he was startled.
    

    
      “Is it alright to give me something so valuable?”
    

    
      [Mana-Horse Red Grimoire (Magic)]
    

    
      Magic Attack: 10~15
    

    
      Option: (Mana-Horse) Casting Speed 15% reduction
    

    
      A green jewel was embedded in the center of the antique Grimoire finished with red leather.
    

    
      Similar to Collie's, it was one of the magic tools given to members of the Sage’s Tower.
    

    
      “You're the only one in this party who uses a Grimoire anyway, Gerard.”
    

    
      “……Thank you. I will definitely repay this debt.”
    

    
      Gerard put his old Grimoire into his inventory and hung the new one at his side.
    

    
      “Ah, I received a message from the herbalists at lunch today.”
    

    
      “Really?”
    

    
      “Unfortunately, it seems the spice you mentioned doesn't grow wild around here.”
    

    
      At Gerard's words, Artier's body went limp as if all his strength had drained out, and he plopped down on a nearby chair.
    

    
      “I guess so.”
    

    
      “Spice? Was that what you were looking for in the forest during the day?”
    

    
      When Collie tilted his head, Artier quietly affirmed.
    

    
      “I wanted to eat something a bit stimulating……”
    

    
      In terms of time, about a month and a half had passed since I came to this world.
    

    
      Artier's tongue was starting to scream its limits.
    

    
      How could a medieval diet, using only minimal salt without chili powder or pepper, satisfy a modern person's palate?
    

    
      ‘But the spices sold at the general store are too expensive……. It's like spending a whole week's worth of food expenses at once.’
    

    
      So, I had hoped I might be able to gather chili peppers or garlic, known to grow in the wild, to use in cooking.
    

    
      The result was a failure.
    

    
      In the first place, it was unreasonable to expect that expensive chili or garlic would be lying around on the streets.
    

    
      “I don't want to eat bland potato soup and mixed grain bread anymore……”
    

    
      “Hmm, was the seasoning that weak?”
    

    
      “I don't know.”
    

    
      Gerard, Collie, and Jeina just looked on with expressions of incomprehension.
    

    
      “You're from the northern region, but your taste seems to be closer to the south.”
    

    
      “Leader, isn't there some way? I've never seen our little brother so down.”
    

    
      “I don't know about southern food either, but……”
    

    
      “I know, but you're a high-grade mercenary, Leader. Haven't you seen and learned various things?”
    

    
      “I did not travel the empire for the sake of gastronomy.”
    

    
      But Jeina simply continued to send him a pleading gaze.
    

    
      Gerard, who had been ignoring her for a while, finally sighed and scratched his head.
    

    
      “Artier, it might be a baseless rumor, but would you still like to try?”
    

    
      “……What is it?”
    

    
      “It's not treated as a spice, but they say there's a powder that, when added to food, gives it a stimulating aroma and makes you breathe fire.”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      There's something like that?
    

    
      Artier immediately shot up from his seat.
    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    
      “They say it's made by mixing Gnoll's blood with slime ooze, then drying and grinding it.”
    

    
      Did I hear that wrong?
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      “……Didn't I say? It might be a baseless rumor.”
    

    
      Gerard cleared his throat and added a supplementary explanation.
    

    
      But it was already too late.
    

    
      Everyone was looking at Gerard strangely.
    

    
      “Don't look at me like that. I clearly warned you.”
    

    
      “……Where is the source of the rumor?”
    

    
      “A mercenary guild in the southern region.”
    

    
      “Sounds like a lie? Leader, you know how many mercenaries talk nonsense.”
    

    
      As Jeina spoke, Gerard also nodded his head.
    

    
      “I know. The possibility of it being nonsense is high. But this is the only way we can get something to imitate a spice relatively cheaply.”
    

    
      “……I'll think about it.”
    

    
      As much as he wanted to eat something spicy, the thought of drawing blood from a walking hyena and mixing it with a squirming jelly mass made him lose his appetite.
    

    
      Moreover, since it might be a baseless rumor, he couldn't help but hesitate.
    

    
      “Alright.”
    

    
      Gerard didn't insist.
    

    
      He himself wasn't very confident.
    

    
      “It's getting late, so shall we have dinner for now?”
    

    
      “Sounds good! I was just getting hungry.”
    

    
      “Wait. I'll bring it.”
    

    
      Gerard, who went into the kitchen and came back with several plates, served a whitish soup in front of the party.
    

    
      “Jeina caught some fish in the lake. So tonight's dinner is fish stew. There's one grilled piece for each of you, so come and get it.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      Artier looked at the soup placed before him.
    

    
      There was no pepper, and even common vegetables were very scarce. Only onions and leeks were roughly chopped and thrown in.
    

    
      The pieces of beef jerky added for flavor were still hard and tough, even though they must have been boiled for a long time.
    

    
      ‘It has no taste at all……’
    

    
      The grilled fish was the same. It had a clean taste, but that was all.
    

    
      The wild freshwater fish wasn't even very oily, so even while chewing, my mouth felt constantly dry.
    

    
      “Gerard.”
    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    
      “Tomorrow, I'll go catch a Gnoll.”
    

    
      “……?”
    

    
      Gerard tilted his head as he watched Artier chew on the fish with a determined expression.
    

    

  
    Chapter 33: Chapter 33

    
      Chapter 33: The Transmigrator is Korean (1)
    

    
      The next day came.
    

    
      It was the 50th day since Artier had come to this world.
    

    
      The ever-peaceful morning of Pons began to change, starting with someone's bewildered voice.
    

    
      “You wish to obtain…… slime ooze?”
    

    
      “That's right.”
    

    
      “Excuse me, but may I ask what you will be using it for?”
    

    
      When the Mercenary Guild receptionist asked back in a flustered voice, Gerard hardened his expression and said.
    

    
      “Is there a need to know the reason why a client is looking for an item?”
    

    
      “Ah, no. It was just personal curiosity. I apologize.”
    

    
      The receptionist immediately lowered his eyes and began to write out the request form.
    

    
      He reminded himself once again that the person before him could easily cut him down.
    

    
      “Slime is a low-grade monster, so the request will be completed by tomorrow at the latest. We will notify you via the dedicated communication line once the request is complete.”
    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    
      It was common for even mercenaries to go through requests for materials that were troublesome to acquire like this.
    

    
      However, the reason Gerard commissioned the request this time was to adhere to the principle of being on a break.
    

    
      ‘Artier, really. I told him to rest, but he can't rest for a moment.’
    

    
      Gerard stopped walking and looked up at the sky.
    

    
      There, the light of people using the teleport gate continued to shine.
    

    
      “……Well, I can't just be playing around either.”
    

    
      Thinking of the Grimoire, Gerard turned his steps toward the lodge.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      In the meantime, Artier and Collie had arrived at an unfamiliar place.
    

    
      “So Gnolls appear in this town?”
    

    
      “According to Gerard-ssi's words, yes.”
    

    
      Collie and Artier looked around and immediately entered a familiar building.
    

    
      It was because this town also had a Mercenary Guild.
    

    
      “Gnoll subjugation……. Ah, here it is.”
    

    
      “It's not just there. There are a lot of them.”
    

    
      “This place seems to be plagued by Gnolls.”
    

    
      Artier, who was looking through the request forms, tore off one that seemed to have a party available.
    

    
      If he had his way, he would go alone, but unfortunately, every single request had the exact same condition attached.
    

    
      [Viewing quest.]
    

    
      The town's librarian has requested the subjugation of Gnolls for personal revenge. You must deal with the Gnolls coming down from the west, regardless of type, and cut off the Gnoll's right ear as proof.
    

    
      Quest Conditions: Proceed with a party of 4-8 members
    

    
      Reward on Acceptance: 3 silver coins per Gnoll killed (up to 18 silver coins)
    

    
      To be carried out as a party.
    

    
      As if it were a joke, this phrase was written on all the request forms.
    

    
      “Why a party of four or more?”
    

    
      “Gnolls are organized monsters, so hunting them alone is said to be very difficult. Since mercenaries keep dying, the residents who put in the requests started to set restrictions.”
    

    
      “I can accept that, but it's a hassle……”
    

    
      When he handed the torn request form to the receptionist, the receptionist checked Artier's identity and froze in shock.
    

    
      “A S-Supreme-Grade Mercenary, why take on such a request?”
    

    
      Supreme-Grade Mercenary.
    

    
      At those words, the gazes of all the mercenaries in the Mercenary Guild focused on Artier.
    

    
      ‘Right. It felt like this.’
    

    
      Artier, muttering to himself, said with a calm expression.
    

    
      “It's a secret.”
    

    
      “……Yes. Understood.”
    

    
      What could he do when a Supreme-Grade Mercenary said it was a secret?
    

    
      The receptionist carefully stamped the request form.
    

    
      “The waiting party is over there.”
    

    
      As Artier walked in the direction the receptionist pointed, he could see the complexions of the mercenaries sitting there change.
    

    
      When Artier quickly checked their information, it was a party of about level 6, all mid-grade mercenaries.
    

    
      “To meet a S-Supreme-Grade Mercenary, it's a real honor……”
    

    
      “Let's skip the pleasantries and get going, shall we?”
    

    
      Such treatment was fresh at first, but for Artier, who had repeated the same game dozens of times, it was just a familiar sight.
    

    
      Artier, who dragged them out of the village before the party members could even adjust, continued the conversation as they moved to their destination.
    

    
      “A mage, an archer, and two swordsmen. Is there no healer?”
    

    
      “We haven't found one yet. For now, we plan to get by with our own potions.”
    

    
      “I see.”
    

    
      The party's level was average. Like typical NPCs, they had only one skill each, and the quality of their equipment wasn't great either.
    

    
      Of course, to be fair, the skills and equipment of Artier's party were on an abnormal level, but a relative comparison was unavoidable.
    

    
      “Gnolls!”
    

    
      Before long, they encountered Gnolls.
    

    
      Monsters that walked on two legs and snorted steam through their noses.
    

    
      “Collie.”
    

    
      As the party members raised their weapons and tensed up, Artier launched himself forward lightly.
    

    
      “Don't go too wild.”
    

    
      “I'll try.”
    

    
      [Flame Cleave activates.]
    

    
      Boom!
    

    
      As a crescent-shaped flame shot out from the sword, the Gnolls that had been walking out confidently screamed and were split in half.
    

    
      “……What is this.”
    

    
      “Three Gnolls in one blow……”
    

    
      “Are we even needed?”
    

    
      The party members exchanged looks with expressions of futility.
    

    
      In the first place, it was strange that a fight even broke out, and it was because of the level difference.
    

    
      [Lv.5 Gnoll Warrior (Low-Grade)]
    

    
      Not a single one of them could properly withstand Artier's sword even once, and the occasional arrows that flew his way could be dodged with leisurely movements, so it felt like watching a fight between an adult and children.
    

    
      “What are you all doing?”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      “We need to quickly cut the ears and dispose of the corpses to move to the next area. If we leave them like this, other beasts will be drawn by the smell of blood.”
    

    
      They hurriedly took out their daggers, cut off the Gnolls' ears, and skinned them.
    

    
      “……Don't tell me he brought us along just for this?”
    

    
      “You got a problem? It's convenient and good for us.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      Artier had already flicked his sword clean and was surveying the surroundings.
    

    
      “Master, is this right?”
    

    
      Collie approached and held out a glass bottle full of red liquid to him.
    

    
      [Gnoll's Blood (Normal)]
    

    
      Description: Blood drawn from a Gnoll. It contains fire mana, giving it a warm and pungent scent.
    

    
      “Seems right?”
    

    
      When Artier lifted the glass bottle, a hot sensation was transmitted as if he were holding a hot pack.
    

    
      ‘Oh, it's really hot. Then what's this pungent scent?’
    

    
      Without thinking, he pulled the cork and brought it to his nose.
    

    
      And he froze on the spot.
    

    
      “Ma-Master?”
    

    
      “Buldak sauce……”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      Artier reflexively stuck his finger into the glass bottle.
    

    
      And before anyone could say anything, he put it in his mouth.
    

    
      “Ma-Master! What are you doing?”
    

    
      Naturally, seeing her master suddenly lick raw blood, Collie frowned.
    

    
      But immediately after, when Artier shed tears, Collie was startled and checked his physical condition.
    

    
      “Are you alright? I heard there's no poison in Gnoll's blood……”
    

    
      It was a familiar taste.
    

    
      The taste of a mass-produced product, so nostalgic and warm.
    

    
      Why it was here was not important at all.
    

    
      His instincts were screaming.
    

    
      That he needed this.
    

    
      “I'm going to catch every Gnoll here today.”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      That day, the nearby Gnolls had to experience hell.
    

    
      Screams echoed wherever Artier passed, and perhaps a rumor had spread about a murderer who wanted Gnoll's blood, as at some point, they began to flee upon spotting him.
    

    
      [You have acquired the ‘Gnoll Slayer’ title.]
    

    
      When fighting Gnoll-type creatures, all stats increase by 10%.
    

    
      Gnolls may be terrified just by looking at you.
    

    
      ‘……Was there a title like this?’
    

    
      Artier stared at the title that appeared before him with a dumbfounded expression.
    

    
      “Master, I think it would be best to stop now.”
    

    
      “Right. They're not coming out anymore.”
    

    
      “Won't they run away just by sensing Master's scent now? The Gnolls here probably won't even think of attacking humans for a few months.”
    

    
      “……Was I a bit too harsh?”
    

    
      “Shall I speak objectively?”
    

    
      “No, it's fine.”
    

    
      Artier finally sheathed his sword and checked the spoils that Collie had gathered.
    

    
      In over 50 glass bottles, there was plenty of reddish blood.
    

    
      ‘This much should last for a while.’
    

    
      Perhaps the slime ooze would be insufficient, but it didn't matter at all.
    

    
      If the taste was this similar, there were many ways to apply it even without the ooze.
    

    
      “To think Gnoll's blood is delicious, Master's palate is truly strange.”
    

    
      After receiving their share of the quest fee (of course, Artier received most of it) and leaving the Mercenary Guild, Collie spoke.
    

    
      “What are you talking about?”
    

    
      “I took a sniff earlier too, and my eyes and nose were running, I really thought I was going to die. The other mercenaries next to me had a similar reaction.”
    

    
      “It is a stimulating taste for people from the north.”
    

    
      Artier brushed it off like that.
    

    
      In truth, he didn't know what southern food tasted like either.
    

    
      “But I was surprised too. It was completely different from the taste of blood I was imagining.”
    

    
      “I also find that strange.”
    

    
      The time was slowly pointing to dinner time.
    

    
      Artier rubbed his stomach and looked up at the sky; having moved around so much, his lunch had long since been digested.
    

    
      “Shall we go back?”
    

    
      “Sounds good.”
    

    
      Trudge, trudge.
    

    
      The two turned their steps toward the teleport gate.
    

    
      But while walking down the street, they happened to pass through the marketplace.
    

    
      “……Huh.”
    

    
      And Artier smelled something familiar and stopped in his tracks.
    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    
      “This smell is……. No, that can't be right.”
    

    
      “What smell are you talking about?”
    

    
      Collie tilted his head, but Artier was already walking, following the scent that had reached the tip of his nose.
    

    
      Turning down a road and entering an alley, a group of children were sitting around, encircling the entire alley, and in the center, an old woman was stirring a large cast-iron pot with a wooden spatula.
    

    
      “Who might you be?”
    

    
      The old woman asked with a curious expression as Artier approached, and Artier could feel wary gazes from the surrounding children.
    

    
      “I have something I'm curious about. What are you boiling?”
    

    
      “Ugh……. What on earth is this smell?”
    

    
      Collie was already covering his nose and frowning. But regardless, Artier looked at the cast-iron pot and spoke.
    

    
      “I'm sorry. Does the smell bother you that much?”
    

    
      The old woman said, watching his reaction.
    

    
      “I'm sorry. I'll be done soon. The children are hungry.”
    

    
      “It's okay. Um, more importantly……”
    

    
      When Artier checked the pot, something dark brown was boiling vigorously with potatoes and onions.
    

    
      ‘It's not a meat stew.’
    

    
      It wasn't a common Western tomato-based meat stew or a cream stew, nor was it a clear broth where you could clearly see the ingredients.
    

    
      But to Artier, it was a very familiar color.
    

    
      A yellowish-brown color that could be mistaken for muddy water at first glance. And a deep, savory aroma.
    

    
      ‘Isn't this doenjang-guk?’
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      ‘The color and scent are definitely doenjang-guk.’
    

    
      Artier sniffed again and again, and became certain.
    

    
      But how could doenjang-guk, a Korean food, exist in the medieval era?
    

    
      I considered various possibilities, but nothing came to mind.
    

    
      “Where did you get this?”
    

    
      Artier asked the old woman.
    

    
      The old woman answered the question, cautiously observing Artier's expression.
    

    
      “They are yellow beans I purchased a while ago.”
    

    
      “Just beans?”
    

    
      “Well…… they are a bit old.”
    

    
      She was a person who ran an orphanage.
    

    
      But with the money the old woman earned, it was difficult to feed the children on time.
    

    
      “I salted them to make them last longer, but they have a bit of a strange smell……. They haven't gone bad.”
    

    
      “……You salted them?”
    

    
      “Yes, I did?”
    

    
      Looking around, Artier spotted a large jar with its lid closed.
    

    
      That must be the jar containing the salted beans the old woman mentioned.
    

    
      “Just a moment.”
    

    
      When Artier asked for permission to take a closer look and opened the jar, a foul smell pierced his nose.
    

    
      The jar was filled to the brim with shriveled beans.
    

    
      “Ugh.”
    

    
      It wasn't the mild feeling you get from the supermarket.
    

    
      It was the scent of real doenjang, the kind you'd expect from opening a jar buried in the ground in the countryside.
    

    
      Artier checked the information of the contents inside the jar.
    

    
      [Fermented Beans (Normal)]
    

    
      Description: Beans that have fermented by chance. They give off an unpleasant smell but are still edible.
    

    
      Option: Slightly increases satiety.
    

    
      Of course, doenjang isn't made just by salting beans.
    

    
      The contents of the jar were also different from the doenjang Artier remembered. But the smell wafting from the jar reminded Artier of the doenjang he missed.
    

    
      ‘Could I get something similar to this somewhere else?’
    

    
      There was no way.
    

    
      Making fermented food is not an easy task. Even in the modern era, it sometimes fails, so how much more so here?
    

    
      Artier made a decision.
    

    
      “This, would it be alright if I purchased it?”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      “Eek?!”
    

    
      When he pointed at the jar and spoke, the old woman was puzzled and Collie was horrified.
    

    
      “Master, why are you buying something like this?”
    

    
      “To say ‘something like this’ in front of someone who eats it. That's rude.”
    

    
      “Th-that, I apologize.”
    

    
      Collie's voice lowered, dejected, only after receiving the sharp glares from the surrounding children.
    

    
      “But if it's salted beans, they sell them at the market next door.”
    

    
      “I need this. I have a use for it.”
    

    
      Artier took out 5 silver coins and handed them to the woman.
    

    
      At this price, it would be a profitable deal even if she gave him the whole jar.
    

    
      “Oh my, thank you. I feel so sorry selling something like this for money……”
    

    
      [You have performed a minor good deed. Karma Points increased by 1.]
    

    
      The rare point acquisition was a bonus.
    

    
      After putting the entire jar into his inventory, Artier turned his steps without any lingering attachment.
    

    
      “Where on earth do you plan to use it?”
    

    
      “Are you that curious?”
    

    
      “Of course! If it's for emergency food, there are plenty of perfectly fine options.”
    

    
      Collie's reaction was perfectly normal for people of this world.
    

    
      Even the old woman and children had been frowning. They ate it because they had nothing else to eat, meaning they would have thrown it away otherwise.
    

    
      The smell of fermented beans was not a familiar one to the people here.
    

    
      “It's fine. I won't make you eat it.”
    

    
      “That's not the problem. Are you really going to eat it, Master?”
    

    
      “Of course. What did you think I was going to use it for?”
    

    
      “Ugh…… I never thought I'd be outdone in terms of what I'd eat.”
    

    
      Come to think of it, Collie is essentially a dog.
    

    
      Does that last statement mean I'm a strange human who eats things even a dog wouldn't?
    

    
      When his thoughts reached that point, Artier inadvertently got defensive and continued.
    

    
      “It just smells like this, the taste is probably fine.”
    

    
      “How would you know? Have you eaten it before?”
    

    
      “Of course. It's a common food where I used to live.”
    

    
      “Is that so? What kind of place is your hometown, Master?”
    

    
      “My hometown is……”
    

    
      Thinking of Korea, where he lived before being transmigrated into the game, Artier momentarily paused.
    

    
      Should he talk about the in-world Artier's hometown or modern-day Korea?
    

    
      One he knew too little about, and the other was too far removed from this world's setting.
    

    
      Either way, he felt like he shouldn't bring it up.
    

    
      “Well, I don't remember that far back.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      But Collie, who was looking at Artier, threw out a meaningful remark.
    

    
      “Master, aren't you lying?”
    

    
      “……What are you talking about all of a sudden?”
    

    
      For a moment his heart sank, but Artier managed to ask back, feigning composure.
    

    
      “Other people might not know, but since I am a Spirit Creature, I can tell. I can easily distinguish the wavelength of mana that wavers when you're conflicted.”
    

    
      “I said I'm not.”
    

    
      “Master, mana is the embodiment of the power of thought. And what comes from thought is language. If the words spoken and the flow of mana are different, it surely means there is something being hidden.”
    

    
      As Collie continued to speak, Artier felt as if he were being stripped bare.
    

    
      It was dangerous.
    

    
      The thought that he shouldn't let Collie dig into his secret any further rang like an alarm in his head.
    

    
      Did Collie sense Artier's feelings?
    

    
      Collie shrugged his shoulders and said.
    

    
      “Well, it's fine. Everyone has a secret or two they want to hide.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “I don't know why Master is trying to hide the fact that he remembers his hometown, but you don't have to worry. I don't go around telling other people's secrets.”
    

    
      Collie said so and began to walk again as if nothing had happened.
    

    
      Artier followed behind him with a uneasy expression.
    

    
      ‘This is dangerous. Collie, being a Spirit Creature, can see through lies.’
    

    
      It seemed that acting was meaningless in front of Collie, who could directly scan another's mana wavelength.
    

    
      ‘I need to be more careful when I speak from now on.’
    

    
      His identity was a fact that the people of this world would find hard to accept.
    

    
      He couldn't reveal that fact, not even to Collie.
    

    
      Making his resolve, Artier entrusted his body to the teleport gate.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      “Oh, what a shame! If I knew my little brother was coming back with Gnoll meat, I would have made dinner a bit later. Then the meal would have been so much richer!”
    

    
      That evening, Artier accepted a bowl of meat soup from a bustling Jeina.
    

    
      As she said, the soup she had boiled was quite lacking in ingredients.
    

    
      It was a sign that their funds for food were starting to run low.
    

    
      “Why didn't you go fishing like yesterday?”
    

    
      “Ah…… that was more like a bonus that came along while I was just playing in the water.”
    

    
      “Playing in the water?”
    

    
      “Yeah. I went in and splashed around, and next thing I knew, they were floating on the water.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      Artier couldn't even imagine what kind of water play Jeina had enjoyed.
    

    
      As if reading his expression, Gerard, who was leisurely sipping his tea, said in a calm voice.
    

    
      “Sometimes, ignorance is bliss.”
    

    
      “……It seems like you know, Gerard.”
    

    
      “I don't. I'm not particularly fond of water.”
    

    
      Artier decided to just let it go.
    

    
      ‘Anyway, even if the food becomes meager, they're firm believers in resting properly when it's time to rest.’
    

    
      Artier lightly took a spoonful of the meat soup and put it in his mouth. Then, holding the plate he had received, he stood up from his seat.
    

    
      “Huh? Where are you going?”
    

    
      “There's something I want to try for a moment.”
    

    
      Entering the kitchen, Artier rummaged through his inventory.
    

    
      ‘I've gathered all sorts of things, I can't let today end like this too!’
    

    
      It wasn't that he disliked the meat soup Jeina made. In fact, she deserved praise for bringing out this much flavor with so few ingredients.
    

    
      But at least for today, he wanted to feel a more stimulating taste than the barely-there umami.
    

    
      Pop.
    

    
      Artier uncorked the bottle containing the Gnoll's blood.
    

    
      He then poured a little of the Gnoll's blood into the meat soup he received from Jeina and placed it on the hearth to boil the contents again.
    

    
      Bubble, bubble…….
    

    
      The meat soup with Artier's own recipe began to slowly boil on the fire.
    

    
      “Mmm, it's going well……. Huh?”
    

    
      Artier, who was expecting a spicy meat soup, discovered that the Gnoll's blood had coagulated and was floating around.
    

    
      It was spicy, but it was still the blood of a monster. What did they call a dish boiled with clotted blood in Artier's hometown?
    

    
      [Spicy Seonji-guk (Normal)]
    

    
      Description: A meat stew boiled with Gnoll's blood. Be careful, as chewing the red chunks may make you breathe fire.
    

    
      Option: Greatly increases satiety.
    

    
      ‘……No, what is this!’
    

    
      Artier swatted away the information window that popped up before him as if it were teasing him.
    

    
      “Artier, is there a problem?”
    

    
      “Ah, it's nothing.”
    

    
      When Gerard peeked his head into the kitchen, Artier forced a smile, erasing his expression.
    

    
      “Alright, I understand.”
    

    
      After Gerard disappeared, Artier quietly disposed of the failed creation and took out a new stew.
    

    
      ‘Right, he wouldn't have mentioned mixing it with slime ooze for no reason.’
    

    
      Clatter.
    

    
      Artier took out another ingredient from his inventory.
    

    
      ‘Hmm, will this be a bit noisy.’
    

    
      About 30 seconds after he placed it on a spoon and put it into the stew?
    

    
      The reaction came immediately.
    

    
      “What is this smell?”
    

    
      “There's a strange smell.”
    

    
      “It seems he finally took that out……”
    

    
      “What is that?”
    

    
      Burst.
    

    
      As the smell began to emanate from the soup, the party members who entered the kitchen began to look around to grasp the situation.
    

    
      Then they saw the yellow stew Artier was boiling on the hearth, and they frowned and covered their noses.
    

    
      “Artier, what is that?”
    

    
      “Why are you boiling poop?”
    

    
      “P-poop……. It's a perfectly fine food.”
    

    
      Artier almost dropped the stew for a moment.
    

    
      After evenly heating the stew, Artier carefully transferred it to its original plate.
    

    
      “This is food?”
    

    
      Gerard couldn't erase the doubtful expression from his face.
    

    
      But regardless, Artier once again picked up his spoon and brought the stew to his mouth.
    

    
      “……!”
    

    
      Artier's eyes, which had been chewing for a moment, lit up.
    

    
      A salty flavor that enveloped his mouth, albeit crudely, and a savory aroma.
    

    
      Although a bitter taste occasionally lingered in his mouth, this was enough. Because his tongue was experiencing a taste he hadn't felt once since coming to this world.
    

    
      “Kuh, this is it. This is exactly what I was looking for!”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      Jeina, who was staring blankly at Artier excitedly devouring the stew, whispered to Gerard so only he could hear.
    

    
      “Our little brother, turns out he's sick somewhere, isn't he?”
    

    
      “Be quiet, Jeina.”
    

    
      “But he's crying while eating something that's gone bad.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      Gerard couldn't answer the last question right away.
    

    
      He too couldn't understand Artier, who was happy while eating strange food.
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      Eating Korean food in a medieval fantasy world.
    

    
      No one can resolve the immense awkwardness felt from this single sentence.
    

    
      If you said a woodcutter from the Goryeo Dynasty was walking down the street chewing on a baguette, could you even imagine it?
    

    
      “Mmm.”
    

    
      But Artier managed to do that difficult thing yesterday.
    

    
      Thanks to that, the smile showed no signs of disappearing from Artier's lips for the entire day today.
    

    
      ‘It would be perfect now if I just had rice and kimchi.’
    

    
      Artier, who was being greedy for a moment, quickly gave up on the idea.
    

    
      Kimchi was one thing, but rice? It was an impossible dream here.
    

    
      “Artier, are you in there?”
    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    
      At Gerard's voice from outside the door, Artier broke out of his delusion.
    

    
      When he left the room, he saw Gerard holding a wooden box filled with glass bottles.
    

    
      “The slime ooze you requested has arrived.”
    

    
      “Ooh…… finally!”
    

    
      Artier hurriedly handed Gerard the silver coins for the request fee and took the box.
    

    
      Inside the bottles, a syrupy, sloshing liquid was emitting a faint glow in the sunlight.
    

    
      [Slime Ooze (Normal)]
    

    
      Slippery and viscous, it is often used as a material for traps.
    

    
      ‘Good. This is the material I was looking for.’
    

    
      As written in the description, slime ooze was originally an item used as a material for traps.
    

    
      Its main purpose was to bind the feet of the target who stepped on the trap, but in reality, almost no one used this trap in the game.
    

    
      ‘The slowing effect is weak, and it dries up quickly, so the duration is short too.’
    

    
      An unpopular material shunned by all.
    

    
      It wasn't for nothing that the receptionist was flustered by Gerard's request.
    

    
      “If what Gerard-ssi said is true, I just need to mix this ooze with Gnoll's blood and dry it, right?”
    

    
      “That's right.”
    

    
      “Is there a reason for drying it?”
    

    
      “To store it more easily. If you make it into a powder and divide it, the weight decreases, making it easy to carry, and it won't rot either.”
    

    
      “In that case……”
    

    
      Artier's inventory couldn't hold an infinite number of items either.
    

    
      He decided to try following the process Gerard mentioned.
    

    
      “But I'm not sure if we can dry it all before we leave.”
    

    
      “Can't you just buy drying magic? They sell that kind of magic everywhere.”
    

    
      “Ah.”
    

    
      Right.
    

    
      Artier slapped his head and placed the box down in his room.
    

    
      “I'll go to the general store.”
    

    
      “Alright.”
    

    
      This was a world where magic was a part of daily life.
    

    
      Perhaps because of that, the general store sold all sorts of things. Among them were things like magic that were helpful in daily life.
    

    
      [Magic Stone (Magic)]
    

    
      Embedded Magic: (Drying Magic) Evaporates the moisture of the target object. Living creatures can resist with mana.
    

    
      ‘This should do it.’
    

    
      It wasn't a scroll that used expensive parchment, but a simple magic enchanted onto a common stone that could be easily found nearby.
    

    
      Although it could only contain low-grade skills compared to a scroll, thanks to the cost of the raw material converging to zero, it was priced at a level that ordinary people could afford without burden.
    

    
      Since he was here, Artier picked out other magic stones and consumables one by one.
    

    
      He had consumed quite a few items during the defense of Dorman, so even though he only picked up what he needed, it became quite a large amount.
    

    
      “Potions and a sacred prayer. And a bug-repelling magic stone too……”
    

    
      When he placed the full load of consumables on the counter, the shop owner's mouth stretched from ear to ear.
    

    
      “You're a well-prepared friend, aren't you? Are you going on a long journey somewhere?”
    

    
      “I'm just preparing in case.”
    

    
      “For that, you're packing quite a lot of things.”
    

    
      The merchant was puzzled, but Artier, as if used to it, chuckled and said.
    

    
      “If you stock up on consumables, you'll find a use for them someday.”
    

    
      Explaining would just be a waste of breath.
    

    
      Artier, who had no intention of continuing the conversation, paid the price and left the store. 
    

    
      Having stocked up on plenty of necessary items, he felt content.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Returning to the kitchen, Artier mixed the Gnoll's blood and slime ooze together and infused mana into the magic stone containing the drying magic.
    

    
      Then, smoke rose from the reddish pudding-like ooze, and a moment later, only a fine red powder remained in the bowl.
    

    
      ‘It looks like ramen soup powder……!’
    

    
      Gulp.
    

    
      Artier swallowed his saliva at the familiar appearance.
    

    
      When he touched it with his finger, he felt a tingling sensation.
    

    
      “Now, should I test it?”
    

    
      As it happened, today was his day to be in charge of meals.
    

    
      This meant he could immediately execute the recipe he had dreamed of without any hesitation.
    

    
      [Small Pot (Normal)]
    

    
      Option: Cooking effect +10%
    

    
      Sizzle…….
    

    
      In Artier's hand was a single-serving pot he had purchased for this very day.
    

    
      He put the prepared ingredients into the pot and started stir-frying it on the hearth, and soon a mouth-watering smell filled the kitchen.
    

    
      “Ooh, that smells good.”
    

    
      Collie entered, opening the kitchen door.
    

    
      As if waiting, Artier put the stir-fried vegetables he had cooked into a bowl.
    

    
      “Uh…… Master? The food is red, is that okay?”
    

    
      Collie seemed quite flustered by the red food he had never seen before.
    

    
      However, Artier, on the contrary, put the vegetables into his mouth with a satisfied expression.
    

    
      As the sharp spicy taste spread, a smile blossomed on his lips.
    

    
      “Ugh, this is the taste.”
    

    
      “Is it really delicious?”
    

    
      “Yeah. Want to try?”
    

    
      “I'll pass. It looks like I'd get poisoned if I ate it.”
    

    
      “Still, I worked hard to make it, calling it poison is too much.”
    

    
      Just as Artier was grumbling and about to bring other normal dishes.
    

    
      [You have been poisoned.]
    

    
      An unbelievable message popped up in front of him.
    

    
      “……Huh?”
    

    
      At first, I thought I had seen it wrong.
    

    
      Just in case, I rubbed my eyes, but the content of the notification that I had been poisoned did not change.
    

    
      ‘What is this? That can't be right! My health bar is perfectly fine right now……?!’
    

    
      Flinch.
    

    
      At that moment, Artier noticed his health bar flicker and drop, albeit for a very brief moment.
    

    
      Perhaps because he had eaten a small amount, his health was recovering naturally as soon as it dropped.
    

    
      “Don't tell me?”
    

    
      His gaze turned to the red powder he had been using just a moment ago.
    

    
      [Gnor-gel Powder (Magic)]
    

    
      Description: A powder made by mixing and drying Gnoll's blood and slime ooze. It contains a potent poison that makes one breathe fire.
    

    
      Option: Deals continuous damage upon consumption.
    

    
      ……Clatter.
    

    
      After checking the information, Artier completely broke down.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      “I'm sorry. I didn't think poison would be created this way either.”
    

    
      Gerard hastily offered an apology.
    

    
      Of course, Artier knew too. This wasn't Gerard's fault in the first place.
    

    
      Gerard had only told him a rumor he had heard in passing once.
    

    
      “No. It's my fault for not checking properly.”
    

    
      In the first place, the method of trying to obtain a spice using a monster's by-product might have been the problem itself.
    

    
      There was a reason why no one did it despite it being so good.
    

    
      “Still, it was a method I suggested, so I should take responsibility. I will get you some chili powder.”
    

    
      “Eeh? Leader, no way. Just to buy a handful would cost as much as a decent house.”
    

    
      “Jeina is right. You don't have to do that because of me.”
    

    
      Spices in this world boast a particularly high price.
    

    
      To the extent that if you don't look like you have money, the shop owner won't even show you the goods.
    

    
      He couldn't place such a burden on Gerard.
    

    
      “I'm going to go clear my head a bit. Go on and eat.”
    

    
      Artier went out the door and began to walk the empty streets of Pons.
    

    
      But no matter how much he walked, his troubled heart did not find relief.
    

    
      On the contrary, the taste of the stir-fried vegetables he had just tasted kept lingering in his mind.
    

    
      ‘It tasted good, but to think it was poison.’
    

    
      He couldn't be careless just because the damage was weak. He had only eaten a single bite.
    

    
      Who knew how strong it would get if he ate it all?
    

    
      He couldn't get a game over for a ridiculous reason by clinging to a foolish attachment.
    

    
      ‘But do I have to keep eating these greasy foods from now on?’
    

    
      Artier, who was lost in thought, realized at some point that he was standing next to a general store.
    

    
      Coincidentally, just beyond the glass window, he could see a sack of the chili powder Artier had been looking for so desperately.
    

    
      ‘……They put it in a good spot for stealing.’
    

    
      In <Cross Destiny>, it was of course possible to steal things.
    

    
      If you mainly used daggers and learned stealth and pickpocketing skills, you could quickly acquire various resources in the early game.
    

    
      Perhaps because he had tasted spiciness after a long time, Artier was feeling an unbearable desire.
    

    
      ‘Get a grip. Are you going to commit a crime just for food?’
    

    
      Naturally, the moment you get caught, your life falls into ruin.
    

    
      A minor crime might end with just a few days in jail, but a serious crime could result in execution.
    

    
      Above all, the Karma Points would decrease immensely, so it was something that should never be attempted.
    

    
      Artier shook off the lingering desire and turned his steps.
    

    
      If he kept staring, he might really end up causing trouble.
    

    
      “Haa……”
    

    
      Artier, who was walking away, tilted his head in confusion at the small information window that popped up in front of him, then let out a hollow laugh.
    

    
      What had appeared before his eyes was the information window for the chili powder he had been staring at just a moment ago.
    

    
      ‘How intently was I staring for an info window to pop up.’
    

    
      Artier, who was about to dismiss the info window without thinking, stopped his hand at the phrase he had casually read past.
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      [Red Pepper Powder (Magic)]
    

    
      Description: A powder made by drying and grinding Red Pepper. It contains a potent poison that makes one breathe fire.
    

    
      Option: Deals continuous damage upon consumption.
    

    
      The phrase written on the chili powder was quite familiar, as if he had seen it somewhere before.
    

    
      “Chili powder is poison too?”
    

    
      Muttering to himself, Artier felt as if he had been hit on the head by something.
    

    
      Come to think of it, it was a natural thing. Spiciness is actually not a taste, but pain.
    

    
      And the state of continuously feeling pain is, in a game…….
    

    
      Thud!
    

    
      “Ah, Artier, you came back sooner than I thought……?”
    

    
      Upon his return, Artier ignored Gerard and rushed straight to the kitchen.
    

    
      Then, he once again shoved the cooling stir-fried vegetables into his mouth.
    

    
      [You have been poisoned.]
    

    
      “Ma-Master! Didn't you say that was poison?!”
    

    
      “Mmm.”
    

    
      Munch, munch.
    

    
      Artier took a large bite of a nearby piece of bread.
    

    
      After swallowing it with a gulp and downing a glass of water, he could see his slowly depleting health bar fill up again.
    

    
      “It is.”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      “It's poison, but.”
    

    
      Artier beamed and held up the stir-fried vegetables.
    

    
      “I remember now. In my hometown, that's why we enjoy eating it.”
    

    
      “……Pardon?”
    

    
      Jeina, who was watching this from the kitchen entrance, glanced at a sweating Gerard.
    

    
      “Leader, is our little brother really okay?”
    

    
      “Now, even I'm not so sure.”
    

    
      After spoiled food, now poison.
    

    
      In their eyes, Artier was increasingly becoming a monster.
    

    

  
    Chapter 36: Chapter 36

    
      Chapter 36: In Search of an Answer (1)
    

    
      Under the bright sky.
    

    
      Two people, a man and a woman, were clashing weapons.
    

    
      Claaang!
    

    
      The weapon that deflected the axe flying through the wind was, surprisingly, a thin longsword.
    

    
      ‘Lower right.’
    

    
      The moment the axe approached, the longsword shifted its path ever so slightly. And then, a change occurred in the path of the axe that had been coming straight on.
    

    
      The destructive power contained in the blow vanished in an instant.
    

    
      Kagagak!
    

    
      “Tsk! Why isn’t it working?”
    

    
      “I told you, it’s not about just swinging with brute force.”
    

    
      “Then how about this!”
    

    
      Jeina’s arm muscles bulged as if they would burst.
    

    
      Artier, who had intended to meet the sword with a chilling sensation, changed his mind and angled his sword a bit more.
    

    
      Thud!
    

    
      “Ugh?!”
    

    
      It was an ignorant amount of power.
    

    
      Just enduring the attack made my entire body numb.
    

    
      If he hadn't made any preparations, Artier might have been cut in two along with his sword.
    

    
      “Hey, is it okay to use this much power in a spar?”
    

    
      “You won’t die anyway, little brother!”
    

    
      Bang! Bang! Bang!
    

    
      Amidst the pouring attacks, Artier calmly looked for a counterattack.
    

    
      “If you use too much power, your openings increase in turn.”
    

    
      Pow!
    

    
      Artier’s leg struck Jeina’s side.
    

    
      “Ugh?!”
    

    
      “Like this.”
    

    
      A fleeting gap created just so.
    

    
      Artier’s longsword struck Jeina’s empty wrist, and Jeina ended up dropping her axe.
    

    
      As the axe fell to the floor with a loud clang, she sighed and raised both her hands.
    

    
      It was a sign of surrender.
    

    
      “Ugh… I thought I could land a hit this time.”
    

    
      “If you land a hit with that axe, wouldn’t it be an instant death?”
    

    
      Artier sheathed his sword and extended his hand to her.
    

    
      “You worked hard.”
    

    
      Jeina smiled brightly and took the hand Artier offered.
    

    
      “Is the spar over? Good work.”
    

    
      The place they were standing was a vacant lot right next to the Alpha Mercenary Corps’ base.
    

    
      As the two entered the lodging, Gerard handed them towels he had prepared.
    

    
      “In the end, I couldn’t beat my little brother even once during the break.”
    

    
      “We only sparred three times. And it was a light spar just to not lose our practical senses.”
    

    
      “Still, I thought I would win at least once….”
    

    
      Watching the grumbling Jeina, Artier inwardly broke into a cold sweat.
    

    
      She didn't know it, but to Artier, Jeina was considered a tricky opponent.
    

    
      ‘Why is a tanker so aggressive?’
    

    
      Jeina was particularly ferocious.
    

    
      Whether she believed in her Battle Healing skill or not, she would charge with the mindset of just taking minor attacks, which made her incredibly difficult to deal with.
    

    
      “There will be chances for sparring later. We need to get ready to leave now.”
    

    
      “Ah, are we leaving again?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      A week had already passed since they arrived here.
    

    
      ‘Now we can finally start preparing…….’
    

    
      Artier let out a sigh of relief.
    

    
      “The times are not good. I heard the castles in the northeast have been under attack recently.”
    

    
      “Since they couldn't break through Dorman, they've changed their direction to the east.”
    

    
      “That’s right. I heard one castle has already fallen.”
    

    
      At Gerard’s words, Artier drew a world map in his head.
    

    
      The large, donut-shaped Orion Continent. Among it, there were a total of five castles in the northeast.
    

    
      “How long will the northeastern castles hold out?”
    

    
      “They have the experience of Dorman, so they'll prepare based on that. But they don't have the means to procure equipment like Dorman did, and unlike mercenaries, it won't be easy for soldiers to adapt immediately to monster attacks. Considering the time it took for one castle to fall… it probably won’t take more than two months at most.”
    

    
      “Two months. That’s incredibly fast.”
    

    
      ‘How much time is left?’
    

    
      Unlike the game where events only proceeded when the protagonist went there, here the Hellmorphs’ attacks were happening in real-time, so Artier couldn't rashly predict how the situation would unfold.
    

    
      ‘I can’t think of it as two months. One of the five castles in the northeast is the setting for a main quest.’
    

    
      Thinking that far, a question arose in Artier’s mind.
    

    
      If the place where the main quest was to take place became a ruin, where would the system guide him?
    

    
      ‘It could just skip it and guide me to the next main quest… but I can't be sure.’
    

    
      There are also main quests where acquiring a specific item or interacting with an NPC is essential.
    

    
      If the conditions weren't met, you couldn't achieve the true ending, and sometimes the main quest itself wouldn't proceed due to a bug.
    

    
      ‘As expected, the most likely possibility is that a new main quest would be created on the spot.’
    

    
      This was the option Artier himself wanted to avoid the most.
    

    
      The problem wasn't just that he wouldn't be able to use the know-how or advantages he knew, but that he would have no idea what kind of situation would unfold in a new main quest.
    

    
      “We need to finish our business as quickly as possible and head to the northeast.”
    

    
      “We have no reason to refuse, but may I ask you something frankly?”
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      “What is the reason you keep seeking out those monsters? Is it simple vengeance?”
    

    
      “Why the sudden question?”
    

    
      “It’s just personal curiosity. You lost your memories and your comrades to those monsters.”
    

    
      Gerard glanced at Artier’s sword and then his hand in turn.
    

    
      “Normally, one would hate even thinking about the monsters, but you say you’re going north without hesitation……. It made me a little curious.”
    

    
      Gerard had lost his swordsmanship to the Hellmorph’s poison, while Artier had lost his memories.
    

    
      As someone who had painstakingly gathered his will to stand up again, it wasn't strange for Gerard to be curious about Artier, who he considered to be in a similar situation.
    

    
      Artier placed a hand on his hip.
    

    
      “It’s similar to you, Gerard. Those things won’t give up.”
    

    
      “……I see.”
    

    
      Although Artier didn't have the same feelings as Gerard, both of them knew well what they had to do from now on.
    

    
      The Hellmorphs would not give up, and if left alone, the world would be destroyed.
    

    
      That alone was reason enough for Artier to fight without running away.
    

    
      “They are smart. They will get stronger and stronger. So, we have no choice but to get stronger to match them.”
    

    
      “Yes, you are right. In that case, I too shall follow you. To survive.”
    

    
      [Gerard’s favorability has increased to Stage 2.]
    

    
      [Gerard will now believe there is a valid reason for your commands.]
    

    
      Sometimes, favorability events like this just popped up.
    

    
      Fortunately, it seemed I had given a decent answer.
    

    
      “Let’s depart now. To Gigas Hall.”
    

    
      By the time the party had packed all their belongings and left the building, the sun had fully risen, making it a perfect day for travel.
    

    
      As they finished their preparations to leave and stepped out the door, they looked back to see the lodging’s appearance returning to a dull color, as if it had fallen asleep.
    

    
      “Where did Bow say he was?”
    

    
      “We decided to rendezvous at Gigas Hall. When I told him the destination, he said he knew the place well and would go on ahead.”
    

    
      “Is that so?”
    

    
      “What’s the point of going ahead?
    

    
      Collie tilted his head to one side and asked.
    

    
      “We’re going to travel by teleport gate anyway. If he goes alone, won’t he have to pay a higher fee?”
    

    
      “That’s what I’m saying. Does he have an unexpectedly clumsy side? I should tease him about it later. Hehehe.”
    

    
      The party headed to the teleport gate together.
    

    
      “We’d like to go to Gigas Hall, four people.”
    

    
      “Excuse me? Where?”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      The magician who heard Artier’s words asked again.
    

    
      It was a reaction I had never seen before while using the teleport gate.
    

    
      “There’s no destination called Gigas Hall.”
    

    
      “That can’t be. It’s clearly the name of an existing city.”
    

    
      “Is it? One moment please…….”
    

    
      At Gerard's words, the magician rummaged through a nearby book and communicated with someone.
    

    
      “What could be the matter?”
    

    
      “Don’t tell me the monsters destroyed it and left?”
    

    
      “Gigas Hall is a city at the southern end of the empire. For the monsters from the north to get there, they would have to cross the entire empire.”
    

    
      “That’s true, isn’t it?”
    

    
      A moment later, the magician, who had removed his hand from his ear, continued.
    

    
      “Ah, I’m sorry. Gigas Hall is a region we cannot send you to.”
    

    
      “Excuse me? What do you mean?”
    

    
      “The area around Gigas Hall is a unique terrain where a vast flow of mana runs throughout the year. Teleportation to that vicinity is impossible.”
    

    
      “What did you say?!”
    

    
      For a moment, it felt as if time had stopped for everyone.
    

    
      “This is trouble……. Hey, where can we go if we teleport to the nearest place?”
    

    
      “We can send you as far as Haol Castle in the south-central region, but you’ll have to walk for about two months from there.”
    

    
      “That’s absolutely not an option.”
    

    
      It was out of the question.
    

    
      A round trip would take four months, and in that time, those things would surely have descended not only on the northern castles but also on the central capital.
    

    
      “But… that can’t be right.”
    

    
      “What do you mean?”
    

    
      “Um, it’s nothing.”
    

    
      Artier muttered and then promptly shut his mouth when he felt Collie’s gaze.
    

    
      Of course, that was only on the outside; his mind was already a crucible of chaos.
    

    
      ‘What is going on? I’m sure I traveled around just fine in the game.’
    

    
      Artier retraced his memories once more, wondering if they were mistaken.
    

    
      But there was no room for that.
    

    
      Gigas Hall was a city near the elven ruins Artier had his eyes on. It was a city he had visited often to obtain important items, so there was no way Artier could have forgotten.
    

    
      Then, something suddenly crossed Artier’s mind.
    

    
      ‘Wait, the quest in Gigas Hall doesn't appear until a year later.’
    

    
      The first time Artier visited Gigas Hall in the game was after the Hellmorphs had already pushed down to the south and even the Spirit Creatures had gone extinct.
    

    
      There was no way a flow of mana could have remained.
    

    
      “Hahahaha.”
    

    
      “Master, is something the matter?”
    

    
      “No. It’s just that I feel a bit foolish.”
    

    
      What’s done is done; a plan had to be made.
    

    
      To meet Bow who had left first and to see Collie’s senior Spirit Creatures, they had to stop by Gigas Hall.
    

    
      “What about an airship?”
    

    
      Artier asked the magician, but the magician shook his head.
    

    
      “When the flow of mana is strong, rough winds also blow in the skies above. Even for an airship, such a route is dangerous, so they tend to avoid it.”
    

    
      “Hmm…….”
    

    
      “How about a boat instead?”
    

    
      “A boat?”
    

    
      “Gigas Hall is very close to a port city. If you take the nearest boat, you should be able to make a round trip within 3 weeks.”
    

    
      At the magician’s words, Artier looked at everyone.
    

    
      “How about we go by boat, everyone?”
    

    
      “Good.”
    

    
      “I’m looking forward to it!”
    

    
      “Then I will guide you to the nearest port city.”
    

    
      Flash!
    

    
      Mana filled the teleport gate, and light began to shimmer.
    

    
      Watching the swirling gate, Artier was the first to throw himself toward it.
    

    
      ‘Let’s be sure to return to the main quest in time.’
    

    
      The rest was over now.
    

    
      It was time to run again.
    

    

  
    Chapter 37: Chapter 37

    
      Chapter 37: In Search of an Answer (2)
    

    
      The moment he passed through the teleport gate, Artier could smell a fishy odor.
    

    
      “What’s the name of this city?”
    

    
      “Let’s see, it’s called Donko. It doesn’t seem to be a particularly special city.”
    

    
      ‘A city I don’t remember. That makes sense, I guess.’
    

    
      The reason they came here in the first place was to take a boat to Gigas Hall.
    

    
      “Let’s move to the docks. Where did the magician say to go?”
    

    
      “It’s a viscounty called Tobes. He said we could reach Gigas Hall quickly by walking from there.”
    

    
      “Alright. Let’s look for a boat to Tobes.”
    

    
      The party moved to the docks.
    

    
      The sight of an enormous number of ships docked at the massive pier was close to a spectacle.
    

    
      “There are so many ships!”
    

    
      “There really are a lot, huh? Port cities in the central part of the continent are different.”
    

    
      Collie hopped around, constantly looking around, and even Jeina seemed a little surprised as she stared blankly at a huge ship.
    

    
      Only Gerard was poring over a Grimoire, not even glancing at his surroundings.
    

    
      “The central part of the continent is the hub of all trade. It’s natural for there to be many ships.”
    

    
      “Still, with this many, it shouldn't be too hard to find a boat to Tobes.”
    

    
      Artier first checked the regular ferry schedule.
    

    
      A regular ferry that departed on a set route at set times would surely be available for a cheap price.
    

    
      “Hmm, there are none.”
    

    
      “There are so many ships, but only five regular ferries?”
    

    
      Jeina went around to the back of the notice board and then shook her head.
    

    
      It seemed those five ships were really all the regular ferries scheduled for today.
    

    
      “During the off-season, even regular ferries run less frequently. It’s a shame, but we should try to commission a boat separately.”
    

    
      Gerard closed his Grimoire and looked around.
    

    
      [Gerard uses Tactical Command (Lv.1).]
    

    
      “It would be better to find a decent passenger ship rather than a small fishing boat. Besides, since Tobes is also a port city, there should be other people heading there as well.”
    

    
      Gerard, as if he had become a different person, suddenly started talking to the merchants walking around.
    

    
      Most of them waved him away and passed by, but occasionally some would stop and talk with Gerard.
    

    
      “The Leader is so strange……. isn’t he? He usually doesn’t seem very talkative, but at times like this, he’s like a completely different person.”
    

    
      At Jeina's words, Collie and Artier nodded their heads simultaneously.
    

    
      “The quality of the oil you have is quite good. Excuse me, but where are you headed?”
    

    
      “To the south.”
    

    
      “Seeing as you passed the regular ferry board, I assume you are heading elsewhere.”
    

    
      “Hmm… you’re looking for companions, I see?”
    

    
      Gerard, speaking with an uncharacteristically friendly attitude, quickly won over a merchant.
    

    
      The merchant, who had been about to pass him with an indifferent expression, had now stopped the cart he was pulling so well and was listening to his story.
    

    
      ‘I should get him a negotiation skillbook soon.’
    

    
      Artier looked at Gerard as if he were a precious gold nugget.
    

    
      Approaching a stranger in a friendly manner was not a pleasant task for Artier. Even more so if he wasn't planning to recruit them as a comrade.
    

    
      In that respect, Gerard's performance was truly a blessing from Artier's point of view.
    

    
      “What did you just say?”
    

    
      Then, Artier could see Gerard’s brow twitch.
    

    
      “What, you didn’t know that either? You’re a rookie. Let’s just pretend this conversation never happened.”
    

    
      The merchant clicked his tongue and left on his cart. It seemed Gerard's negotiation had failed.
    

    
      “Artier, it seems we have a problem.”
    

    
      However, instead of targeting another merchant, Gerard approached Artier with a serious expression.
    

    
      “What’s wrong?”
    

    
      “It seems the boat fare has risen considerably. To 1 gold coin per person.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “What did you say?!”
    

    
      At Gerard’s words, everyone there froze solid.
    

    
      “That’s absurd! The money we spent all week didn’t even exceed 1 gold coin.”
    

    
      “Yes, at that price, it would be cheaper to just buy a carriage. But there's a reason. Those monsters have started appearing in the sea as well.”
    

    
      Flinch.
    

    
      At Gerard’s words, only Artier briefly held his breath.
    

    
      ‘They’ve appeared. The Ocean Hellmorphs.’
    

    
      For reasons unknown, many Hellmorphs mimicked the forms of animals. All those classified as common monsters, not special types, were like that.
    

    
      Naturally, there were also Hellmorphs that took the form of sea animals.
    

    
      “I heard that if you run into them, even a large merchant ship takes no more than 15 minutes to sink. That’s why the number of boats has decreased.”
    

    
      “Have they already come down this far?”
    

    
      “Not quite… but they must be scared.”
    

    
      The party fell into thought.
    

    
      “Traveling by carriage won't work time-wise. We have no choice but to take a boat.”
    

    
      “But how can we take a boat while paying that much money? We don’t even have that kind of money right now.”
    

    
      “We’ll have to earn money through requests, but if we take too long, it’ll be a problem. Then there’d be no point in taking the boat.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      Artier glanced at his inventory.
    

    
      [Funds: 2 Gold coins, 25 Silver coins, 44 Copper coins]
    

    
      ‘Not even close.’
    

    
      Even if they became the heroes who saved Dorman, the amount of money received from requests doesn't change.
    

    
      I was able to make 2 gold coins by painstakingly saving the money received as quest rewards and selling monster byproducts, but this was not enough to cover the boat fare.
    

    
      “Gerard.”
    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    
      “How much is the fare for a dog, usually?”
    

    
      “Master?”
    

    
      “Usually, they charge about half the price of a person.”
    

    
      Collie pouted and looked at Artier.
    

    
      “That’s too much.”
    

    
      “It can’t be helped. You can change back once we get to our room.”
    

    
      Since the party was essentially broke, even if Artier spent all his money, there was still money that needed to be earned.
    

    
      “Does this mean four people have to do two requests worth 15 silver coins each……”
    

    
      Just as Artier was muttering so, it happened.
    

    
      Flash!
    

    
      [An event occurs.]
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      As soon as a small information window appeared before his eyes, Artier felt the air around him suddenly grow hot.
    

    
      “What is this?”
    

    
      As Artier turned his head, white runes appeared around them.
    

    
      Even without using detection magic, he could feel an intense flow of mana through his skin.
    

    
      “A magic circle?”
    

    
      “It was used from the outside. Be careful……!”
    

    
      Collie raised his staff and Gerard opened his Grimoire.
    

    
      And the moment Artier drew his sword, his vision changed.
    

    
      Artier knew this feeling of being dizzyingly sucked in.
    

    
      ‘Was it a teleportation magic circle?’
    

    
      He realized the nature of the magic, but he couldn't stop himself from being moved to another location.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Swoosh!
    

    
      Before I could even grasp the situation, a chilling sound echoed by my ear.
    

    
      My hand moved before my mind could think.
    

    
      Boom!
    

    
      What the sword shattered was a small shard of ice.
    

    
      Artier quickly scanned his surroundings.
    

    
      “What is this now.”
    

    
      All around were mages, and from their staves, mana was raging.
    

    
      Immediately after, ice shards exactly matching the one Artier had just struck rained down from all directions like a storm.
    

    
      “Everyone, be careful. Jeina, block one side!”
    

    
      “Got it!”
    

    
      [Gerard uses Shield (Lv.3).]
    

    
      Kagagagagak!
    

    
      A gruesome sound began to echo from the protective barrier Gerard had cast on everyone.
    

    
      At the same time, as Jeina lifted her axe, brandishing it, the magic flying from at least one side couldn't reach the party.
    

    
      “What is happening all of a sudden?”
    

    
      Collie asked, but the party had no way of knowing.
    

    
      But thankfully, the enemies provided the answer themselves.
    

    
      “Finally found you, you son of a bitch!”
    

    
      “We’ll kill you in the name of the Magica Mercenary Corps’ honor!”
    

    
      Magica Mercenary Corps.
    

    
      It seemed the scoundrels who had driven fellow mercenaries into a corner and nearly destroyed a city had come seeking Artier, holding a grudge.
    

    
      ‘I was wondering when they’d show up.’
    

    
      Artier sighed and loosened his wrists.
    

    
      It wasn't unexpected.
    

    
      He hadn't beheaded all of them, just revoked their mercenary licenses.
    

    
      Since their equipment wasn't taken and their mana wasn't sealed, it was only natural that they would come for revenge.
    

    
      “Attacking us as soon as we left Pons, were they tracking our location?”
    

    
      “Ugh, this is annoying! What honor do they have to protect!”
    

    
      “That’s right. Aren’t they just a group of murderers?”
    

    
      [An Event Quest has been generated.]
    

    
      The remnants of the Magica Mercenary Corps have ambushed you out of spite.
    

    
      From the moment they initiated the attack, they have crossed a river of no return.
    

    
      Kill them, or flee from them. The empire will unconditionally side with you.
    

    
      If you annihilate the remnant forces, you can legitimately acquire their belongings, and the empire will not hold you responsible for the murders.
    

    
      If you succeed in escaping and report to the Mercenary Guild, a warrant will be issued for them, and the Mercenary Guild will pay compensation for failing to take appropriate measures.
    

    
      Option 1 Reward: Karma Points +5
    

    
      Option 2 Reward: Karma Points +3, 70 Silver coins
    

    
      Artier’s two eyes sharply scanned the surroundings.
    

    
      There were about seven mages in sight. But since the opponents were mages, there could be more that Artier’s detection magic didn't catch.
    

    
      But.
    

    
      “Even considering those in hiding, it seems their numbers aren’t that large.”
    

    
      The Magica Mercenary Corps was a large mercenary corps.
    

    
      Excluding the members who died in the defense of Dorman, their numbers would easily exceed a hundred.
    

    
      But only seven?
    

    
      Moreover, all of them were mages.
    

    
      To think they could kill Artier’s party, which included a warrior, with just this number.
    

    
      “Gerard, please remove the Shield placed on me.”
    

    
      With the protective barrier active, it's also difficult for Artier to attack.
    

    
      Just as a sailboat cannot advance against a headwind, a protective barrier on the body receives air resistance, making movement difficult.
    

    
      While it might be acceptable for a fleeting moment, a constantly active barrier was better off gone.
    

    
      “Will you be alright? You are their target.”
    

    
      “I’m fine.”
    

    
      [Lv.8 Former Magica Mercenary Corps Member (Mage)]
    

    
      Smirk.
    

    
      Scanning their information, Artier smiled and twirled his sword once.
    

    
      “Maybe getting on the boat will be easier than I thought.”
    

    
      Gerard, who was about to dispel the magic, couldn't hide his momentary look of puzzlement.
    

    
      Whoosh!
    

    
      The mana barrier surrounding Artier disappeared.
    

    
      Then, as if they had been waiting, all sorts of magic began to target Artier.
    

    
      “If it weren’t for you, we!”
    

    
      Boom!
    

    
      But when the magic fell, Artier was no longer there.
    

    
      “How?!”
    

    
      “Don’t tell me there are only seven of you?”
    

    
      “……!”
    

    
      One of the mages, upon hearing Artier’s voice from behind him, froze like a block of ice.
    

    
      “You didn’t think you’d win just because you had more numbers, did you?”
    

    
      ‘Still, I’m a Supreme-Grade Mercenary, this is a little damaging to my pride.’
    

    
      [Flame Cleave activates.]
    

    
      “Sh-Shield……. Keoheok!”
    

    
      The mage put up a protective barrier, but the magic shattered to pieces as soon as it blocked the blazing flame.
    

    
      Artier smiled brightly and readjusted his stance.
    

    
      “Time to eat.”
    

    

  
    Chapter 38: Chapter 38

    
      Chapter 38: In Search of an Answer (3)
    

    
      The outcome of the battle was decided quickly.
    

    
      From the very beginning, this fight was never meant to be.
    

    
      The advantage of a party composed solely of mages is to overwhelm the enemy with overpowering firepower, preventing them from making any response.
    

    
      “Jeina, are you okay?”
    

    
      “It’s just a scratch.”
    

    
      But their levels were too low.
    

    
      So low that they were even lower than Jeina, who had the lowest level in the party.
    

    
      Because of this, their magic couldn’t penetrate Jeina’s axe or Gerard’s shield, and they ended up allowing Artier’s party to close in.
    

    
      “It was a bit surprising, but we managed to block it somehow. Why did they attempt an ambush with just this number of people.”
    

    
      Having stored his Grimoire again, Gerard clicked his tongue as he looked at the fallen former Magica Mercenary Corps members on the ground.
    

    
      Even to him, this ambush seemed more like a suicidal charge with no chance of victory.
    

    
      Even if the one here wasn’t the Supreme-Grade Mercenary Artier, the result would not have changed.
    

    
      “These people, it seems they haven’t eaten for three days.”
    

    
      Just then, Collie sniffed the air and told the party.
    

    
      “Though faint, the scent I can smell is of more than seven people. It seems that while we were in Pons, they kept waiting and most of them gave up.”
    

    
      “Ah…….”
    

    
      If so, it made sense.
    

    
      It meant these guys were so consumed by vengeance that they couldn’t even think straight.
    

    
      ‘The difficulty of the event was lowered because we rested for a week in Pons?’
    

    
      Artier paused from cleaning his sword and glanced at Gerard.
    

    
      Because Artier had accepted Gerard’s suggestion, an event that could have been a life-threatening bloody battle had turned into a simple cash-grab event.
    

    
      ‘As expected, it’s best to accept the NPCs’ suggestions as long as they aren’t too unreasonable.’
    

    
      Getting up from his spot, Artier approached the fallen mages.
    

    
      [Quest Complete!]
    

    
      Reward: Karma Points +5
    

    
      [You have acquired the legitimate right to decide the fate of the attackers who threatened your life. Taking their belongings will not be judged as theft, and your Karma Points will not decrease.]
    

    
      ‘Since they’re mages, they should have some pretty useful stuff, right?’
    

    
      Rummage, rummage.
    

    
      Artier, who was searching the pockets of a fallen mage with great anticipation, soon scrunched up his face.
    

    
      What popped out of the man’s leather pouch was merely 5 copper coins.
    

    
      ‘5 copper coins? Are you kidding me?’
    

    
      That might not even be enough to buy a single apple.
    

    
      “Don’t tell me they’re all like this……. No, that can’t be.”
    

    
      Artier checked the belongings of the other mages.
    

    
      But they were all the same.
    

    
      Finding coins was a relief.
    

    
      Most of them were carrying worthless leather water flasks or useless rabbit pelts.
    

    
      ‘What kind of beggars are these?!’
    

    
      There was a reason they had starved for three days.
    

    
      Even if he scraped everything together, the value of their belongings wouldn’t even reach 30 silver coins.
    

    
      ‘Right, now that I think about it, this is normal. Because the event’s difficulty was low.’
    

    
      Just as Artier was clutching his forehead.
    

    
      “Little brother, how much do you think this is worth?”
    

    
      Jeina asked, holding up one of the staves the mages had been using.
    

    
      “That’s right!”
    

    
      Come to think of it, these were mages.
    

    
      The equipment they carried was as good as gold nuggets.
    

    
      When I appraised the staves, their performance was lower than what Collie or Gerard carried, but they were still things that were basically worth 1 gold coin each.
    

    
      ‘Even if I get half price since they’re used, that’s still 3 gold coins, isn’t it?’
    

    
      A smile spread across Artier’s lips.
    

    
      With that much money, he could pay for the entire boat fare without having to pool his own money.
    

    
      “Let’s take them all.”
    

    
      “Alright!”
    

    
      “Is it really okay to do this? No matter how much they tried to kill us… it feels strange. It feels like we’re robbing them.”
    

    
      Jeina chided the hesitating Collie.
    

    
      “Hey, you still don’t get it. Collie, this is a kind of safety measure.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “These guys tried to kill us, right? But we’re just going to leave their things? What if they come to their senses and chase us again?”
    

    
      “……Ah!”
    

    
      Just because they were carrying wooden staves, they didn’t seem dangerous.
    

    
      But these staves could be called weapons, same as swords or axes.
    

    
      “Now that you put it that way, I understand. I will help too.”
    

    
      Collie and Jeina cheerfully picked up the staves that had fallen to the ground.
    

    
      Just as Artier was also picking up a nearby staff.
    

    
      “Keuk……?”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      A fallen mage staggered and lifted his head.
    

    
      As if filled with lingering attachment, the man tried to grab the staff Artier was about to take as soon as he got up.
    

    
      Pow!
    

    
      “Keok!”
    

    
      How absurd.
    

    
      Artier immediately kicked that hand away and picked up the staff.
    

    
      “In the end… you’re all the same.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      The nameless mage glared at Artier with eyes full of venom.
    

    
      “No different from beasts, able to shed blood without a second thought as long as there’s money involved.”
    

    
      What kind of sophistry was this.
    

    
      “How am I the same as you?”
    

    
      “Was there ever a time you took on a request and didn’t see blood?”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “Of course not. Mercenaries are hired to do such things. In the end, what we do is no different. Harming lives to get money.”
    

    
      “Mercenaries don’t take requests to kill others.”
    

    
      Artier said with his arms crossed.
    

    
      “What’s the point? The result is the same. Do you know how many you killed in Dorman?”
    

    
      “You mean the murderous monsters that were trying to tear humans apart.”
    

    
      “Murderous monsters, I see. So even a Supreme-Grade Mercenary is only at that level.”
    

    
      The man chuckled as if something was funny and said.
    

    
      “You see, monsters. They don’t mess with humans for no reason. There’s only one reason they mess with humans. It’s only when humans mess with them first.”
    

    
      “I’m sure there are monsters that aren't like that.”
    

    
      “There’s no such thing. We drove them all to extinction long ago. Otherwise, do you think humanity could have stood tall as the strongest on this planet?”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      Even Artier didn't know the specific lore of the Hellmorphs.
    

    
      It was like that in the game, and even the game company never gave a proper explanation.
    

    
      They were simply the enemies of humanity.
    

    
      Extinct them, or be extincted.
    

    
      That was all Artier knew.
    

    
      ‘Was there another reason?’
    

    
      Whether one liked it or not, if humans had provoked the Hellmorphs first.
    

    
      It wasn't incomprehensible that they would unconditionally antagonize and attack humans.
    

    
      “Do you get it now? You’re just a hypocrite in the end!”
    

    
      In the hand of the man who had shot up to his feet, there was now a sharp dagger.
    

    
      Clang!
    

    
      “Kraaah!”
    

    
      “Why am I listening to this nonsense for so long?”
    

    
      But before Artier could move, the dagger in the man’s hand was sent flying far away.
    

    
      Gerard, who had shattered the man’s hand with a Mana Bullet, immediately came to Artier’s side.
    

    
      Artier shrugged his shoulders and said.
    

    
      “I had something to think about.”
    

    
      “Is that so. It seems you weren’t really listening.”
    

    
      “Damn it, you think you’re any different! In the end, you’re all just the same butchers!”
    

    
      Gerard picked his ear as if it wasn't worth listening to.
    

    
      Then, with a look of contempt, he said.
    

    
      “As you say, mercenaries are not such a wholesome group. That’s why there are minimum rules. You are ruffians who failed to abide by even that.”
    

    
      “You think you can live righteously forever? Those who constantly see blood eventually begin to crave blood.”
    

    
      Flash!
    

    
      The man placed his remaining good hand on the ground.
    

    
      “What did you think when you killed my friends? Were you disgusted? Annoyed? I bet not. The expressions on your faces as you pick up those staves now look happy.”
    

    
      As soon as the man’s words ended, light began to pour out from the staves held in the hands of Jeina, Collie, and Artier.
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      “What is this?”
    

    
      “Hahahaha! You will not forget this incident! You will become monsters who crave blood and seek only slaughter……?”
    

    
      Fizzle.
    

    
      The light seemed to linger around Artier for a moment before quickly disappearing.
    

    
      It was the same for Jeina and Collie.
    

    
      “Wh-What? What is it? Why?”
    

    
      “I see. So you engraved mental magic onto the staves, conditioned to activate upon the caster’s death.”
    

    
      Gerard, who was stroking his chin, glanced at Artier and nodded.
    

    
      “But you chose the wrong opponents.”
    

    
      “Wh-What did you say?”
    

    
      Instead of answering, Gerard stepped aside slightly.
    

    
      There, Collie was aiming his staff at the fallen mages.
    

    
      [Collie uses Regeneration (Lv.2).]
    

    
      “Healing magic……?”
    

    
      The mage, who was staring at it blankly, froze as he realized something.
    

    
      “Don’t tell me no one died? Even after that battle?”
    

    
      It’s one thing to kill someone, but to subdue them without killing is difficult.
    

    
      Especially against an opponent who was fighting with their life on the line.
    

    
      “It seems our party leader is surprisingly naive. Something about not killing unnecessarily.”
    

    
      “Why… would you do something so crazy?”
    

    
      “If you have a brain, remember this. It's because of trash like you that mercenaries are seen as a crazy group that will kill anything for money.”
    

    
      Gerard spat on the ground and turned his head away without any lingering attachment.
    

    
      “You didn’t have to help.”
    

    
      “Personally, I didn’t want to hear any more. In any case, no matter what you said, he had no intention of listening.”
    

    
      “I suppose that’s true.”
    

    
      “Will it be alright?”
    

    
      “What will?”
    

    
      Gerard sighed and called over Collie and Jeina.
    

    
      “You didn’t kill them, and although it resulted in a good outcome, I don’t know if letting those guys live is a good thing.”
    

    
      At those words, Jeina and Collie also nodded.
    

    
      “Leaving behind future trouble is not a good move. It was fine this time, but they might interfere again at an unexpected moment.”
    

    
      “Yeah. Isn’t it right to get rid of things that could be dangerous?”
    

    
      Artier was lost in thought.
    

    
      In fact, leaving them alive was for no particular reason, just an instinctive action born from sensing the wickedness of <Cross Destiny>.
    

    
      This game doesn't just throw helpful events at the player.
    

    
      Just when they were short on boat fare, an event that could make them money falls from the sky?
    

    
      From that moment on, a chill ran down Artier’s spine.
    

    
      ‘There’s definitely something. I can’t proceed like this.’
    

    
      So, he decided to test the waters by not killing them first.
    

    
      “I’m sure it doesn’t matter now, though.”
    

    
      Artier glanced behind him.
    

    
      But soon, instead of turning back, he continued to move forward.
    

    
      “It’s fine. We don’t need to worry about it that much.”
    

    
      Worrying is only for things of a certain caliber.
    

    
      There was no way for them to get back on their feet.
    

    
      They had taken their equipment, and without mercenary licenses, they couldn't take requests.
    

    
      Those guys, who were mob-level even at this point, couldn’t catch up to even the tip of Artier’s toes no matter how much they struggled.
    

    
      “Besides, they tried to kill Collie, who is from the Sage’s Tower, so their mage licenses will be revoked too. In this time of war, there’s really no one left to help them.”
    

    
      Behind him, Collie took his hand from his ear and gave a thumbs-up.
    

    
      At this, Artier gave a small laugh and pointed to the city visible in the distance.
    

    
      “Let’s go now. To the territory of Tobes.”
    

    

  
    Chapter 39: Chapter 39

    
      Chapter 39: The Sea God's Grace is Endless (1)
    

    
      Paaaaang!
    

    
      Far beyond the horizon, the setting sun was visible.
    

    
      With the sound of the ship’s horn, the vessel gently pushed away, and the noise of the people, which had been loud just a moment ago, along with the city's view, gradually receded into the distance.
    

    
      ‘We finally managed to depart before the day ended…….’
    

    
      Artier, watching this from the deck, could let out a sigh of relief.
    

    
      “How long did they say it would take at sea?”
    

    
      “It’ll probably be about three days.”
    

    
      In truth, the distance from the central region to the south isn’t short enough to be covered in just three days.
    

    
      But in this world, one could use teleport gates set up on the sea while traveling by ship.
    

    
      “This is probably why walking on land takes longer. There are no teleport gates there.”
    

    
      “I suppose so.”
    

    
      “There’s not much to do until we arrive, so get some rest.”
    

    
      Gerard patted Artier’s shoulder and disappeared into the ship’s interior first.
    

    
      At his words, Artier looked down at his own hand, and then stared intently at the horizon again.
    

    
      “Is that so.”
    

    
      ‘In the game, it was an automatic skip, so I didn’t know, but I guess I have to spend the whole three days.’
    

    
      Just thinking about it was boring and frustrating, but there was nothing to be done.
    

    
      No matter how much this was a world where magic existed, that world also had its own set of laws.
    

    
      ‘Right, let’s rest a little. Three days isn’t that long anyway.’
    

    
      Come to think of it, I had been running around here and there in Pons, so wasn't this the first time I had decided to truly rest without any thoughts?
    

    
      Having entered the cabin, Artier lay his body down on the bed made of straw.
    

    
      How much time had passed like that?
    

    
      “Artier.”
    

    
      Someone shook Artier awake.
    

    
      It was Jeina.
    

    
      “What is it……?”
    

    
      “Well, I don’t know how to say this.”
    

    
      A sense of bewilderment was laced in Jeina’s voice.
    

    
      Did something happen?
    

    
      “Did a monster appear?”
    

    
      “That’s not it, but Collie collapsed.”
    

    
      “He what?”
    

    
      A monster didn’t appear, but Collie collapsed? Then was it an attack by pirates or the crew?
    

    
      But from Jeina’s tone and expression, it didn’t seem to be such a serious situation.
    

    
      “Why all of a sudden?”
    

    
      Having no idea what to expect made it even more frightening.
    

    
      And Artier’s gut feeling did not miss the mark.
    

    
      “I don’t know, his face suddenly turned pale, he went up to the deck and was vomiting? And he’s just been repeating that.”
    

    
      “……Isn’t that seasickness?”
    

    
      At Artier’s words, Jeina tilted her head.
    

    
      “Seasickness? What’s that?
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Thud!
    

    
      “It seems sending Jeina was a mistake.”
    

    
      Gerard, who was patting Collie in his dog form on the deck, said with a sigh.
    

    
      “To think she wouldn’t understand the concept of seasickness itself. She certainly must have never experienced such a thing in her life.”
    

    
      “Th-that’s cheating, something like that……”
    

    
      Collie’s condition was, even at a glance, a complete mess.
    

    
      With a pale face, Collie was lying prostrate on the floor, twitching, while what was presumed to be drool was trickling from his snout.
    

    
      “His condition has worsened in just 15 minutes.”
    

    
      “I didn’t know either. That Collie was this susceptible to seasickness.”
    

    
      Gerard sighed and patted Collie’s back again.
    

    
      “This is the situation. Could you possibly bring back some medicinal herbs to calm the seasickness?”
    

    
      “Me?”
    

    
      “I don’t mind going, but this task suits you.”
    

    
      Gerard said so and pointed towards the sea below the deck.
    

    
      Splash!
    

    
      “That’s…… a Blue Marlin?”
    

    
      Information about the creature naturally surfaced in Artier’s mind.
    

    
      A peculiar item from the original work where the fish itself was treated as the only consumable item of its kind.
    

    
      When consumed, it had the effect of dispelling status abnormalities related to balance, such as dizziness and daze.
    

    
      “That thing would certainly be helpful for seasickness.”
    

    
      “Indeed. But that creature is fast and also has magic resistance. That’s why I thought it would be best to ask you.”
    

    
      “I’ve never fished before, but… I’ll give it a try.”
    

    
      Of course, I had no intention of leisurely catching it with a fishing rod.
    

    
      “I didn’t think I’d experience underwater combat so soon.”
    

    
      Taking a sword out of his inventory, Artier grabbed a nearby rope and tied it around his waist.
    

    
      ‘This is more like underwater gathering than combat, though.’
    

    
      Still, in the end, it was a good sign.
    

    
      The sensation of swinging a sword underwater would be very different from usual.
    

    
      ‘There’s a place in the main story that’s set underwater, right? Let’s just think of this as practice.’
    

    
      “I’ll be back then.”
    

    
      “Don’t overdo it. Be careful.”
    

    
      Before entering the water, Artier used Telekinesis.
    

    
      Woooong…….
    

    
      He then aimed at the surrounding air. Then, although it wasn’t visible, he could feel a helmet-sized amount of air being grasped in his hand.
    

    
      “Hmm, so it does work.”
    

    
      Originally in the game, this was a function that activated automatically upon entering the water.
    

    
      It was a method of coating the area around the face with a thin layer of air, allowing for free movement in shallow water for about 2 minutes.
    

    
      Splash!
    

    
      The time spent in the air was short.
    

    
      When he closed and opened his eyes, Artier had set foot in a world where his whole body felt heavy.
    

    
      [Lv.7 Blue Marlin (Low-Grade)]
    

    
      Swoooosh!
    

    
      Soon, a chilling sound was heard.
    

    
      It was the sound of the Blue Marlins, having discovered an intruder, rushing in for an instinctive defense.
    

    
      ‘It’s heavy.’
    

    
      Artier, who was about to swing his sword immediately, hesitated.
    

    
      As if he had sandbags tied to his entire body, his movements were incredibly slow.
    

    
      Because of this, an attack that he would normally have deflected with ease, Artier not only barely blocked it but was also pushed back a considerable distance.
    

    
      ‘It doesn’t work like it did in the game…….’
    

    
      Having regained his balance, Artier muttered with a crumpled expression.
    

    
      On land, swinging a sword was not that difficult.
    

    
      He just had to recall the way the character in the game moved, and his body would move accordingly.
    

    
      But underwater, it wasn't easy.
    

    
      A discrepancy arose between the movement of the character in his mind and his actual movements.
    

    
      Should I say it felt like lagging? The character being sluggish was a bonus.
    

    
      ‘In that case, I just have to act half a beat earlier. By predicting the enemy's actions.’
    

    
      Pow!
    

    
      In the meantime, a Blue Marlin charged again.
    

    
      This time, Artier deflected them with ease, but no matter how much he predicted their actions, overcoming the slowness of his own body was not easy.
    

    
      Eventually, the Blue Marlin’s sharp, spear-like snout struck Artier’s abdomen.
    

    
      “……?!”
    

    
      But the Blue Marlin must have been bewildered.
    

    
      Instead of Artier’s abdomen being pierced and gushing blood, its own sharp snout was miserably crumpled.
    

    
      Artier also made a bewildered face, but soon realized something and smiled.
    

    
      ‘The performance is guaranteed.’
    

    
      [Sword Dancer Leather Armor (Rare)]
    

    
      Defense: 35
    

    
      Option: (Sword Dancer) When a sword is equipped, damage received from slashing and piercing attacks is reduced by 20%, critical damage received is reduced by 5%, Strength +5
    

    
      A leotard-style leather armor with a mix of light brown and dark black here and there.
    

    
      At first, it was a mystery.
    

    
      How this armor, which felt lighter than chainmail, could have higher defense.
    

    
      Woooong…….
    

    
      The answer was the very fine protective magic coated on the exterior of the armor.
    

    
      Right where the Blue Marlin had struck, a tiny protective barrier, almost invisible to the naked eye, was protecting Artier’s abdomen.
    

    
      [Flame Cleave activates.]
    

    
      Fwoosh!
    

    
      When he used Flame Cleave, which shoots out flames, in the water, bubbling foam surged up from all directions.
    

    
      But the Blue Marlin couldn't even withstand the weakened sword energy in the water and was cut to pieces. The remaining ones stabbed at Artier as if in a last-ditch effort, but the result did not change.
    

    
      [You have acquired Cooked Blue Marlin.]
    

    
      ‘Whoops… I shouldn’t cook it. I should just use normal attacks.’
    

    
      As I said before, this wasn’t underwater combat. It was a form of gathering.
    

    
      No matter how new Artier was to the underwater environment, at this point, there were no low-level monsters or aquatic creatures that could pierce a rare-grade armor.
    

    
      [You have acquired Blue Marlin.]
    

    
      [You have acquired Blue Marlin.]
    

    
      After grabbing two more Blue Marlins, Artier felt his breath getting shorter and kicked his feet to head upwards.
    

    
      As he got on the ship and was wiping his drenched body, Gerard came over and patted his shoulder.
    

    
      “Good work.”
    

    
      “It’s not as refreshing as I thought.”
    

    
      “It’s seawater. Besides, leather armor soaks up water.”
    

    
      It was definitely different from jumping in naked.
    

    
      Should I say it felt like going into the water wearing a thin padded jacket and then coming out?
    

    
      [Using Evaporation Magic Stone.]
    

    
      Chiiiik…….
    

    
      The water drenching his body dried up quickly, but there was nothing he could do about the salt stuck all over him.
    

    
      As I was frowning, Gerard raised his Grimoire.
    

    
      “Shield.”
    

    
      Just as Artier was looking bewildered, the salt grains stuck to his body fell off all at once.
    

    
      “What did you do?”
    

    
      “I deployed a shield closely against the entire body, and then expanded it again. This way, you can remove foreign substances attached to the exterior.”
    

    
      “……This was possible.”
    

    
      “It wasn't possible from the beginning. As you said, I just became able to do it after focusing my training on the Shield magic.”
    

    
      Gerard then sighed and closed his Grimoire.
    

    
      “Though I couldn’t use it in the way I first thought of.”
    

    
      “What do you mean?”
    

    
      “This is a method I came up with based on when you asked me to remove the shield during the Magica Mercenary Corps’ ambush.”
    

    
      A spherical shield is affected by the wind, hindering the user from moving nimbly.
    

    
      Gerard knew the reason why Artier had asked him to remove the shield, but that was the first time he had experienced it firsthand.
    

    
      “Indeed, for a swordsman like you who catches openings and continuously rolls or moves sideways, a shield could be cumbersome. So I wondered what it would be like to make the shield adhere to the body. Then it wouldn't interfere with movement.”
    

    
      “That sounds like it would be fine. Why do you say you can't use it?”
    

    
      “It consumes much more mana than the original shield, yet the amount of damage it absorbs is even less. Plus, there's a fatal problem.”
    

    
      “A fatal problem?”
    

    
      “It’s like this.”
    

    
      Gerard attached a thin shield to a nearby pillar.
    

    
      And then he threw a Mana Bullet at it.
    

    
      Crash!
    

    
      “……Ah!”
    

    
      As the shield shattered and disappeared, the wooden pillar was left with numerous scratches as if it had been scraped by something sharp.
    

    
      The fragments of the shattered shield had mercilessly stabbed the wooden pillar before they disappeared.
    

    
      “Because of this, it’s a failure as a protective magic. It could injure an ally.”
    

    
      In the first place, Shield magic consumes a higher amount of mana than other magic.
    

    
      But if this consumes even more and also has the possibility of friendly fire, it had to be considered difficult to use in a real battle.
    

    
      “Still, I think it could be used for other purposes. Let’s try to modify it a bit more.”
    

    
      “For now, let’s go check on Collie.”
    

    
      Gerard handed the two Blue Marlins Artier had brought to a crew member.
    

    
      The crew member who received the wonderful fish showed a happy smile.
    

    
      “Thanks to you, dinner will be plentiful tonight!”
    

    
      The crew member took one for himself and prepared the remaining one as sashimi.
    

    
      Artier took it to Collie.
    

    
      When he touched the panting Collie, the weakly closed eyelids slowly lifted.
    

    
      “Collie, try eating this. You’ll feel much better.”
    

    
      “What is that……?”
    

    
      Collie briefly brought his nose to the sashimi on the plate and sniffed it.
    

    
      And then he cautiously brought it to his mouth, but…….
    

    
      “Uweck!”
    

    
      He seemed to chew for a bit, but then he immediately scrunched up his face in disgust and spat it out.
    

    
      “Ugh……. I feel so nauseous, I can’t possibly swallow it…….”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      Beeep!
    

    
      [Collie has been afflicted with the Seasickness status abnormality.]
    

    
      [Consumption of all forms of food is restricted.]
    

    
      Soon after, a red warning sign appeared before Artier’s eyes.
    

    

  
    Chapter 40: Chapter 40

    
      Chapter 40. The Sea God's Grace is Endless (2)
    

    
      Chomp, chomp.
    

    
      “Why can’t he eat this delicious thing?”
    

    
      “Jeina, stop eating. This is medicine.”
    

    
      “Didn’t you say he only needed to eat one piece? Fish goes bad if you don’t eat it quickly.”
    

    
      Whether she knew what Artier's expression meant or not, Jeina cheerfully picked up and ate the sashimi on the plate.
    

    
      It was a good thing the Blue Marlin was the size of a decent tuna; if it had been the size of a mackerel or a cutlassfish, I probably would have had to go down and come back five more times.
    

    
      “Collie, can’t you just bear it and swallow?”
    

    
      “I really want to, but if I hold my breath, I feel like I’m going to throw up right away…….”
    

    
      “That must be difficult. I understand.”
    

    
      I just want to leave him be…….
    

    
      Artier quickly pushed away the thought that briefly surfaced.
    

    
      ‘Calm down. This is obviously a situation set up to farm favorability.’
    

    
      These kinds of quests don't have much of a reward and make you suffer a lot, but in return, your intimacy with your comrades increases.
    

    
      It was a rare opportunity, so I couldn't give up just because I was ticked off.
    

    
      “The fishy smell is the problem, right?”
    

    
      It wasn't a simple matter of having no appetite. It was because of the ‘unable to consume food’ effect attached to the seasickness debuff.
    

    
      ‘This is why you have to feed the Blue Marlin before setting off.’
    

    
      Artier racked his brain and then recalled something.
    

    
      ‘Come to think of it, there’s also a consumable item called seasickness medicine.’
    

    
      That item, which looked like a small cracker, had the same effect as the Blue Marlin but just a different shape.
    

    
      The lore was that it was processed so that the Blue Marlin, which would spoil quickly, could be stored for a long time.
    

    
      ‘Seasickness medicine is classified as a medicine, not food, so he might be able to use it!’
    

    
      “Gerard, could you ask if any of the crew members have seasickness medicine?”
    

    
      Artier walked around the ship with Gerard, filled with hope.
    

    
      But reality shattered his expectations to pieces.
    

    
      “We don’t carry things like that.”
    

    
      “There are no guys on this ship who suffer from things like seasickness.”
    

    
      This isn't the 21st century where kind crew members roam around.
    

    
      There was no way sailors, who would pour disinfectant alcohol straight down their throats instead of using bandages, would have something like seasickness medicine.
    

    
      “This doesn't seem to be working. It seems there’s no way to get medicine on the ship.”
    

    
      “I didn’t think it would be this hopeless…….”
    

    
      This seasickness debuff was something you barely had to worry about in the late game, so there weren't many countermeasures for it.
    

    
      ‘Still, it’s not like there are none. I’m sure this happened a few times in the past.’
    

    
      Artier, scratching his head, walked around for a while, lost in thought.
    

    
      He lifted his head again when he reached the entrance to the cabins.
    

    
      “……Can’t I concoct it with alchemy?”
    

    
      In <Cross Destiny>, anyone could craft items as long as they had the recipe and materials.
    

    
      Coming into the cabin, Artier placed a piece of the Blue Marlin’s flesh down, brought up an information window in the air, and began to search for something.
    

    
      ‘Huh? There’s no alchemy window?’
    

    
      Artier checked again, thinking he might have missed it.
    

    
      But it still wasn't there. No matter how much he looked, the alchemy information window was nowhere to be seen.
    

    
      “Is it because I don’t have a recipe?”
    

    
      Then what on earth was I supposed to do?
    

    
      Was there another way to get rid of the seasickness? Or was he stuck because his preparations were insufficient?
    

    
      ‘No, it’s not like it can only be made through alchemy.’
    

    
      This wasn't a game, but reality.
    

    
      No matter how much magic was a part of daily life in this world, wouldn’t it be more abnormal for things to be combined just by touching an information window?
    

    
      Artier, lost in thought, snapped his fingers a moment later.
    

    
      “There was. A preparation method for seasickness medicine.”
    

    
      In order to post on the story and lore board, I had once investigated the preparation method written in an alchemy recipe.
    

    
      It was nothing more than a lore explanation with no relation to game strategy, but the process was so specific that it could be followed immediately.
    

    
      “Should I give it a try?”
    

    
      Finding the kitchen, Artier began to process the Blue Marlin flesh, fumbling through his hazy memories.
    

    
      First, he finely mashed the fish flesh, then sprinkled salt on it.
    

    
      Then he mixed the flesh with an egg he had bought at a grocery store and kneaded it with a wooden spatula; the process was similar to making fish cakes.
    

    
      “After mixing it like this…… uh oh?”
    

    
      Artier, who was stirring the Blue Marlin mixture in the bowl, suddenly stopped when the ship’s interior tilted and shook.
    

    
      “What was that?”
    

    
      Artier put the mixture he was making into his inventory and went outside.
    

    
      And he had to hear some shocking news.
    

    
      “What? A storm is coming?”
    

    
      “Yes. They say the weather around here is originally a bit fickle.”
    

    
      Gerard pointed to the black storm clouds approaching in the distance.
    

    
      “This is not good. When it rains, they won’t let us come up on deck. Seasickness will be even worse inside the ship.”
    

    
      It seemed this damned event even had a time limit.
    

    
      “Wait just a moment. I’m making seasickness medicine right now. I just need to do the last step…….”
    

    
      Muttering, Artier suddenly broke into a cold sweat and clamped his mouth shut.
    

    
      “……Artier?”
    

    
      “What was the last step again?”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      ‘Do I infuse it with mana? Do I dry it in the sunlight? Do I repeatedly mash and clump it together?’
    

    
      It's not like Artier remembered everything.
    

    
      Especially, he didn't go around memorizing every trivial detail of lore that had nothing to do with strategy.
    

    
      “A way to make seasickness medicine from a Blue Marlin? I’m sorry, but I don’t know that either. I have no need for it, you see.”
    

    
      Gerard, from whom I had a sliver of hope, also shook his head.
    

    
      “……Jeina?”
    

    
      “Is there any of that left? It was delicious.”
    

    
      “Let’s just not talk about it.”
    

    
      Suddenly in a hurry, Artier rushed back to the kitchen.
    

    
      “What was the final process? Ughhh…….”
    

    
      Cooking the Blue Marlin removes its beneficial effects for seasickness.
    

    
      So it wouldn't be boiling or grilling. In the first place, that would be a fish cake, not a medicine.
    

    
      “Do I have to test everything one by one?”
    

    
      But there wasn’t enough time.
    

    
      Instead of pondering, Artier quickly moved to action.
    

    
      “Information.”
    

    
      [Blue Marlin Poultice (Common, Incomplete)]
    

    
      Option: Removes the status abnormality Seasickness
    

    
      Status: 95% of the crafting process is complete
    

    
      ‘Thankfully, the process itself was done correctly.’
    

    
      Artier hurriedly took a portion of the mixture and tried various things.
    

    
      He tried infusing it with mana, and also mixing it with dried biscuits or wine-soaked fruits from the ship.
    

    
      “……This is also a failure.”
    

    
      But it was all meaningless.
    

    
      The mana-infused mixture simply got an option to restore some mana, and when he used the other two methods, the item was destroyed and lost its original effect.
    

    
      Crash!
    

    
      Splat!
    

    
      “Aargh!”
    

    
      And then, an accident finally happened.
    

    
      As the kitchen shook violently due to the storm, the Blue Marlin mixture that had been on the table flew through the air and fell to the floor.
    

    
      “I’m doomed…….”
    

    
      I tried to clean it up in a hurry, but now only a handful of the mixture was left.
    

    
      ‘Should I just give up?’
    

    
      I can still try one more time.
    

    
      But I couldn’t think of any more methods.
    

    
      Splat!
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      But then, a suspicious sound came from a corner where boxes were stacked.
    

    
      ‘Did something get in?’
    

    
      The kitchen had only one entrance.
    

    
      And I had been alone until now.
    

    
      Squeak!
    

    
      “A rat?”
    

    
      But there was a mouse, happily chewing on a part of the mixture Artier had dropped, frozen in place.
    

    
      Squeak squeak!
    

    
      The mouse tried to escape, but it was no use.
    

    
      Zziik!
    

    
      Blocking the creature’s path with my leg and moving my hand quickly, the mouse was soon caught in my hand, struggling.
    

    
      “A stowaway guest is a problem.”
    

    
      “P-Please spare me!”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      Did that rat just speak?
    

    
      “I won’t steal and eat! Spare me!”
    

    
      [Lv.1 Field Mouse]
    

    
      Title: Lost WandererClass: None
    

    
      Strength: 1
    

    
      Agility: 2
    

    
      Intelligence: 1
    

    
      Usable Skills: None
    

    
      I checked just in case, but as expected, it was an ordinary mouse.
    

    
      Maybe because it was an animal, its stats were pathetic despite being level 1.
    

    
      ‘In that case, it means I’ve become able to understand what it’s saying…….’
    

    
      There were a few things I could guess.
    

    
      First, that a druid or another spellcaster used transformation magic to turn into a mouse.
    

    
      ‘But if that were the case, it wouldn’t have been eating that here.’
    

    
      The second reason was Collie.
    

    
      It was possible that Collie, a talking animal, becoming his summon had an effect.
    

    
      ‘Good grief…….’
    

    
      Artier glared at the mouse and muttered in a low voice.
    

    
      “Isn’t your lie too obvious? You can’t survive if you don’t steal and eat.”
    

    
      A ship at sea is surrounded by water on all sides.
    

    
      There was no way to get food other than human food.
    

    
      “I’m sorry…….”
    

    
      The mouse, as if it had no intention of hiding it, immediately looked sheepish and lowered its head.
    

    
      “But you threw this away, didn’t you? Can’t I eat it?”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      The Blue Marlin mixture that fell on the floor couldn’t be eaten anyway.
    

    
      Artier sighed and let go of his hand. Then, as if it had starved for days, the creature immediately began to devour the fish flesh greedily.
    

    
      “Thank you!”
    

    
      “But you’ll steal again once you finish that.”
    

    
      “I want to go back too. But it’s all water. I can’t go back.”
    

    
      A mouse will be a mouse.
    

    
      Artier sighed and placed the bowl he was holding on the floor as well.
    

    
      “Eat this too.”
    

    
      “Huh? Is that okay?”
    

    
      “I don’t think I’ll need it anymore.”
    

    
      There was still some Blue Marlin flesh left.
    

    
      Since making the medicine had failed, I was thinking of trying to force-feed him the flesh.
    

    
      ‘It feels a bit wrong to kill a creature that has no intention of resisting.’
    

    
      It was just one mouse.
    

    
      Even if it stole food for the entire voyage, it wouldn't cause a problem with the food supply.
    

    
      “You’re a good human!”
    

    
      With those words, the mouse spoke no more. It seemed to have lost its mind at the sudden endless feast.
    

    
      After watching the mouse devour the mixture for a moment, Artier slowly got up and left the kitchen.
    

    
      ‘If I force-feed him, his favorability will drop, though…….’
    

    
      Still, this would be better than covering the room in a foul smell.
    

    
      ‘Once I complete the quest, the favorability will rise again.’
    

    
      Rumble!
    

    
      As the storm intensified, the ship’s interior began to sway as if on an amusement park ride.
    

    
      “He’s probably in the cabin by now……”
    

    
      Perhaps the cabin was already in a state of chaos.
    

    
      Imagining every horrible scene he could, Artier opened the cabin door.
    

    
      Fling!
    

    
      “Ah, welcome, sir!”
    

    
      “You were making something, are you finally done?”
    

    
      The interior of the cabin was neatly organized.
    

    
      There were no stained cloths or floors to be seen.
    

    
      Above all, wasn't Collie greeting him with his usual energetic demeanor?
    

    
      “Collie, are you okay?”
    

    
      Artier nodded his head while unconsciously checking Collie’s condition.
    

    
      The dog that was staggering just a moment ago was gone, and Collie, who had changed back into his boy form, looked completely fine.
    

    
      “I am fine. That person over there used motion sickness prevention magic on me, sir!”
    

    
      “That person?”
    

    
      Artier turned his head.
    

    
      There, an old man with a bushy beard was talking with Gerard.
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      “Who is that?”
    

    
      Artier asked, startled as he looked at him.
    

    
      The old man then stopped his conversation, rose from his seat, and approached him.
    

    
      “Ah, you must be Artier.”
    

    
      The old man’s appearance seemed to scream, ‘I am a mage.’
    

    
      He wore a long robe and a mage’s hat, with a staff made of antique wood slung across his back.
    

    
      However, instead of leaning on the staff, he brought his hands together.
    

    
      “I am Ropin, a servant who follows the will of Rata.”
    

    
      A mage who was also a priest.
    

    
      Artier knew of this man.
    

    
      ‘Why is a main NPC here?’
    

    
      Ropin was the first main NPC to appear in the next main story.
    

    
      Artier couldn't understand why a character he was supposed to meet on the northern front lines was here.
    

    
      “A pleasure to meet you.”
    

    
      Surprised as I was, I had to keep my wits about me.
    

    
      Artier exchanged greetings with the priest and then looked around.
    

    
      ‘Gerard and Jeina don’t seem very wary either.’
    

    
      Well, their reaction was perfectly normal. Priests weren't beings to be rashly suspected in a fantasy world.
    

    
      And that was also true in <Cross Destiny>.
    

    
      “There are many strong people here. Although one of them looked like he was at death’s door.”
    

    
      At those words, Collie quietly averted his gaze.
    

    
      “Of course, strength doesn't necessarily solve all problems.”
    

    
      Ropin smiled leisurely before turning to Artier.
    

    
      “I hear you all are heading to Gigas Hall?”
    

    
      “Yes, that’s right.”
    

    
      “In that case, could I entrust you with an escort mission?”
    

    
      [A quest has been generated.]
    

    
      The Holy Mage Ropin wishes to hire you for a safe journey to Gigas Hall.
    

    
      If you accept his request, you will gain his friendship and a small reward.
    

    
      Reward: 2 silver coins per person, increased affinity with Ropin
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      Artier asked back in surprise.
    

    
      What business could Ropin have in Gigas Hall?
    

    
      This wasn't just because he was a story NPC.
    

    
      “Will it be alright? Gigas Hall is a place that rejected the Rata faith.”
    

    
      The Rata faith, which worshipped Last Star, the first and last star itself, was the state religion of the Empire.
    

    
      However, the southwestern part of the Empire was a slightly special region. It was an area where various non-human races lived together, not humans.
    

    
      ‘The non-human races aren’t very fond of the Empire.’
    

    
      Originally, the non-human races had refused to coexist with humans.
    

    
      But after the Orion Empire unified the entire continent, they had no choice but to bow their heads to the Empire. The power of the Empire, with all of humanity gathered, was too much for the small populations of non-human races to handle alone.
    

    
      “That’s why I’m asking you.”
    

    
      Ropin was smiling purely. It was hard to tell if he was genuinely thoughtless or if he trusted them.
    

    
      It was quite difficult to distinguish.
    

    
      “We don’t want to cause any conflict with the non-human races.”
    

    
      “The same goes for me. I simply wish to avoid an unwanted fight.”
    

    
      “Is that so?”
    

    
      Well, the Ropin from the original story was a pacifist. To the point where he wouldn't fight at all unless it was to protect himself.
    

    
      He probably wasn't going there to pick a fight with the non-human races.
    

    
      After a moment of thought, Artier nodded.
    

    
      “Understood. We’ll accept.”
    

    
      It wasn't a formal request, but what did it matter?
    

    
      It was a good opportunity to earn some extra money since we were heading that way anyway.
    

    
      “As expected, you’re quite straightforward. Just like the hero of Dorman. Hohoho!”
    

    
      “……You know of me?”
    

    
      “How could I not? The northern part of the Empire is already abuzz with stories about you.”
    

    
      Ropin said it as if it were a matter of course.
    

    
      “Are you not the legendary being who was promoted from a Low-Grade Mercenary to a Supreme-Grade Mercenary in a single leap? An incredible achievement that might be the first in history.”
    

    
      That wasn’t my intention at all.
    

    
      As Artier let out a hollow laugh, Gerard gave him a look and whispered through communication.
    

    
      Don’t make that foolish face. It’s better to be respectful for the sake of the future.
    

    
      The doctrine of the Rata faith was based on pacifism.
    

    
      The logic was that since we were all part of the star, hurting others was the same as hurting oneself.
    

    
      Therefore, priests of the Rata faith often trained quietly in temples and did not engage in external activities.
    

    
      ‘Do you think I don’t know that……. In the original story, I had to treat priests like gold because of that.’
    

    
      Sighing inwardly, Artier looked at Ropin.
    

    
      That was why this character was important.
    

    
      The timing of when we could receive help from the Rata faith depended on what this person realized.
    

    
      “I am a bit curious. How were you able to grow so quickly in such a short period?”
    

    
      “Hellmorphs.”
    

    
      “Hellmorphs?”
    

    
      “They are heterogeneous monsters that appeared in the north. To survive them, I had to become stronger.”
    

    
      Artier slowly recounted the story of what had happened so far.
    

    
      From barely surviving in Jestion's viscounty to the unfortunate incident during the defensive battle.
    

    
      After hearing the whole story, Ropin stroked his beard and fell into thought.
    

    
      “Fiends that hate all living creatures…… how bizarre.”
    

    
      “What do you mean?”
    

    
      “The driving force for all living creatures is survival. Whatever the action, its foundation ultimately lies in the desire to survive.”
    

    
      No matter how much the Rata faith advocated for peace, it didn't mean they were peace-obsessed fools.
    

    
      For long ages, they had continuously studied the doctrines given to them and the truths of the world.
    

    
      “Then what about helping or sacrificing for others?”
    

    
      “That too belongs to the desire to make others survive. The surviving individual doesn’t necessarily have to be oneself.”
    

    
      “……I see.”
    

    
      “But the actions of those monsters called Hellmorphs are strange……. Their purpose and actions show no desire for survival. If they annihilate all living things, what on earth will they eat and drink to live?”
    

    
      At Ropin’s words, everyone fell silent.
    

    
      It was one of the questions they had always had as well.
    

    
      “They were nothing more than puppets.”
    

    
      Just then, Gerard spoke.
    

    
      “I saw no organs for eating and living, and they did not make decisions autonomously. It is clear that there is a being controlling them from behind the scenes.”
    

    
      “Hmm, it’s certainly an abnormal affair. I’ll have to visit the north after this request is over.”
    

    
      “You have a request here?”
    

    
      Artier asked.
    

    
      As far as he remembered, Ropin had no quests related to the southern part of the Empire at this point in time.
    

    
      “That’s right. The lord of Gigas Hall personally placed a request with me.”
    

    
      “That’s strange. The lord of Gigas Hall should be a non-human race, too.”
    

    
      “Well, I don’t know the reason, but he said he needed divine magic. I don’t know the details either. I’m not even sure if I can say more.”
    

    
      It was understandable that Ropin couldn't speak about the contents of the request.
    

    
      However, Artier was already thrown into confusion just by the information he had heard so far.
    

    
      ‘There’s someone in a critical state enough to need divine magic?’
    

    
      Divine magic was among the strongest healing powers in this world.
    

    
      It had the power to heal wounds in an instant and improve one's condition, almost as if turning back time.
    

    
      But the price was enormous. Each time divine magic was used, the caster lost a part of their lifespan. One paid for saving another's life with their own.
    

    
      ‘But Ropin shouldn't be able to use divine magic right now, though?’
    

    
      Artier looked at Ropin. At a glance, it seemed that the elderly Ropin had no lifespan left to pay.
    

    
      “Will you be alright? You don’t seem to be of an age to be using divine magic.”
    

    
      “I think so too. It could be dangerous, sir.”
    

    
      It seemed Artier wasn't the only one who was puzzled, as Gerard and Collie asked with worried expressions.
    

    
      However, Ropin simply bowed his head with a benevolent smile.
    

    
      “If it is a beneficial deed, I do not fear my body returning to the star. That must be what the world desires of me.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      Everyone around was at a loss for words.
    

    
      And Artier was clutching his brow.
    

    
      ‘Right. The priests of the Rata faith were all people like this.’
    

    
      People who believed that if something was right, their lives were worth less than a sheet of paper.
    

    
      They viewed death not as an end, but as a return to the original world, so they had no lingering attachment to life.
    

    
      ‘I need to use you to do the main quest. I have to save the world!’
    

    
      Ironically, it seemed Artier was the one with more attachment to Ropin's life.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      A week later.
    

    
      Paaaaaaaaang!
    

    
      As the loud sound of a ship's horn echoed, Artier walked out onto the deck.
    

    
      “We’ve arrived!”
    

    
      A massive castle wall covered in moss, a seamless road made of bricks.
    

    
      If Dorman was a free-spirited commercial city, this place felt like a city built with meticulous planning.
    

    
      “That’s Tobes Castle. One of the few southwestern cities belonging to the Empire.”
    

    
      “Hwaaa! It’s so hot!”
    

    
      Jeina was fanning herself nonstop with her hand, sweating profusely.
    

    
      She was already wearing a short-sleeved shirt and shorts, and even with her sides wide open, she was still in that state.
    

    
      “Collie! Can’t you use that thing that makes things cold again?”
    

    
      “I can't just make ice water willy-nilly, and it’s not even that kind of skill in the first place.”
    

    
      Collie said, sweating.
    

    
      Having reached level 10, Collie had learned Ice Wall, a skill that created terrain.
    

    
      It was a skill he learned to protect allies and manipulate terrain, but now it was being treated as Jeina's personal ice dispenser.
    

    
      “Do you think making an Ice Wall the size of a finger is easy?”
    

    
      “Aah! I don’t know, I don’t know! If you keep this up, I’m jumping into the water, you hear?!”
    

    
      “Hmph, go ahead and jump, sir.”
    

    
      Collie crossed his arms and turned his gaze away with a huff.
    

    
      But Collie didn't know.
    

    
      Jeina was a person who did what she said she would do.
    

    
      Splash!
    

    
      With a tremendous splash, Jeina's figure vanished in an instant.
    

    
      “Je, Jeina?”
    

    
      “Ueek?!”
    

    
      Collie hurriedly grabbed the railing and looked down.
    

    
      There was Jeina, tasting heaven.
    

    
      “Ha, so refreshing.”
    

    
      “……Gerard, please remove the saltiness later like last time.”
    

    
      “Alright. I will.”
    

    
      Once the ship stopped, the party disembarked onto the land one by one.
    

    
      ‘So this is the County of Tobes…….’
    

    
      The scent of the sea still brushed my nose, but it felt different from when I was on the ship.
    

    
      The fishy smell was much stronger, and the air was scorching hot.
    

    
      All around, stalls selling accessories and street food were lined up in long rows, and countless people were walking around, purchasing goods.
    

    
      Looking at the stalls, Artier unconsciously fixed his gaze on some of the people he saw here and there. Their ears, unlike his own, were pointed high as if to pierce the sky.
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      And among those pointed ears, Artier spotted a familiar robe and mask.
    

    
      “Bow!”
    

    
      Bow put down the accessory he was looking at and slowly walked towards them.
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      “You arrived sooner than I thought. I figured it would take a week.”
    

    
      Bow said nonchalantly, placing a hand on his hip.
    

    
      “You knew that teleporting was impossible?”
    

    
      “Of course. I’m an expert when it comes to the geography here.”
    

    
      “Would it kill you to tell us beforehand……”
    

    
      As Jeina grumbled, Bow looked at her as if she were pathetic.
    

    
      “If you’ve decided on a destination, it’s only natural to do some research. That’s the party leader’s fault.”
    

    
      “What?!”
    

    
      “Jeina, Bow is right. It’s my fault for not investigating thoroughly enough.”
    

    
      He had never asked the party members if they knew anything about Gigas Hall.
    

    
      Besides, Bow had left Pons not long after, so he simply hadn't had the chance to say anything.
    

    
      Artier sighed and looked straight at Bow.
    

    
      “Since we’ve met here, let’s have you join us.”
    

    
      “It wasn’t intentional. I thought you already knew.”
    

    
      “Alright. Then let’s move on.”
    

    
      The County of Tobes happened to be in the middle of a festival.
    

    
      Thanks to that, many residents from nearby areas had gathered.
    

    
      And among them, the most conspicuous were the non-human races seen from time to time.
    

    
      ‘Seeing it like this really makes me feel like I’ve come to a fantasy world.’
    

    
      Elves with long ears, dwarves with small but sturdy bodies, and beastkin with animalistic features.
    

    
      Most of the non-human races that commonly come to mind in fantasy were nonchalantly strolling the streets, mixed in with the crowd.
    

    
      “This is… different from my expectations. I thought this place, being an Imperial territory, would be filled only with humans.”
    

    
      As Gerard spoke, Bow shook his head and said.
    

    
      “There are many non-human races who dislike humans, but not all of them are like that.”
    

    
      “Is that so?”
    

    
      “There are those who force themselves to be friendly because they don't want to get on the Empire's bad side, and there are many who simply admire them. Humans are a popular race, after all.”
    

    
      Bow glanced at a merchant laughing heartily while showing off a fish and said.
    

    
      “If anything, that over there is more surprising. It’s the first time I’ve seen a human treat a non-human race so kindly.”
    

    
      In <Cross Destiny>, all non-human races were treated as minority races.
    

    
      And most of them were not treated well.
    

    
      Features like having a stronger magical lineage than humans, better craftsmanship, or more developed senses were just things to be exploited.
    

    
      “The County of Tobes is the Imperial territory closest to the cities of the non-human races.”
    

    
      Ropin said.
    

    
      “The non-human races next door are more conspicuous than the Imperial citizens scattered throughout the Empire. The Count has no reason at all to ostracize the non-human races.”
    

    
      “That’s more political than I thought. But I like it for that reason.”
    

    
      “Why do you think so?”
    

    
      “A clear relationship of interests is more comfortable than some pathetic sympathy, isn't it?”
    

    
      Bow said, fiddling with his mask.
    

    
      In the meantime, they arrived at the lodging where they would be staying in the county.
    

    
      “Let’s disperse here.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      After paying for the rooms, Artier turned to the party members behind him and said.
    

    
      “Spend your time as you please, and come back before it gets too late.”
    

    
      “What are you talking about? Then who will stay with the client?”
    

    
      “I will.”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      Artier pointed to himself and smiled brightly.
    

    
      “Who here could be a better bodyguard than me?”
    

    
      A damage dealer who handled both offense and defense using Parrying and counterattacks.
    

    
      While Jeina was good for protecting the entire party, there was no one better than Artier at protecting a single person.
    

    
      No one could deny that fact, as everyone quietly nodded their heads.
    

    
      “Alright, then I’ll come to switch with you in the evening. It’s a festival, so I should at least take a look around, right?”
    

    
      “Got it.”
    

    
      Just as everyone scattered in their desired directions and Artier was about to stick by Ropin’s side, there was one person who hadn't left for anywhere.
    

    
      “Gerard, why are you just standing there?”
    

    
      “I intend to stay at the inn.”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      As Artier tilted his head, Gerard slowly crossed his arms.
    

    
      “I plan to train in magic. I don’t think this is a situation where I can be playing around.”
    

    
      “Ah…… Gerard, you’re already doing a great job. You always use the right skills at the right time in the right place.”
    

    
      “Thank you. But I’m still not confident.”
    

    
      Despite Artier’s praise, Gerard’s smile lacked sincerity.
    

    
      “I shall also rest in my room for a bit. A sea journey at my age is quite taxing, you see.”
    

    
      Ropin said so and entered his private room.
    

    
      “Well then, let’s see each other in two hours.”
    

    
      Click.
    

    
      As Ropin closed the door, Artier leaned his back against a nearby wall and looked at Gerard.
    

    
      Gerard, paying no mind to Artier’s gaze, opened a Grimoire and repeatedly created and broke a round Shield in one hand.
    

    
      Unable to bear the quiet stillness, Artier finally spoke up.
    

    
      “What’s written in that Grimoire?”
    

    
      “It’s a formula for designating coordinates when infusing mana.”
    

    
      “Can’t you designate coordinates when using magic even without that?”
    

    
      “It’s different.”
    

    
      Gerard said, tossing the Shield he created on his hand like a ball and catching it.
    

    
      “There’s a pretty big difference between coordinates designated by eye and those designated precisely.”
    

    
      “How so?”
    

    
      “It’s the difference between understanding the principles of magic and not. You can think of it as the difference between learning swordsmanship professionally and swinging a sword by feel. At first, there might not seem to be a big difference, but as time passes, the gap between someone who learned systematically and someone who didn't becomes more pronounced.”
    

    
      “Aha……”
    

    
      “In that sense, your swordsmanship is quite unique.”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      Gerard closed the book with a snap.
    

    
      “Your swordsmanship seems systematic, yet it's mixed with a wildness. It’s like your head and hands are moving separately.”
    

    
      Flinch.
    

    
      Artier felt his entire body stiffen.
    

    
      ‘Did he notice that I move like a game character?’
    

    
      Gerard stared intently at Artier and then continued.
    

    
      “That's why when I first saw you, I thought you had learned my master’s swordsmanship.”
    

    
      “Pardon? What do you mean?”
    

    
      “I am from the frontiers of the eastern part of the continent.”
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Gerard’s hometown was an ordinary fishing village.
    

    
      ‘If I stay here, I’ll be catching fish for the rest of my life.’
    

    
      In his childhood, Gerard wanted to escape from such a life.
    

    
      He didn't want a life of barely getting by, catching fish that were worth only a few pennies.
    

    
      Boom!
    

    
      “It’s a monster attack! Everyone, evacuate!”
    

    
      Gerard’s wish came true in a form he had not wanted.
    

    
      When a horde of goblins climbed over the village’s palisade, Gerard had to watch as his friends and family fell helplessly and lost their lives.
    

    
      “Ugh……!”
    

    
      Stab!
    

    
      Wanting to live, Gerard made a hole in a goblin’s chest with the dagger he used to clean fish.
    

    
      He then snatched the scimitar the creature was holding and resisted desperately.
    

    
      But there was a limit.
    

    
      The young boy’s intuition hadn't fully developed yet.
    

    
      Pfft!
    

    
      “Ugh!”
    

    
      As the wounds from the goblins' attacks increased and his chest was finally slashed open, Gerard thought it was all over.
    

    
      In his fading vision, he could smell the scent of death.
    

    
      Crack!
    

    
      “Kieek!”
    

    
      “……?”
    

    
      But in the darkening vision, he could see someone rushing in and slaughtering the goblins.
    

    
      ‘Who is that……?’
    

    
      A very faint scent of lavender brushed his nose.
    

    
      With that scent, felt clearly even amidst the smell of blood, as his last sensation, Gerard lost consciousness.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      “Your sword, which is calm yet full of personality, greatly resembles my master’s.”
    

    
      Gerard, who had been lost in a deep recollection, fell silent after those words.
    

    
      Artier couldn't get his head straight.
    

    
      ‘Not only did he survive a goblin attack as a kid, but he also snatched a weapon and fought back……?’
    

    
      It was a good thing Gerard, who was always serious and only said what was necessary, was the one who said it.
    

    
      If someone else had said it, I might have thought they were spinning some ridiculous tall tale.
    

    
      “Did that person teach you swordsmanship, Gerard?”
    

    
      “Yes, her name is Arihenne.”
    

    
      Arihenne had introduced herself as a wandering adventurer to Gerard when he opened his eyes.
    

    
      “But I don’t believe it.”
    

    
      “Why?”
    

    
      “When she found me, a sense of relief was visible in Arihenne’s eyes. For someone who had just saved a child in a nameless village, it was a rather intense reaction.”
    

    
      Moreover, according to Gerard, even though she called herself an adventurer, Arihenne had almost no basic knowledge that an adventurer should have.
    

    
      Things like how to pitch a tent, how to start a campfire, how to erase the smell after cooking, etc., she was often flustered, not knowing things that even Gerard knew.
    

    
      “……How did the childhood Gerard know all that?”
    

    
      “Isn’t it basic common sense?”
    

    
      ‘No, it’s not.’
    

    
      Gerard tilted his head as he looked at Artier, who was sweating profusely.
    

    
      “Anyway, she taught me the sword so that I could stand on my own, and we traveled together for a long time. Then, the day after I became an adult, she suddenly disappeared. Leaving only a single letter.”
    

    
      “And you became a mercenary after that?”
    

    
      “That’s right.”
    

    
      “To find Arihenne?”
    

    
      At his question, Gerard smiled and shook his head.
    

    
      “If she had left without a reason, it might be different. But I have no intention of deliberately searching for someone who bid me farewell.”
    

    
      Raising a trembling hand, Gerard said in a self-deprecating voice.
    

    
      “Besides, in this state, it would only be embarrassing to meet again……”
    

    
      “Why do you think so?”
    

    
      “Hmm?”
    

    
      Artier looked straight at Gerard.
    

    
      Gerard was constantly questioning his own skills.
    

    
      Having abandoned the sword that was his mainstay and continuously using Shield magic and Mana Bullets, which were only for self-defense, he must have wondered if he was still demonstrating the capabilities of a high-grade mercenary as before.
    

    
      ‘I should make it clear this time. Gerard’s talent is too good to be kept on the front lines.’
    

    
      But in the first place, the one who proposed that rear support role was Artier, who held the title of Supreme-Grade Mercenary.
    

    
      “Of course, since Gerard was a swordsman, he might have prejudices against mages who cast spells from the rear.”
    

    
      A flicker of stiffness appeared on Gerard’s face, as if I had hit a nerve.
    

    
      “But now that you’ve tried it yourself, you know, don’t you? The rear has its own job to do.”
    

    
      Melee classes take on much higher risks compared to ranged ones.
    

    
      On the other hand, rear support doesn't have the pressure of attacking, nor does it require intense physical movement.
    

    
      Gerard, who had used a sword until now, would have felt that even more.
    

    
      ‘But there are no free-ride jobs in this game.’
    

    
      Gerard’s barrier was a meaningless skill without the keen eye to cast it before damage was taken.
    

    
      Tactical Command also only activated when he used his head to come up with a reasonable tactic.
    

    
      This required the judgment to check allies' health while simultaneously checking enemy attacks, and additionally reading the overall situation of the battlefield.
    

    
      “It’s amazing enough to bring the utility of those skills to this level.”
    

    
      “But there’s a limit. I haven’t been able to bring about a groundbreaking change in the flow of battle.”
    

    
      “That’s because you don’t have enough skills, Gerard.”
    

    
      If a swordsman was a class that showed average performance from beginning to end, a tactician was a late-bloomer class.
    

    
      In the early stages, they struggle because there are limited things they can do, but from the latter half, when they learn various utility-type skills, their presence skyrockets like crazy.
    

    
      “Trust me. Gerard, you can be more successful as a mage.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      At Artier’s words, Gerard quietly rubbed his eyes.
    

    
      “Is that just simple consolation? Or is it advice from a Supreme-Grade Mercenary.”
    

    
      “Whichever it is, it’s not important. What’s important is how Gerard takes it.”
    

    
      “Hmph, right. In the end, it’s me who has to build that conviction.”
    

    
      Pat!
    

    
      As soon as Gerard's words, filled with a small hope, ended, a message popped up before Artier's eyes.
    

    
      [Gerard, who was questioning his own skills, reaffirms his own path.]
    

    
      [Gerard’s class changes from ‘Swordsman’ to ‘Tactician’.]
    

    
      ‘I don’t know what it is, but it seems the problem is solved.’
    

    
      Artier smiled as he checked the information window.
    

    
      There were no particular changes.
    

    
      After all, <Cross Destiny> didn't have concepts like class bonuses.
    

    
      But in Gerard’s appearance as he opened his Grimoire again, there was a sense of motivation.
    

    
      If he hadn't been able to shed his identity as a swordsman until now, it seemed he had now taken a definite interest in the position of a tactician.
    

    
      “But still, just using support magic doesn’t suit my aptitude. I need a new offensive magic book……”
    

    
      But Gerard suddenly stopped what he was saying and lifted his head.
    

    
      His gaze was directed towards the private room Ropin had entered.
    

    
      “What’s wrong, Gerard?”
    

    
      “……No, it’s just that something feels strange.”
    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    
      Gerard looked around and said.
    

    
      “Is an inn supposed to be this quiet?”
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      Thump.
    

    
      The two of them stood up almost simultaneously.
    

    
      Everyone on the first floor of the inn had disappeared.
    

    
      “Since when?”
    

    
      Both Artier and Gerard were mercenaries with outstanding abilities.
    

    
      There was no way they wouldn't have noticed ordinary people secretly leaving.
    

    
      “It seems something has happened.”
    

    
      Gerard immediately tried to use communication.
    

    
      Fizzle!
    

    
      [Communication is impossible.]
    

    
      [A communication-blocking spell is active in the area.]
    

    
      But only a spark echoed in his ear.
    

    
      “An enemy attack!”
    

    
      Gerard frowned and hurriedly grabbed the doorknob of the private room.
    

    
      But the door wouldn't budge, as if it were glued shut.
    

    
      “What?!”
    

    
      “Move aside, Gerard!”
    

    
      Crash!
    

    
      Artier drew his sword and immediately swung it fiercely at the door.
    

    
      Dust scattered everywhere as the door was split in two.
    

    
      “Ropin!”
    

    
      Artier and Gerard joined Ropin, who was standing in the room holding his staff.
    

    
      “Oh, you’ve come just when I needed you.”
    

    
      Near Ropin, people in black robes surrounded him, holding daggers coated with poison.
    

    
      ‘So many assassins?’
    

    
      Thieves and assassins were the natural enemies of mages, known as masters of exploiting openings.
    

    
      “Assassins, this is dangerous.”
    

    
      The quick-witted Gerard immediately tried to cast a Shield on Ropin and himself.
    

    
      But the enemies reacted faster.
    

    
      Swish!
    

    
      “Kut!”
    

    
      Gerard barely dodged the fiercely flying dagger, but the blade ended up grazing his cheek.
    

    
      The Shield that was being created was immediately dispelled.
    

    
      “Be careful. These guys are marksmen who are seasoned at dealing with mages.”
    

    
      Ropin’s expression was relaxed, but Artier could spot the cold sweat trickling down his forehead.
    

    
      “Even if you use magic, it won't be even half as effective as usual.”
    

    
      “That would be the case if I were alone.”
    

    
      Artier stepped forward with his sword drawn.
    

    
      “I’ll buy time, so I ask for your support.”
    

    
      If the natural enemy of a mage was an assassin, then the natural enemy of an assassin was a warrior.
    

    
      All I had to do was block them before they could interrupt the casting.
    

    
      “Fuuu……”
    

    
      The moment Artier took a breath, three or four sparks ignited around him.
    

    
      [Perfect Counter has been activated!]
    

    
      Clang-Clang-Clang!
    

    
      Even though the skill was activated, the enemies’ daggers felt fast.
    

    
      It was because their agility stat was higher than Artier’s.
    

    
      ‘If I take a hit carelessly and get poisoned, it’ll be a pain.’
    

    
      Artier flicked off the greenish liquid on his sword blade.
    

    
      ‘This is why assassins are so annoying!’
    

    
      Unlike Artier, who invested evenly in strength and agility, the enemies, who invested most of their stats in agility, were faster.
    

    
      However, just as they were incredibly fast, their health was weak.
    

    
      In a battle of attrition, Artier had a high chance of winning.
    

    
      [Flame Cleave has been activated!]
    

    
      Fwoom!
    

    
      Artier pushed back the approaching assassins by spewing flames from his sword.
    

    
      As soon as the assassins retreated, a semicircular mark scorched by high heat appeared on the floor.
    

    
      “Thank you, I’m ready.”
    

    
      Ropin’s voice was heard.
    

    
      Artier immediately lowered his sword and took a step back.
    

    
      “Beneath the dazzling sun, a shadowless brilliance, Sun Rise!”
    

    
      [Ropin uses a skill.]
    

    
      Sun Rise (Lv.3): Creates an intense light that erases all shadows, increasing allies' stats and decreasing enemies' stats.
    

    
      Fwaaah!
    

    
      As Ropin struck the floor with his staff, an intense light burst forth from thin air.
    

    
      The light was dazzling yet gentle, so it didn't hurt my eyes at all even when I looked at it directly.
    

    
      “Were there some over there too?”
    

    
      Gerard looked at the assassins hastily getting up from within the scattering shadows.
    

    
      With them joining in, more than ten assassins now surrounded them without a single gap.
    

    
      “I don’t know why you suddenly appeared here, but……”
    

    
      Assassins never retreat until they are defeated in battle.
    

    
      Artier lightly spun his sword and took his stance.
    

    
      “You won’t be able to lay a single finger on him.”
    

    
      At the same time, the assassins began to charge from all directions.
    

    
      “Gerard!”
    

    
      “Got it.”
    

    
      At Artier’s shout, Gerard opened his Grimoire and raised his hand.
    

    
      “Magic Trap.”
    

    
      [Gerard uses a skill.]
    

    
      Magic Trap (Lv.1): Sets a magical trap that causes various negative effects when stepped on. Targets with a lower intelligence stat than the caster cannot detect the trap through searching.
    

    
      This was a skill Gerard had learned upon reaching level 10.
    

    
      Fwoosh.
    

    
      Wherever Gerard's fingertips touched, a translucent circle appeared.
    

    
      Of course, that circle was invisible to the assassins.
    

    
      Boom!
    

    
      “Keoheuk!”
    

    
      An assassin who unknowingly stepped on a circle was startled as his vision suddenly turned to pitch-black darkness and faltered.
    

    
      A darkness trap that obscured vision had been triggered.
    

    
      Slash!
    

    
      “Kuaaak!”
    

    
      Artier did not miss the huge opening.
    

    
      The sharp longsword bisected the assassin at the waist.
    

    
      “Kill him.”
    

    
      All the surrounding assassins charged towards Artier, who had leaped forward.
    

    
      Their poison-laden weapons would turn into a fatal wound the moment even one was missed.
    

    
      Artier took a deep breath and began to parry the flying blades one by one.
    

    
      Clang!
    

    
      “Keuk!”
    

    
      But there were too many.
    

    
      For every one I parried, three more came flying simultaneously.
    

    
      There was not a single wasted movement in the attacks of the assassins, who were presumed to have coordinated for a long time.
    

    
      Soon, wounds began to appear one by one all over Artier's body.
    

    
      [You have been poisoned with Low-Grade Bleeding Poison.]
    

    
      [The staunching of your wounds is being hindered.]
    

    
      Red information windows popped up continuously around Artier.
    

    
      ‘This is dangerous.’
    

    
      Artier quickly surveyed his surroundings.
    

    
      He could see some assassins charging towards Gerard and Ropin, who were now without a protector.
    

    
      Gerard deployed a Shield, but it was no match.
    

    
      Crash!
    

    
      “Damn it, again……”
    

    
      Just like the Hellmorph assassins, these assassins were seasoned veterans at breaking through mages' shields.
    

    
      Even more so, these were marksmen who specialized solely in dealing with mages.
    

    
      Effortlessly dodging the incoming Mana Bullets, they aimed for Gerard’s neck without hesitation.
    

    
      Clang!
    

    
      “!”
    

    
      Gerard hastily drew his sword and barely blocked the dagger.
    

    
      Firmly gripping his trembling hand with his left, Gerard immediately took a stance and swung his sword in a wide horizontal arc.
    

    
      “Get lost!”
    

    
      Pik!
    

    
      But contrary to Gerard’s wish, a sharp gust of wind did not emerge from his sword.
    

    
      Clang!
    

    
      “Keuk!”
    

    
      “A mage’s sword is nothing.”
    

    
      Instead, Gerard was sent stumbling and falling by the assassin’s fierce dagger, losing his grip on his sword.
    

    
      ‘He’s in danger!’
    

    
      As soon as Artier confirmed an assassin was approaching Gerard, he shook off all the assassins with a spinning slash combined with Flame Cleave and dashed forward.
    

    
      [Perfect Counter has failed!]
    

    
      Thud!
    

    
      “Ugh?”
    

    
      A terrible pain flowed down his back.
    

    
      ‘I definitely parried it!’
    

    
      When I hastily turned my head, the dagger of an assassin that I had just clearly deflected was curving back like a boomerang and slashing across his back.
    

    
      [You have been poisoned with Mid-Grade Paralysis Poison.]
    

    
      [You will be paralyzed for 10 seconds.]
    

    
      “Swordsmen never look back at a deflected sword.”
    

    
      The assassin who had slashed him opened her mouth.
    

    
      Surprisingly, it was a low, haughty female voice.
    

    
      “Without even knowing what a big mistake that is.”
    

    
      [Lv.14 ??? (Assassin)]
    

    
      Thud!
    

    
      Artier’s body, stiffened like a log, collapsed helplessly to the floor.
    

    
      The female assassin removed her hood.
    

    
      A deep ponytail of a rare, light pink color in this world came into view.
    

    
      “Nothing personal, you know?”
    

    
      She said so as she tossed her dagger into the air and caught it.
    

    
      ‘No!’
    

    
      I tried circulating mana throughout my body, and I struggled with all my might.
    

    
      But I could no longer feel any sensation in my arms and legs.
    

    
      Master!
    

    
      Just then, Collie’s voice was heard.
    

    
      What’s wrong!
    

    
      Suddenly, Mr. Artier’s body condition is strange!
    

    
      ‘Collie……?’
    

    
      It seemed that Collie, being classified as a summon, had recognized Artier's paralyzed state.
    

    
      But there was supposed to be a communication-blocking spell in the area, so how did he contact him?
    

    
      ‘It's an enemy attack…….’
    

    
      I wanted to answer, but my mouth wouldn't move.
    

    
      Only the sound of wind escaped from my forced-open mouth.
    

    
      If there’s a problem, you should summon me, sir!
    

    
      As if reading his thoughts, Collie shouted urgently.
    

    
      ‘Summon?’
    

    
      You have to think of me in your head!
    

    
      Intensely!
    

    
      Artier couldn't understand Collie's words.
    

    
      Thinking was just thinking; what on earth did he mean by ‘intensely’?
    

    
      Should I picture his boy form or his dog form?
    

    
      ‘There’s no time to hesitate.’
    

    
      The assassin caught the dagger she had tossed.
    

    
      And this time, she took a proper stance.
    

    
      Just as she was about to throw the dagger at Artier’s forehead.
    

    
      ‘Collie……!’
    

    
      Artier squeezed his eyes shut and desperately pictured him.
    

    
      A single Border Collie, smiling sadly under the moonlight.
    

    
      Crash!
    

    
      “Keuk?!”
    

    
      Then, along with the woman’s bewildered voice, a loud sound of something breaking echoed from inside the inn.
    

    
      Contrary to my expectation, I felt no pain in my head, so Artier quietly opened his eyes.
    

    
      ‘……An ice wall?’
    

    
      “Master!”
    

    
      In front of him stood Collie.
    

    
      The boy, who had surrounded the area with a seamless ice wall, hurriedly placed his hand on Artier’s shoulder and used a healing spell.
    

    
      [Regeneration (Lv.1) is being applied.]
    

    
      In that time, 10 seconds had passed.
    

    
      Artier, who got up from his spot, looked at Collie with a bewildered expression.
    

    
      “How?”
    

    
      “I don’t think there’s time to explain.”
    

    
      Crack!
    

    
      The ice was already breaking.
    

    
      Through the translucent ice, the figures of assassins swinging their daggers could be vaguely seen.
    

    
      “We have to save those two.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      At those words, Artier raised his head.
    

    
      Far away, Ropin was holding his staff high, deploying a protective barrier, while Gerard was panting for breath.
    

    
      [Ropin uses a skill.]
    

    
      Divine Magic: Divine Barrier (Lv.Max): Deploys a protective barrier that moves to a divine dimension, defending against all damage. When in use, the caster cannot perform any actions and continuously consumes mana. This skill cannot be canceled until all mana is consumed.
    

    
      Woooong…….
    

    
      The color of the barrier was a brilliant gold.
    

    
      It meant he was using divine power, not mana.
    

    
      ‘Divine Barrier?’
    

    
      Artier frowned as he checked the information window.
    

    
      The fact that Ropin had used that skill meant that this was truly the worst-case scenario.
    

    
      Fortunately, that skill was the only one among divine magic that didn't use lifespan as a penalty.
    

    
      But its other penalty was the worst.
    

    
      Being in another dimension, they couldn't interfere with the opponent, and the moment the skill ended, the caster, having consumed all their mana, would be forcibly removed from combat.
    

    
      “Collie, how much mana does Mr. Ropin have left?”
    

    
      “About half.”
    

    
      “How much longer can he hold on?”
    

    
      “30 seconds, maybe 25.”
    

    
      “Got it. Release the wall.”
    

    
      30 seconds was enough to swing a sword about twenty times, being generous.
    

    
      There were still about seven assassins left.
    

    
      ‘I’ll finish this before the barrier breaks.’
    

    
      The moment the ice wall shattered, Artier rushed forward.
    

    
      “Where do you think you’re going.”
    

    
      As soon as he took two steps, the same female assassin from before charged at him.
    

    
      “I don’t know what you did, but the fact that you’re going to die doesn’t change.”
    

    
      The woman didn't think that Artier was a summoner.
    

    
      It wasn’t a common enough class for that.
    

    
      Instead, she thrust her dagger at him in the same way as before.
    

    
      Clang!
    

    
      Artier deflected the dagger.
    

    
      But faster than the speed at which it was deflected, the dagger changed its trajectory and rushed at Artier again.
    

    
      ‘He’s hooked.’
    

    
      The woman smiled under her concealing mask.
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      The dagger she possessed was no ordinary dagger.
    

    
      It was an item crafted at a very high cost by a client, bearing the name ‘Target Tracker’.
    

    
      ‘It’s certainly worth the money.’
    

    
      As its name, Target Tracker, suggested, this dagger could mark the first target it struck.
    

    
      And if an attack on the target was blocked beforehand, it could forcibly stop the deflecting hand as if putting a brake on the arm.
    

    
      ‘Even if he realizes and swings his sword again, it’s too late.’
    

    
      The deflected dagger would momentarily pause for less than 0.1 seconds and then fly back again.
    

    
      It was a blade that was impossible to block by common sense.
    

    
      By the time he recovered his swung sword, the dagger would have already pierced his heart.
    

    
      ‘Even if you know, it’s already too late. You’re a dead man.’
    

    
      Therefore, the female assassin simply watched Artier with a sneer.
    

    
      [Perfect Counter has been activated!]
    

    
      Thwang!
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      But the dagger couldn’t reach Artier.
    

    
      Having brought his sword back in an instant, Artier was parrying the incoming dagger again.
    

    
      ‘A skill? It doesn’t matter.’
    

    
      The assassin immediately regained her composure.
    

    
      The dagger’s effect was permanent anyway.
    

    
      It was impossible for her arm to be deflected.
    

    
      Cl-Cl-Cl-Cl-Clang!
    

    
      However, her regained composure quickly crumbled.
    

    
      Artier was parrying all of the dozens of attacks she swung.
    

    
      ‘How?’
    

    
      Even she couldn't perform such an attack without the help of a tool.
    

    
      Unless one's body and sword were as light as a feather, swinging a sword like that was impossible.
    

    
      Yet this man was doing it.
    

    
      ‘It’s like time is accelerating for him alone!’
    

    
      Clang!
    

    
      At the moment he deflected the tenth sword, Artier muttered in a voice that only she could hear.
    

    
      “I see. It’s an ability limited to the dagger.”
    

    
      “What!”
    

    
      His gaze was so chillingly calm that she hesitated to swing her dagger.
    

    
      Thwack!
    

    
      She felt a dull impact in her abdomen.
    

    
      Her breath caught in her throat, and strength drained from her entire body.
    

    
      Lowering her gaze, she saw Artier’s leg kicking her in the stomach.
    

    
      “Keoheuk!”
    

    
      Crash!
    

    
      The assassin flew helplessly and ended up breaking all the liquor barrels stacked in the corner of the room.
    

    
      “A dagger that blocks counterattacks. What an annoying fellow.”
    

    
      Artier muttered as he picked up the dagger that had fallen to the floor.
    

    
      ‘I used Perfect Counter too many times.’
    

    
      I forcibly held onto the drowsy sensation.
    

    
      Using a huge amount of mana in a short time made my head ache as if I had a hangover, and my vision blurred, making it hard to see properly.
    

    
      ‘There’s no time to waste. I have to deal with the other assassins too.’
    

    
      Artier forcibly held onto his consciousness and raised his sword.
    

    
      However, when I lifted my head, the situation was turning out to be quite interesting.
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      The assassins who had seeped near the female assassin were supporting the unconscious woman, not even paying attention to Artier.
    

    
      “The operation has failed. We’re withdrawing.”
    

    
      They were wise.
    

    
      They knew well how foolish it would be to charge at Artier, who had defeated the strongest among them.
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      Before long, all the assassins disappeared into the shadows.
    

    
      Artier and Collie looked around the now-peaceful inn room with dumbfounded expressions.
    

    
      “This is… incredibly absurd, sir.”
    

    
      “I know, right.”
    

    
      The woman must have been the strongest assassin among them.
    

    
      The assassins had no intention of sacrificing themselves to deal with Artier.
    

    
      In a way, they were even more ruthless than mercenaries.
    

    
      “Splendid.”
    

    
      Pop!
    

    
      The golden barrier burst and disappeared.
    

    
      Ropin, staggering and barely leaning on his staff, managed a small smile on his sweat-drenched face.
    

    
      “As expected…… I can trust and leave it to you……”
    

    
      Thump!
    

    
      With those words, Ropin collapsed powerlessly to the ground.
    

    
      “Mr. Ropin!”
    

    
      ***
    

    
      It took quite a long time for the unconscious Ropin to regain his senses.
    

    
      “What in the world happened?”
    

    
      Jeina burst through the inn door and shook Artier frantically.
    

    
      “That kid who was crazy about chicken skewers suddenly gets a stiff face and disappears with a pop, and why aren’t you answering your communications? You scared me!”
    

    
      “……A lot happened.”
    

    
      Artier quietly shifted his gaze and checked the information window floating next to him.
    

    
      [Vicious Target Tracker (Rare)]
    

    
      Attack Power: 8~11
    

    
      Options: (Vicious) Negates recoil when an attack is blocked, Critical Hit Chance +15%, Movement Speed +10
    

    
      Temporary Option: (Mid-Grade Paralysis Poison) On attack, inflicts paralysis on the enemy for 10 seconds (Remaining uses: 3)
    

    
      ‘I thought so, but it really is a Rare-grade dagger.’
    

    
      If the tide of a fight was one-sided despite similar levels, it was usually due to the influence of equipment or skills.
    

    
      The flow of the battle had tilted sharply because the Target Tracker had perfectly countered Artier’s Perfect Counter.
    

    
      ‘If Collie hadn’t come…….’
    

    
      Lost in thought, Artier looked at Collie and said.
    

    
      “But how did you get here so fast?”
    

    
      “It’s a druid-exclusive skill, sir.”
    

    
      Collie said with a grin.
    

    
      But at the same time, Artier could hear Collie’s frantic voice in his head.
    

    
      Ugh! I’d appreciate it if you didn't reveal it recklessly!
    

    
      Huh? What’s wrong?
    

    
      My contract with Mr. Artier is a secret.
    

    
      For reference, this conversation was echoing in my head like a communication, but strangely, I could communicate just by thinking, without the characteristic gesture of putting a hand to my ear.
    

    
      This is a kind of hidden skill that only a summoner and their summon can do.
    

    
      It’s communicating through soul wavelengths, so we can communicate regardless of communication-jamming magic.
    

    
      I see.
    

    
      But why do we have to hide the contract?
    

    
      A contract with a Spirit Creature isn't just rare.
    

    
      According to my seniors, there hasn't been a single case since the founding of the Empire.
    

    
      Collie wasn't sure what the reaction would be if their contractual relationship became known to the public.
    

    
      Therefore, he wanted to hide the relationship until he had a clear grasp of the situation.
    

    
      You can trust the people here.
    

    
      I cannot fully trust anyone except my master.
    

    
      Why is that?
    

    
      At Artier’s bewildered expression, Collie let out a ‘hee’ and smiled.
    

    
      It was a boyishly simple smile.
    

    
      “It’s a secret.”
    

    
      “So, what’s the plan now?”
    

    
      Bow had his leg propped up on the now-empty table.
    

    
      As always, he was twirling an arrow in his hand.
    

    
      When everyone’s attention focused on him, he continued.
    

    
      “Normally in a situation like this, it’s standard to ask for additional payment, but honestly, it’s not like we’re completely blameless, right?”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      “Have you forgotten about the Magica Mercenary Corps? What if they held a grudge against you and sent assassins?”
    

    
      “……I don’t think so.”
    

    
      My eyes rolled around.
    

    
      We had already defeated the Magica Mercenary Corps when they tried to attack us.
    

    
      But that didn't mean I could rule out the possibility.
    

    
      Among the ones left back then, there didn't seem to be any high-ranking officials.
    

    
      Perhaps someone with a grudge had hired assassins with their own money.
    

    
      ‘If that’s true, my affinity with Ropin……!’
    

    
      The moment my heart sank, Ropin’s firmly shut eyes slowly opened.
    

    
      “Ropin!”
    

    
      “……Where am I?”
    

    
      Ropin touched his head, sat up, and looked around.
    

    
      Then he suddenly sighed.
    

    
      “Thank you for protecting me. But you may go now.”
    

    
      I’m screwed!
    

    
      Even as Artier was showering in cold sweat, he tried his best to ask nonchalantly.
    

    
      “What do you mean?”
    

    
      But unexpected words flowed from Ropin’s mouth.
    

    
      “There is no need to take such a risk for a simple escort request.”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      Something about the atmosphere was strange.
    

    
      Just in case, Artier threw out a question.
    

    
      “Sir Ropin, do you know the identity of those assassins?”
    

    
      “……I do.”
    

    
      Ropin looked down at the floor, dejected.
    

    
      “They have been persistently chasing me since I received the request. They act as if they have a client, but it seems to be the independent action of a single guild.”
    

    
      “A guild?”
    

    
      “The Waning Moon Cloak. I heard it’s a gathering of non-human assassins.”
    

    
      “……The Waning Moon Cloak?”
    

    
      Everyone’s gaze poured onto Artier, who had frozen like a statue.
    

    
      “Ah, the name just sounds familiar.”
    

    
      “You know the name?”
    

    
      “I’m not sure if I should say I know it or I don’t……”
    

    
      In fact, I knew it precisely.
    

    
      I just couldn't find the right background to explain it.
    

    
      “It’s a small-scale assassin guild composed mainly of Elves rather than just non-humans.”
    

    
      It wasn't an official guild like the Mercenary Guild.
    

    
      But limited to the Gigas Hall region, their influence surpassed that of a large mercenary guild.
    

    
      But most importantly.
    

    
      ‘According to the lore, this isn’t the time for them to be active.’
    

    
      As far as Artier remembered, the Waning Moon Cloak was the last Elven group leading the surviving Elves.
    

    
      That’s why they only appeared in the main story about a year later in the game's plot, and before that, they were treated as a non-existent group.
    

    
      ‘……No, I have to change my thinking. It’s not that the Waning Moon Cloak appeared a year early, but they were originally here at this time. I just didn't know because I had never come to Gigas Hall at this point.’
    

    
      The game doesn't tell you everything about the world.
    

    
      At some point, Artier had come to realize that.
    

    
      ‘There’s a trigger that activated the quest early. And that’s probably Ropin.’
    

    
      The Waning Moon Cloak, and Ropin, who wouldn't normally come to Gigas Hall at this time.
    

    
      It was clear that all of this had become tangled, causing a future quest to appear early.
    

    
      ‘In that case, this is even better!’
    

    
      Their coming here had actually become a huge advantage.
    

    
      Having organized his thoughts, Artier showed a faint smile.
    

    
      “No. We will continue with this request.”
    

    
      “What did you say?”
    

    
      Ropin looked at Artier with eyes full of disbelief.
    

    
      And Gerard was the same.
    

    
      “Artier, this is dangerous.”
    

    
      “I know. But we can’t just send Mr. Ropin to Gigas Hall alone like this.”
    

    
      “Ha, are you going to keep making us look like the bad guys?”
    

    
      Tap, tap.
    

    
      Bow tapped the table with his arrow and stood up.
    

    
      “Who’s going to compensate us if we get hurt or killed? You have to work as much as you get paid, Mr. Party Leader. Can’t you at least follow such basics?”
    

    
      “I’m not just suggesting we do this out of goodwill.”
    

    
      By now, Artier had come to understand the law of mercenaries to some extent.
    

    
      He knew that even if Bow’s words seemed cold, they were a given here, and it was a world where you had to be like that to survive.
    

    
      “The Waning Moon Cloak is an extremist group that hates all ‘humans’ heading to Gigas Hall.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “To get to Gigas Hall safely, it’s better to have even one more ally.”
    

    
      Jingle.
    

    
      Artier took out the sack containing the request fees he had received so far from his inventory.
    

    
      “I’ll provide the support, so Gerard and Collie, get some skill books, and the other two, let’s get some gear.”
    

    
      The financial bleed would be severe, but it didn't matter.
    

    
      To clear a quest that was supposed to appear in the latter half of the game now, I had to endure this level of expenditure.
    

    
      ‘Let’s do this. A high-level quest raid!’
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      There was a reason quests were placed in the latter half of the game.
    

    
      The enemies were stronger, and there were more traps and difficulties.
    

    
      ‘It’s not unfair, it’s just how it is. How many new skills can you learn in just one year?’
    

    
      But in the early stages, there were few such skills, good equipment, or useful consumables.
    

    
      That meant the difficulty would skyrocket.
    

    
      ‘So let’s not think about saving. We have to go with the best preparation we can make right now!’
    

    
      After all, money in this game was a resource that would be spent eventually.
    

    
      Artier scraped together all the money he had and provided the party with decent gear.
    

    
      “Is it alright to accept this?”
    

    
      “You said you wanted offensive magic.”
    

    
      “Well, yes, but……”
    

    
      He got skill books with offensive magic written in them for Gerard and Collie.
    

    
      Although they weren't flashy spells like large-scale area-of-effect magic, a proper offensive spell would surely be a great help to them, who had been flinging nothing but Mana Bullets.
    

    
      “Yoohoo! I feel like I can slice through anything!”
    

    
      He bought a magic-grade axe for Jeina.
    

    
      The axe she had before wasn't a bad one either, but it seemed Jeina was very pleased with the new one.
    

    
      Thwump.
    

    
      “……Not bad.”
    

    
      For Bow, he simply bought a new normal-grade bow that matched his level.
    

    
      It was the most modest setup here, but there was no sign of dissatisfaction on his face.
    

    
      “But is it really true that the Waning Moon Cloak is an extremist group that hates humans? Where did you hear that?”
    

    
      “I have my ways. Why?”
    

    
      “Having connections with a place that handles such information, the more I see you, the more I think you’re a strange one.”
    

    
      Bow shook his head and flicked the bowstring with his finger.
    

    
      ‘Just you wait, I’ll feed you the Fairy’s Eye soon. As far as I know, that thing is at least a Rare-grade artifact.’
    

    
      Once all the preparations were complete, Artier hurried to prepare for the journey.
    

    
      He checked on Ropin’s condition and obtained a map with the fastest route to Gigas Hall.
    

    
      Thanks to this, they were able to leave the city right away the next morning.
    

    
      “Thank you. I will surely repay this kindness.”
    

    
      On the way, Ropin bowed his head politely.
    

    
      Regardless of the circumstances, Ropin seemed moved by the mere fact that they had not given up on the request.
    

    
      [Ropin’s affinity has greatly increased.]
    

    
      Was it said that a crisis is an opportunity?
    

    
      And Artier was not the type to miss such a thing.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      It took about two weeks to reach Gigas Hall.
    

    
      And as they had expected, there were several attacks during the journey.
    

    
      “Those black hoods, I’m so sick of them……”
    

    
      It had gotten to the point where even Jeina was saying this, so there was no need to mention the others.
    

    
      But for Artier, it wasn't just a bad experience.
    

    
      Every time they defeated them, a considerable amount of Experience Points came in.
    

    
      [You have leveled up.]
    

    
      [You have leveled up.]
    

    
      ‘It’s strange that I get experience points even without killing them.’
    

    
      After defeating that female assassin, no new strong enemies appeared.
    

    
      Moreover, as if there was no information exchange, all the assassins that appeared were still just marksmen.
    

    
      So they couldn't help but be beaten by Bow, Jeina, and Artier every time.
    

    
      “It should be safe from here on. They don’t particularly like to spill blood in the sacred forest.”
    

    
      Ropin said, looking at the increasingly dense trees.
    

    
      As they got closer to Gigas Hall, the faint scent of grass grew stronger, and at some point, the plants began to grow larger and larger.
    

    
      “Is it okay for trees to be this big?”
    

    
      “I feel as if we’ve shrunk.”
    

    
      Collie looked at a large bush that had grown to his height.
    

    
      Leaves that would normally be no bigger than his palm were now boasting the size of Collie's forearm.
    

    
      “This forest is blessed by a sacred tree, so all the plants are large.”
    

    
      Ropin pointed to a watermelon-sized apple hanging high in the sky.
    

    
      “The fruits are also sweeter, and it’s known that eating just a part of it can cure minor illnesses.”
    

    
      “A sacred tree?”
    

    
      When Jeina asked, Ropin excitedly added an explanation.
    

    
      “The Elves call it the World Tree. They claim that the World Tree is the mother of all plants and the primordial tree.”
    

    
      “Awesome! So it’s the being that made it possible to make this bread?”
    

    
      “Of course, this is just the Elves' claim. According to various scholars' investigations, the sacred tree began to appear in records about 1,000 years ago. Of course, that is also ancient, but it is insufficient to call it primordial……”
    

    
      “Isn’t there some debate about that too?”
    

    
      Suddenly, Bow interjected into the conversation.
    

    
      “It's only been about 1000 years since humans even became aware of the existence of Elves. So naturally, the first record of the World Tree would also be from 1000 years ago.”
    

    
      “Of course, that’s true. Are you also interested in history?”
    

    
      “I’ve heard a thing or two. A little about the World Tree as well.”
    

    
      “Ooh……. To think I am escorting such a distinguished person, I am truly delighted!”
    

    
      Artier, who was walking in front, turned his head ever so slightly at the conversation coming from behind.
    

    
      ‘Is it because he’s searching for Elven artifacts? It seems he’s done quite a bit of research.’
    

    
      It was quite a strange sight to see Bow, who seemed to have no interest in others, strike up a conversation with a stranger like that.
    

    
      ‘No, thinking about how he always used to pick apart others’ words, maybe he wasn’t completely uninterested……?’
    

    
      While having such miscellaneous thoughts, a large wooden barrier, densely packed, appeared before their eyes.
    

    
      “It seems we’ve arrived at Gigas Hall.”
    

    
      “Yoohoo! Are we finally getting some rest!”
    

    
      “Not yet, sir. We have to take Mr. Ropin to the lord’s castle.”
    

    
      “Eh? We’re going right away?”
    

    
      “The request was to escort him to the lord’s castle, sir. Besides, it’s better not to stay long in Gigas Hall. This city will not welcome us.”
    

    
      That’s right.
    

    
      Unlike the territory of Tobes, where there were also humans, this was a world where only non-human races existed.
    

    
      And it was the only city where humans could be discriminated against.
    

    
      “Ooh…… I wanted to at least take a bath.”
    

    
      “That is the consequence of your own actions for jumping into the seawater.”
    

    
      While they were chatting, they arrived at the entrance of Gigas Hall.
    

    
      The Dwarf guards standing at the entrance immediately stiffened their expressions and raised their hammers and spears upon seeing the party.
    

    
      “Humans! State your reason for coming to our territory.”
    

    
      There was fear in their expressions.
    

    
      Wariness, and anger, but on one side of their faces, a sense of weary resignation could be glimpsed.
    

    
      “We have come here on a request from the lord.”
    

    
      “From the lord?!”
    

    
      As soon as they heard the word 'lord', the Dwarf guards were startled and lowered their spears.
    

    
      ‘Is there something about the lord?’
    

    
      I could see the spear held by the guard trembling slightly.
    

    
      All that remained on his expression was pure terror.
    

    
      Only terror.
    

    
      “E-enter! Finish your business and return as quickly as possible!”
    

    
      They didn't even conduct a basic inspection of their luggage properly.
    

    
      The party, who had entered the city somewhat bewildered, exchanged puzzled glances.
    

    
      “What on earth was that reaction? It was like they heard a forbidden word.”
    

    
      The strange things didn't end there.
    

    
      Jeina, who was looking around, tilted her head and said.
    

    
      “By the way, why is the atmosphere so gloomy here?”
    

    
      Gigas Hall, though hostile to humans, was known as the largest and most vibrant city among those where non-human races gathered.
    

    
      But they could feel a quiet and static atmosphere, as if they had come to a quiet rural village.
    

    
      “This is strange.”
    

    
      “What is?”
    

    
      “The prices of goods are too expensive. Especially the price of food is no joke.”
    

    
      “Food supplies?”
    

    
      “How strange, the one thing one need not worry about in Gigas Hall is food.”
    

    
      On the off chance, they visited a general store and learned the cause of this situation from the owner.
    

    
      “The lord’s son is currently very ill. So the taxes have been doubled compared to usual.”
    

    
      “Doubled?”
    

    
      “What kind of treatment requires that many taxes?”
    

    
      At Gerard’s question, the old Elf woman sighed and shook her head.
    

    
      “I don’t know either. That’s why there aren't many surplus goods in the city right now. People aren't even trying to get more than enough to live on. Because they have to pay it all in taxes.”
    

    
      The only goods left in the general store were just a few potions and a single bandage.
    

    
      Feeling sorry, I bought them all, but Artier's heart was not at ease.
    

    
      “It was said that the Hall family has one son. It seems the reason they called for me is because of that.”
    

    
      Ropin said.
    

    
      His expression was stiffly set.
    

    
      “I don’t know what kind of illness he has, but to bring peace to the people of this city, I must go to the lord’s castle quickly.”
    

    
      As Ropin wished, they headed for the lord’s castle.
    

    
      When they stated their business to the guard in front of the castle wall, which was covered in sharp thorn bushes, the towering thorns sank into the ground with a swoosh, creating a path.
    

    
      “We have been waiting for you, Lord Ropin.”
    

    
      As they stepped inside, an Elf butler in a splendid suit was waiting for them.
    

    
      The butler, with his neat white hair swept back, bowed politely to Ropin.
    

    
      “I will escort you to the lord. The rest of the party, this way.”
    

    
      As Artier walked, he looked around.
    

    
      ‘As I thought.’
    

    
      While this quest was in progress, the appearance of the city and the lord’s castle changed very subtly.
    

    
      Anyone who had played this game multiple times could easily notice it, but for someone visiting here for the first time, it was very difficult to notice.
    

    
      The moment they arrived in the waiting room inside the castle and the door closed, Artier quietly whispered to the party members who were starting to sit on the sofa.
    

    
      “Something is strange.”
    

    
      “What is?”
    

    
      Gerard tilted his head.
    

    
      Just as Artier, who was observing everyone's reactions, was about to open his mouth, Bow, who was at the very back, spoke up.
    

    
      “There are no Beastkin in the lord’s castle.”
    

    
      “Beastkin?”
    

    
      “Many non-human races live in Gigas Hall, but the absolute majority are Elves, Dwarves, and Beastkin.”
    

    
      These three races were born with unique talents from birth.
    

    
      Elves with magic and archery.
    

    
      Dwarves with craftsmanship and endurance.
    

    
      And in the case of Beastkin, they showed great promise in their sixth sense and sense of balance.
    

    
      “Elves have better hearing than humans, but they are inherently weak in close combat and cannot match the Beastkin who instinctively sense enemies. The fact that not a single Beastkin guard is seen is definitely strange.”
    

    
      The rest of the party, having heard Bow’s explanation, looked around with serious expressions.
    

    
      Just then, Collie raised his hand and asked.
    

    
      “There were Beastkin in this castle.”
    

    
      “There were?”
    

    
      “That’s right. A very faint scent of them remains. It seems there were quite a few of them here until about two months ago.”
    

    
      The boy’s nose was twitching.
    

    
      Everyone who knew Collie’s identity knew very well that there was no lie in what he was saying.
    

    
      “But if it were me, I wouldn’t stay long in a place like this.”
    

    
      “……Why is that?”
    

    
      “There is some kind of unpleasant smell spreading around. It’s not poison or anything like that, but it keeps bothering me.”
    

    
      At those words, Artier took a deep breath, but he couldn’t smell any particular scent.
    

    
      It seemed to be a very faint and subtle scent that only Collie, with his good sense of smell, could perceive.
    

    
      Chirp.
    

    
      Just then, the small sound of a bird reached Artier’s ears.
    

    
      ‘This sound…… don’t tell me!’
    

    
      Artier drew his sword.
    

    
      Goosebumps covered his arms.
    

    
      “Everyone, draw your weapons.”
    

    
      “What did you say?”
    

    
      Crash!
    

    
      At the same time, the waiting room door shattered to pieces, and a giant white monster charged at Artier.
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      A Hellmorph suddenly burst out from behind the door.
    

    
      Normally, I should have been hit squarely and sent flying into a wall.
    

    
      Kagagak!
    

    
      However, the massive fangs were blocked by Artier's sword, merely trembling.
    

    
      ‘The scene from the cutscene played out exactly as it was!’
    

    
      “Artier!”
    

    
      Only then did the party raise their weapons.
    

    
      But Artier’s reaction was faster.
    

    
      As he twisted his sword and swung it wide, the Hellmorph’s head was severed from its body.
    

    
      Thud!
    

    
      The creature's massive body collapsed, and no other sound was heard.
    

    
      “W-what is this?”
    

    
      Gerard seemed unable to get a grip on himself.
    

    
      “Why is a Hellmorph here?”
    

    
      “Where in the world did it come from?”
    

    
      Bow looked around near the window.
    

    
      Even he, who was always composed, seemed a bit shocked this time.
    

    
      “Why is it so quiet outside when a creature like this has appeared inside the castle?”
    

    
      “We can find out the answers starting now.”
    

    
      Artier said as he flicked his sword clean.
    

    
      At the same time, a familiar message appeared before his eyes.
    

    
      [A quest has been generated.]
    

    
      You have successfully completed the mission to escort the Holy Mage Ropin and brought him to the lord’s castle.
    

    
      However, while you were waiting, a Hell Soldier attacked you.
    

    
      It seems you have fallen into a trap.
    

    
      To survive, fleeing could also be the right choice.
    

    
      Although you did not receive a proper reward, it is not more precious than your life.
    

    
      Upon escaping the lord’s castle: Experience Points, Survival
    

    
      Upon rescuing Ropin: 2 Silver coins per person, a significant increase in affinity with Ropin, additional Experience Points
    

    
      Artier skimmed the quest window and let out a sigh of relief.
    

    
      Fortunately, this was a manageable quest.
    

    
      “Is there anyone who can contact Ropin?”
    

    
      “……It’s no use. The signal is going through, but he’s not picking up.”
    

    
      “Let’s go find Ropin.”
    

    
      Giving up on Ropin here was out of the question.
    

    
      The quest window was earnestly trying to persuade him, but Artier already knew well that it was the whisper of a devil.
    

    
      “But, will it be okay?”
    

    
      Bow said, pulling an arrow from his quiver.
    

    
      “Soldiers are already rushing in from all around.”
    

    
      As soon as he finished speaking, the sound of numerous footsteps began to reach Artier’s ears as well.
    

    
      The soldiers, upon entering, turned pale at the sight of the Hellmorph’s corpse and then pointed their spears at Artier, shouting.
    

    
      “How dare you summon a demonic beast inside the castle! Arrest those humans!”
    

    
      “……Haa.”
    

    
      It felt like things were getting twisted right from the start.
    

    
      Instead of answering, Artier twirled his sword.
    

    
      “For now, let’s break through and hide. They are not demonic beasts, so please be careful not to kill them.”
    

    
      “Got it.”
    

    
      “What a pain in the ass.”
    

    
      Jeina let out a smirk and pulled out her axe.
    

    
      Contrary to her words, her tone sounded quite expectant.
    

    
      “Then shall I test out my new axe!”
    

    
      With those words, she charged toward the soldiers.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      “What is the meaning of this, Viscount Hol!”
    

    
      Ropin tried to twist his whole body.
    

    
      But the magic chains enveloping him wouldn't break.
    

    
      “Calm yourself, Sir Ropin. I have no intention of harming you.”
    

    
      The red-eared elf standing before him merely straightened the wrinkles on his clothes and smiled faintly.
    

    
      “I certainly made a proposal, that I wished for you to use your holy magic. Did you not accept?”
    

    
      “Holy magic is the act of rewriting the providence of the stars. Did I not say it cannot be used in a way that harms the stars!”
    

    
      “What are you talking about? This wouldn’t be something that harms the stars, would it?”
    

    
      “You say it’s not?”
    

    
      Ropin scoffed, even while bound.
    

    
      Then, with the most fearsome expression he had ever shown, he bellowed.
    

    
      “How can asking me to revive a monster that hates all living things be beneficial to the stars!”
    

    
      Before Ropin lay the corpse of a giant monster.
    

    
      White scales, massive horns soaring toward the sky, and the form of a giant reptile suggested only one thing.
    

    
      “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I am clearly asking you to revive this ‘dragon.’ I cannot understand why a dragon that protects all creation would become a monster that hates all living things.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      Ropin stared at it for a moment.
    

    
      Its visible form and appearance were certainly similar to the dragons he knew of.
    

    
      There were no visible wounds, to the point that anyone seeing it would think it was sleeping, not dead.
    

    
      “Are you saying this is a real dragon?”
    

    
      “Indeed. And it’s a Silver Dragon, known to command water.”
    

    
      “To think that a dragon, which has hidden itself for 1,000 years, is here……. Not only is it hard to believe the Viscount’s words, but if it truly is a dragon, I cannot revive it.”
    

    
      Ropin immediately drew the line.
    

    
      “Holy magic is a technique that transfers my lifespan to another target.”
    

    
      All living beings in this world shortened their own lifespans in the process of recovering from injuries.
    

    
      Holy magic was a self-sacrificial technique where the caster bore that shortened lifespan instead.
    

    
      “However, a human’s lifespan does not hold the same value for a large creature. Even if I were to consume all of my remaining life, it might not even be worth a few months.”
    

    
      At Ropin’s words, the viscount chuckled and nodded.
    

    
      “I see. So what’s the point?”
    

    
      “……What did you say?”
    

    
      “You will be contributing, even if it’s just for a few months, to reviving a great being. If you revive a spirit creature from the Age of Myths, that great achievement will be recorded for eternity.”
    

    
      Hehehe.
    

    
      The viscount’s crazed laughter enveloped the entire cavern.
    

    
      “Then we will obtain the power of the great dragon and re-establish the glory of the past!”
    

    
      “Foolish man, do you think this star will tolerate power gained through such a sacrifice?”
    

    
      “What do I care about the nauseating doctrines of humans.”
    

    
      The viscount signaled to the elves standing nearby.
    

    
      “What is important to us is the preservation of the World Tree, and that alone.”
    

    
      Thud!
    

    
      As they began to chant in an unknown language, Ropin could feel an unusual energy boiling up from his chest.
    

    
      “What!”
    

    
      Ropin was startled as a golden energy began to rise around him and looked at the viscount.
    

    
      This was the energy that appeared when he used his holy magic.
    

    
      “If you are unwilling, then there’s no choice. We will have to forcibly transfer your lifespan from our side.”
    

    
      “How can an elf use the holy magic of the Rata faith!”
    

    
      “Why are you so surprised? Did you not say that the foundation of holy magic is the power bestowed by the stars?”
    

    
      The viscount clicked his tongue and looked down at Ropin with a displeased gaze.
    

    
      “This is the problem with humans. Such a foolish and ignorant belief that the stars belong to them.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      “Do you understand now? We have been chosen by the stars. And now, humans, you will have to learn to let go of what you have.”
    

    
      Woooong!
    

    
      A golden magic circle began to form beneath Ropin’s feet.
    

    
      The moment the slowly forming clockwise magic circle was complete, Ropin would be forced to use his holy magic against his will.
    

    
      Clang!
    

    
      However, when the magic circle was about halfway complete, the magic chains restraining Ropin shattered into pieces.
    

    
      The viscount, looking slightly surprised, watched Ropin raise his staff with his arms crossed.
    

    
      “Impressive, to break the magic chains made by elves so easily. A Holy Mage indeed.”
    

    
      “There is something I must point out first.”
    

    
      As Ropin struck the ground with his staff with a thwack!, the completing magic circle also dispersed.
    

    
      “It is a great misunderstanding to think that a being granted holy magic acts as a proxy for the will of the stars.”
    

    
      The reason Ropin was surprised was because the elves were using holy magic in the manner of the Rata faith, not because they possessed holy magic itself.
    

    
      “I suppose so. Though I doubt humans were the same when they negotiated with other races.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      “So, what will you do now? We know you well. A mage close to a Grand Magus and at the same time a priest of the Rata faith. But according to your doctrine, you have not learned any attack magic, have you?”
    

    
      Rustle.
    

    
      Ropin looked around at the sound he heard nearby.
    

    
      At some point, more than twenty elf mages had surrounded him.
    

    
      “This is the deepest part of the lord’s castle. Do you think you can break through this encirclement and escape?”
    

    
      No sooner had the viscount finished speaking than a fierce wind began to blow around them.
    

    
      It was a phenomenon that occurred when all the mages began to cast magic simultaneously.
    

    
      ‘This is bad. Artier’s party is in danger too.’
    

    
      Even in this situation, Ropin was more worried about Artier’s party, who had been unfairly embroiled in this incident, than his own safety.
    

    
      They were grateful people who had helped him and escorted him safely here.
    

    
      Although they acted as if they had business here, he thought there was no reason for mere mercenaries to come to a city of another race.
    

    
      ‘I’ve incurred a great debt, so it’s only right to repay it.’
    

    
      Having made his decision, Ropin raised his staff.
    

    
      “I will show you. Why my title is Holy Mage. And how a half-baked mage has survived until now.”
    

    
      Thump!
    

    
      When he slammed his staff down, the ground began to shake as if a bomb had exploded.
    

    
      More than half of the elves fell over in the phenomenon that seemed like an earthquake.
    

    
      “Capture him. Bind him so he cannot resist.”
    

    
      However, the viscount, who was standing perfectly fine, turned with an indifferent expression and began to exit the room.
    

    
      “And transfer the life force, just like last time.”
    

    
      “Viscount Hol!”
    

    
      Thud!
    

    
      Despite Ropin’s shout, the viscount did not stop and disappeared out the door.
    

    
      Simultaneously, the magic chains cast by the mages shot toward Ropin.
    

    
      “Haste.”
    

    
      Boom!
    

    
      Ropin cast an acceleration spell on himself and dodged the chains.
    

    
      His expression hardened as he saw the ground where the chains had touched become completely parched.
    

    
      ‘Restrict Chain… isn’t the only unit in Gigas Hall where all mages have learned such an advanced skill?’
    

    
      That magic was a spell that summoned chains to bind a target.
    

    
      The moment the target was touched by the chains, their mana would be absorbed by the caster and their whole body would be restrained as if paralyzed.
    

    
      In particular, due to its mana-absorbing property, it had the characteristic of piercing through defensive magic made of pure mana, like a Shield.
    

    
      “Like last time… Just how long have you been doing this.”
    

    
      But there was something else that sparked a greater fury in Ropin.
    

    
      “How could elves, who claim to love life, become so corrupt!!”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      “For guardians who are supposed to protect the well-being of the World Tree to aid in a plan to harm others here, how are you any different from the fallen humans!”
    

    
      “For centuries, we have had to deal with humans.”
    

    
      An elf mage opened his mouth.
    

    
      “To deal with the corrupt, we too had to give up many things.”
    

    
      “Then what makes you any different from us?”
    

    
      “We never wanted to be different. It was the humans who distinguished and separated us, who speak, breathe, and live just the same.”
    

    
      ‘……!’
    

    
      “We have endured countless times, and now we will endure no more. Now, we will distinguish the humans.”
    

    
      Fwoosh!
    

    
      As soon as the elf’s words ended, the chains once again flew toward Ropin.
    

    
      The attack, surrounding him from all sides, seemed impossible to dodge.
    

    
      “If that is your answer.”
    

    
      Ropin once again slammed his staff on the ground.
    

    
      Fwoooosh!
    

    
      Then, a golden protective barrier spread out in all directions, repelling all the chains.
    

    
      “Then I will prove that it is wrong.”
    

    
      “A Divine Shield… You won’t be able to do anything alone, what can you possibly do?”
    

    
      “Why do you think I can do nothing?”
    

    
      Thump.
    

    
      As soon as Ropin finished speaking, one of the elf mages suddenly staggered and collapsed.
    

    
      “What?!”
    

    
      The mages, flustered, shot all sorts of magic at Ropin.
    

    
      But the invincible protective barrier allowed no magic to harm Ropin.
    

    
      “What in the world did you do!”
    

    
      “You said you didn’t learn any attack magic!”
    

    
      “Heok!”
    

    
      Thud!
    

    
      Ropin watched with a calm expression as the elves fell one by one.
    

    
      “That’s right, that is not magic. It is merely a sleep poison.”
    

    
      When he had shaken the ground earlier, Ropin had already scattered the paralysis poison he had in his possession everywhere.
    

    
      As time passed and the poison evaporated, the area was filling up with sleeping gas.
    

    
      As their desperate screams began to diminish, Ropin quietly closed his eyes and whispered softly.
    

    
      “May the providence of the stars be with you, may you save yourselves with the mercy to forgive me.”
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      Chapter 47: The Foolish and the Great (1)
    

    
      “Chase them!”
    

    
      “They went that way!”
    

    
      The sound of footsteps rushing toward us echoed from all directions.
    

    
      Artier, who was running at the very front, kicked off a nearby wall and leaped up, swinging his sword as soldiers emerged from a fork in the path.
    

    
      [Using Flame Cleave!]
    

    
      “Kuaaak!”
    

    
      A massive flame sword energy swept through the corridor, but no one was hurt.
    

    
      It was because Artier had intentionally controlled its power.
    

    
      However, the guards wearing metal chainmail struggled to take off their scorching hot armor.
    

    
      “Is that okay?”
    

    
      “They won’t get burned.”
    

    
      To be precise, they had to not get burned.
    

    
      Artier had no intention of making an enemy of another race.
    

    
      “This way!”
    

    
      The party ran and ran.
    

    
      When the sound of pursuit faded, they were able to hide inside a secluded attic.
    

    
      “……We escaped, but what are we going to do now?”
    

    
      Bow asked.
    

    
      Unlike Artier, he was unable to control the power of his weapon, so he hadn't even taken out his bow in the first place.
    

    
      “If we can’t contact Ropin, isn’t it impossible to find him?”
    

    
      “We’re going to the lord’s office.”
    

    
      “Why there?”
    

    
      “Ropin received a request from the lord, didn’t he? Naturally, he would have gone to meet the lord right away.”
    

    
      The butler at that time had also said he would inform the lord that a guest had arrived.
    

    
      Since the lord was also of a different race, he wouldn't stay with the human Ropin for long.
    

    
      “That’s right. But the office is in the very center of the castle. We’ll inevitably have to break through the guards.”
    

    
      “That won’t be difficult. Right, Gerard?”
    

    
      “What? Are you talking to me?”
    

    
      Gerard wore a bewildered expression.
    

    
      He couldn't swing his sword like before, and being asked to infiltrate as a mage was simply baffling.
    

    
      ‘What’s with him? I thought he learned skills like that with this kind of situation in mind from the start?’
    

    
      But Artier, who had done this sort of thing many times during his gamer days, found Gerard’s reaction puzzling.
    

    
      “Magic traps. If we scatter them as we go, they won’t be able to approach us carelessly.”
    

    
      “Ah……!”
    

    
      The Magic Trap skill Gerard possessed had a variety of effects by default.
    

    
      From status effects like poison, temporary blindness, and binding, to even stunning the target, it could subdue enemies without causing great harm.
    

    
      “But if it’s the lord’s castle, there will be mages too.”
    

    
      “It doesn’t matter. It takes time to detect and disarm traps. We will achieve the original goal of buying time.”
    

    
      “……I see. I will give it a try.”
    

    
      Having decided on a course of action, the party left the room and started heading for the office.
    

    
      They moved as carefully and stealthily as possible, but it wasn't long before they were spotted by guards again.
    

    
      “There they are!”
    

    
      “After them!”
    

    
      Artier looked at Gerard.
    

    
      He nodded, took out his grimoire, and extended his hand toward the soldiers.
    

    
      “Magic Trap.”
    

    
      A moment later, the corridor they were in began to fill with various smokes and oozes.
    

    
      “Ugh!”
    

    
      “It’s a magic trap. Call a mage!”
    

    
      The guards who failed to spot Gerard’s traps flailed around on the floor that had turned into a swamp.
    

    
      Thanks to this, the party was able to reach the front of the office more easily than expected.
    

    
      ‘What is this? I don’t remember it being this easy when I did the quest back in the day.’
    

    
      As Artier recalled, not only was the number of soldiers and mages stationed in the castle much higher, but even the regular guards had the ability to disarm that level of Magic Trap if they took the time.
    

    
      ‘Could it be that the difficulty was adjusted because it’s too early in the game?’
    

    
      It was an unknown, but there was no time to think deeply.
    

    
      Artier immediately opened the door.
    

    
      Click.
    

    
      The office, which opened as soon as he touched it, was empty.
    

    
      Among the desks and bookshelves that seemed to be made from carved tree roots, various books and documents were tightly packed, and on the central wall hung a portrait of an elf that looked as if it had been gruesomely slashed with a knife.
    

    
      “Why is no one here?”
    

    
      “They might have already evacuated somewhere.”
    

    
      “That could be.”
    

    
      While everyone was looking around, Collie lowered his posture and placed his hand on the ground.
    

    
      “Mr. Ropin was here. It seems he was here until a little while ago.”
    

    
      “Can you tell where Ropin went?”
    

    
      “Well……”
    

    
      “What’s wrong?”
    

    
      Collie scratched the back of his neck and pointed at the desk in front of him.
    

    
      “The scent suddenly cuts off right there.”
    

    
      “There? Did he teleport?”
    

    
      “If he had, he would have said he felt the flow of mana.”
    

    
      Bow stepped forward, examined the desk, and then gently pressed a spot with his hand.
    

    
      Click.
    

    
      The desk then split in half, revealing a hidden passage.
    

    
      “As expected.”
    

    
      “How did you find that?”
    

    
      “……Just a hunch.”
    

    
      “A hunch?”
    

    
      “Sometimes there are eccentrics who prefer mechanical devices over magic like this. I just wondered if that might be the case.”
    

    
      The passage Bow found led deep underground.
    

    
      ‘How did he find it?’
    

    
      Artier’s eyes darted around.
    

    
      Bow said he found it on a hunch, but it was not a passage that could be found on a hunch.
    

    
      ‘Even the Tracking skill wouldn’t be able to find this passage.’
    

    
      It was a passage hidden by none other than the lord.
    

    
      Unless one had the ability to open the door or was a player who had cleared the game, there was no way other than to physically break the entrance.
    

    
      ‘I’ll have to ask him later.’
    

    
      Organizing his thoughts, Artier stepped into the secret passage.
    

    
      “For now, let’s go in. It seems Mr. Ropin went through this passage as well.”
    

    
      Thump. Thump.
    

    
      Beyond the cold stone stairs, not even a speck of light could be seen.
    

    
      They had to keep moving forward, using the sporadically placed torches as markers.
    

    
      “Where in the world does this lead?”
    

    
      “Ugh, it stinks of stagnant water. Don’t they clean this place?”
    

    
      Jeina grumbled, pinching her nose.
    

    
      The basement reeked of a musty smell due to the underground waterway.
    

    
      Clatter.
    

    
      Just then, a loud noise came from ahead of them.
    

    
      Everyone instinctively drew their weapons, but Gerard, who was at the front, stopped them.
    

    
      “It’s not an enemy.”
    

    
      “Really?”
    

    
      “Look over there, the sound came from that prison.”
    

    
      Gerard moved aside to let them see.
    

    
      As he said, next to the passage was a prison with densely packed bars.
    

    
      Artier, who had casually approached it, unknowingly held his breath at the tragic sight he saw beyond the bars.
    

    
      ‘I knew about it, but seeing it in person is really…….’
    

    
      There, a person was imprisoned, so skinny that all their bones were visible through their skin.
    

    
      “A-a person? You’re a person, right!”
    

    
      As soon as the person spotted Artier’s party, they rushed to the bars and shouted in a hoarse voice.
    

    
      “G-give me something to eat! Please! I feel like I’m going to starve to death!”
    

    
      Why would a human be imprisoned in the basement of Gigas Hall, and in such a terrible state?
    

    
      Everyone hesitated, but Artier handed the person the water and bread he had.
    

    
      “Here.”
    

    
      “F-food!”
    

    
      The man immediately snatched them and devoured them as if possessed.
    

    
      The food was gone in an instant.
    

    
      “Is there… is there more?”
    

    
      “I have something to ask you before that.”
    

    
      Artier pretended to rummage through his inventory and quickly asked.
    

    
      “What is this place for?”
    

    
      “I don’t know. The madman of Gigas Hall brought me here.”
    

    
      “You mean the lord?”
    

    
      “Yes!”
    

    
      The prediction was not wrong.
    

    
      Artier immediately asked the question he was most curious about.
    

    
      “Did an old man who looked like a mage pass through here earlier?”
    

    
      Ropin was a pacifist who wouldn't want to kill even a passing ant, so why did he just pass through this passage?
    

    
      If the Ropin he knew had seen this sight, he would have flown into a rage, demanding the person be released at once.
    

    
      “If you’re talking about the old man who came with the lord, he passed by earlier.”
    

    
      Fortunately, it was true that Ropin had used this passage.
    

    
      “But you’re probably out of luck. He came down with the lord.”
    

    
      “What do you mean?”
    

    
      “That lord is a madman.”
    

    
      The man’s pupils shook uncontrollably.
    

    
      It seemed the mere act of recalling the memory was agonizing for his entire body.
    

    
      “The lord knows how to use illusion magic. Until he revealed his true colors, I thought this was a neat and clean corridor. I had no idea.”
    

    
      “So that’s what it was……?”
    

    
      Illusion magic is very difficult to see through unless one is aware of it.
    

    
      Moreover, since the opponent was the lord of a city, he probably wouldn't have thought he would be deceived.
    

    
      “If what he says is true, Mr. Ropin is in danger. We have to find him quickly.”
    

    
      Gerard replied with a stern expression.
    

    
      At that moment, Jeina, who had taken a few steps forward, pointed ahead with a hardened expression.
    

    
      “Leader, don’t tell me those are those monsters?”
    

    
      Their gazes turned to where Jeina’s finger was pointing.
    

    
      Next to the spiral staircase leading down, numerous prisons were packed tightly together.
    

    
      And inside those prisons were the white monsters that Artier had cut down countless times.
    

    
      “Hellmorphs……?”
    

    
      “They all seem to be dead. But why are they locked up here?”
    

    
      “What in the world are they doing.”
    

    
      Artier looked back and forth between the imprisoned man and the passage they had to descend.
    

    
      Artier could explain what they were curious about.
    

    
      ‘But this is a time attack quest.’
    

    
      [The quest has been updated.]
    

    
      You have decided to rescue Holy Mage Ropin and escape the lord’s castle.
    

    
      But be careful.
    

    
      Ropin is currently in a very dangerous state.
    

    
      If you do not rescue him quickly, you will be in great danger.
    

    
      Ropin's Safety: 75% (Decreasing)
    

    
      Reward: Significant increase in affinity with Ropin, 2 Silver coins, Experience Points
    

    
      It was a time to act immediately rather than explain the situation.
    

    
      “Let’s go down and find the lord and Ropin. We can probably get the prison key from inside.”
    

    
      The Dispel-enchanted prison bars could not be destroyed with skills.
    

    
      Unfortunately, there was no way to save the man for now.
    

    
      As they descended the stairs, the party’s expressions showed no sign of easing.
    

    
      Almost every prison held a Hellmorph.
    

    
      In one prison, there was even a skeletonized corpse.
    

    
      There was no need to say what had happened.
    

    
      “……What the hell is this.”
    

    
      Artier could hear Bow’s soft whisper from the very back.
    

    
      A look of shock.
    

    
      He seemed to be pondering something, but as soon as he felt Artier’s gaze, Bow shut his mouth.
    

    
      ‘What is it? Has he been here before?’
    

    
      In the meantime, they had descended all the stairs and arrived in front of a large room.
    

    
      After confirming there were no traps, the party drew their weapons and entered the room.
    

    
      Bang!
    

    
      “Artier? How did you get here?”
    

    
      “My, my……. It seems we have uninvited guests.”
    

    
      What they saw upon opening the door was a huge library surrounded by tightly packed bookshelves.
    

    
      And at a magnificent table, Viscount Hol, who had been writing something, looked at Artier with a faint smile.
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      “Who are you?”
    

    
      Artier asked as soon as he saw the lord.
    

    
      Red-hued skin, a high nose bridge, and clear eyes that were fixed on Artier.
    

    
      Viscount Hol responded to the question as if it were absurd.
    

    
      “Are you asking the master of the castle for his identity? Human mercenaries have no manners.”
    

    
      “But you can’t be the lord.”
    

    
      “……What did you just say?”
    

    
      A crack began to form in Viscount Hol’s smile.
    

    
      However, Artier merely watched him calmly.
    

    
      ‘It was a good thing I listened to that man.’
    

    
      Illusion magic is very easily seen through by someone who is aware of its existence.
    

    
      In Artier’s eyes, the illusion magic cast on that man’s face was clearly visible.
    

    
      “You’re not Cordius Hol.”
    

    
      Cordius Hol was the name of the lord currently ruling the city.
    

    
      And his most prominent feature was.
    

    
      “Cordius Hol uses area-of-effect magic, not illusion magic. You’re Codis Hol, Cordius’s son, aren’t you?”
    

    
      As Artier pointed his finger and spoke, Viscount Hol chuckled and snapped his fingers.
    

    
      Snap!
    

    
      Then, surprisingly, the viscount’s face melted away as if disappearing, and his reddish skin turned a pale silver.
    

    
      “I’ll give you credit, I didn’t expect you to figure out my identity.”
    

    
      “Codis?”
    

    
      Hearing the name Codis, Bow sighed and adjusted his mask.
    

    
      “What is it, Bow.”
    

    
      “That guy, he’s a famous scoundrel.”
    

    
      “A scoundrel?”
    

    
      “The viscounty’s scoundrel who didn’t inherit any of the lord’s good points. But why is he acting as the lord? Lord Cordius should still be in good health, shouldn’t he?”
    

    
      “You say he should be in good health, I take it you haven’t visited Gigas Hall in a while?”
    

    
      Codis twirled a quill in his hand and said.
    

    
      “I am the lord of Gigas Hall now. The former lord passed away after falling from his horse during a hunt.”
    

    
      “He… fell from his horse during a hunt?”
    

    
      Bow muttered, then clicked his tongue and raised his middle finger.
    

    
      “You should be reasonable with your bullshit. I’d sooner believe a passing rat than your words.”
    

    
      “Your mouth is foul, which means it will be fun to pull out your tongue.”
    

    
      Thwack!
    

    
      As soon as Codis finished speaking, the quill he was twirling was sent flying by an arrow.
    

    
      “Your illusion has been seen through, but do you even have the strength to pull out a tongue?”
    

    
      As soon as he finished speaking, Bow immediately shot another arrow.
    

    
      This time, it was aimed at Codis’s arm.
    

    
      Clang!
    

    
      The arrow did not reach its intended target.
    

    
      A large, lizard-like Hellmorph had appeared and protected him by extending its tail.
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “A Hellmorph……”
    

    
      “Hellmorph, is that what you call them?”
    

    
      Only then did Codis rise from his seat.
    

    
      He gently stroked the Hellmorph’s head, his expression unable to hide his delight.
    

    
      “These are the apostles of the World Tree. God’s creations, descended from beyond to save us, the cornered non-human races.”
    

    
      “There is no way such a murky and contaminated being came from the World Tree!”
    

    
      Collie swung his staff wide.
    

    
      An ice wall that formed from the floor began to block the attacks of the Hellmorphs approaching from the darkness.
    

    
      “Attack!”
    

    
      Simultaneously with Gerard’s words, everyone charged toward the Hellmorphs in front of them.
    

    
      “Ropin, this way.”
    

    
      Artier mercilessly cut down all the Hellmorphs approaching Ropin.
    

    
      Ropin looked at the charging monsters with a complicated expression and asked in a weak voice.
    

    
      “Are those Hellmorphs?”
    

    
      “That’s right.”
    

    
      “You were right. Those are not beings of this world.”
    

    
      Artier noticed that Ropin’s hands were trembling.
    

    
      His eyelids drooped as if he would fall asleep at any moment.
    

    
      “I’m sorry. I’m not in a condition to fight right now.”
    

    
      “Did you use Divine Shield?”
    

    
      “I did.”
    

    
      Almost no mana could be felt from his body.
    

    
      Normally, he would have collapsed since his mana was depleted, but Ropin seemed to be desperately holding onto his consciousness.
    

    
      “You used a mana potion.”
    

    
      When one consumes all their mana, they are guaranteed to faint.
    

    
      Conversely, if even a sliver of mana remained, one could maintain consciousness in a state of utter exhaustion.
    

    
      ‘He drank a potion right as the Divine Shield ended to recover his mana.’
    

    
      It sounded easy, but it was something that required superhuman mental strength.
    

    
      He had to drink the potion in that fleeting moment, just before fainting.
    

    
      “Please recover. I’ll handle things here.”
    

    
      Artier charged forward.
    

    
      When he clad himself in Wild Protection and swung his sword, the lizard’s tail that was trying to crush him was fiercely repelled.
    

    
      “Artier, be careful!”
    

    
      Gerard watched the charging Artier and placed his hand on his grimoire.
    

    
      “This is my first time in a real battle. Arcane Barrage!”
    

    
      [Gerard uses a skill.]
    

    
      [Arcane Barrage (Lv.1): Creates multiple small projectiles of compressed mana and scatters them over a certain area.]
    

    
      Papapang!
    

    
      A palm-sized circle formed between the pages of the opened grimoire.
    

    
      When Gerard closed the book while aiming at the Hellmorph, dozens of mana bullets poured out like a shower.
    

    
      “Kyaaak!”
    

    
      The lizard cried out as if in pain.
    

    
      Each one had a small impact, but as their number exceeded a dozen, it was by no means a level that could be ignored.
    

    
      “What the! Hurry up and take care of those guys!”
    

    
      Codis seemed to feel a sense of crisis in this situation.
    

    
      Unlike a moment ago when he was calmly observing the situation, he urgently badgered a nearby Hellmorph to knock over the bookshelf behind him.
    

    
      Thud!
    

    
      When the bookshelf fell, another small, crudely made passage appeared.
    

    
      In the meantime, one Hellmorph fell at Artier’s hands.
    

    
      Codis glared at Artier, grinding his teeth, then disappeared into the newly created passage.
    

    
      “That guy is running away again?!”
    

    
      “He sure loves secret passages, like the little brat he is.”
    

    
      “If we leave him, we might lose him!”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      Artier checked the condition of his wrist.
    

    
      It was a little sore, but it was much better than he had expected.
    

    
      “Be careful, Artier.”
    

    
      The moment he was about to follow Codis, Bow spoke to him.
    

    
      “The most dangerous thing to do when dealing with illusion magic is to follow someone into an unknown place like that.”
    

    
      “……I understand.”
    

    
      Artier hardened his resolve and entered the passage.
    

    
      Unlike the path so far, which showed some intention of construction, this was a passage that was simply dug through the ground like a tunnel.
    

    
      “To follow me all the way here, you foolish fool.”
    

    
      As he went a little further, Codis’s mocking laughter was heard from all directions, and with a rough wind, a curtain of black light enveloped Artier.
    

    
      “Fear the inevitable future!”
    

    
      Artier opened the eyes he had closed.
    

    
      He was standing on a hill filled with blood and corpses.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      No matter where he looked, there were no living humans.
    

    
      The only living things he could see were Hellmorphs gathering corpses.
    

    
      Beneath his feet were his dead comrades and Artier himself.
    

    
      ‘It stings.’
    

    
      Even knowing this was not reality, the air was sharp.
    

    
      It felt as if the entire world was hostile to him.
    

    
      “Kuhahaha! Despair! Despair at your powerlessness!”
    

    
      Codis’s voice was heard.
    

    
      At the same time, the surrounding Hellmorphs rushed at him all at once.
    

    
      ‘It’s certainly a scary scene. This is one of the bad endings I absolutely never want to see.’
    

    
      Artier calmly held his sword in a reverse grip and immediately struck his surroundings with the hilt.
    

    
      Thwack!
    

    
      “Keok!”
    

    
      Then, something in the empty air suddenly staggered and collapsed.
    

    
      “What?! How!”
    

    
      The surrounding illusion blurred and disappeared.
    

    
      Artier was back at the entrance of the secret passage.
    

    
      “How did you break my magic!”
    

    
      “Oh, that?”
    

    
      Artier grabbed Codis by the collar and met his gaze.
    

    
      “I know how to prevent that future.”
    

    
      Codis was unlucky.
    

    
      If the person he had met wasn't a gamer who knew the tactics of this world, he could have deceived his eyes with a terrible illusion and driven a dagger into his heart.
    

    
      “But this is strange. How did you, a scoundrel, learn illusion magic?”
    

    
      “How… did you?”
    

    
      “Just answer my question.”
    

    
      In the game’s world, Codis was an idiot who had learned no magic or skills.
    

    
      The original boss who was supposed to appear in Gigas Hall was his father, Cordius Hol.
    

    
      But Cordius was dead, and the scoundrel Codis had appeared, freely using illusion magic?
    

    
      ‘There are more than one or two strange things.’
    

    
      At this very early stage, for Hellmorphs to appear in the south.
    

    
      And for the scoundrel Codis to suddenly be commanding them.
    

    
      Events that were different from what Artier knew were continuously happening.
    

    
      “Kuhuhuhu…….”
    

    
      Codis laughed as if he had lost his mind.
    

    
      “How did I learn it? Shouldn’t you be the one telling me that from now on?”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      Boom!
    

    
      With a loud noise that grazed his ear, Artier could confirm that a magic circle was forming beneath his feet.
    

    
      “Hahaha, you fool! My coming here wasn’t just to run away! It was to activate the ultimate artifact! Now! Hurry up and give me that power…….”
    

    
      Whack!
    

    
      “Kuek!”
    

    
      “Using a magic skill so openly……. You’re singing a song asking me to cancel it.”
    

    
      Artier left the unconscious Codis as he was and headed for the wide passage that was open behind Codis.
    

    
      “But an artifact? Was there an artifact here?”
    

    
      As he went a little further, just as Codis had said, there was a large altar, and on it, a pair of beautiful bracelets was emitting light.
    

    
      Approaching the altar and checking the information, Artier blinked his eyes with a dumbfounded expression a moment later.
    

    
      “……Why is this here?”
    

    
      [Fairy’s Eye (Unique)]
    

    
      Defense: 10
    

    
      Options: Critical Hit Rate +5%, Attack Power +5
    

    
      Hidden Option: Can copy a skill from a consenting target once and permanently acquire it at 150% performance (Remaining uses: 4)
    

    
      The bracelet, in the shape of two intersecting rings, shone brilliantly in the darkness.
    

    
      Like its name, ‘Fairy’s Eye’, two navy-blue magatamas that looked as if they had been scooped from the deep sea were embedded, one on each side.
    

    
      ‘It’s supposed to be a Rare grade, so why is it Unique? Is it because there are still many uses left? No, before that, why is it here? Wasn’t the Fairy’s Eye a lost artifact of the elves?’
    

    
      The Fairy's Eye that Artier remembered was supposed to be tucked away in a baron's treasure vault to the east of here.
    

    
      Could it be that it was scheduled to be stolen in the future?
    

    
      ‘It’s good that I saved time, but…….’
    

    
      Artier, who had been scratching his head, first equipped the bracelets on both arms.
    

    
      The bracelet, as befitting the name of an artifact, shrank to a size that fit his wrist as soon as it touched his arm.
    

    
      “So this is how you gained the ability…… You borrowed the power of an artifact.”
    

    
      This artifact possessed an overpowered ability.
    

    
      To be able to acquire another person’s skill at 1.5 times its performance.
    

    
      It seemed that the reason why Codis, who had no abilities, could expertly use illusion magic, and why the elves, who did not believe in the doctrines of Rata at all, could use their holy magic, was thanks to the power of this artifact.
    

    
      “How annoying……. He probably didn’t even know there was a usage limit.”
    

    
      But because Codis had used the artifact recklessly, the usage limit of the hidden option was now only four.
    

    
      After that, this artifact would become just an ordinary bracelet.
    

    
      ‘Still, I’m glad I found it quickly.’
    

    
      After looking all around the altar, Artier turned back.
    

    
      It was the most futile and uninteresting boss battle since he had come to this world.
    

    
      By the time he dragged the fainted Codis outside, the situation outside the tunnel had been sorted out.
    

  
    Chapter 49: Chapter 49

    
      Chapter 49: The Foolish and the Great (3)
    

    
      Jeina, who was warming up by swinging her axe, froze as she saw Codis’s ankle in Artier’s hand.
    

    
      “What, did you have all the fun by yourself?”
    

    
      “I really wish I had fun.”
    

    
      “Is that?!”
    

    
      Bow was startled to see the bracelet on Artier’s arm.
    

    
      Artier quietly nodded and said in a low voice.
    

    
      “It’s the Fairy’s Eye. It was here.”
    

    
      Artier scratched the back of his neck with a troubled expression.
    

    
      Normally, he should have given this to Bow as promised, but there was a very minor problem.
    

    
      ‘If it was a stolen item, it would be one thing, but this makes it look like we’re taking an artifact that the elves possessed.’
    

    
      Moreover, they were in a situation where they had rashly entered the lord’s castle and beaten up the lord.
    

    
      Acting to take this could have a negative impact on the situation going forward.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      Fortunately, as if he had read Artier’s concerns, Bow sighed and turned his head.
    

    
      “Let’s talk later.”
    

    
      Artier, sending a grateful glance, looked at Codis.
    

    
      The appearance he had shown at first was nowhere to be seen, and he looked so pitifully unconscious with his cheeks all swollen.
    

    
      “Shall we head out now.”
    

    
      “Wait a moment.”
    

    
      It was Ropin who stopped the party as they were about to leave.
    

    
      “There is still an unresolved mystery.”
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      “Isn’t it strange? How was the lord able to command such bizarre monsters?”
    

    
      At those words, everyone flinched for a moment and froze.
    

    
      In fact, now that Artier heard it, there was one thing that was a mystery to him too.
    

    
      ‘Come to think of it, holy magic and other skills could be copied through the Fairy’s Eye, but…….’
    

    
      A technique to control Hellmorphs?
    

    
      As far as Artier knew, there was no one who knew such a thing.
    

    
      In the first place, if such a technique were common, a future where humans were destroyed by Hellmorphs would not have existed.
    

    
      “Moreover, the guardians of the World Tree were participating in this plan. It means that some of the elves, albeit a part of them, agreed with the lord’s plan.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      Suddenly, Bow came right up to Ropin and stared at him intently.
    

    
      “What does that mean? Explain properly. The elves I know would never tolerate something like this.”
    

    
      “……Follow me.”
    

    
      Ropin led the party somewhere.
    

    
      Among the passages they had first passed through, there was one room whose entrance had collapsed.
    

    
      When Ropin gently waved his staff, the rock that was blocking the door began to move to the side.
    

    
      “Everyone, hold the surrounding air with telekinesis. The sleep poison might still be lingering.”
    

    
      Only after everyone had properly held the air did Ropin move all the rocks away.
    

    
      Then, a huge cavern that Ropin had deliberately blocked off revealed itself.
    

    
      “What is this……”
    

    
      “The elves are collapsed. Did you kill them?”
    

    
      “I did not kill them. They are all just asleep.”
    

    
      “I-is that a dragon?”
    

    
      The collapsed elf mages around them were shocking enough, but soon, at Collie’s scream, everyone’s attention focused in that direction.
    

    
      “……To think that it really existed.”
    

    
      “Many history books defined dragons as mere fabricated beings. Was that not the case?”
    

    
      As Gerard was muttering, Ropin approached the dragon and lightly tapped its head with his staff.
    

    
      “To make such a solid sound from a mere scale, it seems it’s no ordinary being after all.”
    

    
      “What are you trying to do?”
    

    
      “When I first entered this place, I was introduced to this creature by the lord. And from that point on, I had a question. Is this really a dragon?”
    

    
      A dragon was a monster from the Age of Myths that hadn’t appeared in 1,000 years.
    

    
      But the corpse of such a being was in the basement of a remote lord’s castle?
    

    
      It was bound to be suspicious.
    

    
      Therefore, after putting the elf mages to sleep, the first thing Ropin checked was whether this being was indeed a dragon.
    

    
      “……Surprisingly, this massive body is not some kind of manipulated flesh.”
    

    
      “Then are you saying it’s really a dragon?”
    

    
      “Unfortunately, I do not know. I am not a dragon expert. All I could confirm was that this being once breathed.”
    

    
      Ropin said this and told everyone to gather around him.
    

    
      “For an accurate confirmation, I plan to use a simple magic. Can you help me?”
    

    
      Artier looked around at everyone.
    

    
      Gerard and Collie were nodding, their curiosity piqued, and Jeina was a given.
    

    
      Surprisingly, even Bow, who had been indifferent the whole time, readily agreed.
    

    
      “Just explain what kind of magic it is.”
    

    
      “It’s a magic that peeks into a corpse’s memory. More accurately, it’s to confirm the deceased’s last moments.”
    

    
      Receiving mana from everyone, Ropin began to draw a simple magic circle at his feet.
    

    
      “I will begin. Dead Consulting.”
    

    
      [Ropin uses a skill.]
    

    
      Dead Consulting (Lv.3): Peeks into the final moments of someone you did not kill directly. If the deceased permits, you can also share the emotions of that time.
    

    
      Paaat!
    

    
      A murky green light began to envelop the dragon, and Artier felt a momentary sense of lethargy wash over his entire body.
    

    
      Barely enduring the dizzying sensation and looking around again, the surrounding space had completely changed.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      The first scene began with a giant, radiant tree.
    

    
      There were many ancient trees around it, but none of them could surpass even the small rootlets of this tree.
    

    
      ‘This is the World Tree.’
    

    
      Even Artier had this thought the moment he saw it.
    

    
      “Why have you come here, child of the forest?”
    

    
      A strange voice was heard.
    

    
      As Artier turned his head, he held his breath.
    

    
      The dead dragon was glaring somewhere, its two eyes flashing.
    

    
      “Guardian of the World Tree, I have come because I wish to have a conversation.”
    

    
      Bowing with a faint smile was none other than Codis Hol.
    

    
      “……You have not brought a delegate from the council. An unpermitted being cannot have a conversation.”
    

    
      “There are circumstances. Could you not turn a blind eye just once?”
    

    
      “I believe I said no.”
    

    
      The dragon, called the Guardian, bared its teeth and glared at Codis.
    

    
      It was a killing intent that made even Artier, who was not the target, feel a chill down his spine.
    

    
      “I have no choice then.”
    

    
      But Codis himself was smiling as if nothing was wrong.
    

    
      It was an impossible feat.
    

    
      The Codis that Artier remembered was an idiot who couldn't withstand such killing intent.
    

    
      “Isn’t that right?”
    

    
      Codis said, glancing behind him.
    

    
      Sreuk……. 
    

    
      Then, someone walked out from behind Codis.
    

    
      Wearing a uniquely shaped robe of grayish color with bright embroidery, the figure's appearance could not be identified at all from the outside.
    

    
      “What?!”
    

    
      Artier could feel the Guardian's emotion, filled with surprise.
    

    
      It seemed that even the dragon had not been aware that Codis was accompanied by someone.
    

    
      “To bring an outsider to the Primordial Tree!”
    

    
      “It is a pity that you are so foolish. This too is the will of the World Tree.”
    

    
      “I am the delegate and will of the World Tree!”
    

    
      “You are mistaken. Because this person who has appeared before you is the new delegate of the World Tree.”
    

    
      “……You baaastard!”
    

    
      The Guardian, filled with rage, charged at Codis, and the surroundings gradually grew dark as cracks began to form in the space.
    

    
      Amidst the increasingly stuttering memories, Artier could see the Guardian of the World Tree fighting fiercely with the unidentified outsider.
    

    
      Crash!
    

    
      The moment the stuttering memories completely stopped, the space shattered into pieces, and Artier found himself back in the original place.
    

    
      “What was that. Weren’t we supposed to be able to see until the moment of death?”
    

    
      Bow asked back with an annoyed expression, but Ropin’s face was set hard.
    

    
      “This dragon has been dead for too long. That’s why the magic didn’t work properly.”
    

    
      Still, they had learned something.
    

    
      “The lord had an accomplice.”
    

    
      “I saw it too. They looked really terrifying, didn't they?”
    

    
      “They were wearing a robe, how could you tell?”
    

    
      When Collie asked, Jeina shrugged her shoulders.
    

    
      “It’s just a feeling, you know? A bit chilling, should I say?”
    

    
      “I really dislike relying on meaningless hunches… but this time, I agree.”
    

    
      Bow said.
    

    
      He pointed at the dragon before them and said.
    

    
      “Does someone who took this down alone look weak to you?”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      In history books, dragons are generally described not as demonic beasts but as calamities.
    

    
      They are treated as disasters that humanity cannot cope with, like floods or earthquakes.
    

    
      But to think there was a being that could stand against it.
    

    
      “It was probably that guy who gave the lord the ability to control Hellmorphs. If so, the answer is… obvious.”
    

    
      A being associated with Hellmorphs.
    

    
      That was the only way to think about it.
    

    
      “Ingenious……. These are no ordinary demonic beasts.”
    

    
      Ropin shook his head with a firm expression.
    

    
      It wasn't that there were no demonic beasts that used schemes and strategies, but this was already beyond that level.
    

    
      “This should be seen as another race of non-humans.”
    

    
      “Are you saying those monsters are similar to us?”
    

    
      “That was not my meaning. But from now on, when we humans face Hellmorphs, we must think of it as facing other humans.”
    

    
      Ropin, looking at Bow, pointed at the dragon and said.
    

    
      “Do you feel it? A unique magical wavelength is being felt from the corpse. It’s in a state of being enchanted. But as for what kind of magic, even I do not know at the moment.”
    

    
      “Hmm.”
    

    
      “Hmm……? Is this magic?”
    

    
      Collie, who was looking at the dragon, asked back with a bewildered expression.
    

    
      “The mana is clumped together, but it’s twisted in a mess. No, the structure itself is different. Can this even be called magic?”
    

    
      “Yes, I can feel it, albeit faintly. The fact that this never-before-seen form of mana is causing an unusual phenomenon.”
    

    
      Hearing those words, Artier also stared at the dragon.
    

    
      Then, he could feel an alien mana, not the dragon’s, faintly swirling around its outer part, albeit dimly.
    

    
      But as Collie said, this mana was certainly bizarre.
    

    
      If the mana Artier had felt until now was like hazy smoke, the mana Artier was seeing now was like a sticky ooze.
    

    
      “It is presumed to be magic used by the beings called Hellmorphs. But for now, there is no way to know what kind of magic this is. A situation that requires careful analysis, but we lack both time and space.”
    

    
      If even the Holy Mage Ropin didn’t know, it meant that not even a Grand Magus could grasp the magic imbued in this corpse at a glance.
    

    
      “But I have a guess. The ones over there probably know the answer.”
    

    
      Ropin’s eyes were fixed on the fallen elven guardian soldiers.
    

    
      He pointed to one elven guardian soldier and handed the party a rope.
    

    
      “It’s a rope enchanted with Dispel. If we tie him with this, he won’t be able to resist with magic.”
    

    
      “Are you planning to interrogate him?”
    

    
      “No, I have neither the right nor the power for that. But we can’t have a fight break out before a conversation can even begin, can we.”
    

    
      “I’ll help.”
    

    
      With Gerard’s help, once the guardian soldier’s hands were firmly bound, Ropin lightly tapped his head with his staff.
    

    
      Then, small particles of light scattered over the guardian soldier’s head, and soon, the guardian soldier opened his eyes.
    

    
      “Keuk…….”
    

    
      “Are you awake, guardian soldier.”
    

    
      The guardian soldier was disoriented at first.
    

    
      His head kept nodding off, as if waking from a long sleep.
    

    
      “Hey, wake up.”
    

    
      Smack!
    

    
      “Keok!”
    

    
      Only after the fed-up Bow slapped him across the cheek could they have a proper conversation.
    

    
      “Damn it, do you think you’ll get away with this! The World Tree Council will hunt you down forever!”
    

    
      “It seems he hasn’t been hit enough.”
    

    
      “Bow, leave it to me.”
    

    
      Ropin held back Bow, who was clenching his fist once more, and raised his staff.
    

    
      “Anti-Trauma.”
    

    
      [Ropin uses a skill.]
    

    
      Anti-Trauma (Lv.1): Removes negative effects that interfere with the target’s mind.
    

    
      “Aargh!”
    

    
      The moment the bright light caressed the guardian soldier’s head, he screamed and thrashed about.
    

    
      “As I thought, his mind was being manipulated.”
    

    
      A moment later, the guardian soldier, who was sweating profusely, was looking at them with completely different eyes than before.
    

    
      “W-what in the world have I done…….”
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      “Don’t panic, and take a deep breath. Now, can you explain? What has happened until now.”
    

    
      The guardian soldier, though flustered by Ropin’s touch, readily opened his mouth.
    

    
      “I don’t remember much. There was just a loud explosion near the World Tree, and we just headed there…….”
    

    
      “What did you witness there?”
    

    
      “I saw an impossible sight……. The Guardian of the World Tree was lying there, fallen.”
    

    
      The muttering guardian soldier murmured with a dazed expression, as if the shock hadn't subsided.
    

    
      “That can’t be. The Guardian shouldn’t fall as long as the World Tree is safe.”
    

    
      “What does that mean?”
    

    
      “In exchange for protecting the World Tree, the Guardian possesses infinite life force. It’s impossible to injure or kill him through ordinary means.”
    

    
      The sight of one who cannot die, dead.
    

    
      It was certainly enough to throw everyone into a panic.
    

    
      “And… from the moment I saw that corpse, something felt strange.”
    

    
      The guardian soldier said no more.
    

    
      It seemed he also needed time to sort out his thoughts.
    

    
      “So they cast a mental magic on the corpse of the Guardian they killed. That’s why all the guardian soldiers who witnessed that sight were controlled.”
    

    
      At Ropin’s words, everyone began to organize the information they had obtained.
    

    
      There was an accomplice helping Codis, or perhaps someone who had brainwashed even Codis from the start.
    

    
      That person had killed the Guardian of the World Tree and then brainwashed the guardian soldiers.
    

    
      Afterward, they supplied Hellmorph corpses to have Codis control them, but Codis took it a step further by inviting priests of the Rata faith to try and revive this Guardian.
    

    
      “What the hell does that guy get out of this?”
    

    
      Bow said.
    

    
      “If he’s really in league with that monster, he could just hand over living monsters. Why kill them first and then have them controlled?”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      Everyone quietly held their silence.
    

    
      No one here could even venture a guess as to the intention.
    

    
      “It seems there’s no way to find out for now. For now, let’s organize this information and hand it over to the elves.”
    

    
      Gerard said, untying the rope of the bound guardian soldier.
    

    
      It was then.
    

    
      Tat-tat-tat.
    

    
      At that moment, the sound of small footsteps began to be heard from all directions.
    

    
      The sound was so faint at first that it was unnoticeable, but it grew clearer as the distance closed.
    

    
      Their numbers were considerable.
    

    
      “Who is it?”
    

    
      “Did the guards find the entrance?”
    

    
      Gerard muttered with a puzzled expression, but the reality was much worse.
    

    
      “Be careful!”
    

    
      Whip!
    

    
      Just as Jeina grabbed Gerard’s clothes and pulled him back, a single dagger grazed past the spot where he had been.
    

    
      At the same time, the beings that appeared from all directions were the assassins they had faced so tediously.
    

    
      “The Waning Moon Cloak!”
    

    
      Before the party could even come to their senses, they blocked the escape route and then persistently attacked only Artier, Jeina, and Bow, splitting the party in two.
    

    
      “Now that you’ve come this far, we can’t just let you be.”
    

    
      Clang!
    

    
      Artier, pushing back the assassins, glared at the female assassin he had met before.
    

    
      ‘I can feel it.’
    

    
      He hadn't known last time, but this time he could tell for sure.
    

    
      A strange, sticky flow of mana could be felt in the assassin’s eyes.
    

    
      “You are being deceived.”
    

    
      “Unfortunately, we didn’t come here to talk to you.”
    

    
      “M-Master!”
    

    
      Crack!
    

    
      The ice wall that Collie had put up was shattered in an instant.
    

    
      It seemed quite overwhelming for the mages alone to block the assassins’ attacks.
    

    
      ‘Continuing the battle in this state is not good.’
    

    
      Everyone had already consumed a certain amount of mana in the previous battles.
    

    
      But the assassins had blocked the escape route and were continuously swarming in.
    

    
      ‘At this rate…….’
    

    
      Just as he was breaking into a cold sweat, a clear voice echoed throughout the cavern.
    

    
      “Stop. I’ve seen enough.”
    

    
      It was a voice he had never heard before in his life.
    

    
      But as soon as that voice was heard, all the elves in the room froze as if turned to stone.
    

    
      ‘What?’
    

    
      Artier could not understand this situation.
    

    
      Just then, an assassin next to him muttered blankly.
    

    
      “Lady Tersion?”
    

    
      Click-clack.
    

    
      The distinct sound of heels was heard in the silence.
    

    
      Bow, who had walked to the center of the fight without any hindrance, raised one hand.
    

    
      “All elves, cease fighting immediately. This is an order.”
    

    
      “……Bow?”
    

    
      It was not the androgynous voice he usually heard.
    

    
      When Artier called him, Bow took off the mask he had been wearing until now.
    

    
      Click.
    

    
      The fiery red, straight hair he had hidden under his hood fluttered.
    

    
      The emerald eyes he had only ever seen beyond the mask were there.
    

    
      But what was most shocking of all was the shape of the ears hidden between the hood, which were long and pointed.
    

    
      “An elf……!”
    

    
      “Bow was an elf?”
    

    
      Everyone was in shock.
    

    
      Only Collie muttered in a small voice.
    

    
      “Did I not tell you? That he did not seem like someone who would live as a mercenary.”
    

    
      Bow glanced at Collie and then asked the female assassin again in an arrogant tone.
    

    
      “I have seen enough of the garbage things you are doing. I assume you have no intention of making excuses?”
    

    
      “Why is the Great Warrior here……”
    

    
      Her previous attitude was gone, and the female assassin was trembling, breaking out in a cold sweat.
    

    
      It seemed that even in a state of mental domination, fear had a stronger grip on her body.
    

    
      Confirming this, Bow gave Ropin a slight signal.
    

    
      “Erase it all.”
    

    
      “……Understood.”
    

    
      [Ropin uses a skill.]
    

    
      Anti-Trauma (Lv.1): Removes negative effects that interfere with the target’s mind.
    

    
      The veteran Ropin immediately swung his staff.
    

    
      As a bright aura spread, the mana shimmering in the eyes of the Waning Moon Cloak assassins instantly scattered.
    

    
      “Keoheuk!”
    

    
      “Show some respect. I’m warning you, I won’t say it twice.”
    

    
      Thump!
    

    
      The moment Bow scowled and was about to take a step forward, the staggering female assassin quickly knelt on one knee.
    

    
      “I greet the Great Warrior, Lady Tersion.”
    

    
      Simultaneously, all the assassins present knelt together.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Half a day had passed since Artier’s party had visited the lord’s castle.
    

    
      In the lord’s castle of Gigas Hall, dozens of soldiers in silver uniforms were roaming about.
    

    
      “Gigas Hall will be temporarily managed by the World Tree Council.”
    

    
      In the office they had visited once again, Bow, no, Tersion, spoke in a casual voice.
    

    
      “This city will probably return to normal soon. Though that brat Codis seemed smarter when he was brainwashed.”
    

    
      “That……”
    

    
      “What, is it awkward?”
    

    
      Tersion flicked her straight hair and covered her face with her mask again as she spoke.
    

    
      “Or is this more comfortable?”
    

    
      “It’s not like that.”
    

    
      When Artier answered firmly, Tersion lowered her mask as if satisfied.
    

    
      “I couldn’t help it. It’s a rule to hide my identity when carrying out a mission.”
    

    
      “Then why did you reveal your identity?”
    

    
      “It just goes to show how exceptional the current situation is.”
    

    
      At first, she too did not believe in Codis’s atrocities.
    

    
      She had thought someone had spread a baseless rumor or it was a ploy by the humans.
    

    
      But as various pieces of evidence began to emerge, and after confirming the powerful mental magic that had even affected the Guardian of the World Tree, she could no longer stand by.
    

    
      “By now you must have realized, the reason I was collecting elven artifacts was to get back what was stolen.”
    

    
      “Using the time when the empire was in chaos?”
    

    
      “That’s right.”
    

    
      In the chaos caused by the appearance of the Hellmorphs, the elves wanted to reclaim the artifacts that had been taken by humans.
    

    
      And as their representative, they had chosen the Great Warrior Tersion, one of their strongest.
    

    
      “This mask and robe might look like rags on the outside, but they are quite expensive artifacts. If I don’t take off the mask, even a Grand Magus would perceive me as a human.”
    

    
      “Will it be okay?”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “For you to tell us something like that.”
    

    
      At Artier’s question, Tersion thought for a moment and then smirked.
    

    
      “Why? Are you someone important? It’s not like you’re in a position to go and warn the emperor of the empire right now.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      “There’s that, but I’ve decided to trust you this time.”
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      “I figured a guy who recklessly jumps in without a thought for his own life might care a little about this side’s life too.”
    

    
      If the elves’ scheme entered the emperor’s ears, the elves would surely be oppressed.
    

    
      Perhaps even the autonomy they had barely managed to protect would be threatened.
    

    
      “Thank you. For trusting me.”
    

    
      Knowing that fact, Artier had no intention of doing such a thing.
    

    
      But separate from that, being trusted was certainly a grateful thing.
    

    
      “So will you return the artifact to me? That brat Codis messed it up badly, but it’s still a precious treasure to us.”
    

    
      “Of course.”
    

    
      Artier took off the bracelet without hesitation.
    

    
      ‘The options are a shame, but…….’
    

    
      He couldn't fight the entire elven race just to get a few skills.
    

    
      Artier knew well that this was a situation where he had to take a step back.
    

    
      “Thanks.”
    

    
      Tersion pocketed the bracelet and glanced out the window.
    

    
      “It’s a shame, but it’s time to say goodbye.”
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      “I have something I must do. That takes priority over all other matters.”
    

    
      She was by no means collecting elven artifacts for personal satisfaction.
    

    
      The mission of her race weighed heavily on her shoulders.
    

    
      “I can promise you. I will continue to search for elven artifacts in the future.”
    

    
      “Why? The process of collecting artifacts is never easy. Are you trying to recruit me without any reward by doing that?”
    

    
      Tersion did not hide her suspicion.
    

    
      Artier scratched the back of his neck and sighed inwardly.
    

    
      ‘I can’t lose a comrade like this here!’
    

    
      Of course, although Bow was a strong archer, if asked whether she was worth hiring to the point of giving up all the artifacts, it was a bit ambiguous.
    

    
      She didn’t have more skills than others, and the only thing special about her was that she was one or two levels higher than others.
    

    
      But Artier wanted to continue his connection with her if possible.
    

    
      ‘I’m going to continue collecting elven artifacts anyway, and I have to use some of them.’
    

    
      In <Cross Destiny>, there were several main events that could be passed very easily if one had a specific item.
    

    
      Artier planned to collect the items to be used in such battles in advance.
    

    
      The problem was that these were not just artifacts, but ‘elven’ artifacts.
    

    
      Using them without any prior consent was bound to lower his affinity with the elves.
    

    
      ‘If I build a connection with Tersion, an elf, I might be able to mitigate the penalty to some extent.’
    

    
      Organizing his thoughts, Artier raised his head.
    

    
      “Elven artifacts are needed to save the world.”
    

    
      “……What do you mean?”
    

    
      “You saw it too. How the Hellmorphs are destroying the world. You can’t be sure that the elves or the World Tree are safe.”
    

    
      “You’re not unaware of what that means, are you?”
    

    
      Tersion’s expression immediately turned cold, and she glared fiercely at Artier.
    

    
      “Was your intention in finding the artifacts for me also for that purpose? To use the elven artifacts?”
    

    
      “I won’t deny it. But I didn’t intend to use them without permission.”
    

    
      If an elven artifact is used by someone who is not an elf, the World Tree Council can find out immediately.
    

    
      ‘I remember resetting that playthrough because I was endlessly pursued after using one without thinking.’
    

    
      He did not want to experience that nightmare again.
    

    
      “Whatever my intentions or purposes may be, I know that me, a human, using elven artifacts would be an unpleasant thing for the elves.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      “I won’t ask you to permit it right away. But please watch over me from my side. See how I use the artifacts, and why I said I need them.”
    

    
      Tersion fell into thought but soon shook her head.
    

    
      “That’s not something I can decide on my own. I need to get permission from the Council.”
    

    
      The World Tree Council was a large organization that commanded all elves.
    

    
      The twelve council members elected as representatives of the elves could issue commands that the elves could never refuse.
    

    
      “Hiding among humans while concealing my identity and traveling with a human companion are two different things. Besides, there are quite a few council members who dislike humans.”
    

    
      “……Is that so.”
    

    
      So it’s no good?
    

    
      The moment he sighed, Tersion spoke her next words.
    

    
      “But if it’s a trade, it might be a little different.”
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      “Elves don’t really like appealing to emotions, you see? They prefer clear-cut interests. If you request the one-time use of an artifact on the condition that you help with my duties, the Council might accept it.”
    

    
      She said so and picked up a random parchment and quill from the desk and began to write something.
    

    
      “Of course, if it weren’t for your actions so far, it wouldn’t have worked at all.”
    

    
      Pat!
    

    
      The parchment transformed into a bird and flew toward a large, distant tree.
    

    
      “Right now, it’s not without possibility. You’ve provided important information that the Council hadn’t even gotten a whiff of until now.”
    

    
      “Really?”
    

    
      “Yes. But you haven’t proven why you need the artifact, and whether that method is just.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      “So I’ll follow you around and make a judgment with my own two eyes. I can at least do that much.”
    

    
      Artier looked at the hand extended before him.
    

    
      And with a smile, he took that hand.
    

    
      “Alright.”
    

    
      [Bow’s name will be changed to Tersion.]
    

    
      [The job will be changed from Archer to Elf Great Warrior.]
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      Chapter 51: Meeting the Spirit Creature (1)
    

    
      After everything was settled, Artier and his companions gathered in the reception room of the lord's castle.
    

    
      It was to receive their reward from Ropin.
    

    
      “Thank you for guiding me this far. I know this isn't nearly enough to repay my debt to you, but this is all I have, so I can only apologize.”
    

    
      [You have acquired 2 Silver coins.]
    

    
      [Ropin's affinity has greatly increased.]
    

    
      Among the rewards I had received so far, this was meager enough to be counted on one hand.
    

    
      It wasn't even enough to recover the money I had spent preparing for this quest.
    

    
      However, Artier received the silver coins with a satisfied expression.
    

    
      “If you ever need help, please call on us anytime.”
    

    
      It was always good to build up affinity with a holy mage.
    

    
      Hadn't Gerard already mentioned that?
    

    
      “Where will you be going now?”
    

    
      “I think I'll be heading north. The existence of the Hellmorphs I saw here has been weighing on my mind.”
    

    
      Ropin said as he looked up at the faintly cloudy sky.
    

    
      “Besides, I had a strange dream last night.”
    

    
      “A dream?”
    

    
      “It was a dream where a figure in a black robe appeared in the northern sky and split the continent in half with a large scythe. Something is clearly happening in the northern part of the empire.”
    

    
      Holy Mages often had prophetic dreams.
    

    
      Therefore, it was not something I could take lightly.
    

    
      ‘A black robe and a large scythe? That's totally the Grim Reaper.’
    

    
      Artier unconsciously pictured the being and gulped.
    

    
      In this world, there was no concept of heaven or hell. That was why Ropin had described it not as the Grim Reaper, but as a figure wearing a robe and holding a scythe.
    

    
      “Do you all have any plans to come north?”
    

    
      “We plan to go there soon.”
    

    
      “If fate allows, we may meet again. May the stars' blessings be with you.”
    

    
      Ropin bid a light farewell and left Gigas Hall.
    

    
      There was no hesitation in the steps of a man who believed in the power of destiny.
    

    
      “So, where should we go now?”
    

    
      When Jeina asked, Artier looked at Collie.
    

    
      “Collie and I have a place to visit before we leave.”
    

    
      Unfortunately, I couldn't tell my companions about the place we were going to.
    

    
      The only ones permitted to approach the Spirit Creatures were the parties to the contract.
    

    
      “I don't know where you're going, but go ahead.”
    

    
      “Don't go anywhere too dangerous, and if anything happens, be sure to send a communication.”
    

    
      Like true mercenaries, the companions didn't pry and gave them space.
    

    
      Only Tersion looked at him with a sullen expression.
    

    
      “You're not up to anything strange, are you? Don't cause any harm to the forest.”
    

    
      “What do you take me for?”
    

    
      “It's a very common worry when a human says they're going into the forest. Humans don't know how angry a tree gets when even a single branch is broken, do you?”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      I didn't know. Only elves who communicated with plants would know.
    

    
      Receiving a barrage of worried gazes, Artier left the castle gates.
    

    
      “Which way should we go?”
    

    
      “The energy is coming from the east.”
    

    
      Following Collie's guidance, Artier walked through the dense forest where there was no path.
    

    
      “What are the senior Spirit Creatures like?”
    

    
      “They aren't people, you know?”
    

    
      “No, I mean……”
    

    
      “To be honest, I don't know either. We've only ever exchanged voices through our connection.”
    

    
      The first time he received a communication was in Dorman, in the northern part of the continent.
    

    
      But to attempt communication from here, at the southern tip, it was a remarkable feat just to have heard a voice.
    

    
      “They didn't call themselves seniors. But they told me I was the first new Spirit Creature they've met in 100 years.”
    

    
      “100 years?”
    

    
      “They said that's considered a short time. Because humans keep expanding their territory these days, areas full of pure mana are disappearing.”
    

    
      They began to climb a rough mountain path that could be called treacherous terrain.
    

    
      While climbing the mountain path, Artier slipped on the sticky mud floor and almost fell flat on his face.
    

    
      “Is it okay to go this way?”
    

    
      “We are going the right way.”
    

    
      Collie said in a firm tone.
    

    
      “The more difficult the terrain is for humans to access, the more likely it is to be a Spirit Creature's habitat.”
    

    
      “You have a point, but……”
    

    
      Thump, thump.
    

    
      Just then, footsteps began to be heard from somewhere.
    

    
      The two of them, who had fallen silent at the same time, exchanged glances and shared their thoughts.
    

    
      Aren't those human footsteps?
    

    
      I think so.
    

    
      Why would a person be in a place like this?
    

    
      I wondered if it was an elf, but elves don't make footsteps in the forest.
    

    
      Let's hide for now.
    

    
      Artier and Collie hid themselves in a nearby bush.
    

    
      But a moment later, Artier could read Collie's terrified thoughts.
    

    
      Master, it's no use. I can smell them, and they are coming straight for us.
    

    
      The mysterious footsteps, far from fading away, were actually getting clearer.
    

    
      ‘An assassin?’
    

    
      Artier placed his hand on his sword.
    

    
      However, a short while later, Artier stopped his hand from reaching for the sword due to an inexplicable sense of unease.
    

    
      “Collie, let's go out.”
    

    
      “Will it be alright?”
    

    
      “Assassins don't reveal their presence like that when they appear.”
    

    
      A clanking sound and heavy footsteps. It was far from the behavior of someone attempting an assassination.
    

    
      As soon as they stepped out of the bushes, they saw a giant wolf and several people approaching from the opposite direction in the distance.
    

    
      ‘Beastmen?’
    

    
      Artier could see the face of a beast atop a human torso.
    

    
      However, unlike the civilized people he had seen in Gigas Hall, the beastmen before him were wearing clothes made of crudely patched leather, like primitives.
    

    
      Collie, pale with fright, clung to Artier's side.
    

    
      “Are you the master of the new Spirit Creature?”
    

    
      And it was the giant wolf, not the beastman, whose mouth opened.
    

    
      “Judging by your dumbfounded expression, I guess not? This can't be the first time you've seen a talking animal.”
    

    
      “No, Lord Kerr. I can feel the scent of nature from the child next to him.”
    

    
      When one of the beastmen pointed at Collie, the wolf Spirit Creature called Kerr stared intently at Collie.
    

    
      [Lv.35 Kerr (Medium)]
    

    
      “……It is him.”
    

    
      The wolf turned its body elegantly and spoke in a low voice.
    

    
      “Follow me, human. I will guide you to our home.”
    

    
      Before Artier could even answer, Kerr was already walking ahead.
    

    
      Artier and Collie looked at each other, and as the beastmen began to move, they hurried to follow them.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      The path to the Spirit Creatures' home was even more arduous than I had imagined.
    

    
      A rocky valley full of thorns, a mud pit hidden by moss, and so on; even Artier couldn't be sure if he could have reached this place without Kerr's help.
    

    
      “We've arrived.”
    

    
      “F-finally……”
    

    
      “Do Spirit Creatures live in hell…?”
    

    
      By the time they arrived at the village, Artier and Collie were covered in cold sweat and dust.
    

    
      ‘I want to wash up!’
    

    
      ‘I've never craved a bath so much in my life…….’
    

    
      It was so bad that both of them were thinking this.
    

    
      Watching the two of them, Kerr clicked his tongue and hardened his expression.
    

    
      “To think the descendants are this pathetic.”
    

    
      I felt something boil up inside me at those words, but there was nothing I could do.
    

    
      The beastmen who had come with us and Kerr himself, who had spoken, looked perfectly fine.
    

    
      “Our leader is waiting for you, but it would be impossible for you to go in this state. Go and wash up first.”
    

    
      “Where?”
    

    
      “Wash with magic.”
    

    
      “Excuse me…?”
    

    
      What was I supposed to do when he suddenly told me to use magic?
    

    
      When I looked at Kerr with a puzzled expression, he tilted his head with a look of incomprehension.
    

    
      “Don't tell me you can't use it. Water Bolt should be a basic magic.”
    

    
      “I am a warrior, not a mage.”
    

    
      “Hmm? Weren't humans, even warriors, supposed to know some magic?”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      He wasn't wrong.
    

    
      The problem was that the earliest that point could be was after level 30.
    

    
      Artier couldn't come to his senses between the beastmen and Kerr, who were staring at him with strange eyes.
    

    
      “Is my common sense wrong?”
    

    
      “You have to understand, Master. Even the youngest among them is likely over 100 years old.”
    

    
      It was a relief that at least I had Collie, who shared my common sense.
    

    
      “The beastmen too?”
    

    
      “That's right. Beastmen have a lifespan of over 300 years. Moreover, all the beastmen staying in this village are guardians chosen by the Spirit Creatures.”
    

    
      “I see……”
    

    
      After hearing the conversation between Artier and Collie, Kerr seemed to realize he had overestimated me.
    

    
      “Then, can the junior use it?”
    

    
      “I can.”
    

    
      Fortunately, Collie had learned Water Bolt through a skill book.
    

    
      “Then that's settled. Go wash up and come back. We will be waiting.”
    

    
      Kerr pointed to a space enclosed on all sides and disappeared somewhere with the beastmen.
    

    
      The gust of wind that erupted immediately after they disappeared made it clear that it was not magic, but a feat born from their formidable physical abilities.
    

    
      “That's scary……”
    

    
      “I know, right?”
    

    
      Swoosh!
    

    
      The feeling of clean water after so long was truly refreshing.
    

    
      Artier gathered water in both hands and rubbed it on his face, grimacing at the grime that washed away.
    

    
      “I can't believe I was this dirty.”
    

    
      “We haven't had a proper chance to wash for two weeks, have we?”
    

    
      In this world, clean water became scarcer the further inland one went.
    

    
      Moreover, Gigas Hall was close to a tropical rainforest. Even if the water looked clean, if it was stagnant on the ground, I couldn't use it carelessly.
    

    
      I might have ended up suffering from parasites or leeches.
    

    
      “Hoo……”
    

    
      After roughly combing back his damp hair and putting his armor back on, his disheveled appearance from traversing the rough terrain had completely vanished.
    

    
      “Master, you look like a completely different person.”
    

    
      “Is it that much of a difference?”
    

    
      Artier's appearance was quite handsome, thanks to the protagonist's correction.
    

    
      However, Artier couldn't bring himself to smile brightly.
    

    
      It felt as if he were boasting about someone else's looks.
    

    
      “Then, let's go.”
    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    
      Artier and Collie crossed the center of the village.
    

    
      Doing so, they could naturally see what the village looked like.
    

    
      ‘Are all Spirit Creatures this big?’
    

    
      Rabbits, deer, wild boars, tigers.
    

    
      There were various types of animals, from herbivores to carnivores.
    

    
      If they had one thing in common, it was that they were all enormous. Even the smallest-looking rabbit was the size of a donkey.
    

    
      ‘How fascinating.’
    

    
      It was Artier's first time seeing so many Spirit Creatures, so everything felt amazing.
    

    
      But it seemed the Spirit Creatures felt much the same way.
    

    
      “That human is the new summoner of this generation……”
    

    
      “The new child is fascinating as well. A junior born outside of this mountain range.”
    

    
      Interested gazes were being shot from all directions.
    

    
      “Is there still a future left for us?”
    

    
      “New child and your contractor, may you live freely to the very end.”
    

    
      After exchanging a few more words, the Spirit Creatures fell silent at the same time, as if by agreement.
    

    
      “They're a quiet bunch.”
    

    
      “Indeed, they are.”
    

    
      Before long, they arrived in front of the largest and most conspicuous cave in the village.
    

    
      Kerr, who had arrived first, checked their condition and then stepped aside, clearing the path.
    

    
      “Go on. Our leader is waiting.”
    

    
      The inside of the cave was obscured by darkness and could not be seen.
    

    
      Likewise, I couldn't see who was inside either.
    

    
      ‘From this point on, it's an event I've never experienced before.’
    

    
      Artier and Collie took a deep breath and then cautiously stepped forward.
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      What I felt upon entering the cave was a density of mana so immense it couldn't even be compared to the outside.
    

    
      “This is…….”
    

    
      “It's good, but it feels somewhat suffocating.”
    

    
      It was mana I usually felt as naturally as breathing, but with such a high density, even breathing became difficult.
    

    
      It felt as if the air itself was pressing down on them.
    

    
      Come this way.
    

    
      Just then, the two of them felt a powerful will penetrating their minds.
    

    
      “What is this?”
    

    
      Artier unknowingly touched his head with his hand.
    

    
      It was on a completely different level from the spiritual communication he had with Collie.
    

    
      There was an eerie feeling that if the will were to command him, his body would move on its own immediately.
    

    
      There is no need to be afraid.
    

    
      However, as the voice was heard again, the eerie feeling vanished in an instant.
    

    
      It felt as if someone had forcibly removed the emotion of fear.
    

    
      “Master…….”
    

    
      “Let's go.”
    

    
      With their skills, they couldn't even defeat the wolf named Kerr who had guided them initially.
    

    
      Artier wasn't even considering the option of fighting.
    

    
      “If it's the leader of the Spirit Creatures, it's your great senior, isn't it? We shouldn't keep it waiting.”
    

    
      “……Understood.”
    

    
      As they moved a little further forward, the dark cave began to brighten with a blue light of unknown origin. The strongly condensed mana had started to become visible to the naked eye.
    

    
      At the end of that cave, a giant creature that Artier had never seen before lay prostrate on the ground.
    

    
      ‘……What an overwhelming presence.’
    

    
      If one had to classify it, it was close to a tiger.
    

    
      Its stripes, shaped like lightning, glowed faintly in response to the mana, and its fangs, protruding from its mouth, were covered in strange tattoos.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      The creature opened its eyes when Artier and Collie arrived.
    

    
      A gaze of deep indigo, one you could get lost in forever, stared at them.
    

    
      “Spirit Creature of the new generation and your contractor, I am the First Beast and the First Spirit Creature.”
    

    
      The beast's mouth did not open.
    

    
      However, Artier knew that the beast's words were spreading throughout the entire space.
    

    
      “Did you say you wanted to see us?”
    

    
      “That is correct.”
    

    
      [Lv.?? ???(Super Large)]
    

    
      As expected, no information could be confirmed.
    

    
      It was even a Super Large size, something I had never seen before.
    

    
      ‘It would be a relief if it's because it never appeared in the game.’
    

    
      If it was invisible due to my lack of skill, just how high would this being's level be?
    

    
      “New Spirit Creature who has set foot on the path of nature, show your true form before me and close your ears.”
    

    
      As the First Beast spoke to Collie, Collie froze like ice and nodded his head.
    

    
      “Ah, understood.”
    

    
      Poof!
    

    
      With a puff of smoke, Collie returned to his dog form and bowed his head deeply.
    

    
      The First Beast, after looking at him for a moment, closed its eyes.
    

    
      The moment a small soundproof barrier formed around Collie, a low and solitary thought pierced Artier's mind.
    

    
      It is as I expected, yet unfortunate.
    

    
      ……What do you mean?
    

    
      Your companion has failed to become a complete Spirit Creature.
    

    
      What was this about?
    

    
      Artier looked at Collie.
    

    
      But Collie was already in a state where he couldn't hear anything.
    

    
      This child received the help of impure mana to gain intelligence.
    

    
      What?
    

    
      The fact that he made a contract with you is the proof.
    

    
      To think that Collie wasn't a complete Spirit Creature.
    

    
      I was worried about the boy, but in truth, it wasn't that Artier hadn't considered such a possibility.
    

    
      ‘If a Spirit Creature could be created artificially, I figured there would be side effects.’
    

    
      A Spirit Creature is born when a beast receives mana.
    

    
      However, if Spirit Creatures could be easily created in the same way Collie was born, it wouldn't explain why they became extinct so easily in the game.
    

    
      Had you not been the protagonist, this child would not have survived after escaping. Thank you.
    

    
      The First Beast said so and lowered its head slightly.
    

    
      From just that simple act, a gentle breeze blew through the cave.
    

    
      Artier immediately opened his mouth at one word that caught his ear.
    

    
      What does 'protagonist' mean?
    

    
      Ever since hearing it from Collie, I had been curious.
    

    
      Did they really know his situation? Did they know that he wasn't the real Artier, but a person who had entered a game?
    

    
      The chance to solve a question that had remained unresolved since he came to this world was right before his eyes.
    

    
      Protagonists are the prophets of destiny who appear periodically.
    

    
      However, the remark that came from the First Beast did not match any of the answers Artier had been thinking of.
    

    
      If a protagonist is born in an era, the fate of the world automatically clings to that existence.
    

    
      What?
    

    
      There have been many protagonists in this world. Before you, and even before that.
    

    
      The beast yawned languidly and scratched the floor with its forepaw.
    

    
      Is it not truly fascinating? That the world wishes to entrust its fate to a single living being.
    

    
      How do you know that I am that protagonist?
    

    
      It is not a difficult task for me. Because the flow of fate, which should flow smoothly, is swirling only before you.
    

    
      The beast lifted its paw.
    

    
      Then, beneath the beast's paw, where it seemed to have drawn a straight line, geometric patterns were engraved.
    

    
      Those characters were only translated into a strange language that even Artier could not understand.
    

    
      Besides, it seems you already know.
    

    
      Artier, who was scanning the characters, felt his blood run cold at the beast's single remark.
    

    
      I had forgotten. The fact that the being before me was an existence that far transcended ordinary Spirit Creatures.
    

    
      ‘Lies won't work.’
    

    
      Artier reminded himself of that fact and nodded.
    

    
      How fascinating……. A protagonist who is aware of being the protagonist.
    

    
      Has there been no case like mine?
    

    
      Not as far as I know.
    

    
      Indeed, to think he already knew he was the one who would control this world.
    

    
      It wasn't Artier, but he didn't even want to imagine what would happen if that being's alignment was evil.
    

    
      It was absurd that the world's fate could be decided by a single being, but for that being to realize it was also something that should never have happened in the first place.
    

    
      I have answered your question, so now I shall ask you a question.
    

    
      The First Beast said so and thrust its face towards Artier.
    

    
      O long-awaited protagonist, what do you intend to do? What is your goal?
    

    
      I…….
    

    
      I have to answer well here.
    

    
      After slowly composing his breath, his mouth opened.
    

    
      I intend to create the most perfect end to this war, in my own way.
    

    
      A perfect end…… is that annihilation?
    

    
      No. It is another cycle.
    

    
      …….
    

    
      I will save as many lives as possible so that not everything returns to nothingness.
    

    
      Everything circulates.
    

    
      When one life dies, another is born, and when one story ends, another begins.
    

    
      So, even if the game ends, history never truly ends.
    

    
      As long as the characters remain.
    

    
      I see. So the end is inevitable…….
    

    
      The First Beast fell silent.
    

    
      The moment its gaze landed on him, Artier almost fell to his knees under the unbearable pressure.
    

    
      ‘The air is heavy.’
    

    
      It wasn't an attack with hostile intent.
    

    
      Just by this beast feeling sorrow, the mana in this space was being affected.
    

    
      Understood.
    

    
      A moment later, the First Beast lay down in its spot again.
    

    
      In that case, I, the nameless beast, propose a deal to the modern contractor.
    

    
      ……To me?
    

    
      Artier wondered if he had misheard.
    

    
      His opponent was a Spirit Creature whose level wasn't even displayed.
    

    
      What could it possibly ask of someone as weak as him?
    

    
      You are the one at the center of the vortex. Whether you wish it or not, you will come to hold the world's fate in your hands.
    

    
      Whoosh!
    

    
      “Whoa?!”
    

    
      The First Beast lightly took out a claw and scraped the ground.
    

    
      Then Collie, who had been sitting still, floated into the air and was dragged before it.
    

    
      In the world you know, do we Spirit Creatures exist?
    

    
      With Collie before him, Artier couldn't say a word.
    

    
      The First Beast nodded as if it had expected this.
    

    
      I have seen countless vortexes until now. Each time, many lives were lost, and some lives disappeared forever.
    

    
      However, the flow of fate the beast confirmed this time was rougher and stronger than any other vortex it had seen before.
    

    
      If things went wrong, not just many lives, but all life could perish.
    

    
      You call the newly appeared beings Hellmorphs. Those monsters are outsiders who have never existed in this world before, and their very existence disrupts the rules of this world.
    

    
      Beings that weren't originally in this world?
    

    
      That's right. For you who has declared to protect life, a battle with these beings is inevitable. However, among them, the one you must be most wary of is the being called ‘Gortera’.
    

    
      Ah, I know of Gortera.
    

    
      ……You already know?
    

    
      Artier nodded.
    

    
      It was a name he could never not know.
    

    
      ‘Because it's the final boss of this game.’
    

    
      The head of the Hellmorphs, who looked like a giant kraken, but was far more nauseating and repulsive.
    

    
      If Artier's memory served him right, that thing was a mother-like existence to all Hellmorphs.
    

    
      If they couldn't kill it, humanity would not be able to survive.
    

    
      Are you hoping for me to eliminate it?
    

    
      Is it possible right now?
    

    
      Gortera was the final boss that could only be met after about three years had passed in terms of timing.
    

    
      Catching it right now was out of the question.
    

    
      Do not worry. Even if it were possible, I would not make such an urgent request.
    

    
      Fortunately, the First Beast closed its eyes and showed a faint smile.
    

    
      However, you must defeat Gortera before all life burns. That is my first condition.
    

    
      Understood.
    

    
      Artier nodded. It was something he had to do someday anyway.
    

    
      To see the true ending, he had to defeat the final boss.
    

    
      The second condition…… before I state it, there is something I must confirm.
    

    
      What is it?
    

    
      You became a summoner not by your own will, but by the will of another.
    

    
      As it spoke, Collie's floating body rose even higher into the air.
    

    
      The startled puppy's paws flailed in all directions, but nothing changed.
    

    
      “M-Master!”
    

    
      Although it was a kind of survival instinct, it can be said that it was an unfair contract for you.
    

    
      No change in emotion could be seen from the First Beast.
    

    
      It raised a claw the size of a house over Collie's head and asked a question.
    

    
      If you wish, I will forcibly terminate that contract. What say you?
    

    
      As the echo of the voice faded, Collie's complexion instantly turned pale.
    

    
      Even if he couldn't hear the conversation, he could roughly grasp the atmosphere.
    

    
      The small puppy immediately started trembling in fear.
    

    
      “What is it……? What is happening?”
    

    
      There is no need to worry. As long as this child stays within our territory, he can live without a contract.
    

    
      Artier was lost in thought for a moment.
    

    
      This was a choice.
    

    
      To release Collie from being a companion, in exchange for being able to abandon the summoner class.
    

    
      ‘I did invest stats in intelligence, but even a pure warrior has to invest that much in the late game anyway.’
    

    
      This proposal had no risks; it was a turning point determined solely by Artier's choice.
    

    
      It's okay, please put him down now.
    

    
      However, Artier cleanly gave up on that proposal.
    

    
      Is that your choice?
    

    
      The First Beast asked again, but there was no change in Artier's eyes.
    

    
      Yes, because Collie is my little brother.
    

    
      It had been that way since the day he heard the full explanation.
    

    
      When the border collie under the moonlight voluntarily offered his own leash.
    

    
      He could feel the sorrow of a puppy who had lost its master, and for some reason, he wanted to be the one to fill that void.
    

    
      You have made your decision.
    

    
      The First Beast, having confirmed Artier's will, wore a satisfied expression and set the tearful Collie back down.
    

    
      We welcome the summoner of the new era. Artier, from now on, you shall be a friend of the Spirit Creatures and a guardian of nature.
    

    
      Then, with a fanfare, a spectacular information window appeared before Artier's eyes.
    

    
      [Your class has been changed to ‘Wild Summoner (Hidden)’.]
    

    
      [You have learned the class-exclusive skill ‘Soul Share (Hidden)’.]
    

    
      [You can now check Collie's information.]
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      Wild Summoner.
    

    
      It was a class Artier had never heard of before.
    

    
      ‘This is the first I've ever heard of a hidden class and a class-exclusive skill.’
    

    
      But on second thought, it wasn't that strange.
    

    
      The summoners Artier knew could, at best, command spirits or monsters.
    

    
      But now, his summon was a Spirit Creature. He didn't know about spirits, but he couldn't put a mere monster on the same level as a Spirit Creature.
    

    
      The second request will naturally be fulfilled by your answer.
    

    
      The First Beast yawned and waved its forepaw lightly.
    

    
      In that case, I too must give a fitting reward.
    

    
      Collie, while tense from the blue energy gathering around him, did not run away.
    

    
      As the mana flowed into Collie from all sides, his form began to change with a flash of light.
    

    
      “Whoa, whoa……?”
    

    
      Artier faltered as he watched Collie's body begin to grow larger.
    

    
      [Collie has obtained the title ‘Intermediate Spirit Creature’.]
    

    
      [The skill ‘Shape Shift’ changes to the skill ‘Polymorph’.]
    

    
      Paang!
    

    
      The light vanished.
    

    
      Where the bright light had disappeared, a Collie that had grown to the size of a tiger stood with a bewildered expression.
    

    
      “M-Master. Something is strange with my body.”
    

    
      If not for the voice like that of a young boy, Artier might have mistaken Collie for a different Spirit Creature.
    

    
      Protect that child. That is my second request.
    

    
      With those last words, the First Beast closed its eyes, seemingly to rest.
    

    
      The history of the world shall always cycle. Though I may not see its end, that will shall surely…….
    

    
      A moment later, no further thoughts could be felt from the cave.
    

    
      Collie, who was watching the beast stir slightly, twitched his nose a little and spoke to Artier.
    

    
      “It's sleeping.”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      “It's true. It's sleeping soundly.”
    

    
      As if the conversation they just had was all a lie.
    

    
      The First Beast had fallen into a very deep sleep.
    

    
      “That’s quite something.”
    

    
      In a way, it could be seen as an order to leave.
    

    
      Neither of them had any intention of waking the sleeping being.
    

    
      “Let's go back.”
    

    
      “To Gigas Hall, you mean?”
    

    
      “Yes. I think we're done with everything here.”
    

    
      In truth, nothing had been resolved, but just by obtaining a proper class and with Collie becoming stronger, Artier's purpose for coming here could be said to have been sufficiently achieved.
    

    
      “Then where is our next destination?”
    

    
      To Collie's timely question, Artier answered with a slight lift of his lips.
    

    
      “Kelta Castle.”
    

    
      Kelta Castle, which belonged to the Korta Marquisate.
    

    
      It was a place where a Hellmorph invasion was expected in a month at the latest.
    

    
      “We need to get back quickly. We have to get out of Gigas Hall and take a Teleport Gate.”
    

    
      “Is it urgent?”
    

    
      “A little.”
    

    
      It had taken a considerable amount of time just to get into Gigas Hall.
    

    
      Even if they could use the Teleport Gate the moment they got out, they didn't have much time to spare.
    

    
      “Then please get on, sir.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      Get on? On you?
    

    
      I thought it was a joke, but Collie was serious.
    

    
      “In my current state, I can carry someone of your size without any trouble.”
    

    
      Collie exclaimed proudly and boasted, but Artier couldn't bring himself to laugh.
    

    
      No matter how much his body had grown to the size of a tiger, his appearance was still that of a Border Collie.
    

    
      Wouldn't he look like a master abusing his pet dog to anyone who saw?
    

    
      But this was Artier's misconception.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      “Whoa?”
    

    
      The primitive-sounding noise that had just been heard was made by Jeina.
    

    
      “Am I seeing things? Is this Collie?”
    

    
      Jeina pointed at Collie, who was yawning at her waist level.
    

    
      It was at her waist level because it was Jeina; for Gerard or Artier, he came up to below their chests.
    

    
      “Why did our cute puppy suddenly turn into a monster?”
    

    
      “That's quite rude, you know. Monster barbarian.”
    

    
      Collie sighed, and stirring up a cloud of dust, he returned to his boy form.
    

    
      “What? Why is your human form still the same?”
    

    
      “Isn't it obvious? The body getting bigger and aging are two different things.”
    

    
      In fact, now that his Shape Shift skill had been upgraded, Collie could also take on an adult form.
    

    
      But for the 10-year-old Collie, the most comfortable body was that of a boy appropriate for his age.
    

    
      “It seems you two were up to something while you were away.”
    

    
      Tersion was silently checking her equipment as if she already knew what had happened.
    

    
      “That mask, are you wearing it again?”
    

    
      “Why, does it look awkward?”
    

    
      “Isn't that hood enough to cover your ears?”
    

    
      When Gerard pointed to the hood, Tersion shook her head.
    

    
      “The council's decision was to wear both items. There's no exception even if you all found out.”
    

    
      “I see.”
    

    
      “So from now on, call me Bow in front of other people.”
    

    
      With a grin, Tersion put on the fox mask again after finishing her words.
    

    
      “Are we heading to Kelta Castle now?”
    

    
      Gerard turned his head to Artier.
    

    
      “……But what's with your hair?”
    

    
      Artier's hair was swept to one side as if he had applied wax.
    

    
      At Gerard's question, Artier gave an awkward laugh.
    

    
      “I couldn't handle the speed.”
    

    
      Artier showed Gerard the letter he was reading.
    

    
      The letter, which had been tied to a pigeon's leg and arrived at Gigas Hall this morning, was from the Mercenary Guild.
    

    
      “As expected, it seems we have to go to the Korta Marquisate.”
    

    
      The letter contained a proposal to hire Artier, a Supreme-Grade Mercenary.
    

    
      Ever since becoming a Supreme-Grade Mercenary, quests had been coming to him on their own.
    

    
      “As expected, the Hellmorphs have appeared near Kelta Castle.”
    

    
      “With two castles already fallen, it's no longer the time to be concerned with pride.”
    

    
      The castle lords, who had initially boasted that they didn't need the help of lowly mercenaries, became anxious after the first castle fell, and then the second.
    

    
      The strategies they had devised were not enough to stop the cunning Hellmorphs.
    

    
      “Besides, there's no burden. It says we won't be charged a penalty fee even if we retreat based on our own judgment.”
    

    
      This was because Kelta Castle was not a strategic location.
    

    
      In fact, the main quest of Kelta Castle was a quest purely for leveling up, with no failure penalty.
    

    
      “If we leave right away, we won't be late. Let's go.”
    

    
      The party, having packed all their belongings, left Gigas Hall without hesitation.
    

    
      Until the last moment of leaving the forest, they could feel countless stares that felt like they were piercing the back of their heads.
    

    
      “Even if they don't hate us now, it's still burdensome.”
    

    
      “It can't be helped. We are outsiders here.”
    

    
      No matter how much good they had done, and even if Tersion had made it known, the day when humans were not treated as foreign objects among other races seemed to be a long way off.
    

    
      After that, a journey of traveling on foot and then by boat continued.
    

    
      This time, since there was no quest to escort Ropin, they were able to arrive near Kelta Castle two days before the main quest began.
    

    
      “I didn't know Blue Marlin was such a delicious fish!”
    

    
      “I'm glad it suited your taste.”
    

    
      Fortunately, this time, thanks to the vaccination(?), I didn't have to see Collie suffer.
    

    
      “The line is longer than I thought……”
    

    
      Gerard looked around at the line heading towards the castle gate.
    

    
      Merchants pulling carts and mercenaries wearing equipment were slowly entering the castle.
    

    
      “What an incredible crowd.”
    

    
      “It seems they've roughly figured out the number of soldiers they need now.”
    

    
      It was certainly too many people to enter a small castle.
    

    
      Even after Artier and his party got in line, a considerable amount of time passed, but the line did not shorten easily.
    

    
      “The inspection is taking longer than expected……”
    

    
      If Gerard was raising a question, it certainly seemed to be taking much longer than usual.
    

    
      “It may be slow, but it's still within the normal range.”
    

    
      “That's true. I wish they would let us through quickly……”
    

    
      But Gerard's wish did not come true.
    

    
      When their turn came, the expressions of the soldiers inspecting their luggage were stiff with caution, showing no signs of flexibility.
    

    
      “What are all these things?”
    

    
      “They're things we need for adventuring.”
    

    
      “List the contents specifically. Don't try any tricks.”
    

    
      “Huuuh?”
    

    
      When the soldier who was using magic to check her inventory asked with a sharp expression, Jeina froze and hesitated.
    

    
      Even if it was her luggage, how was she supposed to remember every single thing inside?
    

    
      “Why are you carrying a tree branch?”
    

    
      “It's a staff.”
    

    
      “You don't look old enough to use a staff?”
    

    
      “Is this the first time you've seen a mage……?”
    

    
      Over there, Collie was talking with a soldier with a puzzled expression.
    

    
      He had traveled to many cities, but this was the first time he had been questioned over a tree branch.
    

    
      But these two were actually nothing.
    

    
      Because there was one person who was in the most trouble.
    

    
      “Supreme-Grade Mercenary Bow, you say? Hey, take off the mask.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      When Tersion asked back in a stiff voice, the soldier shouted in a thorny voice.
    

    
      “I said take off the mask! I need to verify your identity, don't I?”
    

    
      “There isn't a picture on my identification card, so what can you confirm by seeing my bare face?”
    

    
      “Who knows if you're hiding something suspicious behind that mask? Take it off, quickly!”
    

    
      With those words, the soldier reached for the mask.
    

    
      Of course, it was a futile act.
    

    
      Thwack!
    

    
      The soldier's hand couldn't advance an inch and was caught by Bow's hand.
    

    
      “This isn't some prison facility for criminals. I came to carry out a quest, and to think the manners here would be so damn atrocious.”
    

    
      “W-what strength is this?”
    

    
      Tersion might lose in other things, but there was no way she would lose in arm strength to soldiers merely guarding a castle gate.
    

    
      “H-help me!”
    

    
      “That's enough.”
    

    
      “And who are you?”
    

    
      Just before the soldiers swarmed around, Artier approached the soldier and gave Tersion a look.
    

    
      As she stepped back, Artier opened his mouth to the soldiers who had already approached and aimed their spears at him.
    

    
      “I am the Supreme-Grade Mercenary Artier. I have come in response to a quest request.”
    

    
      “Supreme-Grade Mercenary?!”
    

    
      “Would you like to confirm?”
    

    
      Artier very naturally placed his hand on his sword.
    

    
      At the same time, the surrounding air began to freeze coldly.
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      The soldiers began to exchange glances.
    

    
      Even a high-grade mercenary would require them to suffer immense damage to subdue. As for a Supreme-Grade Mercenary, there was no soldier who could stop him unless a knight was called.
    

    
      “J-just your identification card, please.”
    

    
      In the end, Artier was able to pass the inspection by simply having his identification card checked.
    

    
      “Hey, why has the security become so tight?”
    

    
      Before going inside, Gerard caught a soldier and asked.
    

    
      The soldier couldn't hide his annoyed expression, but upon feeling Artier's gaze, he immediately opened his mouth.
    

    
      “There have been continuous incidents of people disguised as mercenaries causing trouble inside the castle. So an order came down to strengthen the security.”
    

    
      “Mercenaries? What kind of mercenaries would do such a thing?”
    

    
      “I don't know. But it's not just one or two……. Whether they are bandits or robbers, they all go around lying that they're mercenaries, so we have no choice but to investigate more strictly.”
    

    
      The soldier disappeared after saying that, and Artier and Gerard looked at each other.
    

    
      “How common is it for robbers and bandits to impersonate mercenaries?”
    

    
      “It's not uncommon.”
    

    
      However, right after those words, Gerard continued with a serious expression.
    

    
      “But that's something that only happens in the outskirts where the inspections are weak. For such things to happen frequently in a combat zone like this is abnormal.”
    

    
      Artier was lost in thought for a moment at those words.
    

    
      ‘Something…… is strange.’
    

    
      If this were ordinary reality, he would have let it pass even if something was a little strange.
    

    
      But what if it was a game……?
    

    
      He immediately approached another soldier who was nearby.
    

    
      “Excuse me, but I have something I'd like to ask.”
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      “W-what is it, sir?”
    

    
      The soldier couldn't come to his senses.
    

    
      It was only natural, with a Supreme-Grade Mercenary glaring at him with fearsome eyes.
    

    
      “Artier, calm down.”
    

    
      “Ah.”
    

    
      Artier only realized he had gotten excited after Gerard grabbed his arm.
    

    
      “I'm sorry. Could you tell me about the bandits and robbers who caused a commotion in the city?”
    

    
      “Why are you…… curious about that?”
    

    
      At the soldier's question, Artier glanced at Gerard.
    

    
      Although he said nothing, Gerard's gaze was not much different from the soldier's in front of him.
    

    
      ‘Hmm… To avoid Gerard's suspicion, I'll need a plausible reason.’
    

    
      In fact, from the side, it was enough to think that Artier was being nosy.
    

    
      This was a city with which they had no connection, a place they had only come to in order to carry out a quest.
    

    
      In the end, Artier had no choice but to make up a suitable excuse.
    

    
      “It's not right to just leave those guys be, is it? This place will soon become a battlefield.”
    

    
      “I-if that's what you're worried about, it's fine. Those bastards caused a bit of a commotion and then all ran away.”
    

    
      “What? They ran away?”
    

    
      “Some supplies were stolen from the market and the back alleys, but they fled when we pursued them.”
    

    
      If I hadn't been suspicious, I might not have thought much of it, but now that I had started to doubt, the fact that they had run away also felt suspicious.
    

    
      ‘They broke through the guards to get into the castle, only to steal a few supplies?’
    

    
      It was common sense for security to be tightened during wartime.
    

    
      Although many supplies, including food, would be gathered for a long battle, forging a mercenary identity and entering a heavily guarded castle just to steal them was too great a risk.
    

    
      “Did they all run away?”
    

    
      “Not all of them, we managed to capture a few.”
    

    
      “By any chance, could we meet those bandits?”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      The soldier's eyes narrowed.
    

    
      His gaze practically screamed, ‘Why?’
    

    
      “What are you talking about all of a sudden? Are you also interested in dealing with bandits?”
    

    
      “……Hmm.”
    

    
      Only after hearing Gerard's words did Artier realize he had gone too far ahead.
    

    
      He had come here to proceed with the main quest. There was no way he could accept a new quest before that one was finished.
    

    
      “It's nothing. Thank you for telling me.”
    

    
      Muttering, Artier expressed his gratitude and went back inside the castle.
    

    
      “Is something on your mind?”
    

    
      “Yes, a little.”
    

    
      Artier was lost in thought.
    

    
      Why did the bandits and robbers cause a commotion here?
    

    
      ‘There was nothing to be gained from causing a commotion, and for what they did, the damage was minimal…….’
    

    
      It was either a disguise to hide something, or someone had spread false information. Either way, it seemed clear that some kind of trickery was involved.
    

    
      “That part bothers me too.”
    

    
      Tersion approached and said.
    

    
      “Even if they had identification cards, it means they had equipment good enough for the soldiers to mistake them for mercenaries, right? Bandits like that aren't common.”
    

    
      Usually, bandits' equipment is poor.
    

    
      This was because they were often organized by ordinary people who had been starving for a long time, just to survive.
    

    
      In the first place, if they had proper equipment, why would they become bandits instead of mercenaries?
    

    
      Gerard shrugged and crossed his arms.
    

    
      “But since they've already run away, there's no need to worry about it now. For the time being, wouldn't it be more helpful to prepare for the siege?”
    

    
      “That's true.”
    

    
      Tersion also nodded and looked at Artier.
    

    
      In the end, the rascals had already fled long ago.
    

    
      There was no way they could leave the castle they had worked so hard to enter just to find them.
    

    
      “You're right. For now, let's do what we have to do.”
    

    
      Artier headed to the operational command headquarters with his party.
    

    
      There, numerous knights and soldiers were already moving busily, bustling about.
    

    
      “Are you the Supreme-Grade Mercenary Artier?”
    

    
      The one who greeted them there was the lord of Kelta Castle, Taskerben.
    

    
      “I hear you've dealt with the monsters twice? I expect great things from you.”
    

    
      Now that he was a Supreme-Grade Mercenary, even an imperial knight showed him a certain degree of respect.
    

    
      It was still hard to get used to, but there was no reason to refuse when they were treating him well.
    

    
      “There are no common mountains or even hills around Kelta Castle. The only thing we have is the Yukra River, which cuts through the center of the castle.”
    

    
      Taskerben began to explain various things to Artier, but since he was just rattling off things he already knew, it was unlikely to register properly.
    

    
      Because of this, Artier's mind was elsewhere.
    

    
      ‘In this siege, this is the only route the Hellmorphs can use to infiltrate.’
    

    
      Artier's gaze lingered on the west side of Kelta Castle.
    

    
      There was no underground waterway there like the ones the Hellmorphs had infiltrated before, but Artier was confident that the Hellmorphs would infiltrate through here.
    

    
      ‘If it's the ability of this special type, they will definitely aim for this side.’
    

    
      However, it wasn't at a level that required a warning. This was because the forces on this side were already powerful.
    

    
      ……Under normal circumstances, that would have been the case.
    

    
      “Artier?”
    

    
      “Yes, please speak.”
    

    
      “I asked how we should station the troops.”
    

    
      “Ah, the north… you can deploy them based on the west side.”
    

    
      Artier pointed only at the upper part before hastily moving his finger to the left.
    

    
      Whatever it was, he needed to put up at least a minimal defense.
    

    
      “I understand the north, but may I know the reason for deploying personnel to the west?”
    

    
      “It's because of the river flowing from the west.”
    

    
      “If it's the river, wouldn't it be enough to deploy them only at the entrance?”
    

    
      “Through repeated battles, the Hellmorphs have likely given up on simple infiltration to some extent.”
    

    
      The monsters could think, and they continued to evolve.
    

    
      There was no way they would mindlessly try a failed strategy again.
    

    
      “There will probably be various disruptive maneuvers along with the infiltration. We must prepare for this.”
    

    
      “That makes sense. I will do so.”
    

    
      Afterward, Artier was able to use his knowledge to the fullest to adjust the deployment of the soldiers.
    

    
      Places where the Hellmorphs were likely to infiltrate, places where the special types could be active.
    

    
      Having finished all the adjustments, Artier left the command headquarters and massaged his already aching shoulder.
    

    
      “Dealing with the nobles is tiring……”
    

    
      “It's time you felt the hardships of a party leader.”
    

    
      For some reason, Gerard looked pleased.
    

    
      It must be my imagination……?
    

    
      “What should we do now?”
    

    
      “We'll have to register for our trooper type.”
    

    
      Registering for a trooper type meant being assigned a role suitable for a siege, such as archer, magic trooper, or spearman.
    

    
      ‘Come to think of it, we have to conduct a proper siege defense now.’
    

    
      Up until Dorman, it was more like a battle where the militia defended the city, but from Kelta Castle, it was different.
    

    
      As hired hands, they had to participate in the siege defense according to set rules.
    

    
      “Collie and I will be magic troopers, Bow will be an archer, and Jeina and Artier can register as assault troopers.”
    

    
      “No, I think I'm a spearman, right? There's a spear at the end of this axe.”
    

    
      Jeina said with a confident expression, but Gerard shook his head.
    

    
      “The trooper type is not determined by the weapon you use.”
    

    
      “Huh? It's not?”
    

    
      The types of troopers were divided into five, regardless of the type of weapon.
    

    
      Assault Trooper, Archer, Spearman, Magic Trooper, and Medic.
    

    
      First, the Assault Trooper simply referred to all warriors who engaged in close-quarters combat.
    

    
      “Their role is to handle hand-to-hand combat when the castle gate is breached or opened. It's a role that's perfect for you and Artier.”
    

    
      “Then what about the Spearman?”
    

    
      “The role of the Spearman is to guard the castle walls and intercept enemies.”
    

    
      Spearmen block enemies trying to climb the walls or attack from over the walls.
    

    
      For this reason, they had the characteristic of being deployed on the walls despite carrying melee weapons.
    

    
      “They are commonly granted a magic called Return Grab. It resonates with the weapon, allowing them to retrieve a thrown weapon.”
    

    
      “Then it doesn't necessarily have to be a spear, right?”
    

    
      “That's right. Anything that is easy to throw can be used. But to simultaneously perform the role of protecting allies, a long weapon like a spear is the most suitable.”
    

    
      “Hmm, hearing that, it doesn't seem like my role.”
    

    
      Jeina had no talent for throwing, though she was good at swinging her axe around.
    

    
      She quickly gave up on switching to a spearman.
    

    
      “Why am I a magic trooper?”
    

    
      Collie asked, raising his hand.
    

    
      As the party's healer, it would have made sense for Collie to be assigned as a medic.
    

    
      Gerard nodded and continued his explanation.
    

    
      “The skill required of a medic is to quickly heal a patient's injuries. Most of the patients arriving at the rear are in critical condition.”
    

    
      “Ah……”
    

    
      “Collie's healing magic is certainly useful, but while it's helpful in battle, it won't be of much help in the rear.”
    

    
      If a healer's role was to keep allies from falling, a medic's role was to forcibly drag souls back from the brink of hell.
    

    
      Collie, seeming to understand the role precisely, nodded without another word.
    

    
      “Then shall we go register for our trooper types?”
    

    
      Artier led the party to the barracks on the outskirts of the castle walls.
    

    
      After a few verification procedures, they went inside to find a book floating above a quaint lectern.
    

    
      When Artier placed his hand on it, incomprehensible letters flashed and flowed out of the book.
    

    
      ‘So these are rune letters.’
    

    
      Despite it being just a single character, Artier couldn't even begin to grasp how much thought and memory the character encapsulated.
    

    
      As the rune seeped into Artier's wrist, a stinging sensation was felt, and a number of information windows appeared before his eyes.
    

    
      [The Assault Trooper type has been assigned.]
    

    
      [Attack power and defense power increase by 10%.]
    

    
      [You can use Sprinter, which increases movement speed by 30% for 15 seconds. (Cooldown: 30 seconds)]
    

    
      Pat! Pat!
    

    
      The runes engraved on the back of Gerard's, Bow's, and Collie's hands had a different shape from Artier's.
    

    
      Each had been granted a special skill suited to their trooper type.
    

    
      “Ooh, this is amazing! Can I use a skill by infusing mana into this rune?”
    

    
      “Yes. If you lose the rune, you lose the ability, so make sure to wear your protective gear well.”
    

    
      “It's attached to my arm, how can I lose it?”
    

    
      “It's more common than you think for an arm to be blown off.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      Ignoring Collie, who was breaking out in a cold sweat, Gerard put on his gauntlet with a practiced hand.
    

    
      Strangely, even with the protective gear on, the rune made its presence known through the glove.
    

    
      Whoosh!
    

    
      Tersion suddenly leaped into the air.
    

    
      Soaring above Jeina's head in a single leap, Tersion turned her body in mid-air and landed on the ground without a sound.
    

    
      “Hmm, this is useful.”
    

    
      She checked the back of her hand with a satisfied expression, then took out a gauntlet like Gerard and put it on.
    

    
      Bwoooooo…….
    

    
      While they were talking, a loud, throbbing sound echoed from the top of the castle walls.
    

    
      It was the drumbeat signaling the start of the battle.
    

    
      “Artier, we're heading up.”
    

    
      “Be careful.”
    

    
      There were signs that the quest was about to begin.
    

    
      As Gerard, Bow, and finally Collie went up, a quest window appeared above Artier's head as if it had been waiting.
    

    
      [A quest has been generated.]
    

    
      A large-scale invasion of Hell Soldiers has been detected heading for Kelta Castle. Their strategy is unknown, but you have been summoned and must join the fight.
    

    
      Quite a few people are now expecting great things from you.
    

    
      For each ally death: Reward ratio decreases by 0.01% (Total allies: 7,595)
    

    
      Quest will be automatically aborted if the reward ratio drops below 50%
    

    
      Reward: Experience Points (+Additional Rewards)
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      “I’m bored.”
    

    
      Right in front of the firmly shut castle gate, Artier was letting out a long yawn.
    

    
      Why was he doing this?
    

    
      Boom!
    

    
      A cannonball from the castle wall was fired with an intense sound.
    

    
      The mana cannon, which scattered with a blue light, looked like a beautiful meteor shower from afar, but to the Hellmorphs who had to face it, it was nothing short of a disaster.
    

    
      “Keep firing! Don't let them get to the walls!”
    

    
      The archers shot their arrows, and the magic troopers unleashed all their mana.
    

    
      Thanks to them, the empty field in front of Kelta Castle was quickly turning into a ruin filled with grotesque pits.
    

    
      “Wow, that’s spectacular.”
    

    
      “I know, right?”
    

    
      However, to Jeina and Artier, who could only see the sky from inside the castle walls, it looked like a mere fireworks display.
    

    
      The explanation for why the situation had become like this was surprisingly simple.
    

    
      ‘There's nothing to do in the early stages of the battle.’
    

    
      All the soldiers gathered here were assault troopers.
    

    
      The only ranged attack they had was a flimsy Mana Bullet.
    

    
      Except for the few deployed on the walls, they all had to wait in front of the castle gate.
    

    
      ‘It can't be helped. If all the assault troopers went up on the walls, the walls would be packed.’
    

    
      [You have acquired Experience Points.]
    

    
      If there was a silver lining, it was that thanks to being in a party, experience points were being distributed evenly to everyone.
    

    
      Every time Gerard, Bow, and Collie exerted themselves, a small arrow would appear above Artier's head and then disappear.
    

    
      “Little brother, when can we go out?”
    

    
      “It'll probably take a while.”
    

    
      When the archers had to restock their arrows or when the mages' mana ran out.
    

    
      The assault troopers were deployed to buy time.
    

    
      The reason they were resting now was to conserve their strength for that time.
    

    
      I knew that, but…….
    

    
      “Ugh, I'm so bored.”
    

    
      The fact that I was doing nothing right now hadn't changed.
    

    
      “Just be patient for a little longer.”
    

    
      While trying to soothe Jeina, who looked like she was about to dash out at any moment, Artier felt a prickling sensation on the back of his head.
    

    
      But when I checked, there was nothing there.
    

    
      The resting assault troopers were just chatting among themselves.
    

    
      ‘Was it just my imagination?’
    

    
      Thump.
    

    
      “Oh, sorry about that.”
    

    
      Just as I was about to turn my head back, a mercenary who was approaching accidentally bumped into Artier.
    

    
      He immediately bowed his head and asked for my understanding.
    

    
      “It's okay.”
    

    
      It was a polite apology, so Artier wasn't particularly offended.
    

    
      After the mercenary passed by and I was looking at the situation behind him again, I felt a sense of unease.
    

    
      ‘Huh?’
    

    
      At first, I thought I might be mistaken.
    

    
      It was impossible to remember every detail of a scene that had just flashed by.
    

    
      But despite that, the sense of unease wouldn't go away. It felt like I was facing a changed landscape from what I had seen before.
    

    
      “What's wrong with me?”
    

    
      It was a ridiculous thought.
    

    
      How long had he been in this city to think of it as ‘before’?
    

    
      Even during his time playing the game, he didn't have many memories of this city. It was just a place he passed through and then forgot.
    

    
      ‘……Game?’
    

    
      Artier, who was thinking absentmindedly, suddenly lifted his head.
    

    
      That's right. If he felt a sense of unease in a place he had come to for the first time, it must be because of the difference from what he had seen in the game.
    

    
      Screech.
    

    
      Artier stepped back from the castle gate and turned his steps towards the interior of the castle.
    

    
      Although not exactly the same, there was a clear difference from the image of the castle he remembered.
    

    
      “Where are you going?”
    

    
      “To the restroom.”
    

    
      “Are you nervous or something? Hurry back!”
    

    
      Leaving Jeina's joke behind, Artier wandered around, searching for the source of the strong sense of unease.
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      While doing so, Artier discovered a piece of graffiti, as if scratched with a knife, right next to a closed tavern.
    

    
      It was a drawing of a bear's face with one eye gouged out.
    

    
      ‘Right, this was it. It wasn't here just a moment ago.’
    

    
      Artier looked around.
    

    
      On the walls of the alley, on the signboards, and even on the trees planted along the road.
    

    
      Graffiti like the one he had just discovered was carved into various wooden structures.
    

    
      It was enough to get on Artier's nerves.
    

    
      ‘Who drew this?’
    

    
      Artier followed the graffiti that continued beyond the wall.
    

    
      The graffiti led to an outlying area to the west, quite far from the castle gate.
    

    
      Thump, thump.
    

    
      Artier, who was moving forward while surveying his surroundings, held his breath when he heard footsteps coming from an alley that turned to the side.
    

    
      Quietly peeking his head out, he saw a sturdy young man using a dagger to carve the same graffiti he had seen so far on a nearby wall.
    

    
      ‘So that's the person who made the graffiti.’
    

    
      Just in case, Artier checked his appearance. But he wasn't wearing any suspicious clothing, nor did he have a face that Artier remembered.
    

    
      Moreover, after finishing the graffiti, he looked around with an anxious expression and hurriedly moved to another location, looking clumsy like a novice.
    

    
      ‘What is this? What is he doing?’
    

    
      Artier tried to rack his brain, but he had no memory of an NPC who behaved like this.
    

    
      There was no way Artier would have forgotten an NPC who was so openly exuding a suspicious aura.
    

    
      ‘Could he be a remnant of the bandit group?’
    

    
      Bandits were not a group that wore uniforms like a knightly order.
    

    
      If they took off their masks and changed their clothes a little, it would be a simple matter to shake off the pursuit of the soldiers.
    

    
      ‘Let's follow him.’
    

    
      Artier muffled his footsteps and followed the man.
    

    
      “Ugh, this is hard.”
    

    
      The man really did seem to be a novice.
    

    
      No matter how many soldiers were gathered at the walls and the gate, he didn't even look behind him and was even muttering to himself while panting.
    

    
      Before long, the man entered a dark hut.
    

    
      In the place he arrived, about ten people of various ages were gathered.
    

    
      “Village chief, I've finished marking all the buildings that man talked about.”
    

    
      “Well done, Kai.”
    

    
      ‘That man?’
    

    
      It seemed they were moving under someone's orders.
    

    
      The old man, called the village chief, patted the man's shoulder and then signaled to the people beside him.
    

    
      “Go and plant them all near the marked spots. Be careful not to be seen.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      Artier looked closely at the box in front of them and was startled.
    

    
      [Siege Magic Bomb (Common)]
    

    
      Attack Power: 25
    

    
      Option: (Siege) Applies 1,000% of attack power during a siege attack
    

    
      A metallic sphere with a sparkling blue line drawn on it.
    

    
      A box was filled to the brim with bombs, each one capable of half-destroying the hut they were gathered in.
    

    
      ‘You're going to plant all of those at the graffiti locations?’
    

    
      Artier recalled the buildings where the graffiti was.
    

    
      There were a few buildings on the outskirts of the walls, but most of them were located on the route leading to the center of the castle.
    

    
      At this point, when everyone was preparing for battle, no personnel were deployed on the path leading to the center of the castle. It seemed they planned to take advantage of that gap to plant the bombs.
    

    
      ‘This is insane. What's the benefit of blowing this place up?’
    

    
      It seemed I needed more information.
    

    
      As Artier listened more closely, Kai, as if he had been waiting, sighed and began to complain to the village chief.
    

    
      “But is this really the right thing to do? Even if no one gets hurt, blowing up someone else's building……”
    

    
      The man called the village chief remained silent for a moment at Kai's words.
    

    
      It seemed the old man's heart was not at ease either.
    

    
      “It can't be helped.”
    

    
      “Village chief……”
    

    
      “Don't be so soft-hearted. Are you going to say that in front of your fiancée? That this isn't right, so let's starve to death together?”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “I was the one who agreed to this. So if anyone is to take responsibility, it will be me.”
    

    
      “I understand……”
    

    
      Kai lowered his head.
    

    
      Having heard that much, Artier stopped listening and was lost in thought.
    

    
      It seemed they didn't know the exact reason for blowing the place up either.
    

    
      ‘It seems they have their reasons……. They don't know what they're doing at all.’
    

    
      Even if there were no casualties, what they were trying to do was a clear act of terrorism.
    

    
      Besides, they were mistaken about one thing.
    

    
      If they were doing it knowingly, it would be one thing, but if they were doing it unknowingly, I felt I had to stop them.
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      Artier placed his hand on his sword and stepped out from his hiding place.
    

    
      “Who's there!”
    

    
      As soon as Artier appeared, the people became extremely wary and glared at him.
    

    
      In their hands were farming tools such as rakes, shovels, and scythes.
    

    
      “I heard you were planning to bring down the castle with those.”
    

    
      Artier looked around.
    

    
      He was surrounded without a single gap, but he felt no sense of crisis.
    

    
      And for good reason, as they were all level 3.
    

    
      ‘What's with this confidence?’
    

    
      At this point, being level 3 meant they were weaker than a neighborhood thug.
    

    
      At that level, they wouldn't be able to properly handle not only Artier, but even a single nearby soldier.
    

    
      “How on earth did you get here?!”
    

    
      Artier glanced at Kai, who was sweating profusely.
    

    
      “K-kill him!”
    

    
      At that moment, with the village chief's shout, everyone there rushed towards Artier.
    

    
      ‘What a pain.’
    

    
      Crack! Thwack! Thud!
    

    
      “Guk!”
    

    
      “Kaaak!”
    

    
      “Ugh!”
    

    
      But they were no match for him.
    

    
      In the first place, the level difference was too great.
    

    
      No one could even properly block a single punch thrown lightly by Artier.
    

    
      After knocking down all who had rushed at him, Artier approached the trembling village chief and Kai.
    

    
      “D-don't come any closer!”
    

    
      “Give up now. You're being deceived.”
    

    
      “What did you say?”
    

    
      Artier pointed to a map hanging on the wall.
    

    
      The map they had put up for their own planning showed all the locations where the bombs were to be planted.
    

    
      “The underground of Kelta Castle is intricately intertwined with a mana circuit using Mana Stones.”
    

    
      Thanks to this mana circuit, there was a setting where players could receive buffs in the town and find it very easy to use magic.
    

    
      Above all, thanks to this circuit, the maintenance magic applied to various buildings could continuously receive mana.
    

    
      “The enhancement effects obtained from registering for a trooper type are also all maintained through that mana circuit.”
    

    
      “What does that have to do with demolishing these buildings?”
    

    
      “It's related. The Mana Stones that maintain that mana circuit are buried right under the buildings you're trying to demolish.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      Mana Stones to maintain the mana circuit are buried here and there under Kelta Castle.
    

    
      Since they were used in the castle's construction, they must be of a fairly high grade, but they wouldn't be able to hold up after a barrage of siege bombs exploded.
    

    
      ‘The location of the Mana Stones is usually a top-secret matter……. How did these people know?’
    

    
      Artier, who had been sidetracked for a moment, immediately continued his story.
    

    
      “If the mana circuit in this area is destroyed, the sluice gate system to the west will immediately break down. The closed sluice gates will be forced open.”
    

    
      “So, will there be a flood?”
    

    
      The village chief asked back with a hardened expression.
    

    
      But Artier shook his head.
    

    
      “In the long run, maybe. But for now, something more terrible will happen.”
    

    
      In the first place, this was not a time when a flood would occur just by opening the sluice gates.
    

    
      The fundamental reason for keeping the sluice gates closed was elsewhere.
    

    
      “The monsters will be able to enter through the opened sluice gates.”
    

    
      That's right.
    

    
      What they were trying to do now was to create an infiltration route for the Hellmorphs.
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      It was unknown who had instigated this.
    

    
      But what they were trying to do was clear. It was an act that would bring great danger to Kelta Castle.
    

    
      ‘Whose plan could this be?’
    

    
      Artier continued to ponder.
    

    
      ‘Is this another one of the Hellmorphs’ tricks?’
    

    
      The first suspicion that came to mind was naturally that.
    

    
      But for that to be the case, it was too clumsy a method.
    

    
      In the first place, if the Hellmorphs could have intervened, it would have been easier and more efficient to control their minds and open the castle gate.
    

    
      “Who are the people who assigned you this task?”
    

    
      Artier asked while aiming his sword.
    

    
      Under that pressure, the village chief and Kai seemed to have difficulty maintaining their composure.
    

    
      “B-Boker……”
    

    
      “Boker?”
    

    
      A name I didn't know at all. Artier did not lower his sword.
    

    
      “Who is Boker?”
    

    
      “A t-tax collector! He’s in the eastern part of this castle!”
    

    
      Only then could Artier confirm his destination.
    

    
      Putting his sword back, Artier turned his back and left the place, saying,
    

    
      “Anyway, if you heard what I said, stop. It's a path where you will die, and everyone will die.”
    

    
      His steps led straight to the center of Kelta Castle.
    

    
      The tax collectors would be gathered in the central shelter.
    

    
      Artier, where are you? The gate should be opening soon.
    

    
      Just then, Jeina's communication came through.
    

    
      ‘Even for Jeina, the restroom excuse was a bit much.’
    

    
      I was conflicted. Should I just make an excuse and continue searching, or should I fight the battle and then move again?
    

    
      I'll be there soon.
    

    
      But just because I went to the shelter didn't mean I could find the tax collector right away.
    

    
      In the end, Artier turned his steps and headed back towards the north gate.
    

    
      As soon as he arrived, the gate opened as if it had been waiting, and a man who appeared to be the leader of the assault troopers raised his sword and shouted.
    

    
      “Let's buy some time! Chaaarge!”
    

    
      “Waaaah!”
    

    
      Hundreds, thousands of warriors simultaneously used the Sprinter magic and rushed outside.
    

    
      The Sprinter magic, where a faint wind enveloped the body and quickened the feet.
    

    
      With thousands of soldiers using the magic together, the gentle wind had turned into the flow of a great typhoon.
    

    
      [Sprinter is stacked, and the effect increases by 100%.]
    

    
      Artier could feel his body shooting out like a bullet.
    

    
      Before long, he was able to face the monsters with their grotesque forms.
    

    
      [Lv.15 Hell Messenger (Low-Grade)]
    

    
      The ones that survived the bombardment and rain of arrows were missing a limb or were bleeding profusely.
    

    
      “Kaaak!”
    

    
      As the assault troopers approached, the creatures shrieked and charged.
    

    
      Some fired strange vomit, while others plunged their hands into the ground to make thorns sprout.
    

    
      “Kill them all!”
    

    
      But it was only to buy time.
    

    
      They were exhausted from the battle just now, while this side had been resting inside the castle gate.
    

    
      There were a few who were injured, but most of the assault troopers dodged the sprouting thorns and began to tear the Hellmorphs apart.
    

    
      ‘I can probably just leave this place to them.’
    

    
      Artier took care of a few of them appropriately and surveyed his surroundings.
    

    
      His eyes, scanning the battlefield, were searching for something.
    

    
      ‘Found it.’
    

    
      Swish!
    

    
      The moment he found his target, his sword was already flying towards it.
    

    
      Where the sword was headed, there were creatures larger than the other Hellmorphs.
    

    
      “Kyaaaa……!”
    

    
      “Shut up.”
    

    
      The creature shrieked upon spotting Artier, but Artier was already at its feet.
    

    
      [Flame Cleave is activated!]
    

    
      The scream was cut off the moment its throat was sliced.
    

    
      Artier immediately moved to another location.
    

    
      ‘This is sweet!’
    

    
      Special types provided a large amount of experience points compared to normal monsters.
    

    
      Artier used the Sprinter magic whenever the cooldown was up and cut down all the special types that appeared nearby.
    

    
      Thanks to this, things like thorns, spiderwebs, or ooze were never sprayed over the heads of the assault troopers.
    

    
      “Kieek!”
    

    
      But the Hellmorphs didn't just stand by and watch Artier run wild.
    

    
      As soon as the screams of the special types were heard, all the Hellmorphs in the vicinity rushed at Artier.
    

    
      “Whoa, be careful over there!”
    

    
      A few assault troopers who spotted the scene shouted.
    

    
      But with their own allies behind them and the Hellmorphs rushing from the front,
    

    
      unintentionally, all of them had surrounded Artier.
    

    
      “Ah……”
    

    
      Artier, who had grasped the situation, wore a troubled expression.
    

    
      If this were a game, he could have just pushed them away with a skill, but if he did that now, his allies would be cut down by his own sword.
    

    
      ‘Should I give it a try while I'm at it?’
    

    
      Artier stopped and extended his left hand.
    

    
      And then, he pictured something in his mind.
    

    
      [Using a skill.]
    

    
      Soul Share (Lv.1): Shares skills between the summoner and the summon. The mana cost of the borrowed skill increases by 150%, and the effect is halved by 50%.
    

    
      “Ice Wall.”
    

    
      Kwa-deu-deuk!
    

    
      For a moment, with a dizzying feeling, a sharp, blue ice pillar rose in front of Artier.
    

    
      “Wh-whoa?!”
    

    
      The surrounding allies couldn't come to their senses at the suddenly cast magic.
    

    
      The magic troopers were supposed to be resting, yet a large-scale spell had been manifested.
    

    
      And even more surprised than the allies were the Hellmorphs that were charging.
    

    
      Kwoong!
    

    
      “Kek!”
    

    
      “Gek!”
    

    
      They tried to brake suddenly at the unexpected obstacle, but the ground was soft soil that had been finely tilled for planting wheat.
    

    
      In the end, many of them crashed into the wall, and the Hellmorph mob's assault was halted.
    

    
      ‘The effect is good, but the mana cost is a bit burdensome.’
    

    
      Artier withdrew his hand with a satisfied expression, but he had to regain his balance from the dizzying sensation.
    

    
      If the Ice Wall Collie created reached 30m, the wall Artier created was only 15m.
    

    
      Of course, that much was enough to do its job, but the problem was the mana.
    

    
      As a warrior, it was difficult for Artier to handle the mana cost of a mage's skill.
    

    
      ‘Still, this is a jackpot. To be able to use each other's skills.’
    

    
      Artier put away his tightly clenched hand and rushed forward once more.
    

    
      And he cut, and cut, and cut again.
    

    
      Bwooooo!
    

    
      How much time had passed? The sound of a horn signaling retreat rang out, and the assault troopers, just like before, used Sprinter as a group and retreated inside the castle walls in an instant.
    

    
      When Artier checked, his mana, which had been so plentiful, had dropped to the bottom.
    

    
      “If I use this wrong, the tail will wag the dog……”
    

    
      Being greedy and casting a regeneration spell once was what caused the problem.
    

    
      If the retreat had been declared even a little later, Artier might have collapsed from mana depletion.
    

    
      “Artier, are you okay?”
    

    
      “A little.”
    

    
      “If you're tired, big sis will carry you!”
    

    
      Jeina's strong hand roughly slapped his back.
    

    
      With each slap, it felt like all the air was being forced out of his body.
    

    
      Master, did you overdo it?
    

    
      Collie's voice was heard in my head.
    

    
      You knew?
    

    
      I can roughly tell the state of your body. Besides, if you borrow my skill, I can tell too. It feels something like this.
    

    
      [Collie copies and uses a skill.]
    

    
      Wild Protection (Lv.1): Grants a buff with a random effect to oneself or another.
    

    
      As soon as Collie's thought ended, Artier felt his head go blank for a very brief moment.
    

    
      Startled, I looked at my hands, but there was no change in his body.
    

    
      It was a strange state where he felt the sensation of consuming mana without actually consuming any.
    

    
      That's amazing…….
    

    
      Master, why do you have a skill like this? My useless strength just increased, you know.
    

    
      Wild Protection was a skill Artier didn't use often either. As the level went up, he would be able to choose the type of buff, but when on earth would he raise it?
    

    
      Clearing his throat and ending the communication, Artier looked around. Jeina and the other assault troopers were all sprawled out, resting.
    

    
      ‘Am I okay?’
    

    
      He was short on mana, but thanks to the regeneration magic, his health was sufficient.
    

    
      After checking his condition to some extent, Artier quietly slipped away so no one would see and began to move towards the center of the castle.
    

    
      ‘Well, nothing will happen, right?’
    

    
      The situation of the siege itself was good.
    

    
      Although the reason was to gain experience points, thanks to Artier's rampage, the losses of the assault troopers were also small.
    

    
      And now, if he could just take care of the one thing he needed to check, there would be nothing to interfere with the siege.
    

    
      ……Or so I thought.
    

    
      Walking down the street, Artier discovered the magic bombs installed in the alley.
    

    
      The bombs, connected by a blue line, were placed precisely on top of the graffiti he had discovered.
    

    
      “Why is this here?”
    

    
      He had clearly warned them.
    

    
      The moment this place was destroyed, the enemies would crawl inside the castle.
    

    
      And yet, they had gone ahead and planted the bombs?
    

    
      Why?
    

    
      I couldn't understand.
    

    
      Tat-tat-tat.
    

    
      He ran on the empty road.
    

    
      Bombs had already been planted in most of the places he had seen.
    

    
      ‘Unless they resumed planting them right after I disappeared.’
    

    
      My lips were getting dry.
    

    
      Was my action not a sufficient warning?
    

    
      Should I have used more force to give them a greater sense of intimidation?
    

    
      Maybe instead of knocking everyone out, I should have made an example of one or two of them.
    

    
      “Stop!”
    

    
      Finally, after arriving at the last location, Artier was able to meet the twelve people who were planting the bombs again.
    

    
      As soon as they spotted Artier, they dropped the bombs as if they had seen a ghost and frantically began to flee in the opposite direction.
    

    
      “Scatter! We'll meet again later!”
    

    
      “Ice Wall!”
    

    
      Kwang!
    

    
      As Artier extended his hand, the space they were trying to escape to was blocked by a wall of ice.
    

    
      “Haa……”
    

    
      Trying to create an ice wall by scraping together what little mana he had left felt like he was about to faint at any moment.
    

    
      But he couldn't collapse.
    

    
      Because he was angry.
    

    
      Thud!
    

    
      Artier stabbed his sword into the ground and pointed at the bomb installed on the wall.
    

    
      “Did you think I was joking?”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “If you detonate this, everyone will die.”
    

    
      Bwoong.
    

    
      The sword that had been stuck in the ground was swung.
    

    
      In the path of the swung sword's energy, there was a blue line.
    

    
      Kwajik!
    

    
      The light of the bomb, which had lost its fuse, died down.
    

    
      “Stop it right now.”
    

    
      Artier gave one last warning. But their reaction was not very good.
    

    
      They were hesitating about something. Was there a reason they couldn't speak of?
    

    
      ‘What is it?’
    

    
      The moment Artier was puzzled, the mouth of the village chief, who had been standing still, opened.
    

    
      “I can't do that.”
    

    
      “Why not?”
    

    
      “I can't tell you.”
    

    
      The village chief took out a grimoire from his bosom.
    

    
      “We have to do this. Even if we all die.”
    

    
      As soon as the village chief's words ended, the people around him raised their weapons.
    

    
      “……!”
    

    
      This, unlike the first time, was quite threatening.
    

    
      Because Artier had almost no mana right now.
    

    
      “So don't interfere with us!”
    

    
      As the village chief placed his hand on the grimoire, attacks began to pour in from all directions.
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      ‘Why?’
    

    
      Until the very moment I drew my sword to defend myself, the question wouldn't leave my mind.
    

    
      Everyone dies. They will die too.
    

    
      So what on earth could be the reason for them to do this?
    

    
      Scraape!
    

    
      The smoothly turning sword deflected the scythe and rake.
    

    
      The path of the sword, moving as if in a dance, was thrust through a narrow opening.
    

    
      “Ugh!”
    

    
      Three men were immediately knocked over by the rebound force, but they did not back down.
    

    
      “I warned you!”
    

    
      Dodging an incoming club, I rushed straight at them.
    

    
      Clang!
    

    
      Although I couldn't use Perfect Counter, I had been able to deflect all of the Hell Assassin's attacks even without it.
    

    
      Amidst the numerous attacks, my eyes found a path, and my moving hand held no hesitation.
    

    
      Crack!
    

    
      “Kaaak!”
    

    
      Finally, there was an injury.
    

    
      As I struck the arm of an attacker with the hilt of my sword, the arm bent grotesquely, and a gruesome sound erupted.
    

    
      It was the result of deliberately using the strength of a level 15 against a level 3.
    

    
      “Mark!”
    

    
      “Don't back down! Buy time for the village chief to activate the bomb!”
    

    
      But the flames of their fighting spirit only burned brighter in their eyes.
    

    
      I fell into even greater confusion as I saw not only the remaining people but also Mark, with his shattered arm, stumbling forward.
    

    
      ‘Just why?’
    

    
      It seemed that for them, this was something they absolutely had to do.
    

    
      Even if it meant burning their own lives away.
    

    
      Then I remembered.
    

    
      The village chief's voice, as he spoke reproachfully to Kai.
    

    
      ‘Family is involved.’
    

    
      If so, I could understand their desperation.
    

    
      If there is something you want to protect even by giving your life, you can't give up even if it means incinerating your own body, can you?
    

    
      For a fleeting moment, I was at a crossroads. Their desperation and the screams of innocent people, which of the two should I choose?
    

    
      ‘This is a familiar situation.’
    

    
      I had already experienced a similar situation before.
    

    
      In a situation where I had to choose between people in crisis and my companions, what did I choose?
    

    
      Crack!
    

    
      “Aack!”
    

    
      The answer is to not give up on either.
    

    
      “I told you it's not going to happen!”
    

    
      The scattered blades were all deflected. After sending all the attackers flying, I took out a dagger with my left hand.
    

    
      Clang!
    

    
      It was the Target Tracker torn from the Waning Moon Cloak.
    

    
      The moment I held it, the tide of the battle, which had been pushed back, changed abruptly.
    

    
      “Ugh?”
    

    
      The farm tool that collided with the dagger was sent flying, but the Target Tracker that it had clashed with continued towards the neck without any change in its trajectory.
    

    
      By the time a bewildered cry was uttered, the hilt of the dagger was already embedding itself near the neck.
    

    
      ‘Fighting with both hands full is quite manageable, isn't it?’
    

    
      I was surprised by how much more comfortable the battle had become than I had expected.
    

    
      Although my proficiency with dual swords was not high, the rarity of the rare-grade weapon was easing that penalty.
    

    
      “N-no! Block him!”
    

    
      The gang desperately tried to block me, but it was no longer a fight.
    

    
      The number of injured who could not participate in the battle increased in an instant, and before long, the last person had fallen.
    

    
      “Are you going to continue?”
    

    
      I lightly rotated my wrist and then approached the village chief, who was still sweating profusely.
    

    
      “Damn it!”
    

    
      The man called the village chief tried to create and fire a Mana Bullet even in that situation.
    

    
      ‘Double Casting?’
    

    
      I made a surprised expression but immediately swung my sword.
    

    
      Swish!
    

    
      “Keuk!”
    

    
      The grimoire was split in half, and the magic that was on the verge of completion was canceled.
    

    
      “Let's stop now.”
    

    
      “You might as well kill me.”
    

    
      “If you fail the quest and die, will your families be okay?”
    

    
      “Ugh!”
    

    
      As if struck to the core, the village chief staggered for a moment.
    

    
      A moment later, he shouted in a voice filled with emotion.
    

    
      “Then what do you expect me to do! If we can't complete this quest, all the villagers are destined to become slaves anyway!”
    

    
      “Slaves?”
    

    
      Seeing my bewildered expression, the village chief, as if he had given up on everything, began to confess their circumstances.
    

    
      “We're from a mountain village belonging to Kelta Castle.”
    

    
      The mountain village, located in the north, was the first to confirm the Hellmorph invasion.
    

    
      They hastily reported the fact to Kelta Castle, but the only order that came back was to evacuate as quickly as possible. There was no mention of sending soldiers or providing relief supplies.
    

    
      “The harvest season is just around the corner. If we abandon the village and leave, all our villagers will have no choice but to starve to death.”
    

    
      Still, the village chief had continued to send requests for aid.
    

    
      However, the lord of Kelta Castle, Taskerben, ignored those requests until the end.
    

    
      ‘It's not that I don't understand…….’
    

    
      Feeling sorry, I let out a sigh without realizing it. This was a misunderstanding created by a gap in information.
    

    
      Hellmorphs were not ordinary monsters. Taskerben, the lord of the castle, knew that he couldn't guarantee he could fend them off even if he holed up in the castle and defended with all his might.
    

    
      But the village chief, who didn't know this fact, had simply thought of it as a usual monster raid.
    

    
      “And so, everything burned. Everything we had.”
    

    
      The villagers, whose fields were on the verge of harvest, had lost all hope.
    

    
      They belatedly settled in an empty mountain range to the south, but they had nowhere to sleep and were on the verge of having to spread blankets on the bare ground.
    

    
      To make matters worse, because they had not attempted to evacuate in time, Taskerben had reportedly refused to provide proper food aid.
    

    
      “That's when Boker came.”
    

    
      Boker had mocked them, who had nothing left but despair.
    

    
      Saying it was a miserable end fitting for those who did not listen to the lord's words.
    

    
      At that, the villagers, who had lost their reason to anger, almost beat Boker to death.
    

    
      For those who had nothing to lose, punishment was of no concern.
    

    
      “So Boker, saying he was rather pleased, proposed a job to us. Saying he needed people who were just that desperate.”
    

    
      They too were puzzled as to why Boker wanted to blow up these buildings.
    

    
      But they had no room to judge whether it was right or wrong.
    

    
      Because they had many families to feed right away.
    

    
      “We've already eaten almost all of the food we received as an advance payment. Do you understand now? If we fail this quest, it's the end for us.”
    

    
      At Boker's desperate expression, I was at a loss for words for a moment.
    

    
      Taskerben, who had prepared the optimal defense based on the known information.
    

    
      The village chief, who had run around himself to save the village.
    

    
      No one was at fault. They had simply done their best in the given situation.
    

    
      ‘To think the entire village would become slaves.’
    

    
      In this world, becoming a slave meant becoming less valuable than livestock.
    

    
      How many people would choose to keep their conscience at the cost of their family being unable to live like human beings?
    

    
      ‘But I can't just let this be.’
    

    
      If the castle collapsed, thousands of people would die.
    

    
      Was that all? If things went wrong, my companions or even I myself could die.
    

    
      I couldn't just let a bombing happen because of a sad story.
    

    
      Pat!
    

    
      Just then, I noticed a faint light leaking from behind the village chief's back.
    

    
      “I'm sorry.”
    

    
      The village chief squeezed his eyes shut.
    

    
      Only then did I see it: clutched in the chief's hand, hidden behind his back, was a small grimoire piece.
    

    
      “Stop!”
    

    
      I hastily reached out, but it was already too late.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Kwaaaang!
    

    
      From various parts of the supposedly quiet castle, tremendous explosions were heard.
    

    
      The sound was so loud that it reached everyone on top of the castle walls.
    

    
      “What is that sound?!”
    

    
      Gerard, who was in the middle of casting a spell, canceled the magic that was on the verge of completion and looked behind him.
    

    
      Red smoke was billowing up from all over the castle.
    

    
      “What have the Hellmorphs done?”
    

    
      Gerard, who knew nothing, at first thought it was the work of the enemies.
    

    
      But right after that, Collie, who was next to him, stiffened like a wooden block.
    

    
      “Collie?”
    

    
      “N-no. This is…… ah……”
    

    
      Collie made a few incomprehensible hand gestures and then suddenly staggered and fell backward.
    

    
      Thump!
    

    
      “Collie!”
    

    
      Gerard hastily caught Collie in his arms.
    

    
      The small boy, even after collapsing, was convulsing as if he had received a great shock.
    

    
      “What on earth is going on?”
    

    
      “Gerard, the connection with Artier was just cut off.”
    

    
      Tersion was running towards him with a hand to her ear.
    

    
      “I can't get through at all. Same for you, right?”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      Gerard also confirmed that his communication with Artier had been cut off after the explosion just now.
    

    
      “Did something happen to Artier?”
    

    
      “Yes. This is probably the effect of that on Collie.”
    

    
      Tersion had already suspected the situation between the two to some extent.
    

    
      That was why she didn't seem particularly surprised to see the collapsed Collie.
    

    
      “Let's go to where the explosion happened.”
    

    
      “Which way are you suggesting? The area is too wide.”
    

    
      Besides, they were in the middle of a siege.
    

    
      And unlike Artier, who was waiting for deployment, they were in the middle of blocking the Hellmorphs approaching the castle.
    

    
      If they left their position without permission, they could be penalized.
    

    
      “I don't give a damn, do I? Not me.”
    

    
      “What? No, I'm not just talking about that part……”
    

    
      “That too.”
    

    
      Saying so, Bow leaped down from the castle wall before anyone could say anything else.
    

    
      I'll go find a trail first, so once I find it, hurry over.
    

    
      Leaving behind only such a half-hearted communication.
    

    
      “Haa, so the cleanup is my job……”
    

    
      Gerard sighed and stood up.
    

    
      A soldier who seemed to be a commander was running towards him.
    

    
      “You! What are you doing not casting magic right now!”
    

    
      “……There's been an injury.”
    

    
      Gerard said, showing Collie in his arms.
    

    
      He could see the commander's expression harden instantly upon confirming the unconscious Collie.
    

    
      “What? But there are no visible wounds?”
    

    
      “It's a mental-type magic. Right after he was hit, he showed symptoms of spouting nonsense and convulsing.”
    

    
      “Such a thing…… Send him to the infirmary immediately. And return quickly!”
    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    
      Nodding, Gerard started running with Collie in his arms.
    

    
      “Well, it's not an awkward situation.”
    

    
      He hadn't exactly lied.
    

    
      Other than a mage's mental-type magic, there would hardly be anything that could make a Spirit Creature faint.
    

    
      Thump, thump.
    

    
      His footsteps had already left the infirmary and were heading elsewhere.
    

    
      “A way to make four allies leave the front lines for a while without being noticed……”
    

    
      It was not an easy task.
    

    
      If things went wrong, they might have to return the advance payment they received and pay a penalty fee.
    

    
      It was a situation he wanted to avoid at all costs as a mercenary.
    

    
      “It won't be difficult.”
    

    
      But a moment later, Gerard said with a smirk.
    

    
      [Gerard uses a skill.]
    

    
      Tactical Command (Lv.2): Finds the most rational strategy and, upon executing the operation, raises the morale and command execution ability of allies.
    

    
      Flash!
    

    
      Above his head, a resplendent golden crown was flaunting its presence.
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      Tersion’s body, racing down the road, was as swift as the wind.
    

    
      The nearby animals didn't even know what had passed by.
    

    
      ‘I knew it would be like this.’
    

    
      Her expression, hidden behind the mask, was crumpled up as if she had chewed on feces.
    

    
      Barbarian, when did Artier disappear?
    

    
      He went off somewhere in a hurry as soon as he entered the castle gate. So I thought he had cut the connection and come.
    

    
      Cut the filthy private talk, please.
    

    
      He disappeared as soon as he entered. That meant he had moved with a clear purpose.
    

    
      ‘I need to go to the site of the explosion.’
    

    
      Before long, Tersion arrived at a ruin filled with dust clouds and filthy water.
    

    
      After confirming that no one was around, Tersion bent her knees and placed her hand on the ground.
    

    
      Pat!
    

    
      A faint light flickered in her eyes.
    

    
      As she looked around with her ruby-red eyes, the footprints of someone who had walked by were being displayed in the form of footprints.
    

    
      “Ugh……”
    

    
      After looking around for a moment, Tersion let out a faint groan.
    

    
      There were too many footprints. So many, in fact, that it seemed as if light was pouring out from the ground.
    

    
      ‘This is meaningless.’
    

    
      The 'Tracking' Tersion used emphasized and displayed the footprints of the most recent being to have moved.
    

    
      But this was the middle of a main road where many people walked. With dozens of people walking the streets at the same time, all the footprints were shining simultaneously.
    

    
      Unfortunately, this was the limit of what her tracking skill could do.
    

    
      “This way!”
    

    
      From somewhere, the sound of soldiers running could be heard.
    

    
      It seemed they had come to assess the situation one step behind her.
    

    
      ‘I can't get caught.’
    

    
      The archers' communication network was still just urging, ‘Don't worry about it and keep shooting!’
    

    
      As she hid in a nearby alley, the soldiers who came were, as expected, all assault troopers.
    

    
      “Do you see anything?”
    

    
      “No, have they already escaped?”
    

    
      The assault troopers began to search, looking around.
    

    
      Tersion, who was quietly observing, climbed onto the roof of the adjacent building and listened intently.
    

    
      As her characteristically long elven ears twitched, small voices that she hadn't been able to hear before began to sound clearly.
    

    
      “Hey, what's that?”
    

    
      Just then, one of the assault troopers discovered something.
    

    
      “U-ugh?!”
    

    
      The assault trooper who said that leaned his hand against the wall and threw up everything he had eaten.
    

    
      There was an alley, completely splattered with blood as if red dye had been applied everywhere.
    

    
      “What on earth happened here?”
    

    
      “Did they try to rob the place, taking advantage of this opportunity?”
    

    
      “Damn it, not even a trace is left. It seems they were blown to pieces.”
    

    
      The assault troopers cursed and quickly left the place.
    

    
      And for good reason, as the alley, littered with bone and skin fragments, was a horrific space reminiscent of hell itself.
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      After all the assault troopers had disappeared, Tersion belatedly visited the place.
    

    
      “About eleven people?”
    

    
      She glanced over the blood-soaked floor and, surprisingly, roughly deduced the number of people who had been in this place.
    

    
      “And magic was used near here.”
    

    
      The elf's eyes scanned the surroundings sharply.
    

    
      From the center of this alley, a large amount of mana had flowed out, and traces of it heading towards the adjacent building and in various other directions were being observed.
    

    
      “……?”
    

    
      As she was following the flow of mana, she discovered something.
    

    
      A very familiar-looking dagger was embedded in a nearby stone wall.
    

    
      “This is?”
    

    
      Tersion grabbed the dagger and pulled with force.
    

    
      Even though she pulled it out rather roughly, the blade of the dagger remained sharp.
    

    
      “This is Artier's dagger.”
    

    
      She had seen this dagger before.
    

    
      He had said it was a dagger he had obtained from the assassins who had attacked Ropin, after defeating them.
    

    
      ‘It's certain he was near here.’
    

    
      Pat!
    

    
      Convinced, she used the tracking skill once again.
    

    
      Perhaps because she had entered a secluded alley, the number of footprints had certainly decreased.
    

    
      “Found it.”
    

    
      She was able to confirm a pair of footprints running from a distance, the last ones to have been made.
    

    
      ‘There's only one person with such nimble footprints.’
    

    
      The footprints showed violent movements, as if a battle had taken place.
    

    
      Then, a moment later, the trail suddenly stopped in one place.
    

    
      ‘……It's cut off?’
    

    
      The moment she confirmed that fact, her hands turned cold.
    

    
      The tracking skill did not lie.
    

    
      As far as she knew, Artier did not have a skill that could deceive her skill.
    

    
      ‘Is he dead?’
    

    
      The assault troopers had said that the people who were here had been horribly blown to pieces.
    

    
      And this was where the trigger for the explosion was, and Artier was here too?
    

    
      ‘No, it doesn't make sense for a Supreme-Grade Mercenary to be blown up by a single bomb.’
    

    
      Tersion immediately denied that fact. But she also knew the truth.
    

    
      No matter how much powerful swordsmen or mages were treated like gods, they weren't truly invincible. Weren't there many high-ranking knights who were assassinated in such a way?
    

    
      ‘Let's look for more. It's too early to draw a conclusion.’
    

    
      Artier was wearing armor.
    

    
      And it was very good quality armor.
    

    
      With that kind of armor, there was no way he would be turned to dust by a single explosion.
    

    
      “The explosion happened in this building, so he wouldn't have been blown to the right.”
    

    
      In fact, all the splattered blood was towards the left. What if we assume there was cover there?
    

    
      “What if he flew instead of walked?”
    

    
      While flying, the feet are in the air. There's no way footprints would be made.
    

    
      Based on the hypothesis she had created, Tersion moved to a different location.
    

    
      In a vacant lot overgrown with weeds, there was a trace that looked like something had slid, not footprints.
    

    
      “I knew it.”
    

    
      She smiled as if it were pathetic.
    

    
      Their party leader was not a man who would die so easily.
    

    
      [Tersion's ‘Tracking’ skill level has risen to 2.]
    

    
      ***
    

    
      “Hey.”
    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    
      “My rune letter has lost its power.”
    

    
      The soldier who was investigating the accident scene near the river looked at his own wrist at the other soldier's question.
    

    
      “You're right.”
    

    
      The rune letter that was supposed to be shining on the back of his hand was gradually losing its light.
    

    
      It wasn't just losing its light; he could actually feel the power he had received from the rune draining away.
    

    
      “What's going on?”
    

    
      “Something's strange. Should we report it?”
    

    
      Puk!
    

    
      The soldier's words became his last.
    

    
      A sharp, white thorn pierced the soldier's chest.
    

    
      “E-enemy……”
    

    
      Swish!
    

    
      The remaining soldier was too slow to shout, paralyzed by fear.
    

    
      The result was the separation of his body and head.
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      [Lv.10 Hell Assassin (Intermediate)]
    

    
      The assassin, having pulled out its sharp, spear-like leg, looked around.
    

    
      Perhaps because it had dealt with them so quickly, there weren't even any approaching soldiers in sight.
    

    
      Swoosh…….
    

    
      The assassin's form slowly disappeared.
    

    
      Although it wasn't perfectly transparent, it was difficult to find the assassin, who had almost blended in with the surroundings, with the naked eye.
    

    
      “What? There's someone lying over there.”
    

    
      A moment later, other soldiers on patrol revisited the place.
    

    
      “W-what is this?”
    

    
      “An enemy has infiltrated! We need to report it quickly……!”
    

    
      Puk!
    

    
      The creature knew the vital spots of a human precisely.
    

    
      And how to make them swallow their screams.
    

    
      “E-enemy!”
    

    
      But this time, it was unlucky.
    

    
      It seemed one of the soldiers had the Shield skill.
    

    
      Kwajik!
    

    
      It was able to kill the soldier by destroying the shield with a series of consecutive attacks, but it could feel soldiers approaching from all directions, having heard the scream.
    

    
      The assassin looked around as if in thought, then began to approach the soldiers.
    

    
      Unlike during the tutorial, the assassin was a normal monster, not a special type.
    

    
      That meant that the assassin lurking in this castle was not alone, and it had no need to spare its own life.
    

    
      “Aaargh!”
    

    
      Before long, a bloody wind began to blow from the west of Kelta Castle.
    

    
      “The patrolmen in the west are not responding to communications?”
    

    
      Taskerben, who was in the barracks, hardened his expression at the urgent communication he had just received.
    

    
      “Immediately turn the soldiers who were ordered to search to the west, and have some of the archers and medics join them.”
    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    
      As the soldier who had come to deliver the order disappeared, Taskerben could not hide his serious expression and looked down at the map laid out in the barracks.
    

    
      “For the first abnormality to occur in the west.”
    

    
      He scanned the anticipated infiltration routes written on the map.
    

    
      There were five routes that he had anticipated and prepared for in advance.
    

    
      But the way the Hellmorphs had actually come in was not one of the five he had prepared for, but the way pointed out by a mercenary whose origin he didn't even know.
    

    
      “That mercenary, he certainly knows a lot about these things.”
    

    
      If he hadn't listened to Artier's words, the Hellmorphs would have entered the central shelter without any resistance.
    

    
      That's how far the west was from being a place for infiltration.
    

    
      “Multiple explosions inside the castle, and a simultaneous invasion from the west……. Is there a connection?”
    

    
      But in his eyes, the two places were too far apart.
    

    
      Even as the lord of the castle, he didn't go around memorizing the locations of all the Mana Stones.
    

    
      ‘The entrance to the river is still intact. But the enemy still got in…… which means they came through the river.’
    

    
      He had also heard the news that the trooper type skills were disappearing.
    

    
      Comparing that with the fact that the enemy had entered, Taskerben was able to deduce without much difficulty that the sluice gates had been opened.
    

    
      “Still, if it's just that, it's fine. The deployed soldiers should be enough to stop them.”
    

    
      No matter how ghostly the Hellmorphs were, they couldn't ignore the pressure of the water.
    

    
      They would inevitably have to swim, in which case the magic troopers and archers he had stationed in the watchtower would take care of them.
    

    
      ‘Yes, the situation is not bad yet.’
    

    
      Thud!
    

    
      “L-lord!”
    

    
      Just then, the communications soldier who had gone to deliver the order earlier entered the barracks, his face pale.
    

    
      Taskerben's expression hardened.
    

    
      Could it be that something else had happened in the short time the communications soldier was delivering the communication?
    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    
      “A report came in from the archers and magic troopers of the Yukra River. But……”
    

    
      The communications soldier hesitated for a moment.
    

    
      Seeing a man who was clearly middle-aged, someone who had been a communications soldier for quite some time, act like this only deepened Taskerben's anxiety.
    

    
      “Speak.”
    

    
      “They say the river…… is opening.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      Taskerben had expected it.
    

    
      The reason the communications soldier had hesitated was probably because he too did not understand the content of the communication.
    

    
      “What does that mean, speak precisely.”
    

    
      “I will relay the full text. ‘The river is opening. The monsters are coming in. Requesting support.’ That is all.”
    

    
      “The monsters are coming in?”
    

    
      It felt as if his heart was turning to ice.
    

    
      Crack!
    

    
      In the distance, the watchtower that had been built in the west could be seen swaying and collapsing.
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      “Cough!”
    

    
      Artier opened his eyes.
    

    
      However, despite blinking his eyelids repeatedly, his vision did not return easily.
    

    
      ‘Where am I?’
    

    
      Barely managing to take a breath, I focused my senses beyond my eyes.
    

    
      The sound of water droplets falling, and the strong smell of water.
    

    
      And even the scent of wet earth.
    

    
      ‘An underground tunnel?’
    

    
      If so, the reason I couldn't see made sense.
    

    
      It wasn't that I had gone blind, but that the space itself was pitch-black.
    

    
      “Kugh.”
    

    
      As I tried to raise my arm to open my inventory, a terrible pain crushed my entire body.
    

    
      It felt as if every bone in my body had been turned to dust.
    

    
      ‘Ah, I was caught in the explosion…….’
    

    
      Only then could I recall the situation before I lost consciousness.
    

    
      [Your right leg is paralyzed.]
    

    
      [Your health is continuously decreasing due to bleeding.]
    

    
      [Your health is continuously decreasing when you move due to fractures.]
    

    
      I was literally just barely breathing. Neither my arms nor my legs could move with ease.
    

    
      Moreover, seeing as my nose and ears were wet, it seemed I had suffered a severe internal injury.
    

    
      ‘A potion…… I can't reach it.’
    

    
      After wrestling with my right arm for a long time, I tapped my left wrist and instead placed my hand on my chest.
    

    
      “Regeneration.”
    

    
      Beep!
    

    
      [The Soul Share target is in a coma.]
    

    
      [Skills cannot be shared.]
    

    
      Nothing came out of my hand.
    

    
      I tried again, but the result was the same.
    

    
      “Why?”
    

    
      Even if an information window popped up, I couldn't see it due to my dark vision, so I had to figure it out through action.
    

    
      My heart grew anxious, and my frustration mounted.
    

    
      In the end, braving the pain, I forced my inventory open.
    

    
      “Keuk!”
    

    
      With the pain of my arm being crushed, I was barely able to take out a potion.
    

    
      After pulling out the cork with my teeth and downing the contents, the pain finally subsided, and I was able to look around.
    

    
      ‘Was this where the underground water was?’
    

    
      Only after taking out a torch to light up the surroundings could I survey the area.
    

    
      The wide tunnel, which was presumed to be where water had flowed, felt soft as if water had collected there.
    

    
      “Ugh……”
    

    
      As I tried to take a step, I stumbled with a limp in one leg.
    

    
      Well, I was on the verge of death just now, so there was no way a single potion could heal me.
    

    
      “I need to ask for help.”
    

    
      But who was it that said it?
    

    
      No matter how advanced civilization becomes, there are many cases where you can't use it in a real emergency.
    

    
      [The signal is not reaching.]
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      Even a short-range radio would be less affected by terrain than this.
    

    
      Even though it was a space where sunlight was gradually seeping in, the communication showed no signs of connecting.
    

    
      Collie?
    

    
      Then I tried spiritual communication next.
    

    
      And I knew.
    

    
      Why the regeneration magic hadn't activated.
    

    
      [The communication target is in a coma.]
    

    
      “A coma?”
    

    
      Collie was at the north wall.
    

    
      I couldn't say in good conscience that it was safe there, but it was still too early for it to have already collapsed.
    

    
      “Something must have happened.”
    

    
      My heart began to race. I couldn't stay here.
    

    
      I forcibly dragged my stiff left leg and advanced towards the widest-looking passage nearby.
    

    
      “Please don't be too late……”
    

    
      I muttered with a desperate heart.
    

    
      Thump!
    

    
      “Ah.”
    

    
      But that heart was shattered miserably before I had even taken five steps.
    

    
      What I saw above the place where sunlight was flowing in was a deep well hole that seemed to go on endlessly.
    

    
      “I fell in here?”
    

    
      If this abandoned well hadn't been here.
    

    
      And if there hadn't been some water left in it.
    

    
      If either of these conditions had been absent, I would have broken my neck and died instantly.
    

    
      That was fortunate.
    

    
      It was truly fortunate, but the fatal problem was that I was not in a state to climb this straight passage right now.
    

    
      ‘Of all things, my leg!’
    

    
      The only parts I could move somewhat normally thanks to the potion were my right arm and leg.
    

    
      Climbing this tunnel, which was no different from a rock face, was close to impossible.
    

    
      “Is anyone there?!”
    

    
      I shouted at the top of my lungs.
    

    
      ……There was no response.
    

    
      Because there were no civilians wandering around inside the castle right now.
    

    
      “Anyone, please!”
    

    
      Even though I knew, I couldn't stop.
    

    
      “Please!”
    

    
      A skill? Equipment? An item? The answer to how to overcome this ordeal had already been given.
    

    
      With nothing I had, I could not escape this place on my own.
    

    
      “……Help me.”
    

    
      The hand that had been futilely pounding the wall slowly lost its strength.
    

    
      Had there been a day since I came to this world when I had felt so intensely helpless?
    

    
      ‘In the end, I couldn't accomplish anything.’
    

    
      At some point, I realized that everything was futile.
    

    
      As I sat down on the floor and slowly caught my breath, the village chief's last face came to mind.
    

    
      A relieved yet sad expression, an expression that had let go of everything.
    

    
      “I wanted to make a choice I wouldn't regret.”
    

    
      I wasn't obsessed with the conviction of saving people whose faces I didn't even know.
    

    
      I just wanted to change the deformed game structure where one side had to die for the other to live.
    

    
      But what I had forgotten was that I was the protagonist of this world.
    

    
      And the protagonist was also a part of this game.
    

    
      “I don't know. Which side is right?”
    

    
      “There is nothing that is right.”
    

    
      “……!”
    

    
      Thump!
    

    
      Something fell from the sky above.
    

    
      When the flapping robe settled, there was a familiar fox mask.
    

    
      “Tersion……?”
    

    
      “I told you to call me Bow.”
    

    
      She answered dryly and took out an additional potion from her bosom.
    

    
      “How did this happen?”
    

    
      “It's a bit of a long story.”
    

    
      Even though it should have had an analgesic component, a slight pain continued to irritate me.
    

    
      With a trembling mouth, I explained the situation so far.
    

    
      From the mark I discovered during my break to Boker's scheme, and how I failed to stop it and ended up falling here.
    

    
      “In the end, I couldn't stop it and even got trapped here. Haha……”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      Tersion stared intently at Artier, who was forcing a smile.
    

    
      Then she tapped her forehead and said,
    

    
      “You went through a lot.”
    

    
      “……Excuse me?”
    

    
      I opened my eyes wide.
    

    
      I had naturally expected a huge reprimand.
    

    
      “You couldn't have called anyone else in that situation anyway. To grasp the situation, one person had to remain in the main force.”
    

    
      She took off her mask for a moment.
    

    
      A cold and haughty gaze was staring at me.
    

    
      “From what I hear, you did your best. Is it your fault that they didn't listen to you? If it were you, you could have killed them all and ended it long ago.”
    

    
      That's right.
    

    
      With my skills, I could have dealt with a castle's tax collector without a sound.
    

    
      The penalty fee they had presented while urging the terror, with his influence to be able to talk to Taskerben, he could have easily made it as if it had never happened.
    

    
      But they couldn't trust me.
    

    
      Even though I had shown them an unbelievable display of divine power and clearly informed them of the facts.
    

    
      The desperation to protect their families and the hatred towards Taskerben had made them turn away from the other path that was clearly visible.
    

    
      “……I can't say I'm completely blameless.”
    

    
      I averted my gaze.
    

    
      “There was a better way I could have taken. I could have prevented the explosion.”
    

    
      If only I had a little more mana.
    

    
      If only I hadn't overused my skills on the convenience of Soul Share in the previous battle.
    

    
      ‘If only I had a little more mana.’
    

    
      Being able to confirm something numerically can sometimes be a poison.
    

    
      Because you can objectively and clearly face your mistakes.
    

    
      [Not enough mana to use the skill.]
    

    
      [Perfect Counter has failed!]
    

    
      Next to me, the warning window that had popped up two hours ago was still hovering around him, not having disappeared.
    

    
      “So?”
    

    
      Tersion stood there.
    

    
      “What's the use of this?”
    

    
      “……You're right.”
    

    
      She wasn't wrong.
    

    
      This self-blame of mine was of no help at this point.
    

    
      The only thing that wasn't prepared was my emotions.
    

    
      “Get up.”
    

    
      She extended her hand.
    

    
      “From the communication I received on my way here, it seems the west wall is in danger.”
    

    
      “The west wall?”
    

    
      “We save the people we can save. Isn't that your value system?”
    

    
      “……It is.”
    

    
      ‘In the end, because of me…….’
    

    
      As my expression hardened, Tersion sighed and added.
    

    
      “Haa, there's no one here who can decide whether what you did was right or not.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “So let's get evaluated or comforted up there. What's the point of sniveling pitifully down here?”
    

    
      Her hands were not delicate and beautiful.
    

    
      The fingers that had relentlessly drawn the bowstring were full of calluses and scars.
    

    
      “Don't try to take all the responsibility on yourself. No one forced you to play the hero.”
    

    
      “……Haha.”
    

    
      “Why are you laughing?”
    

    
      Saying things like pitiful and playing the hero while comforting someone.
    

    
      If there was a god, it was clear that she had not been given the talent for comforting others.
    

    
      And yet, the reason I was laughing was probably because I knew that this was the best she could do.
    

    
      “It's nothing.”
    

    
      I took her hand.
    

    
      My chest was still throbbing, but her words, ‘We save the people we can save,’ were forcibly making me move like a puppet on a string.
    

    
      “Can you move?”
    

    
      “It's impossible for me to climb up alone.”
    

    
      “It's only first aid. I'll get you up, so stay still.”
    

    
      [Tersion uses a skill.]
    

    
      Wind Gale (Lv.1): Momentarily emits a strong gust of wind to blow away the target in front. Can also be used to gain propulsion by using it under one's feet.
    

    
      Whoosh!
    

    
      Tersion used the new skill she had learned at level 10 to send me flying up above the well.
    

    
      As soon as the dizzying feeling of floating disappeared, I rolled my body and was able to go out to the ground, which was filled with warm sunlight again.
    

    
      ‘So this is an abandoned building.’
    

    
      All I could see around were dried-up weeds and piles of sand.
    

    
      The hard ground seemed far from soft.
    

    
      Thinking about it twice, it could only be explained as a stroke of luck that I had fallen into this well when I fell.
    

    
      “You're not going to listen even if I tell you to go to the infirmary, are you?”
    

    
      Tersion, who came out soon after, put on her mask again with a grimace as I nodded.
    

    
      “You're so damn stubborn.”
    

    
      “What can I do?”
    

    
      Tersion had said I didn't need to take responsibility for everything.
    

    
      But that didn't mean I intended to run away from responsibility.
    

    
      If it was something I couldn't stop, I intended to at least lend a hand in cleaning up the mess.
    

    
      “Your head is still working, right? That it's impossible to fight in that state.”
    

    
      “I know.”
    

    
      “Right, just rest. We'll take care of this one. Utilizing your companions is also a true mercenary's attitude.”
    

    
      Tersion said so and raised a hand to her ear.
    

    
      Hey, I found our party leader.
    

    
      Is that so? That's a relief.
    

    
      Almost immediately, Gerard's voice echoed in my ear.
    

    
      I'm sorry.
    

    
      It's okay. Collie just woke up too. He still seems out of it, but he'll be fine soon. Jeina, how's the situation in the west?
    

    
      Jeina's trooper type was assault trooper.
    

    
      As such, she had already headed to the west first in response to the request for support.
    

    
      …….
    

    
      Jeina?
    

    
      Even when Gerard called again, Jeina's voice could not be heard.
    

    
      Tersion and I looked at each other at the same time.
    

    
      “I'm saying this just in case, but it's not that the reception target has disappeared. The communication is being sent, but she's not answering.”
    

    
      “You mean she's in the middle of a battle?”
    

    
      “It seems so.”
    

    
      “Let's go now.”
    

    
      “Right. And if you draw your sword, I'll blow your head off, so you know.”
    

    
      “Ugh……”
    

    
      At Tersion's sharp gaze, I obediently lowered the hand that was about to grab my sword.
    

    
      I'll go check it out, so you two come to the west as well. I think we need to treat our party leader before he runs off again.
    

    
      Understood.
    

    
      As soon as Tersion sent the communication, the two of them started running towards the west wall.
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      The west wall was in utter chaos.
    

    
      “H-hey, why isn't my skill working?”
    

    
      “Aack! My spear! Why isn't it coming back!”
    

    
      The light from the runes written on the soldiers' hands had died down.
    

    
      With the mana circuit cut off, the effects they had been receiving had disappeared.
    

    
      Thwack!
    

    
      “Kaaak!”
    

    
      “Get a grip!”
    

    
      When the enhancement magic, which had increased their stats by as little as 10% and as much as 30%, disappeared all at once, the effect was quickly visible to the naked eye.
    

    
      With the front line pushed back, the Hellmorphs, who couldn't even approach the wall before, began to climb the wall and attack the archers and magic troopers.
    

    
      “Push them back!”
    

    
      Those who had been spearmen tried to drive them away with the weapons they were holding.
    

    
      However, the creatures pushed their way up, even while being hit by attacks.
    

    
      It seemed they had no intention of sparing their lives in the first place.
    

    
      “Hey, what's that?”
    

    
      In the midst of it all, an archer who had been diligently shooting arrows looked behind him at another soldier's words.
    

    
      And he froze on the spot.
    

    
      “What is that?!”
    

    
      The Yukra River, which had always flowed with clear water, was parting to the left and right.
    

    
      Hellmorphs were slowly walking onto the riverbed.
    

    
      The sight of the water parting before them was truly reminiscent of a miracle.
    

    
      The only problem was that it was a miracle from the enemy's point of view.
    

    
      “Attack them!”
    

    
      From the watchtower installed behind the wall, near the riverbank, various attacks poured out, but their numbers were too few.
    

    
      In the first place, even if the Hellmorphs were to enter the river, they had expected them to swim and enter slowly; who would have thought they would come running in so brazenly?
    

    
      “Th-they're coming up!”
    

    
      By the time five monsters had fallen, countless monsters were already at the base of the watchtower, their claws raised, smashing the watchtower.
    

    
      “Aaargh!”
    

    
      Kwajijik!
    

    
      In the end, the watchtower tilted and then collapsed.
    

    
      All the soldiers who had been on top of it became food for the monsters without exception.
    

    
      “Damn it!”
    

    
      By the time Jeina arrived, everything was already too late.
    

    
      “You damn monster bastards!”
    

    
      [Jeina uses a skill.]
    

    
      Wild Roar (Lv.1): Shouts to slow down nearby enemies and empowers the caster.
    

    
      However, she let out a roar and began to rampage around.
    

    
      Every time her axe was swung, blood spurted from the torsos of the Hellmorphs.
    

    
      “They're pushing their way in!”
    

    
      But a huge hole had already been practically punched through the wall.
    

    
      In the time it took to deal with one, two were entering the castle.
    

    
      The assault troopers, who had initially been pushing them back with great momentum, soon began to be pushed back.
    

    
      “Kaaak!”
    

    
      “No!”
    

    
      As a white monster bit into the neck of a soldier in front of her, Jeina reflexively swung her axe and knocked the monster away.
    

    
      However, the soldier, who had been attacked in a vital spot, made a gurgling sound, staggered, and then finally stopped breathing.
    

    
      “Is there no support?!”
    

    
      The number of soldiers was a problem, but the problem was with the support trooper types.
    

    
      The soldiers around her were all assault troopers.
    

    
      Of course, being assault troopers with Sprinter, they were the first to arrive, but as soon as they arrived, the effects of their trooper type disappeared, and the assault troopers, who had entered a disadvantageous fight, were having a hell of a time.
    

    
      Sizzle!
    

    
      “Aack! It's hot!”
    

    
      Ant-like creatures shot acid from their rears, and the creatures behind them chanted an unknown spell, covering the air in a thick fog and obscuring their vision.
    

    
      Over there, they had archers and magic troopers, but here, there were none.
    

    
      A battle that did not consider the composition was causing tremendous damage.
    

    
      “This is so annoying!”
    

    
      After striking a Hellmorph that was approaching, Jeina caught her ragged breath and looked around.
    

    
      Where is everyone?
    

    
      Unfortunately, at this time, Artier and Tersion were inside the well.
    

    
      I'm sorry. Just hold on a little longer. I'll be there soon.
    

    
      Only Gerard answered, but he too was not in a position to move right away.
    

    
      In the end, only Jeina was left.
    

    
      She was the only one who could be active on this battlefield.
    

    
      ‘Deiker, Dina. What should I do?’
    

    
      Jeina looked around, recalling the companions she had sent away.
    

    
      She was an intermediate-grade mercenary.
    

    
      Although she was overshadowed by the fact that the rest of her party were all high-grade mercenaries and one was even a supreme-grade mercenary, the title of intermediate-grade mercenary was not something that could be obtained easily.
    

    
      Only those who survived the first quest, where most rookies died, and then achieved meritorious deeds in numerous subsequent quests could obtain the title of intermediate.
    

    
      “Heup!”
    

    
      Clang!
    

    
      She immediately retrieved the axe she was about to swing and deflected an incoming pincer.
    

    
      Immediately after, she kicked off, and a pool of acid fell where she had been standing.
    

    
      Everything happened in less than five seconds, and it was being repeated endlessly.
    

    
      ‘They keep dying.’
    

    
      It was an amazing skill, but her expression was stern.
    

    
      Even if she held her ground, the sides were breaking.
    

    
      If she ran to block the side, allies who had been hit by acid from behind were melting away.
    

    
      “Just hit one place, you bad bastards!”
    

    
      It was an absurd shout, but her stress had reached its peak.
    

    
      Her class was a barbarian warrior.
    

    
      A tanker who protected her allies.
    

    
      Kaang!
    

    
      From that point on, her axe no longer cut down Hellmorphs. Instead, she ran around and intervened in front of assault troopers who were in danger.
    

    
      “Eek!”
    

    
      It was a reckless act. The blocking action of a two-handed axe was meant to be used to block area-of-effect attacks.
    

    
      It was not suitable for protecting a single target in this way.
    

    
      Kaang!
    

    
      But she was succeeding.
    

    
      ‘I can do it too!’
    

    
      She had been sticking with a high-level party for so long.
    

    
      The saying that you learn by watching is not for nothing. And if the level of the person you are watching is incredibly high, that is even more so.
    

    
      ‘Was it twisted like this?’
    

    
      She twisted the axe blade slightly, just as Artier had done.
    

    
      Then the blade that had been flying towards her neck grazed the top of her head by a hair's breadth.
    

    
      As Jeina raised her axe with all her might and struck, the Hellmorph's body staggered and retreated.
    

    
      “It worked!”
    

    
      It was the first parry she had succeeded in.
    

    
      Jeina immediately rotated her axe vigorously and split the Hellmorph's jaw in two.
    

    
      “Th-thank you!”
    

    
      The saved soldier spoke, but Jeina couldn't hear him.
    

    
      She was already running towards another place.
    

    
      ‘I can do it. I have to!’
    

    
      The battlefield was no longer visible before her eyes.
    

    
      Numerous past events were passing by as if in a flashback.
    

    
      The memory of being unable to block the assassin's attack and being thrown against the wall.
    

    
      The memory of being unable to use her strength due to internal injuries.
    

    
      And later, even in Gigas Hall, the memory of struggling with just one monster without any particular achievement.
    

    
      She always smiled like an idiot, but she was also human.
    

    
      She wasn't so stupid that she couldn't distinguish right from wrong.
    

    
      ‘If I can't even do this, the reason for me to be in the party is…….’
    

    
      Thwack!
    

    
      “Gone!”
    

    
      Another Hellmorph fell.
    

    
      This was already the twentieth one. At this point, the surrounding soldiers also began to notice Jeina.
    

    
      “Who is that person?”
    

    
      “Amazing……. She's practically flying around.”
    

    
      Even the acid couldn't spread behind her as long as she was holding her axe.
    

    
      When the acid splattered on her skin, a sizzling sound and a terrible smell filled the air, but she didn't care at all.
    

    
      [Battle Healing is in effect.]
    

    
      The melting skin regained its original elasticity.
    

    
      Shaking the acid off her axe, Jeina caught her breath and looked straight ahead.
    

    
      “Hey, are you okay?”
    

    
      Someone approached her.
    

    
      Seeing the medicinal herbs, bandages, and potions in his arms, he seemed to be a medic.
    

    
      “Don't come!”
    

    
      It was something to be tearfully grateful for, but upon spotting the medic, she screamed in horror.
    

    
      Kwajik!
    

    
      “Ah?”
    

    
      As his vision suddenly spun, the medic wore a puzzled expression.
    

    
      Until his vision hit the ground, he did not realize why he had died.
    

    
      [Lv.16 Hell Torrent Trooper]
    

    
      A grotesque creature with wings made of finger bones flapped its wings, and sharp, blade-like bone spines rained down.
    

    
      The moment one was grazed by a bone spine, those wearing light leather armor had that part of their body torn off.
    

    
      “Aack!”
    

    
      “Mommy……!”
    

    
      “Help me!”
    

    
      Jeina gripped her axe so tightly that her hands went numb.
    

    
      “Everyone, gather behind me!”
    

    
      With those words, she rushed forward and raised her axe.
    

    
      Kagagak!
    

    
      In an instant, dozens of spines began to embed themselves in her axe.
    

    
      Even as an enormous pressure enveloped her, she did not back down.
    

    
      “Bring it on, you sons of bitches!”
    

    
      As her bold shout was heard, hope began to flicker in the soldiers' eyes. She had become a sturdy wall that blocked the attacks.
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      But a moment later, the torrent trooper stopped shooting spines at her.
    

    
      “Keoheok!”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      Instead, the torrent trooper ignored her and began to shoot spines towards the rear.
    

    
      Jeina hurriedly headed that way, but the spine barrage dodged her as if to mock her.
    

    
      “Kaaak!”
    

    
      “Where are you going! Look at me!”
    

    
      The soldiers who had left her area were continuously falling.
    

    
      No matter where she looked, there was no place that wasn't red.
    

    
      “D-does this make any sense? Are you kidding me!”
    

    
      She felt wronged. Wasn't it a matter of course for a monster to attack the one in the front? That was the natural order of things, and the most basic tactic when dealing with monsters.
    

    
      But when this natural law was broken, she became utterly powerless. She had no means to attack the torrent trooper floating in the air, nor could she draw their attention.
    

    
      The only thing she could do was be a meat shield.
    

    
      No, looking at the corpses scattered around, she couldn't even do that properly.
    

    
      “Damn it……!”
    

    
      “Hey, let's retreat for now.”
    

    
      One of the soldiers grabbed her shoulder.
    

    
      Jeina's stamina was not infinite either. The soldier could also see that her limbs were trembling slightly.
    

    
      “There's nothing we can do here.”
    

    
      If she fell, all the remaining soldiers would also die.
    

    
      It was a rational judgment and a correct thought.
    

    
      Jeina knew that well too.
    

    
      “Daaamn it!”
    

    
      She gathered all the breath in her lungs and screamed at the top of her lungs.
    

    
      It was frustrating and powerless.
    

    
      If it were Artier or the others, would they have been so utterly powerless like this?
    

    
      ‘Everyone does more than their given role, why can't I even do my given role properly?’
    

    
      The reason for the formation of an inferiority complex is really nothing special.
    

    
      It's enough for the surrounding environment and experience to be superior to one's own.
    

    
      Therefore, an inferiority complex itself cannot be seen as bad. What one does with it is what's important.
    

    
      In Jeina's case, she was the type to burn up.
    

    
      “Are these damn bastards ignoring me?!”
    

    
      The rising inferiority complex became the fuel that burned her anger.
    

    
      She took a deep breath with all her might.
    

    
      And she awakened the hidden talent sleeping within her.
    

    
      “Uwaaaaaa!”
    

    
      Kwaaaaaa!
    

    
      “W-what?”
    

    
      The soldier unknowingly stepped back.
    

    
      An unknown red aura was crazily pouring out from her entire body.
    

    
      [Jeina's level has risen to 10.]
    

    
      [Jeina has learned the exclusive skill ‘Taunt’.]
    

    
      [Taunt (Lv.1): Inflicts taunt on all enemies within a 20m radius. If a taunted enemy attacks an ally other than oneself, it will definitely land a powerful attack proportional to its maximum health.]
    

    
      Thump! Thump!
    

    
      The torrent trooper, unable to check Jeina's condition, fired its spines once more.
    

    
      The targets were the archers and magic troopers who were now joining.
    

    
      As the magic troopers were startled and deployed their shields, a dull sound echoed repeatedly from the protective barrier.
    

    
      “You're dead.”
    

    
      And then, the torrent trooper witnessed an unbelievable reality.
    

    
      Jeina was flying towards it, axe in hand, at an altitude of about 30m.
    

    
      “Just die!”
    

    
      Kwajik!
    

    
      As her axe was swung roughly, the torrent trooper's wings were split in half, and its finger bones scattered in all directions.
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      “This can't be...!”
    

    
      The soldier standing in front of Jeina couldn't close his gaping mouth.
    

    
      It was hard to believe what had just happened was real.
    

    
      “Did she just fly?”
    

    
      The soldier was one of the people who had seen Jeina from a relatively close distance.
    

    
      ‘What kind of skill is that?’
    

    
      Whoosh!
    

    
      “This is the price for ignoring me!”
    

    
      Jeina was now leaping towards the second Hell Torrent Trooper. The creature, just like the last one, was aiming for another ally instead of her.
    

    
      It might not seem strange at first glance, but the damage was beyond imagination.
    

    
      Crack!
    

    
      The power to tear through the Hell Torrent Trooper's wing in a single blow and send it plummeting.
    

    
      A powerful red aura, formidable at a glance, was blooming all over her axe.
    

    
      “Oh my? What's this?”
    

    
      What was even more baffling was that the one who had dealt such a blow was staring at the falling Hell Torrent Trooper with surprised eyes.
    

    
      In other words...
    

    
      ‘Did she just charge in without even knowing what she was going to do?’
    

    
      The soldier broke out in a cold sweat.
    

    
      But the person in question was excited, as if she had never been angry.
    

    
      “This is totally awesome, isn't it? Hahaha! Bring it on!”
    

    
      Jeina, who landed on the ground in a cool pose amidst a cloud of dust, raised her axe and shouted confidently.
    

    
      Flash!
    

    
      The Taunt skill, which provoked all enemies within a radius.
    

    
      Of course, this was reality. There was no option that forced them to look at her like in a real game.
    

    
      However, if they ignored Jeina, they would suffer fatal damage, so it was virtually the same as having a compelling force.
    

    
      “Go on, try and pass me by again!”
    

    
      At Jeina's shout, all the Hellmorphs that were charging forward flinched. Hadn't they just seen the Hell Torrent Trooper fall so miserably?
    

    
      Seeing this, Jeina wore a triumphant smile and shouted to the soldiers behind her.
    

    
      “I'll protect this spot, so hurry up and come!”
    

    
      “Go... go there?”
    

    
      “Yeah, don't worry! I won't let them lay a single finger on you!”
    

    
      The soldiers, who had witnessed Jeina's divine might earlier, began to look at each other, gauging the situation.
    

    
      “Can she really block all of them?”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      When one soldier pointed his finger, Jeina turned her head in that direction.
    

    
      “Wh-what the?!”
    

    
      At the tip of the soldier's finger, hundreds of Hellmorphs could be seen kicking up a massive cloud of dust, so large that the castle wall was obscured, as they charged towards just one person.
    

    
      “Why are so many of them coming?!”
    

    
      “You're the one who used the skill!”
    

    
      That's right.
    

    
      The radius of the Taunt skill was 20m around her.
    

    
      The problem was that Hellmorphs were continuously pouring in through the opened waterway at the west wall, even now, at this very moment.
    

    
      “If you use an area-of-effect skill at the entrance where they're coming in, of course you're going to catch all of them!”
    

    
      “Uh, uhhh...?”
    

    
      She unknowingly stepped back.
    

    
      No matter how fearless she was, wouldn't hundreds of enemies charging only at her be overwhelming?
    

    
      “Arcane Barrage.”
    

    
      “Water Bolt! Ice Wall!”
    

    
      Just then, familiar voices were heard from the rear of the battlefield.
    

    
      Kwakwakwang!
    

    
      Dozens of magic bullets and swirling orbs of water flew in.
    

    
      And the finale was a solid wall made of ice.
    

    
      In an instant, the wide entrance to the battlefield had turned into a narrow passage that only about ten people could pass through.
    

    
      “Looks like you were up to something amazing while I was gone.”
    

    
      “Leader!”
    

    
      Gerard looked at the welcoming Jeina, let out a chuckle, and handed her a potion.
    

    
      “How did you get here so fast?”
    

    
      “I was assigned to the first support unit. I was lucky.”
    

    
      “Can we really call it luck...?”
    

    
      Collie gave an ambiguous smile that held various meanings.
    

    
      “In reality, it's no different from Sir Gerard having orchestrated everything.”
    

    
      “Well, I don't think we need to explain the process right now.”
    

    
      Gerard stretched out his hand.
    

    
      Instantly, five Magic Traps formed in front of him.
    

    
      “The Trooper Type effect will disappear soon! Pour everything you have while it's still active!”
    

    
      The wrists of the Magic Troopers who had just arrived from the central area still had shining Runes embedded in them.
    

    
      Seeing the Runes rapidly losing their light, the Magic Troopers squeezed out every last bit of magic they had and unleashed it.
    

    
      Kwakwakwakwang!
    

    
      Flames erupted from one side, and a swirling storm swept through the path on the other.
    

    
      But there was a limit.
    

    
      “There are too many enemies!”
    

    
      The size of the first reinforcement unit was only about ten people.
    

    
      No matter how specialized they were in area-of-effect attacks, it was impossible to deal with all the monsters pouring in like a flood.
    

    
      Soon after, when the Trooper Type effect also disappeared, the barrage of firepower that was barely being maintained began to be pushed back.
    

    
      “What in the world is that?”
    

    
      Gerard, looking around, stared at the parted river water with a puzzled expression.
    

    
      “There's no point if we leave that alone. A frontal fight gives us no chance of winning.”
    

    
      For a single human to hold off a Hellmorph on equal footing, the conditions of being behind a castle wall and having Trooper Type skills applied were necessary.
    

    
      After all, comparing objective physical specs, humans were clearly inferior.
    

    
      “But the range doesn't reach from here.”
    

    
      “That's right. If we could attack downwards from the west gate, or approach the floodgate without being detected....”
    

    
      “What are you talking about?”
    

    
      I turned my head at the familiar voice.
    

    
      Just then, Tersion and Artier were walking towards us from the central area.
    

    
      “Finally, our unstoppable party leader has arrived.”
    

    
      “Master!”
    

    
      “Collie, are you okay?”
    

    
      “Are you in any state to be asking me that?”
    

    
      As Collie stared intently, Artier quietly avoided his gaze.
    

    
      Even if one could overlook that the reason he fainted was because of Artier, it was a bit funny for a person limping on one leg to be asking someone perfectly fine about their condition.
    

    
      “No, well....”
    

    
      “That's enough. Please receive treatment first.”
    

    
      A faint green light poured down on Artier repeatedly.
    

    
      Only after receiving what seemed like a slightly excessive amount of light did Collie lower his staff.
    

    
      “Now that everyone's gathered, let me say it again... That strange Hellmorph below the floodgate is opening the waterway. If we can't take it down, we have no chance of winning in the current situation.”
    

    
      Gerard pointed at the pure white monster standing below the floodgate.
    

    
      [Lv.12 Hell Repeller Trooper (Special)]
    

    
      The creature had a bizarre appearance, with eight legs and only a torso, no head.
    

    
      “Ah... so the Repeller Trooper has already appeared.”
    

    
      Artier, after assessing the situation, spoke with a much more relaxed expression.
    

    
      “Don't worry, Gerard.”
    

    
      “What do you mean?”
    

    
      “The way that creature opens the waterway is also a type of skill. It can't keep it open indefinitely.”
    

    
      Hellmorphs, like humans, had resources like mana.
    

    
      After using a skill for a certain period, a recharge time was needed.
    

    
      “It will probably retreat on its own in a little while.”
    

    
      “What if there are multiple Hellmorphs with that ability?”
    

    
      “No, there's probably only one.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      Artier nodded confidently.
    

    
      ‘Because only one Repeller Trooper appears in a single quest.’
    

    
      I didn't know the reason, but two Repeller Troopers never appeared at the same time.
    

    
      It was a story from the future, but even in quests that took place entirely in water, only one appeared.
    

    
      ‘Because if two Repeller Troopers use their skills at the same time in one area, they conflict with each other and are nullified.’
    

    
      If we used the long time between it recharging its energy and opening the waterway again, it was enough time to set up barricades nearby and clean up the inside of the walls.
    

    
      “If you're right, then while the waterway is closed, we quickly clean up the ones that came inside and....”
    

    
      “If we close the floodgate after that, we'll have a chance of winning.”
    

    
      It was then that Gerard and Collie also realized Artier's thinking and were nodding their heads.
    

    
      Thump! Goooo!
    

    
      Suddenly, the earth shook, and everyone there got goosebumps all over their bodies for no apparent reason.
    

    
      “What was that just now?”
    

    
      “What's happening?”
    

    
      The primal fear was directed beyond the castle wall.
    

    
      It was to the point that everyone could tell that something was over there.
    

    
      “What in the world is that... Aaaah!”
    

    
      Artier witnessed an Archer who had been shooting his bow from atop the castle wall freeze up like a stone.
    

    
      The Archer, as if possessed, dropped his bow and muttered something, then suddenly foamed at the mouth and fell backward.
    

    
      ‘What in the world was that?’
    

    
      It wasn't just that soldier.
    

    
      The soldiers who were on the west wall were all thrown into chaos at once.
    

    
      It was because their perfectly fine comrades were muttering as if they had lost their minds and then collapsing.
    

    
      “Artier, what is this situation?”
    

    
      “...I don't know either.”
    

    
      On the surface, it seemed like a type of mental magic.
    

    
      The problem was that even though such a wide-range magic was being used, no one was able to counter it.
    

    
      Crack!
    

    
      This time, a clear crack appeared on the castle wall where the floodgate was.
    

    
      And through everyone's communication channel, something unimaginable was heard.
    

    
      Th-this is the west wall! An unidentified monster is destroying the castle wall!
    

    
      What do you mean!
    

    
      It's slashing the castle wall with a huge scythe! At this rate...!
    

    
      Crack!
    

    
      The communication didn't last until the end.
    

    
      A long diagonal line was drawn on the castle wall, and the wall collapsed right along that line.
    

    
      “The castle wall!”
    

    
      Beyond the crumbling debris, something huge entered.
    

    
      The giant, appearing to be about 10m tall, was wearing a large, all-black hood and holding a gruesome scythe in its hand.
    

    
      ‘The Grim Reaper?’
    

    
      Its appearance was truly befitting of being called the Grim Reaper.
    

    
      Artier, who was looking into the hood, froze on the spot when a pair of eerie green glowing eyes stared intently at him.
    

    
      [Lv.25 Hell Soul Collector (Large)]
    

    
      “Artier.”
    

    
      Gerard unfolded the Grimoire he had put away and said.
    

    
      “That thing you said about not worrying, is it still valid?”
    

    
      “....”
    

    
      Artier remained silent.
    

    
      ‘Why did the Soul Collector appear now?’
    

    
      I knew just by looking at its level. It was a whole 10 levels higher than me.
    

    
      It wasn't supposed to appear at this point in time.
    

    
      “This isn't such a good situation.”
    

    
      Tersion shook her head.
    

    
      “If we can't block this place, it'll be urban warfare. You know that, right?”
    

    
      They had experienced urban warfare in Dorman.
    

    
      Urban warfare, fought among buildings, was endlessly disadvantageous for humans who lacked agility and stealth.
    

    
      “I know, Taskerben will know too.”
    

    
      As soon as Artier finished speaking, a thousand soldiers were running up behind them.
    

    
      “Defend the line at all costs!”
    

    
      “We have to stop them from getting in!”
    

    
      They raised their shields, created walls with Shield magic, and temporarily imbued their arrows and javelins with magic.
    

    
      Those who didn't even have that much mana heated their weapons in nearby torches, burning with fighting spirit.
    

    
      “The river is closed again. Not many can come in at once through the gap in the wall! So pull yourselves together! We can survive if we deal with the ones that got inside!”
    

    
      Because the Collector was so large, even though it had destroyed a part of the wall, no additional Hellmorphs could get in.
    

    
      “Attack!”
    

    
      At someone's shout, everyone began to attack at once.
    

    
      Javelins, arrows, and magic were scattered like rain in front of the charging Hellmorphs.
    

    
      Up to this point, the aspect of the battle was similar to previous ones.
    

    
      But they clearly showed why they were the Empire's soldiers.
    

    
      “First row is the red mark, second row is the blue mark, third row is the white mark!”
    

    
      As the one who appeared to be the commander waved his hand, marks that were only visible to the soldiers' eyes appeared.
    

    
      Then, attacks poured down towards the places where the marks appeared with precise intervals as if they were measured.
    

    
      “Oh, intense, huh?”
    

    
      Tersion whistled and drew her bowstring.
    

    
      Unlike the mercenaries who fired randomly and wasted their power, the Empire's soldiers were firing the necessary amount of firepower at precise angles to extract the maximum benefit.
    

    
      “Let's join in too.”
    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    
      Gerard and Collie also launched their magic. And Jeina....
    

    
      “Bring it on, you bastards!”
    

    
      [Jeina uses a skill.]
    

    
      Taunt (Lv.1): Inflicts a provoked state on enemies within a 20m radius, and guarantees a counterattack when an enemy attacks an ally.
    

    
      Behind the backs of those dozens of soldiers, she was triumphantly using Taunt.
    

    
      The Hellmorphs, who flinched and looked at Jeina, couldn't even think of attacking the soldiers in front of them and were being swept away.
    

    
      “Is that... right?”
    

    
      “That is the correct way to use that skill.”
    

    
      ‘What should I say... It's a bit awkward for Jeina to be doing something like that.’
    

    
      Just as Artier and Collie were breaking out in a cold sweat.
    

    
      I see the foolish ones who try to escape death.
    

    
      The silently standing Soul Collector began to move for the first time.
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      Although the Hell Soul Collector had appeared by smashing through the wall, it showed no movement while the Hellmorphs inside the walls were being defeated.
    

    
      For that reason, when the Collector began to move, the Empire's side could not let down their guard.
    

    
      All existence is fated to die, so do not refuse the command of me, the agent of death.
    

    
      The Collector lightly lifted the scythe it was holding.
    

    
      As it lightly slashed the empty air, the space split open with a crack, and an ominous fissure appeared.
    

    
      [The Soul Collector's Raise Dead is activated.]
    

    
      [Within a 100m radius, all beings that have died within 24 hours will be raised as the undead.]
    

    
      “Kkyaaaak!”
    

    
      “Wh-what is this!”
    

    
      “It’s necromancy! The dead are rising!”
    

    
      The dead corpses’ lifeless eyes flashed.
    

    
      The most primal of zombies were slowly rising to their feet.
    

    
      Among them were soldiers of the Empire.
    

    
      All death is mine, so you, for whom death is inevitable, will also become mine.
    

    
      [The Soul Collector uses Aura of Fear.]
    

    
      [Inflicts fear on all enemy life forms that are aware of it.]
    

    
      The dead rise again.
    

    
      That alone was already a sufficiently dreadful event, but if those beings were allies who had been fighting alongside you until just a moment ago, it was bound to incite even greater fear.
    

    
      “Don't panic! We just have to strike them down again!”
    

    
      The commander hastily shouted, but an emotion that could no longer be resisted had already spread throughout the allied formation.
    

    
      “T-Tom is over there.”
    

    
      “Will I become like that if I die too?”
    

    
      The weapons held by the soldiers began to tremble.
    

    
      This was immediately reflected on the battlefield, and the accuracy of the ranged attacks that had been falling precisely from a distance began to drop severely.
    

    
      [Allies have been afflicted with Superior Fear.]
    

    
      [Movement speed and attack power are reduced by 50%.]
    

    
      ‘This is bad.’
    

    
      I looked around with sharp eyes.
    

    
      Even my companions could not escape the Aura of Fear cast by the high-level monster.
    

    
      “To raise all the corpses in such a wide area... how on earth?”
    

    
      “It’s overwhelming mana. Can we even win against this?”
    

    
      The mages, Gerard and Collie, were despairing at the difference in power, and Jeina was blankly staring at the undead she had failed to save.
    

    
      “This is so nauseating I can't stand it!”
    

    
      Only Tersion, the elf who despised necromancy to a gruesome extent, was continuously drawing her bowstring with a voice full of rage.
    

    
      ‘Hatred overcomes fear... is that it?’
    

    
      It was a good phenomenon, but she couldn't be the only one who was fine.
    

    
      I quickly formulated a plan.
    

    
      ‘Fear usually disappears with a familiar sound.’
    

    
      Everyone, snap out of it!
    

    
      First, I shouted loudly enough to burst their eardrums through the party communication.
    

    
      “Ugh!”
    

    
      “You scared me!”
    

    
      “M-my head is ringing....”
    

    
      “Hey, didn't I tell you that an elf's ears are sensitive?”
    

    
      Thanks to that, I almost got hit by Tersion... but at least I was able to dispel my companions' fear.
    

    
      “I'll tell you what to do from now on.”
    

    
      [Using the Tactical Command skill.]
    

    
      I began to organize my thoughts.
    

    
      The Hell Soul Collector's level was 25; realistically, the attacks here would barely work on it.
    

    
      Nevertheless, they needed to defeat it as quickly as possible.
    

    
      “If that thing keeps raising the dead, we have no chance of winning.”
    

    
      As long as that creature was alive, and as long as corpses were being created, the undead on the battlefield would be supplied infinitely.
    

    
      “We will defeat that thing.”
    

    
      “What did you say?”
    

    
      “Master, is that possible? The mana I can feel is immense.”
    

    
      Everyone sent me gazes filled with apprehension and worry, but I nodded my head.
    

    
      ‘If I kneel before a variable of this level, I can't guarantee I'll handle the main story ahead.’
    

    
      Above all, I wanted to save them.
    

    
      At the very least, I would save those who could be saved, every time.
    

    
      Even if that stemmed from the selfish thought of not wanting to feel guilty myself.
    

    
      “First, we need to buy some time.”
    

    
      “Time?”
    

    
      “It's because I haven't fully recovered yet.”
    

    
      [You are suffering from an internal injury.]
    

    
      [You will receive fixed damage when using mana.]
    

    
      It was unreasonable to hope to only get superficial wounds after being caught in an explosion at point-blank range.
    

    
      If there was any silver lining, it was that the duration was short because it wasn't a direct hit.
    

    
      “Can you tie it up for just 5 minutes?”
    

    
      At my words, Tersion let out a hollow laugh.
    

    
      “So, you're telling the four of us, without you, to hold off that monster for 5 minutes?”
    

    
      “...Yes.”
    

    
      “Even though we might die?”
    

    
      “...Yes.”
    

    
      Even as I answered, I quietly avoided her gaze.
    

    
      Was it really too much to ask?
    

    
      ‘Certainly, the risk of death is high....’
    

    
      “Fine.”
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      When I lifted my head, Tersion was talking with our companions.
    

    
      “You heard him, right? He wants us to get it done in just 5 minutes. Otherwise, our esteemed party leader will graciously jump in.”
    

    
      “I see. We must deal with it as quickly as possible.”
    

    
      “First, we need to clear a path by dealing with the undead.”
    

    
      “Leave it to me!”
    

    
      Gerard was lost in thought as if it were familiar, and Jeina was spinning her axe with a confident expression.
    

    
      “N-no, I asked you to buy time, not to defeat it! How can just four of you do that!”
    

    
      “Why do you say that? Would our chances of winning increase significantly if you joined, Master?”
    

    
      “That's....”
    

    
      I had nothing to say.
    

    
      It was a creature that even an army couldn't defeat. Would adding one more person, me, change anything?
    

    
      Collie stared intently at me and chuckled.
    

    
      “Did you perhaps think we would refuse?”
    

    
      “...I suppose so.”
    

    
      Wasn't it, in effect, asking them to face this with the resolve to die for me?
    

    
      Perhaps because I had been negatively influenced by what Tersion had said, I had been regretting my own words after spitting them out.
    

    
      “Master, I was actually very happy to hear you say that just now.”
    

    
      But Collie stared intently at me and said.
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Doesn't it mean that you're relying on me too, Master? I was always worried. Because it seemed like you could do everything on your own, even without me someday.”
    

    
      “...There's no way.”
    

    
      “No, you can. Haven't you already done it on your own several times, Master? And you seemed very used to it.”
    

    
      “That's....”
    

    
      I couldn't say anything.
    

    
      In reality, back when it was a game, the content I enjoyed the most was sending my companions elsewhere, or tackling bosses alone without having raised a single one in the first place.
    

    
      ‘Because that was fun....’
    

    
      The moment you entered with NPCs, a standard strategy became essential.
    

    
      I had to constantly pay attention to prevent the NPCs I had raised from dying, and that was a hassle.
    

    
      But if I went in alone, I didn't need to worry about any of that.
    

    
      The only thing I had to worry about was myself.
    

    
      In other words, as long as I did well, I could win.
    

    
      ‘Was I overdoing it?’
    

    
      As my thoughts reached that point, I felt something poking me and lifted my head again.
    

    
      It was Collie's staff.
    

    
      “You are a good person, Master. That's what I think. But if you keep running like that, you'll get exhausted.”
    

    
      “....”
    

    
      “So this time, I will run in your place, Master. It's a relay race.”
    

    
      After letting out a small laugh, Collie immediately followed Jeina as she ran off.
    

    
      “Heave-ho!”
    

    
      Jeina once again used Taunt and charged forward.
    

    
      But this time, the result was a little different.
    

    
      “Die, all of you!”
    

    
      Crack! Crack!
    

    
      Unlike the Hellmorphs, which possessed some level of intelligence, the undead were nothing more than lumps of meat without reason.
    

    
      Because of that, even though they were provoked, they aimed for the others behind Jeina, and each time, Jeina advanced by literally carving through the undead with her enhanced strikes.
    

    
      “Barbarian, don't focus too much on smashing them.”
    

    
      “I know!”
    

    
      [Tersion uses a skill.]
    

    
      Wind Gale (Lv.1): Momentarily emits a strong gust of wind to blow away targets in front. Can also be used to gain propulsion by using it underfoot.
    

    
      Tersion blew away the undead by unleashing wind, and Collie erected walls to block their path.
    

    
      Foolish challengers have appeared.
    

    
      The Collector, spotting the group rapidly approaching it from among the Imperial soldiers who seemed to be struggling just to block, slowly began to approach them.
    

    
      “It's truly massive.... And this murky energy....”
    

    
      Gerard looked around while holding his Grimoire open.
    

    
      As if even the undead were reluctant to approach it, they soon found themselves facing only the Collector on a wide, circular field.
    

    
      “The formation is the same as always. Jeina at the front, Collie and I behind her, and Bow in the rearmost position.”
    

    
      “That scythe, it holds tremendous mana. If she blocks it head-on, even Jeina will be sent flying.”
    

    
      Collie said, looking at the Collector's scythe.
    

    
      “Then what should I do?”
    

    
      “Don't even make contact with the weapon when Shield isn't applied.”
    

    
      “But won't the mana consumption be immense then?”
    

    
      “Hmph, it would have been in the old days.”
    

    
      Boom!
    

    
      As the Collector's scythe came sweeping in horizontally, everyone stepped back to evade the attack.
    

    
      “Don't worry about my mana and go wild, Jeina.”
    

    
      “Uhahaha! I was just waiting for you to say that!”
    

    
      As Gerard opened his Grimoire, Jeina, as if she had been waiting, raised her axe and charged.
    

    
      Even as she rushed towards a scythe thicker than her own torso, no trace of fear could be found in her eyes.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Boom! Boom!
    

    
      “....”
    

    
      I looked down at my hands.
    

    
      Right before my eyes, far in the distance, my companions were fighting.
    

    
      “Hurry...”
    

    
      [You are suffering from an internal injury.]
    

    
      [Time remaining: 3 minutes 12 seconds]
    

    
      For some reason, the timer felt incredibly slow today.
    

    
      Every time Jeina deflected the Collector's scythe with her axe, I had to feel a chill run from the top of my head to the tips of my toes.
    

    
      ‘But... can I do well here?’
    

    
      Although it wasn't here, I had experience攻略ing a Collector. But the Collector was a strange boss monster.
    

    
      Should I say it was a boss that made you feel like you hadn't won even if you did, as they commonly say?
    

    
      ‘There are too many variables. I don't know if I can manage this....’
    

    
      You are worried.
    

    
      I looked around. But around me, oddly enough, was a single mouse, wiping its face with its front paws.
    

    
      “You are?”
    

    
      I had seen this creature before.
    

    
      It was definitely the one that had coveted the seasickness medicine I was making on the ship.
    

    
      But as the creature blinked its eyes and opened its mouth, a deep, dignified voice flowed out.
    

    
      Do not be alarmed. For I am far away.
    

    
      The First Spirit Creature...?
    

    
      I permit you to call me Beast.
    

    
      Beast, a simple name, yet one that fit well when I recalled that it was The First Beast.
    

    
      That's what I thought.
    

    
      You are experiencing hardship. The opponent before you is a difficult one.
    

    
      With its characteristic gentle voice, Beast scattered the tension that had existed within me in an instant.
    

    
      I felt a familiar energy and turned my gaze for a moment, only to find a truly regrettable situation unfolding. I should have predicted that something like this would happen.
    

    
      A familiar energy?
    

    
      I feel the energy of a Spirit Creature from that grotesque entity.
    

    
      The moment I heard that last phrase, I couldn't control my wildly pounding heart.
    

    
      ‘The energy of a Spirit Creature from a monster?’
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      The energy of a Spirit Creature was imbued in a special species of Hellmorph that attacks humanity?
    

    
      What did that mean.
    

    
      But that skeleton looks just like a human's.
    

    
      I understand. But my senses have not been wrong.
    

    
      The mouse conveying Beast's words simply nodded its head, unchangingly.
    

    
      There is no need to think of it as difficult. Think. What does the energy of a Spirit Creature originally mean?
    

    
      The energy of a Spirit Creature...?
    

    
      A Spirit Creature is born when a being without intelligence absorbs pure mana over a long period of time. In other words, the energy of a Spirit Creature simply means strongly condensed mana.
    

    
      Ah, if it's condensed mana.
    

    
      If it simply meant condensed mana, then one could name several beings similar to a Spirit Creature.
    

    
      The most representative example was...
    

    
      A human...?
    

    
      That is correct. That thing was likely originally human. Judging by the mana it possesses, it is on the level of a mage.
    

    
      How on earth could a mage have mutated into a Hellmorph?
    

    
      I, who had been lost in thought for a moment, recalled something and my complexion turned pale. The simplest, yet most horrifying assumption had come to mind.
    

    
      Are you saying they raise corpses and use them.
    

    
      Well, I too have only seen what you have seen through your eyes. But that is a little different from a common ‘necromancy’.
    

    
      Black magic and necromancy existed in this world as well. But they were just a type of magic.
    

    
      I and Beast instinctively felt that what was before our eyes could not be defined as magic.
    

    
      The answer realized intuitively, it was...
    

    
      It’s not a human skill.
    

    
      It is not a power of this world.
    

    
      At the somber telepathic message uttered by The First Beast, I snapped to my senses.
    

    
      That grotesque entity has surely been granted a power stronger than when it was human. Perhaps your companions may face a great trial.
    

    
      As soon as Beast's words ended, the Collector lifted its scythe as if it had been waiting.
    

    
      This much amusement should suffice. Now, it is time to reap lives.
    

    
      [The Soul Collector uses Wraith Chase.]
    

    
      [Fires a projectile that is guaranteed to hit the target.]
    

    
      Kwaaaaaa...!
    

    
      A creepily-shaped, flaming skull began to slowly fly towards them.
    

    
      “Huh?!”
    

    
      Jeina raised her axe and swung it at the skulls, but it had no effect, as if she were cutting through empty air.
    

    
      The skulls, having passed Jeina, charged straight at Tersion and Gerard.
    

    
      “Dodge it!”
    

    
      Gerard used Shield, and Tersion fired an arrow and quickly rolled to the side, but it was all useless.
    

    
      Just like before, the skulls passed through the Shield and the arrow, closed the distance with the two once more, and then exploded with a horrific sound.
    

    
      “Keoheuk!”
    

    
      “Euk!”
    

    
      “Wh-what is this?”
    

    
      Collie used healing magic on the two who had fallen and looked up at the Collector.
    

    
      “This kind of attack... I've never heard of it...!”
    

    
      Jjeong!
    

    
      “Keuk!”
    

    
      The Collector swung its scythe once again.
    

    
      Jeina barely managed to raise her axe, but she couldn't handle the force behind the scythe and was sent flying far away.
    

    
      ‘This is dangerous...!’
    

    
      The moment I saw Collie was left alone at the front, I immediately tried to run.
    

    
      You must not. Your body has not yet fully healed.
    

    
      But Beast blocked my path.
    

    
      Although it was just a single mouse standing there, I couldn't move at all.
    

    
      But if this continues, Collie will!
    

    
      If you go there alone, can you win?
    

    
      …….
    

    
      The opponent was a level 25 large monster. There was no way I could handle an attack that even Jeina could only block with the help of others.
    

    
      But I shook my head and said.
    

    
      I have to overcome it. Because I have no other choice.
    

    
      An unyielding conviction that does not break even while continuously falling... a fine spirit. I see now why that child chose you.
    

    
      The moment Beast spoke in a satisfied voice, the time around me began to slow down.
    

    
      [Perfect Counter is activated by Beast.]
    

    
      [The activation time of Perfect Counter is increased due to the influence of a mighty being.]
    

    
      ‘Huh?’
    

    
      It was a familiar feeling. The sensation I could feel whenever I used Perfect Counter.
    

    
      But the effect was on a different dimension.
    

    
      It felt as if the time of the entire world had stopped, except for me.
    

    
      I understand your heart, but in that state, a fight cannot be established.
    

    
      Hook!
    

    
      A small illusion of Beast appeared before my eyes.
    

    
      The illusion circled around me and then nodded its head.
    

    
      I shall help you. Concentrate your mind and try to feel your child's heart.
    

    
      Collie's heart?
    

    
      Though I questioned him, I concentrated my mind while looking at Collie.
    

    
      And a short while later, from the motionless Collie, I could feel a single, very small but clear, heart.
    

    
      Help me, Master.
    

    
      Ah....
    

    
      Collie's heart was directed precisely at me.
    

    
      What do you wish to do.
    

    
      I want to help. Of course.
    

    
      Wrong.
    

    
      Excuse me?
    

    
      Beast shook his head.
    

    
      Even though it was the face of a beast, for some reason I could clearly feel his heart.
    

    
      He... was worried.
    

    
      What kind of existence do you think a summoner is to a summon.
    

    
      That is....
    

    
      One who must be protected. The summon must protect the summoner safely through any means. That is the mission a summon receives through the contract.
    

    
      Even in the game, the summoner and the summon had a clear master-servant relationship with a hierarchy.
    

    
      I knew that as well. But I frowned and shook my head.
    

    
      But I don't want to treat Collie like that.
    

    
      I understand how you feel, but that is the way for the little one.
    

    
      Beast said firmly.
    

    
      If you protect that child and get hurt or die in his place, do you think that will result in a good history in the end?
    

    
      …….
    

    
      A newly born Spirit Creature is more greatly influenced by emotions than a human. That child will suffer in guilt for his entire life. For a longer period of time than you can imagine.
    

    
      Collie would live for a very long time to come.
    

    
      A period of time so long that a human could not fathom it.
    

    
      My sacrifice would be an event that happened in a fleeting moment, but Collie would live a life close to an eternity, ruminating on that pain.
    

    
      Then what on earth should I do?
    

    
      There is only one thing you must do. Command.
    

    
      Command...?
    

    
      Yes, trust your companion.
    

    
      Beast, looking satisfied, circled around me once more.
    

    
      You are no longer alone, and no protagonist has ever changed the world alone.
    

    
      [The skill acquired at level 15 is upgraded to a Wild Summoner class skill.]
    

    
      [The Awakening (Lv.1) skill is changed to Unity Rite (Lv.1).]
    

    
      Thump!
    

    
      I felt my entire body heat up.
    

    
      My heart beat fast, and my calm breathing gradually became rough.
    

    
      ‘This is?’
    

    
      I had a skill called Awakening that I had received upon reaching level 15.
    

    
      It had now been completely changed into a different skill.
    

    
      While I was checking the skill's effect, the stopped time began to flow again.
    

    
      ‘If it’s this kind of effect...’
    

    
      Finally, I lifted my head.
    

    
      I now clearly realized what I had to do.
    

    
      “Collie! I'll help you, so block its attack!”
    

    
      “...!”
    

    
      You will not be able to resist.
    

    
      Finally, the Collector's scythe was swung towards the space between Collie's eyebrows.
    

    
      The giant scythe was vicious, as if it would crush its opponent, not cut them.
    

    
      “Kid!”
    

    
      Just then, Tersion, who had been on the ground, threw something at Collie.
    

    
      As soon as Collie caught it, he instinctively thought of the skill he needed most.
    

    
      [Collie copies and uses a skill.]
    

    
      Perfect Counter (Lv.3): Slows down the time of the surroundings except for oneself, and inflicts additional damage when counterattacking.
    

    
      Kadeudeudeuk!
    

    
      Collie was neither crushed nor torn apart.
    

    
      “Euuuugh!”
    

    
      In the young boy's hand was a dagger of a familiar shape.
    

    
      Seeing this, I hurriedly checked my waist. The Target Tracker that should have been in its sheath was gone.
    

    
      “Don't tell me?”
    

    
      While I was muttering blankly, Collie rolled his body and got out of that spot.
    

    
      The scythe, belatedly striking the ground, sent dirt flying around it.
    

    
      “Heok... heok...!”
    

    
      Collie didn't pick up the staff that had fallen to the ground.
    

    
      He just glared at the Collector with the dagger in one hand.
    

    
      As if by promise, Collie and the Collector charged towards each other at the same time.
    

    
      Kagak! Kaang! Kaang!
    

    
      The result gradually became visible to the naked eye.
    

    
      When they first clashed, it was the Collector's scythe that was pressuring Collie.
    

    
      But when they clashed a second time, it couldn't push back Collie's dagger, and on the third clash, the Collector, unable to overcome Collie's strength, was even forced to take a step back.
    

    
      “How is that possible?”
    

    
      Gerard, who had come to his senses and gotten up, couldn't believe the sight before his eyes.
    

    
      Collie was deflecting the Collector's scythe just like I did when I fought.
    

    
      [Unity Rite has been activated.]
    

    
      [The summoner and the summon combine and share each other's stats.]
    

    
      [Duration: 3 minutes]
    

    
      Lv.15 Artier
    

    
      Title: Supreme-Grade Mercenary, Gnoll Slayer
    

    
      Class: Wild Summoner
    

    
      Strength: 28(+11)
    

    
      Agility: 27(+1)(+9)
    

    
      Intelligence: 13(+25)
    

    
      Bonus Stat Points: 6
    

    
      Available Skills: Perfect Counter (Lv.3), Avatar of Counterattack (Lv.2), Tactical Command (Lv.1), Wild Protection (Lv.1), Flame Cleave (Lv.2), Soul Share (Lv.1), Unity Rite (Lv.1)
    

    
      Status: Internal Injury (2 minutes 44 seconds), Unity Rite (2 minutes 50 seconds)
    

    
      I, who had unconsciously checked my own status window, was startled.
    

    
      Although most of the stats were concentrated in intelligence, the strength stat alone was an ability that was close to level 20.
    

    
      “You won't be able to lay a single finger on him!”
    

    
      Kagang!
    

    
      And this was the same for Collie.
    

    
      The rare-grade dagger, Target Tracker, the Perfect Counter borrowed through Soul Share, and the tremendous stats gained through Unity Rite.
    

    
      Through this, Collie was able to perform the role of a warrior, albeit for a short time.
    

    
      How did you do that?!
    

    
      The Collector's body stopped for the first time.
    

    
      Then, the outline of its empty face, which had been hidden under the hood until now, finally revealed itself.
    

    
      It was a hideous skull with a crack running right down the middle.
    

    
      “Collie, you can come back now!”
    

    
      In the meantime, Jeina, Gerard, and Tersion, who had been pushed far away, rejoined Collie's vicinity.
    

    
      “I can do more.”
    

    
      “No, you need to recover first.”
    

    
      Gerard looked intently at Collie and placed a potion in the boy's hand.
    

    
      “It seems you've temporarily amplified your abilities, but your body won't hold up in that state.”
    

    
      Only then did Collie look at his trembling arm.
    

    
      Collie, who was wearing only a mage's equipment without any armor, had to take the full impact of each clash of blades with his body.
    

    
      The Target Tracker, which had been mitigating some of the physical force, was now covered in cracks.
    

    
      “Leave it to us from here.”
    

    
      Gerard said so and loaded dozens of Mana Bullets at his fingertips.
    

    
      Tersion reloaded an arrow and asked.
    

    
      “Hey, did you figure out what that attack is? It wasn't affected by anything and it followed us to the end.”
    

    
      “I've got a rough idea.”
    

    
      Gerard narrowed his eyes and lightly scanned his Grimoire.
    

    
      “It's a skill that ignores physical attributes. We can block it with magic.”
    

    
      “Physical attributes? Your Shield was just passed through too.”
    

    
      “It didn't pass through. It pierced the Shield.”
    

    
      [Gerard uses Tactical Command (Lv.2) skill.]
    

    
      “I may not know about other things, but I can definitely distinguish that.”
    

    
      Gerard had been focusing on Shield magic recently.
    

    
      So now, he could tell what kind of effect the opponent's attack had just by seeing it hit the Shield.
    

    
      “So, you're saying it's a broken attack that ignores all physical attributes and also penetrates magic to some extent? Are you sure it's okay? Can we even block it?”
    

    
      “Of course. As long as we know what it is, there's always a way to prepare.”
    

    
      As soon as Gerard's words ended, the Collector swung its scythe and created more skulls.
    

    
      Do not resist, and embrace death!
    

    
      [The Soul Collector uses Wraith Chase.]
    

    
      [Fires a projectile that is guaranteed to hit the target.]
    

    
      Kuoohhh!
    

    
      Dozens of skulls were flying towards Gerard and the party all at once.
    

    
      Gerard calmly gazed at the skulls approaching him. The trajectory of their flight, their speed, and their destination were being drawn in his mind.
    

    
      “Since it means magic does work, we just need to intercept them with more magic.”
    

    
      [Gerard uses Arcane Barrage (Lv.1) skill.]
    

    
      Kwagwagwa!
    

    
      Mana Bullets poured out like a shower from the Grimoire he had opened.
    

    
      The hundreds of Mana Bullets were intercepting all the skulls flying towards the party without missing.
    

    
      How?!
    

    
      One by one, the skulls exploded.
    

    
      Arrows were repeatedly lodged between the bewildered Collector's eyes.
    

    
      “Hey kid, finish it.”
    

    
      Tersion released her final bowstring with those words, and Collie immediately chased after the arrow.
    

    
      “It's over!”
    

    
      [Collie copies and uses Flame Cleave (Lv.2) skill.]
    

    
      Crack!
    

    
      The burning flames that flowed from the dagger slashed right through the Collector's torso.
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      This cannot be. This cannot be...!
    

    
      The Soul Collector muttered in a voice filled with fear, unfitting for its appearance.
    

    
      Most of its robe had burned away, and now all that was left of it was the reaper's scythe, from which molten iron dripped.
    

    
      “Ugh....”
    

    
      Pshik!
    

    
      Collie staggered, perhaps because the Unity Rite had ended.
    

    
      “I wish it would just fall down like this....”
    

    
      But contrary to such expectations, the Collector unleashed its remaining power and pushed Collie far away.
    

    
      “Ugh!”
    

    
      “Kuk!”
    

    
      Gerard, who threw himself to catch Collie, tumbled to the ground.
    

    
      When he barely managed to get up, his entire body was a complete wreck.
    

    
      “...Should we retreat?”
    

    
      The number of undead had decreased considerably.
    

    
      Gerard was once again contemplating how to break through the undead and rejoin the Imperial formation.
    

    
      “Still, we bought a lot of time... I guess we have no choice but to leave the rest to Artier.”
    

    
      “Hahaha, why should we?”
    

    
      Just then, Jeina grinned and lifted her axe.
    

    
      “Wait, Barbarian, you...?”
    

    
      Tersion was startled when she saw Jeina.
    

    
      Her axe was filled to the brim with a red aura.
    

    
      “You used Taunt in the middle of all that?”
    

    
      “Kyahaha!”
    

    
      Jeina ran excitedly and brought her axe down. Then, surprisingly, the scythe that had been difficult to even block was sent flying away.
    

    
      Impossible!
    

    
      “This is the end! You bag of bones!”
    

    
      Before the Collector could swing its scythe again, Jeina's axe pulverized the Collector's neck.
    

    
      Aah! Aaaaaah!
    

    
      Even without a head, the Collector screamed with its dying thoughts, but it soon began to melt away slowly.
    

    
      This can't be... I... am surely the agent of death... but....
    

    
      The body of the Collector, which had been standing firm until the very end, collapsed to the ground. It was a pathetic end.
    

    
      [You have leveled up.]
    

    
      [You have leveled up.]
    

    
      “Is everyone okay?”
    

    
      Artier, who arrived late to the battlefield, watched as the undead that had been loitering around turned back into corpses and collapsed.
    

    
      ‘They actually killed it?’
    

    
      I stared blankly as the melted corpse of the Collector was absorbed into the ground.
    

    
      ‘Theoretically, Wraith Chase can't even be parried. It doesn't disappear until it hits the enemy. 
    

    
      So we have to deal with it as quickly as possible.’
    

    
      In my head, there was a strategy I had devised to defeat the Collector.
    

    
      From my own strategies built up over countless experiences, to trick-like strategies prepared for game beginners.
    

    
      But everything I had thought of had become useless. Because Gerard and my other companions had defeated the Collector.
    

    
      “Yes, thankfully.”
    

    
      Gerard spoke calmly and closed his Grimoire, but Tersion let out a chuckle and then burst out laughing as she shouted.
    

    
      “Now that I see, it's a gathering of absolute lunatics, isn't it? Four people taking down this huge Hellmorph?”
    

    
      I too had once defeated a siege soldier of a similar size alone in Dorman, but a Hellmorph of this level could only be dealt with by a mercenary corps with at least a Supreme-Grade Mercenary.
    

    
      Thinking that way, it could be said that my other companions, excluding me, had also surpassed the level of ordinary high-grade mercenaries.
    

    
      “Um, Master.”
    

    
      Collie approached and handed me something.
    

    
      It was a dagger that had been broken in half.
    

    
      “I'm sorry... I swung it too hard and it broke.”
    

    
      Collie looked crestfallen and lowered his head.
    

    
      Thanks to that dagger, he, a mage, had been able to have a power struggle with a giant monster, even if for a short while.
    

    
      Collie, a mage himself, would know best the value of the magic engraved on the dagger.
    

    
      “...No, you did well.”
    

    
      However, I let out a chuckle and stroked Collie's forehead.
    

    
      “It must have been your first time, but you did well. Let's find a dagger for you to use separately.”
    

    
      What did it matter if it was a rare-grade dagger?
    

    
      The equipment I was using now would be replaced someday anyway.
    

    
      Rather, through this, I discovered Collie's hidden talent, so I didn't feel any regret at all.
    

    
      ‘It’s a relief it was a dagger and not a longsword. I dodged a bullet.’
    

    
      Of course, there was this reason too.
    

    
      “Wipe out the remaining stragglers!”
    

    
      As the Imperial soldiers ran in from a distance, the Hellmorphs, having lost their support, began to collapse quickly.
    

    
      The eventful defensive battle ended in just half a day.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      “Congratulations on your victory!”
    

    
      “This event will be widely recorded in the history of the Empire!”
    

    
      Despite the enthusiastic cheers of the surrounding knights, Taskerben only nodded his head lightly and showed no further reaction.
    

    
      “You said it was Sir Artier's party that defeated the large-type. Where is he now?”
    

    
      “After checking his condition for a moment, he went straight to the shelter in the center of the castle.”
    

    
      “To the shelter? Why?”
    

    
      “He only said that he was going to finish what he had to do.”
    

    
      Just as the knights and Taskerben couldn't erase their doubts, hell was unfolding in a small room in the shelter.
    

    
      Thump!
    

    
      “Eu, euuaaaaah....”
    

    
      Boker, the tax collector, froze like a stone as he saw the sword that had grazed his neck and embedded itself in the wall.
    

    
      In front of him was Artier, with an expression so cold that even a ghost would be afraid.
    

    
      “The client who entrusted the request to someone from a mountain village, who is it.”
    

    
      “H-how did you?”
    

    
      “I didn't ask you to ask a question.”
    

    
      Artier slowly pushed the sword towards his neck.
    

    
      As the heat from the ancient longsword grew stronger and the Supreme-Grade Mercenary exuded bloodlust, Boker couldn't bear the fear and wet himself.
    

    
      “It's the first time I've seen Artier that angry.”
    

    
      Gerard, standing behind, sighed and stepped back.
    

    
      Even he, with all his experience, found it difficult to approach Artier right now.
    

    
      “Isn't it obvious?”
    

    
      Tersion, with a shrug of her shoulders, folded her arms and said.
    

    
      “Artier is a fool who wants to save people by throwing his own body on the line. He's the one here who can't forgive that guy the most.”
    

    
      “D-do you think you can be forgiven even after doing this? No matter how high-ranking a mercenary you are, injuring a civilian is a serious crime! You'll have your mercenary license revoked!”
    

    
      Boker shouted as if in a desperate struggle.
    

    
      At that, Artier's body flinched for a moment.
    

    
      “Really?”
    

    
      Boker smiled as if he had been saved.
    

    
      But right after that, seeing someone appear from behind him, his face turned pale again.
    

    
      “Then it would be fine to return him to a state where he isn't injured.”
    

    
      It was Ropin, who had failed to enter Kelta Castle in time because the inspection had dragged on for too long.
    

    
      He glared at Boker with sharp eyes and then spoke to me.
    

    
      “As long as it's not a fatal wound, I'll restore him to his original state.”
    

    
      “Are you okay with that?”
    

    
      “I'm fine.”
    

    
      As soon as I heard that, I lightly scratched Boker's cheek with my sword.
    

    
      Thoroughly ignoring the screaming Boker, Ropin returned to Gerard.
    

    
      “Are you really okay with this?”
    

    
      “I'm really fine, Gerard. In fact, I think ending it like this is too lenient.”
    

    
      His hand holding the staff was trembling.
    

    
      “That man is no different from having killed countless soldiers and people with his tongue. Moreover, it was for his own financial gain. Doesn't he deserve to die?”
    

    
      Even in the Rata faith, which loved peace, there was an existence that was never tolerated, and that was an existence that took the lives of others with malicious intent.
    

    
      In fact, in this regard, they were so surprisingly rigid that even their fellow citizens of the Empire would shake their heads.
    

    
      “But there's nothing we can do. The Empire does not consider inducing death as murder. At this point in time, we cannot punish Boker for murder.”
    

    
      “That's the problem I see with the Empire's laws... Artier, what he just said is a lie.”
    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    
      “N-no! Uwaaaah!”
    

    
      A Grand Magus of Ropin's level could easily see through someone's lies like Collie.
    

    
      Boker's tearing scream echoed, but Ropin nonchalantly adjusted his hat again and continued his conversation with Gerard.
    

    
      “Anyway, if the truth has been confirmed, it is right to punish him with death, so why leave room for leniency?”
    

    
      “An innocent victim could be created.”
    

    
      “Of course, that's true. That's why we must reveal the truth even more thoroughly. The one who receives help by leaving room for leniency may not be the victim.”
    

    
      “....”
    

    
      Gerard was at a loss for words and turned his gaze away.
    

    
      A short while later, I, who had flicked my sword clean, approached them.
    

    
      “Haaa....”
    

    
      “It seems you didn't gain much.”
    

    
      “He said it was a job he received from a guard captain named Roston in the south. He said he doesn't know anything other than that....”
    

    
      “Is he the culprit?”
    

    
      “There's no way a mere guard captain could pull off something of this scale. There must be someone else.”
    

    
      “But you only know his name? The city name?”
    

    
      “He didn't know that. He only knew that he was from the south.”
    

    
      Although I had been swayed by emotions, I hadn't been lazy with the interrogation.
    

    
      I was frustrated too, but there was nothing I could do.
    

    
      ‘The Collector also melted the moment it died, so I couldn't find out anything, and this is as much information as I can get.’
    

    
      If I had saved the village chief or other villagers, I might have been able to get more specific information.
    

    
      But they were gone now. In this world where magic was developed, it wasn't impossible to resurrect the dead, but for that, a complete corpse was needed.
    

    
      “A guard captain named Roston in the south... Still, if we put in a request with the Information Guild, we should be able to find some information.”
    

    
      “Huh, you only have a name and a profession, and you don't even know the specific location. Can you find him with just that?”
    

    
      “What do you take the Information Guild for? It's the Information Guild that narrows down the candidates even if you only give them the information that he's a swordsman who mainly wears green clothes.”
    

    
      Tersion clicked her tongue and stared intently at Jeina.
    

    
      “Of course, it will take a long time. The southern part of the Empire isn't exactly small. It will probably take at least two months.”
    

    
      “Well then... there's nothing we can do. We'll just have to do other requests for a while.”
    

    
      I sighed and rubbed my forehead.
    

    
      ‘Anyway, for a while, I'll be busy chasing after the main quest, so I won't have time to pay attention to other things.’
    

    
      It might actually be a relief.
    

    
      I and my companions were all in tatters.
    

    
      We needed to get enough rest rather than getting caught up in one big incident after another.
    

    
      When we came out of the shelter, the sunset-tinged sky was turning dark.
    

    
      “So where are we going now?”
    

    
      “I don't know. We'll go wherever our feet take us. Isn't that what mercenaries do?”
    

    
      “It's not wrong, but you're not really going to just wander around anywhere, are you?”
    

    
      As Tersion stared intently at me, I slightly averted my gaze and said quietly.
    

    
      “Alright. I'll try to find some hidden treasure of the elves or something.”
    

    
      “You should have said so from the start.”
    

    
      Tersion let out a chuckle and put away her bow.
    

    
      “Anyway, let's rest now! I want to wash up right now! My whole body is covered in blood!”
    

    
      “Was that whitish stuff blood?”
    

    
      “It's white, so it's not disgusting to look at, but I agree. Let's hurry up and go wash up and rest.”
    

    
      I watched the party walking and chatting for a moment, and then followed behind them.
    

    
      The heroes of this defensive battle were my companions walking ahead of me.
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      That night, Artier's party and Ropin left Kelta Castle, which was holding a celebratory party.
    

    
      Taskerben had sent someone to invite Artier, but by then, the party had already left.
    

    
      No one could stop the footsteps of a mercenary who had received their payment.
    

    
      “Although our fates have diverged this time, I hope that we can surely be together next time.”
    

    
      With those words, Ropin parted ways with them again.
    

    
      I could only scratch the back of my neck as I watched him leave.
    

    
      ‘Originally, there was a process of meeting Ropin here for the first time and building up favorability, but since I did all of that at Gigas Hall, the importance of this part has drastically decreased.’
    

    
      The day I met Ropin again would probably be very far in the future.
    

    
      I could only pray that Ropin would be safe until then.
    

    
      After that, I cleared the main quests one by one, and when I had time, I went around completing the sub-quests in the vicinity.
    

    
      My companions were sometimes there, and sometimes not.
    

    
      My companions and I were not a disciplined mercenary corps, but a party. I couldn't force them to take on quests.
    

    
      ‘Well, it can’t be helped.’
    

    
      It wasn't that they were being lazy; it was just that they were of the mindset to rest properly when they rested.
    

    
      In the end, the members who consistently moved with me were Tersion and Collie.
    

    
      And now, I was also carrying out this mission with those two.
    

    
      [A quest has been generated.]
    

    
      There is a tale that treasure lies dormant in a temple deep in the forest, but no adventurer has been able to find that treasure.
    

    
      Now that everyone dismisses it as a fabricated story, you have decided to pin your last hopes on a map you happened to find.
    

    
      Reward upon finding the temple: ???, acquisition of a special title
    

    
      “Artier, what in the world are you?”
    

    
      Tersion asked.
    

    
      She was doubting her own eyes, wondering if they were wrong.
    

    
      “How did you figure out the secret of the forest that explorers had been wasting their time on for 5 years in just three hours?”
    

    
      “There are ways.”
    

    
      I chuckled and entered the small mountain lodge.
    

    
      Inside, a totem decorated with deer antlers was erected.
    

    
      When I brought the leather pouch I had brought in advance to the totem, a small needle popped out from the totem and pricked the pouch. A moment later, the ordinary fireplace that had been in front of us split left and right.
    

    
      As we descended the stairs that led downwards through the revealed passage, a temple full of dust welcomed its visitors, emitting a faint light.
    

    
      “The temple’s mana was hidden by the forest's strange mana, so it couldn't be found at all... Since it was hidden by a mechanical device like this, the mages would have had no way of finding it.”
    

    
      Collie looked at the pouch I was holding and asked.
    

    
      “How did you know that a deer's blood was the key to the sanctuary?”
    

    
      “It was a doe, but it had antlers on its head.”
    

    
      “Excuse me?”
    

    
      “Deer antlers fall off periodically, but those antlers had many cracks and were severely scratched. It means the antlers hadn't fallen off after they grew once.”
    

    
      It was said that among the does in this forest, there were many cases of them having antlers.
    

    
      In fact, it was information that could be easily found by investigating the rumors.
    

    
      “And if you draw the range of appearance of such does, and then connect the mountain lodges built throughout the forest to it... only this place remains.”
    

    
      “That's amazing. I didn't even think that far.”
    

    
      “I just used my head a little.”
    

    
      Of course, it was all a lie.
    

    
      How could I forget this strategy when I had done it so many times?
    

    
      Moreover, this sanctuary was one of the easiest places for me to visit, so that was even more so.
    

    
      Rattle.
    

    
      “This must be it.”
    

    
      I picked up the small circlet placed in the innermost part of the temple.
    

    
      On the outside, it was a crude circlet with no decorations at all, but the information window didn't lie.
    

    
      [Circlet of Nature (Magic)]
    

    
      Defense: 3
    

    
      Option: Intelligence +10
    

    
      Hidden Option: 10 Nature's Mana is regenerated at midnight. 2 Nature's Mana can be consumed to use the Grow magic.
    

    
      ‘Good, this is what I was looking for.’
    

    
      After confirming the circlet's information, I handed it over to Tersion.
    

    
      Tersion accepted the circlet without hesitation.
    

    
      “But, is it really okay with something like this?”
    

    
      “...Of course.”
    

    
      I could feel her gaze quietly looking at the circlet from beyond the mask.
    

    
      “What's important is that it has regained its original place.”
    

    
      “Yes. Then shall we leave now?”
    

    
      As the three of them left the temple, the temple, as if its job was done, gradually lost its light and began to sink.
    

    
      It was clear that no adventurer would visit that place anymore.
    

    
      [Quest completed.]
    

    
      Reward: Experience Points, Special Title
    

    
      [You have acquired the title of Secret Seeker.]
    

    
      When a hidden tool or item is nearby, there is a certain probability that it will be highlighted.
    

    
      You will receive a reward when you investigate an unknown secret.
    

    
      [You have leveled up.]
    

    
      ‘I finally got it.’
    

    
      I smiled as I checked the experience points that were rising rapidly.
    

    
      Lv.27 Artier
    

    
      Title: Supreme-Grade Mercenary, Gnoll Slayer. Secret Seeker
    

    
      Class: Wild Summoner
    

    
      Strength: 43
    

    
      Agility: 42(+1)
    

    
      Intelligence: 19
    

    
      Available Skills: Perfect Counter (Lv.5), Avatar of Counterattack (Lv.3), Flame Cleave (Lv.3), Tactical Command (Lv.2), Wild Protection (Lv.2), Soul Share (Lv.1), Unity Rite (Lv.1)
    

    
      For over a month, I had literally gathered experience points like a storm.
    

    
      I had leveled up to the maximum possible at this point in time.
    

    
      [Having reached level 20, new skills are no longer generated. Instead, it is possible to raise the level of existing skills every 5 levels.]
    

    
      When I passed level 20, an information window like this popped up instead of a new skill.
    

    
      Thanks to that, the duration of my Perfect Counter had increased significantly.
    

    
      ‘Still a long way to go, though.’
    

    
      The advantage of Perfect Counter was that as the skill's level increased, the duration of the time-slowing effect also increased.
    

    
      It was a skill with such fraudulent performance that I, who was more proficient in this game than anyone else, could count on my fingers.
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      While we were all coming down the mountain together, Tersion's ear twitched.
    

    
      “What's wrong?”
    

    
      Tersion, who had placed a finger on her mask, put her hand to her ear.
    

    
      When Bow finally took her hand away, her voice was a notch lower.
    

    
      “It's the Information Guild. They said they came to complete the request.”
    

    
      “Does that mean...”
    

    
      “It seems they found the guard captain Roston of the south.”
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Three hours later, our party gathered in a small pub in Donko.
    

    
      “You must have been through a lot during that time.”
    

    
      “Is it that obvious?”
    

    
      “Of course.”
    

    
      Gerard, whom I hadn't seen in a long time, had taken off his armor and was wearing a comfortable robe, and Jeina was wearing a leather armor I had never seen before.
    

    
      “That robe... it seems you've joined the Sage’s Tower.”
    

    
      “They acknowledged at the Sage’s Tower that it would be difficult for me to make a comeback as a swordsman. I'm not sure if it's a good thing, though.”
    

    
      When he lifted the robe, Gerard's right arm, which was revealed, was completely devoid of muscle, unlike his still sturdy left arm.
    

    
      “Of course, if I'm in a hurry, I can swing a sword with my left hand. But I just hope that doesn't happen.”
    

    
      “Our leader, you're literally flying around now?”
    

    
      “Jeina, any mage can do that.”
    

    
      Gerard had an embarrassed expression, but I could give him a smile.
    

    
      “Alright, we can catch up more later, so let's check the information we received first.”
    

    
      Tersion spread a map with the image of the Empire on the table.
    

    
      There were circles drawn in three places in the south, and one of them had an × mark on it.
    

    
      “This place is too small a rural village for the position of guard captain to be meaningful, they said. You think so too, right?”
    

    
      “I suppose so.”
    

    
      A person who would think of handing over a castle to the Hellmorphs for their own benefit would surely not be a mere guard captain of a rural village.
    

    
      At the very least, they had to be a guard captain of a city that could benefit when Taskerben and Kelta Castle were weakened.
    

    
      “Then there are only two places.”
    

    
      One circle was drawn in the southeast of the Empire, and another was drawn a little further east than that.
    

    
      “The cities are Tutol and Crotan. But the Information Guild said something.”
    

    
      “What did they say?”
    

    
      “These two people became guard captains at almost the same time.”
    

    
      “Excuse me?”
    

    
      When Artion questioned her, Tersion nodded her head.
    

    
      At that, Jeina asked with a bewildered expression.
    

    
      “What's so important about that?”
    

    
      “It's important. It means that there's a possibility in both cities.”
    

    
      Using a rookie guard captain to devise a sinister plot was not a good choice.
    

    
      So, I had intended to first suspect the veteran guard captain with a higher possibility, but this had become twisted.
    

    
      “For guard captains with similar names to appear at the same time in cities so close to each other...”
    

    
      “Honestly, I find it hard to see it as a coincidence.”
    

    
      Tersion and Gerard nodded their heads at the same time.
    

    
      “We should see it as a kind of diversionary tactic.”
    

    
      “That's right. If one is caught, the other will try to escape. To let their superiors know that there's someone who suspects them.”
    

    
      “Then it will be dangerous, but we have no choice but to check both of them at the same time.”
    

    
      In the end, the party decided to split into two and visit Tutol and Crotan at the same time.
    

    
      I would go to Tutol with Gerard, and Jeina, Tersion, and Collie would go to Crotan.
    

    
      “Wouldn't it be better if I went with you?”
    

    
      Collie looked at me with an anxious expression, but I shook my head.
    

    
      “Just in case, there should be one mage on each side.”
    

    
      A mage was a resource that could create variables.
    

    
      This was true not only in combat situations but also in non-combat situations.
    

    
      Right now, Collie's camouflage through the Camouflage Veil, or his ability to change his appearance through Polymorph, made many operations possible.
    

    
      “Besides, you can come and find me right away in an emergency. If you think about it, it's right for you to go to the other side.”
    

    
      “Ugh, I understand. But you must call me if you're in danger too, Master.”
    

    
      Collie showed a reluctant agreement.
    

    
      “I feel like any plan will fail if I go with this idiot.”
    

    
      “What did you say? Want a taste of my axe?”
    

    
      “Both of you, stop fighting.”
    

    
      In the meantime, I, who had stopped Tersion and Jeina from growling at each other, let out a sigh.
    

    
      They seem to have good teamwork in actual combat, so why are they so hell-bent on getting at each other's throats in normal times?
    

    
      “Should I just go over there?”
    

    
      “No, I think this is right.”
    

    
      Gerard grabbed me as I was about to go forward.
    

    
      “Why? Jeina is your longtime companion, Gerard. Wouldn't you have better teamwork?”
    

    
      “I don't want to.”
    

    
      “Excuse me?”
    

    
      “I like this.”
    

    
      “....”
    

    
      “Ahem... It's just that I can no longer stop Jeina with strength like I used to.”
    

    
      Gerard made all sorts of excuses belatedly, but honestly, it didn't seem to have much meaning.
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      Pop!
    

    
      Gerard and I arrived in Tutol at noon, when the sun was high in the sky.
    

    
      Turning my head to avoid the stinging sunlight, I noticed sandstone buildings adorned with glittering crystals, fitting for a southern city.
    

    
      “The architectural style is different for each castle.”
    

    
      “I suppose so. The nature of the earth's veins is different in each region, so they must use materials that suit it.”
    

    
      Tutol, in the southeast of the Empire, was a city built in an arid desert region.
    

    
      Thanks to that, all the trees planted instead of street trees were cacti, and instead of a well, there was a large oasis in the center of the city.
    

    
      Above all, the people's attire was also often in the form of bright-colored cloth wrapped around them.
    

    
      “To avoid looking like travelers, we should change our clothes first.”
    

    
      “I agree.”
    

    
      Gerard and I first stopped by a clothing store and changed our clothes.
    

    
      The style of wrapping a single piece of cloth around the body was so awkward that this time it took me quite a while to get dressed.
    

    
      ‘I feel like an ancient Greek.’
    

    
      The white clothes with golden embroidery were flowing but not cumbersome.
    

    
      They were ordinary clothes with no protective power at all, but there was nothing better for everyday wear.
    

    
      “Come to think of it, isn't there a guard captain named Roston in this city?”
    

    
      Gerard asked the clothing store owner while paying.
    

    
      “Roston? Ah, the son of the house by the west gate?”
    

    
      “That’s probably him.”
    

    
      “That's right, there was a fuss a few months ago when he became a guard captain. The house was in an uproar saying it was a joyous occasion.”
    

    
      “Do you know where he is now?”
    

    
      “Where else? Since it's broad daylight, wouldn't he be at the guard post?”
    

    
      It was unlikely that a guard captain would be wandering the streets like other guards.
    

    
      Gerard and I went to find the guard post building as soon as we left the clothing store.
    

    
      “What excuse should we use to meet him?”
    

    
      “There are many excuses we can make. He's not a knight, so meeting a guard captain isn't that difficult. But....”
    

    
      Gerard glanced at the building and shook his head.
    

    
      “I don't think we can meet him right now.”
    

    
      “Yes? Why?”
    

    
      “Look at those wanted posters.”
    

    
      Gerard pointed to the bulletin board in front of the guard post building.
    

    
      “What do you think it means for there to be so many wanted posters?”
    

    
      “It could mean that he's too busy and doesn't have time.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      And just as Gerard said, when we looked for the guard captain with a suitable excuse, the guard in charge of reception said with a troubled expression.
    

    
      “I'm sorry, but the guard captain is busy right now, so it's difficult to meet him at the moment. Shall I schedule an appointment for you for tomorrow?”
    

    
      “Then we'll come back at this time tomorrow.”
    

    
      In the end, the two of us had no choice but to turn back without even seeing Roston's face.
    

    
      “It's no use. Should we come back tomorrow?”
    

    
      “There's no need to.”
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      “The guard post is also a workplace. He won't live there, so won't he eventually leave work?”
    

    
      “...You want to wait here?”
    

    
      “There's no need to do that from now. I think it would be fine to wait from around evening.”
    

    
      The current time was 2 PM.
    

    
      With a whole four hours of free time, I couldn't help but feel suddenly adrift.
    

    
      “As expected, we should just sneak in and attack.”
    

    
      “Don't you start too, please.”
    

    
      A cold sweat ran down Gerard's forehead.
    

    
      That look was familiar.
    

    
      It was the look he gave Jeina.
    

    
      “I get it, so calm down.”
    

    
      I immediately had a moment of reflection.
    

    
      Inevitably, we had to get a room at an inn with a good view of the guard post and wait for the guard captain to come out.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      As time passed and the streets grew dark, the lanterns that lit up the streets were lit one by one, and the ground that had been heated up cooled down.
    

    
      “Artier, he's out.”
    

    
      “Are you sure?”
    

    
      “Yes, he looks exactly like the sketch we received.”
    

    
      As we hurried our steps, I looked at the deserted streets and asked casually.
    

    
      “How much time has passed?”
    

    
      “It just passed midnight.”
    

    
      “...Midnight?”
    

    
      What kind of terrible overtime was he working?
    

    
      When I made a strange expression, Gerard also nodded his head as if in agreement.
    

    
      “It seems that as the state of the Empire has become chaotic, the number of criminals in the city has increased. The guard post is having a hard time in many ways.”
    

    
      “Well, if that person is a real guard captain, then that would be the case.”
    

    
      The two of us, having gotten ahead of the man through an alley, waited for the guard captain to come closer. As the distance closed, his facial features became clearer and clearer.
    

    
      He was a man with neatly braided golden hair, a sharp jawline, and impressive eyes with dark circles.
    

    
      “What is your business.”
    

    
      When I stepped in front of him, Roston also stopped in his tracks with a puzzled expression.
    

    
      “Are you Guard Captain Roston.”
    

    
      “Yes, I am Roston... If you have business, please come during business hours. I'm off duty right now.”
    

    
      Roston only said that and tried to pass by me as if he were annoyed.
    

    
      It was a natural reaction. No one would want to be bothered with work even after leaving work.
    

    
      “Do you know a man named Boker from Kelta Castle?”
    

    
      Flinch.
    

    
      But his footsteps immediately stiffened at my one word.
    

    
      I noticed that his breathing had become a little faster, and his fingers were trembling slightly.
    

    
      ‘As expected, there’s something.’
    

    
      An innocent person would not show such a reaction.
    

    
      I immediately continued.
    

    
      “I came to confirm a few things with you, Mr. Roston.”
    

    
      “...What is your affiliation.”
    

    
      Roston said, turning his body. I also looked at him.
    

    
      “Is affiliation important?”
    

    
      “If you don't reveal it, then I have no obligation to answer.”
    

    
      A rigid person.
    

    
      That's what I thought.
    

    
      ‘I shouldn't tell too big a lie here.’
    

    
      Repeated lies would eventually damage my reputation.
    

    
      With that thought, I opened my mouth.
    

    
      “I am Artier, a Supreme-Grade Mercenary.”
    

    
      “A mercenary...?”
    

    
      Roston let out a hollow laugh and turned his steps without hesitation.
    

    
      “Go back. I have nothing to say to you.”
    

    
      A mercenary was of the same commoner status as a guard captain. Having confirmed that, his tone immediately turned cold.
    

    
      It was an expected part.
    

    
      But I had a plan too.
    

    
      Gerard, who had been hiding in a corner, walked out and blocked Roston, who was about to pass by.
    

    
      “...Do you really not know what it means to block the path of me, the guard captain of this city?”
    

    
      “I'm not unaware. You too will understand what my words mean.”
    

    
      “A request.”
    

    
      At Gerard's words, Roston clicked his tongue as if he understood the situation.
    

    
      Of course, Gerard wasn't cooperating with me just to satisfy my curiosity.
    

    
      ‘In this situation where humanity is in danger, being greedy among humans will only hasten our demise.’
    

    
      ‘Sir Ropin...’
    

    
      ‘You can think of it as the greed of an old man. Or you can think of it as another request. Please look into this matter. I'm asking you.’
    

    
      Before Ropin parted ways with the party, he had held my hand with this request.
    

    
      [A quest has been generated.]
    

    
      Ropin, a Holy Mage of the Rata faith, believes that in this time of great crisis for humanity, they must prevent self-destruction at all costs.
    

    
      If you find this clue and resolve their conflict, you will have created a great debt with the Rata faith and Ropin.
    

    
      Reward: ???, significant increase in favorability with Ropin, significant increase in favorability with the Rata faith
    

    
      Although there was no specifically determined reward... it was a request from the Rata faith.
    

    
      I had accepted it, and Gerard also didn't think that helping with this matter was simply a loss.
    

    
      “You mercenary bastards, you'll do anything for money, won't you.”
    

    
      Roston frowned and brought his hand to his waist.
    

    
      As a guard captain, he naturally carried a sword at his waist at all times.
    

    
      “So? Are you thinking of kidnapping me? Let me tell you in advance, I'm not going to go down without a fight.”
    

    
      “....”
    

    
      Gerard looked at me silently at those words.
    

    
      And then he quietly shook his head.
    

    
      I knew what he meant.
    

    
      ‘Does that mean kidnapping is not allowed?’
    

    
      My thoughts were the same.
    

    
      This was not a request received officially through the Mercenary Guild.
    

    
      That meant that there was no help from the Mercenary Guild to resolve any trouble.
    

    
      Whether it was kidnapping or whatever, the responsibility for any illegal activities rested solely on them.
    

    
      “If we had intended to use force, we wouldn't have come out like this from the beginning.”
    

    
      When I said that, Roston put back the sword he had half-drawn.
    

    
      “Then it seems what I have to do is decided.”
    

    
      He passed by Gerard without hesitation.
    

    
      “I have nothing to say. Leave this city at once.”
    

    
      “That would be difficult.”
    

    
      “Then I'll put a wanted poster for you tomorrow for threatening a guard captain. I've remembered your name, Supreme-Grade Mercenary Artier.”
    

    
      Roston disappeared after saying those words.
    

    
      Gerard sighed and rubbed the space between his eyebrows.
    

    
      “He's a more rigid person than I thought.”
    

    
      “...Will I really be put on a wanted list?”
    

    
      “Of course not. There's no evidence, and no harm was done. No matter how much of a guard captain he is, he can't abuse his power to that extent. But since he knows that he's being targeted, he'll probably bring his subordinates with him from now on. If other witnesses appear, then we might really be put on a wanted list.”
    

    
      “It's gotten difficult....”
    

    
      To have to work without using a sword in a place where the sword was closer than the pen. It was a very awkward thing.
    

    
      Should I say it felt like deliberately taking the difficult path when there was an easy one?
    

    
      “How's the other side?”
    

    
      “It seems the situation over there is similar. They said they sent Jeina to the information gathering side in the first place in case she went on a rampage.”
    

    
      “That's wise.”
    

    
      Then what should we do now?
    

    
      Just as I was contemplating, Gerard placed a hand on my shoulder.
    

    
      “Don't worry too much. We expected this much from the beginning. Besides, in the end, we obtained a lot of information.”
    

    
      “Really?”
    

    
      “Even if he's a person who really has nothing to hide, a commoner normally can't be that confident in front of a Supreme-Grade Mercenary.”
    

    
      “Ah.”
    

    
      Come to think of it, Roston was only level 10.
    

    
      With that level of skill, he should have been intimidated just by my gaze.
    

    
      “Since he has something to hide and at the same time something he believes in, a mouse can be that confident even in front of a cat. It means that he's not afraid of being kidnapped.”
    

    
      “I see.”
    

    
      As expected, I had no eye for people.
    

    
      Or was Gerard, who could deduce something from just that much information, amazing?
    

    
      “What should we do now?”
    

    
      “There are many ways, but there's one that's the easiest among them.”
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      Tap, tap.
    

    
      Gerard patted his shoulder and said with a chuckle.
    

    
      “The village chief of my hometown used to say this sometimes. If you want to dig something up, go to a pub.”
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      What did that mean?
    

    
      As I looked at him with a bewildered expression, the smiling Gerard added a word.
    

    
      “Artier, by any chance, can you hold your liquor?”
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      Chapter 67: One Drink for the Me Who Has Just Become Pathetic (3)
    

    
      The nights in Tutol were very short.
    

    
      As the sun rose, the chilly air instantly heated up, transforming into a temperature no different from midday.
    

    
      I, who was wearing a coat, felt sweat trickling down my forehead and immediately took off my clothes.
    

    
      “I thought the cloth was thick for a tropical region... there was a reason.”
    

    
      “The temperature difference is immense. If we had been in our original clothes, our stamina consumption would have been great.”
    

    
      The two of us were devising a new plan in the inn room we had booked.
    

    
      “So what does that mean? Are you telling me to have a drinking contest with Roston?”
    

    
      “To be precise, it's about extracting information under the guise of a drinking contest.”
    

    
      At the story Gerard brought up, I had a slightly reluctant expression.
    

    
      “...Are there no other methods? Like mental magic.”
    

    
      “Unfortunately, I haven't learned any magic of that sort.”
    

    
      Gerard had raised his level a lot in the meantime and had reached level 23.
    

    
      He had also benefited in various ways from joining the Sage's Tower and had learned new magic through a Magic Book, so he now had more skills than me. He had become a complete mage.
    

    
      But Gerard hadn't learned all kinds of magic either.
    

    
      “It's too... obvious, so I think Roston will notice.”
    

    
      “Of course, if we go in this state, we might really get kicked out of the city, let alone have a drinking contest. So we'll use this method.”
    

    
      Thud.
    

    
      Gerard took out his Grimoire and examined something.
    

    
      Then he suddenly faced me and muttered softly.
    

    
      “Illusion.”
    

    
      Pop!
    

    
      In my vision, only a small cluster of light flickered. But Gerard had a satisfied expression and brought over a nearby mirror to reflect my face.
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      The face I saw through the mirror had changed into that of a man I had never seen before.
    

    
      “I changed your face with illusion magic. If you look closely, you might get caught, but it would be difficult to notice from having met just once last night.”
    

    
      “That's cool.”
    

    
      I touched my own face.
    

    
      The skin of the man reflected in the mirror was completely different from my original skin, but the sensation I felt through touch hadn't changed at all.
    

    
      “Now we just need to know where and when Roston drinks.”
    

    
      “I've already found that out too.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      When on earth?
    

    
      I looked at him with a bewildered expression, but Gerard just nodded his head.
    

    
      “Didn't we make inquiries at the clothing store? The owner seemed so close to Roston that he was on the verge of making things up.”
    

    
      “Ah.”
    

    
      Don't tell me it was during that light conversation with the clothing store owner?
    

    
      I was there too. But perhaps because I was so focused on finding out where Roston worked, I had long forgotten the content of the idle chat we had shared.
    

    
      “Roston stops by a pub every Friday evening on his way home from work. The name of the pub he frequents is Dawn's Rest. It's a popular pub that the people here often visit.”
    

    
      “You're really amazing, Gerard.”
    

    
      I said so with pure respect.
    

    
      ‘If I had been alone, I would have had to wander around for at least a few hours to get the information myself, and if I had, Roston would have heard about it.’
    

    
      Gerard, however, was just writing something down in his notebook without any change in expression, as if it were no big deal.
    

    
      “I just utilized the information. Besides, this plan cannot be carried out if we don't know if you can hold your liquor.”
    

    
      Thud.
    

    
      Gerard said so and placed a bottle of alcohol on the table.
    

    
      It was something he had prepared in advance on his way back to the inn.
    

    
      “So, from now on, we'll test your tolerance with this. We have enough money, so drink until the end.”
    

    
      “Um... is this really the only way?”
    

    
      “Is there any other way to check one's tolerance besides this?”
    

    
      “No, that's not exactly what I meant... And when it comes to alcohol, you're here too, Gerard. I'm sure you can drink well.”
    

    
      “My tolerance?”
    

    
      Gerard let out a chuckle and said confidently.
    

    
      “Unfortunately, I'm done with two glasses of this.”
    

    
      “....”
    

    
      “Jeina has guaranteed it, so you can believe it.”
    

    
      “I didn't want to know.”
    

    
      Really.
    

    
      For real.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Flinch.
    

    
      Roston, who was filling out documents, stopped his hand for a moment and let out a deep sigh.
    

    
      ‘Damn it. If this continues, I'll collapse from mental and physical weakness within two weeks.’
    

    
      It had already been two days since those damned mercenaries came to see him.
    

    
      Since then, he hadn't seen them at all, but Roston knew very well that they wouldn't just retreat like that.
    

    
      ‘That guy who called himself a Supreme-Grade Mercenary, it was definitely not a lie.’
    

    
      He still remembered the events of two days ago clearly.
    

    
      Neither the yellow-haired swordsman who appeared before him nor the middle-aged mage accompanying him had paid any attention to him drawing his sword.
    

    
      Even if he had drawn his sword and charged at them, it would not have been a threat to them at all.
    

    
      ‘The fact that I'm the guard captain of this city probably doesn't mean anything.’
    

    
      Mercenaries carrying out a request were people who didn't care about the city's rules.
    

    
      He had just been lucky that day; Roston knew that he could be kidnapped by them at any time.
    

    
      ‘I have to strike first from this side. Who on earth is it? The person who is trying to dig into our backs.’
    

    
      Creak.
    

    
      Just as Roston was contemplating, someone entered the guard captain's office with a knock.
    

    
      “Captain?”
    

    
      “What is it.”
    

    
      “You should go home. It's already past 6 o'clock.”
    

    
      “Ah.”
    

    
      Only then did Roston look at the hourglass on his desk. The sand in the hourglass, which he turned over every day when he came to work, had all fallen.
    

    
      “I've been out of my mind lately.”
    

    
      Roston, who got up from his seat while ruffling his hair, tidied up his various tools and left the guard post.
    

    
      “Charles, have a drink with me.”
    

    
      “Yes? Are you buying, Captain?”
    

    
      “You might as well try to skin a flea.”
    

    
      “I'm not even worth that much.”
    

    
      “Haaa... alright.”
    

    
      “Yay!”
    

    
      It would cost a lot of money, but it was fine.
    

    
      He wanted to have someone by his side today, even if it meant doing this.
    

    
      A short while later, the two of them who had left the guard post arrived at their usual pub. As they opened the door and entered, the smell of alcohol-soaked wood and the aroma of crispy grilled smoked barbecue stimulated Roston's nose.
    

    
      In this familiar and comfortable place of rest, Roston felt his nerves gradually relax.
    

    
      “Two of you today? What can I get you?”
    

    
      “Two beers and some dried snacks for now.”
    

    
      “Ehh... you're being cheap.”
    

    
      “Shut up. It's really dangerous to order something expensive from the start.”
    

    
      Charles's gaze was truly sharp, but Roston tried his best to ignore it.
    

    
      He felt sorry for his subordinate, but in reality, he didn't have much money left in his wallet.
    

    
      Eventually, with each drink, Roston's face grew redder and redder.
    

    
      “I'm so tired these days, I can't live like this.”
    

    
      “I know, right... It's annoying enough that weird things are running rampant, but why are criminals so active?”
    

    
      “That's not all I'm talking about....”
    

    
      Just as he was continuing his complaints, someone approached the table where the two of them were sitting.
    

    
      “Well, well, who do we have here. Isn't it the guard captain of this town?”
    

    
      Flinch.
    

    
      Roston flinched and turned his head, but realizing it was someone different from who he expected, he relaxed again.
    

    
      “And who might you be?”
    

    
      “I'm Jake. I came to the guard post last time to request a wanted poster.”
    

    
      “Ah....”
    

    
      A local villager?
    

    
      At those words, Roston tried to recall the appearance of the young man named Jake, but perhaps because he had had several drinks in a row, he couldn't remember anything at all.
    

    
      ‘Well, there must have been something.’
    

    
      In the end, Roston thought so and let it slide.
    

    
      “I see. So what brings you here?”
    

    
      Grin.
    

    
      Roston didn't realize that Jake, who heard those words, had smiled without realizing it himself.
    

    
      I'll tell you what to say, so you just have to act as I say.
    

    
      Gerard, sitting at another table, looked around and then conveyed what Artier should do through the communication.
    

    
      No one is suspicious, so continue.
    

    
      And this plan was working much better than expected.
    

    
      “I just wanted to repay the hardworking guard captain since we met like this.”
    

    
      “Thank you, but I can't accept private rewards.”
    

    
      “Come on, what guard post actually follows that rule. Hey, owner!”
    

    
      I raised my hand and shouted towards the owner.
    

    
      “A beer here and three servings of wild boar barbecue, quick!”
    

    
      “...?!”
    

    
      Roston, who had been tilting his glass nonchalantly, and Charles, who had been watching from the side, had surprised expressions.
    

    
      It was a natural reaction. The wild boar barbecue he had ordered was the most expensive item on the menu at this restaurant.
    

    
      “Mine too?”
    

    
      “You've worked hard, so let's eat together!”
    

    
      “W-woah?! Thank you!”
    

    
      Roston silently looked at Jake.
    

    
      Nevertheless, Jake just chuckled and handed a silver coin to the owner.
    

    
      “I'm in a really good mood today. I can afford this much.”
    

    
      “...I'll eat well.”
    

    
      He wondered how a seemingly ordinary person could spend money so easily, but Roston stopped thinking at the smell of the barbecue.
    

    
      In fact, he was getting tired of chewing on only dried snacks.
    

    
      Besides, Jake's words weren't wrong either.
    

    
      It was a rule that guards belonging to the Empire did not accept bribes, but there was no need to be so strict as to refuse a meal.
    

    
      Eventually, when the food came out, the three of them clinked their wooden glasses. Roston and Jake emptied their glasses coolly.
    

    
      “Mr. Roston, from what I hear, you're an amazing person. I heard you became a guard captain in just a few months.”
    

    
      “That's....”
    

    
      “Oh, don't even mention it. He caught five heinous criminals in three days and got a super-fast promotion.”
    

    
      Roston was contemplating, but before him, the mouth of the excited Charles opened first.
    

    
      “He accurately pointed out the location of the heinous criminals, subdued two of them in an instant, and even took care of the remaining one while he was injured! I saw it from the side, it was truly an unbelievable performance!”
    

    
      “Wow....”
    

    
      I clapped my hands and played along with Charles's tale of military exploits appropriately.
    

    
      ‘I think I've got a rough grasp of the conversation flow now... How should I ask questions to get information?’
    

    
      If this were a game, dialogue options would have appeared, and I could just choose from there.
    

    
      But this was reality. There was no way something like dialogue options would appear.
    

    
      Just as I was contemplating, Gerard's communication came through to my ear as if he had been waiting.
    

    
      “...?”
    

    
      But even after hearing those words, I couldn't grasp Gerard's intention.
    

    
      ‘Did I hear him wrong? Did he really tell me to say that?’
    

    
      Time was still passing.
    

    
      There wasn't much time to think.
    

    
      After hesitating for a moment, I immediately opened my mouth.
    

    
      “Wow, that's an amazing achievement! But there were five criminals in the village? How did that happen?”
    

    
      “Uh....”
    

    
      Flinch.
    

    
      Unlike Charles, who tilted his head as if trying to recall the situation at that time, Roston's expression was stiff.
    

  
    Chapter 68: Chapter 68

    
      Chapter 68: This is a Scam (1)
    

    
      I continued to speak with the most nonchalant smile I could muster.
    

    
      Of course, inwardly, I was checking Roston's reaction.
    

    
      “I know Tutol to be a safe city. So I was wondering how such heinous criminals could have invaded all at once.”
    

    
      “....”
    

    
      I felt Charles slowly look at Roston.
    

    
      “That's right? How did they get in? I haven't heard anything either.”
    

    
      It seemed that what Gerard was aiming for from the beginning was this.
    

    
      “Charles, how would I know that?”
    

    
      “But you caught them, didn't you, Captain? You were the one who called us. At that time, you said that since the guys had passed the inspection at the main gate, we should assemble quickly...”
    

    
      “Charles.”
    

    
      Roston's gaze pierced Charles coldly.
    

    
      It was a cold and calm gaze, to the point that it was hard to believe he had just been drinking.
    

    
      “Get a grip. This isn't the guard post building.”
    

    
      “Uh... I understand.”
    

    
      Charles immediately shut his mouth.
    

    
      It seems we need a little more alcohol.
    

    
      At Gerard's words, I immediately ordered more drinks.
    

    
      “Oh, I'm sorry. I'll buy this as a token of my apology.”
    

    
      One glass, two glasses, I was determined and continued to drink.
    

    
      “Kuh...!”
    

    
      “Kyaa!”
    

    
      My mind became hazy from the bitter taste, and I felt my consciousness slowly fading.
    

    
      “What other achievements do you have besides that?”
    

    
      “His paperwork is also amazing. He does the work of two people all by himself!”
    

    
      “Paperwork? Do you know how to read?”
    

    
      “I learned it somehow.”
    

    
      Roston's face was quite red.
    

    
      He ruffled his hair and let out a deep sigh.
    

    
      “I happened to get an opportunity and was able to learn.”
    

    
      “An opportunity?”
    

    
      “...A charity organization called Dest was teaching commoners how to read.”
    

    
      “Ah, Dest! I've heard of it!”
    

    
      Charles chimed in.
    

    
      It seemed like the guy was even less sober than Roston.
    

    
      “They appeared in Tutol a few months ago, right? They only gave me a boiled egg or two....”
    

    
      “Charles, you're very drunk.”
    

    
      “If I had known that, I would have learned to read too! Ugh... then I would have helped with the paperwork.”
    

    
      “You're lucky to have such subordinates, hahaha.”
    

    
      “...We're childhood friends.”
    

    
      Roston had a displeased expression.
    

    
      But at least it didn't seem like that was a lie.
    

    
      “We applied to the guard post together.”
    

    
      “Have you lived in Tutol since you were young?”
    

    
      “No, I'm originally from Crotan.”
    

    
      “Crotan?”
    

    
      “...What's wrong?”
    

    
      When Roston asked back, I realized that my voice had been higher than I thought.
    

    
      ‘Th-this kind of foolish mistake.’
    

    
      “Ah, I recently went there.”
    

    
      “Do you work as a merchant?”
    

    
      “Yes, that's right. I heard it's noisy there these days too.”
    

    
      “Is that so? Well, which castle isn't these days.”
    

    
      Although I passed it off naturally, I felt a cold sweat run down my back.
    

    
      Artier, let's leave now.
    

    
      Just as Gerard's communication came in, I naturally glanced at the clock and got up from my seat.
    

    
      “Oh my! It's already this late. I'll be leaving first!”
    

    
      As soon as I came out of the building and entered a nearby alley, I felt the haze that had been covering my face disappear.
    

    
      “Phew... that was close.”
    

    
      A moment later, Gerard appeared belatedly and patted his face.
    

    
      “I'm sorry. I thought he would get suspicious if I talked more.”
    

    
      “I'm sorry. I was surprised by the word Crotan.”
    

    
      “No. It was something to be surprised about. And you're drunk right now.”
    

    
      I, who was about to retort, immediately shut my mouth.
    

    
      Even though I was just standing still, my body kept swaying, and Gerard's voice, who was right in front of me, felt like it was coming from far away.
    

    
      “My heart has moved to my head.”
    

    
      “Seeing you talk nonsense, it was a good thing we stopped.”
    

    
      “...Calling it nonsense is too harsh.”
    

    
      “Let's go back to the inn.”
    

    
      The two of us immediately returned to the inn.
    

    
      And I passed out just like that and couldn't do anything until the sun was high in the sky.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      The next day, when I opened my eyes, I had to barely hold back a scream that was about to burst out from the tremendous headache that was pounding my head.
    

    
      “Ugh, my head.”
    

    
      “Here, drink this.”
    

    
      “Why on earth do people drink this?”
    

    
      “Because they don't drink thinking about the future.”
    

    
      Only after I had downed all the honey water Gerard had given me could I calmly sort out the situation.
    

    
      “Did we get anything? I'm not sure....”
    

    
      “We did. Not much, but.”
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      “There are roughly three things we found out. Roston was promoted to guard captain quickly through a special method, and he learned to read from a charity organization called Dest. Lastly, he's from Crotan.”
    

    
      These three things, at first glance, seemed like just trivial details. Gerard spread a piece of paper on the table and began his explanation.
    

    
      “How long do you think it normally takes for an illiterate person to learn to read well enough to do paperwork freely?”
    

    
      “Ah?”
    

    
      “Unless you're called a genius, it basically takes a few months. And the charity organization arrived in Tutol a few months ago... isn't it too coincidental to be a coincidence?”
    

    
      They already knew very well that Roston had recently been ‘appointed’ as a guard captain for a special reason.
    

    
      “The charity organization educated Roston as soon as they came to Tutol. It's possible they came to Tutol aiming for Roston in the first place.”
    

    
      “That's right. It's not an ordinary charity organization. It's a bit strange that Charles didn't know that his childhood friend, and also a fellow guard, was going in and out of a charity organization that was just handing out eggs for a few months.”
    

    
      And finally, Gerard drew several circles in the corner of the paper.
    

    
      “Of course, even so, we didn't get much information... but the reason for that is probably because there wasn't much information in the first place. There's no way Roston, who had only been studying reading for a few months, could have come all the way to Kelta Castle.”
    

    
      Gerard put away the paper and said.
    

    
      “It's Crotan. The real Roston who contacted Boker is in Crotan.”
    

    
      “Then let's go right away.”
    

    
      As they packed their bags and went out onto the street, it was very noisy.
    

    
      “What's going on?”
    

    
      When I turned my head towards the sound, black smoke was billowing up.
    

    
      The place where the smoke was rising from was the roof of the guard post building.
    

    
      “What's that? It doesn't look like a fire.”
    

    
      When I stretched out my hand and asked, Gerard immediately answered calmly.
    

    
      “It's the use of tracking magic powder.”
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      “It's an item to check if there are any traces of magic having been cast.”
    

    
      “Um, so that means.”
    

    
      “He noticed... or at least felt that something was strange.”
    

    
      Should I say it was just like Roston, who kept his reason until the end? Just as my expression was about to harden, Gerard chuckled and said.
    

    
      “But it's meaningless. We didn't use any magic on Roston.”
    

    
      If Gerard had cast mental magic or played any other tricks directly on Roston, that powder would have reacted.
    

    
      But the only magic Gerard used was the illusion magic and communication magic applied to me.
    

    
      Small magic of that level was sometimes used for fun in daily life, and since it wasn't applied to Roston himself, there was no way he could distinguish it.
    

    
      “Aaaah!”
    

    
      Roston's scream was heard from inside the guard post.
    

    
      And the sound of something breaking and shattering.
    

    
      All the effort of coming to the guard post even on a holiday had been in vain, and the nagging feeling that he had somehow been swindled out of information would be weighing down his entire body, so it was probably natural.
    

    
      “Puh.”
    

    
      “Kehehe....”
    

    
      But that was their problem.
    

    
      This situation was just funny to the two of them.
    

    
      “Now, let's get out of here quickly before they try to temporarily detain us with some ridiculous excuse.”
    

    
      “Okay.”
    

    
      The two of them immediately used the Teleport gate as if they were running away and moved to Crotan.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Crotan Castle, located even further east than Tutol.
    

    
      The characteristic of this castle was that, strangely, it had a lot of tall buildings.
    

    
      Because it was built in a narrow mountainous area with not much spare space, most of the structures were built up to 2 stories at the lowest and 7 stories at the highest, stretching high as if to pierce the sky.
    

    
      I'm so annoyed I could die!
    

    
      And from the roof of one building, Jeina's exasperated communication could be heard.
    

    
      How long do we have to just follow him? Can't we just catch him?
    

    
      How did you live as a mercenary with that head of yours?
    

    
      Tersion sighed and adjusted her mask.
    

    
      This isn't an officially approved request from the guild, so we can't do it that way. Do I have to teach you the human way? Really?
    

    
      It's not like I don't know! It's just frustrating.
    

    
      Thump, thump.
    

    
      Jeina pointlessly tapped the wall timidly to vent her frustration.
    

    
      Because she had a history of actually knocking down a wall by hitting it with all her strength, she couldn't even swing her fist properly now.
    

    
      You two, that's all well and good, but why are you fighting through the communication? I feel like my ears are going to go deaf.
    

    
      Collie's displeased voice entered the ears of the two people who were sighing.
    

    
      How is the guy moving?
    

    
      It's no good. He's only moving around in places with a lot of people again today.
    

    
      Damn it, he doesn't go to a deserted place even once?
    

    
      That's right. When he does go once or twice by chance, he plasters the surroundings with alarm magic before entering.
    

    
      Grind!
    

    
      Tersion, who had been grinding her teeth without realizing it, regained her composure again.
    

    
      You can't dispel it?
    

    
      I can dispel it. But the problem is the number.
    

    
      Collie, who was standing in the corner of a secluded alley, said so and waved his staff.
    

    
      Woooong....
    

    
      A Camouflage Veil was spread around the boy.
    

    
      Collie watched the disappearing Roston in the distance and said.
    

    
      If I'm dispelling the alarm magic, I won't be able to dispel the magic Roston uses when he escapes. The magic he uses is all just annoying....
    

    
      It's so annoying that he's putting so much effort into this.
    

    
      Tersion spat on the ground.
    

    
      What kind of mage doesn't use any attack magic and only knows things like trap magic and acceleration magic?
    

    
      It was a mystery how he became a guard captain with those skills.
    

    
      Of course, if you thought about it carefully, there was no need to have a mystery.
    

    
      Wasn't it clear? The guy was not a proper guard captain.
    

    
      If we just catch him, we can definitely find something out.
    

    
      That's true. The problem is how to catch him. Since he's a mage, he notices our mana waves from afar, so only Collie, who can hide it, is following him, and even then, he's just going around in places with a lot of people like this!
    

    
      Another vein popped out on Jeina's forehead and forearm.
    

    
      It was obvious that if she waited a little longer, she would lose her reason in anger and just charge in.
    

    
      It's okay. A solution will come soon.
    

    
      What? How?
    

    
      Flash!
    

    
      As soon as Tersion's words ended, a light flew from far away in the empty air and struck down into the Teleport gate like a thunderbolt.
    

    
      Because the problem solvers have just arrived.
    

  
    Chapter 69: Chapter 69

    
      Chapter 69: This is a Scam (2)
    

    
      Artier and Gerard, who had arrived in Crotan, joined the rest of the party.
    

    
      Unlike the open inn in Tutol, where an entire wall was blown out, the inn they had reserved was stuffy, with walls on all four sides.
    

    
      “This is better. It would be troublesome if he noticed.”
    

    
      Tersion said so and immediately took off her mask.
    

    
      It seemed she had been quite suffocated.
    

    
      “So the opponent is a mage, and that's why you're having trouble secretly gathering information.”
    

    
      Gerard, who had heard the whole story, fell into thought.
    

    
      “Alarm magic, trap magic, and on top of that, acceleration magic for escaping... It's certain that this one is the real deal.”
    

    
      It was on a different level from Roston, who just took his subordinate colleagues with him.
    

    
      “The guy is a mage, so he can distinguish the waves of mana. So we got caught a few times, and after that, it got a bit annoying.”
    

    
      “He's probably a mage affiliated with the Sage's Tower. A fellow mage might not know, but it's hard for ordinary people to escape detection.”
    

    
      “Then what if Gerard moves with Collie?”
    

    
      I asked, but Gerard shook his head.
    

    
      “It's not impossible, but didn't you say the other side has also recognized Collie's existence? They would have prepared for a magic battle.”
    

    
      The opponent was not an individual.
    

    
      Since he was likely under the protection of an unknown organization, it was forbidden to approach him too lightly.
    

    
      “We're not fools either.”
    

    
      Tersion flipped her hair back and said.
    

    
      “We even thought about secretly putting him to sleep with a sleeping poison, or luring him somewhere else. It's a bit annoying, but we even tried to seduce him.”
    

    
      “....”
    

    
      “But that bastard, he's annoyingly thorough. Collie found out that even if his path is blocked, the guy will go around the castle once rather than leave the crowd.”
    

    
      “Did you try seducing him?”
    

    
      “Even if you're the party leader, if you ask any more questions, I'll turn you into a pulp.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      I obediently shut my mouth.
    

    
      “There's no answer. I was starting to think that the only way left was to see blood.”
    

    
      After finishing her words, Tersion sat down in a chair and began to polish her arrowheads.
    

    
      And for a while, silence fell in the room.
    

    
      “...If we consider a case that the opponent wouldn't think of right now.”
    

    
      A moment later, the person who broke the silence was Collie.
    

    
      “It's you and Master, Gerard.”
    

    
      “Us?”
    

    
      “The two of you haven't met Roston yet. So your mana waves won't be identified. If you mix in with the crowd and pass by, you can approach Roston most easily from here.”
    

    
      “That's true.”
    

    
      In fact, this was something anyone could figure out.
    

    
      “The problem is after approaching. Even if we can approach easily, it doesn't change the fact that he has hidden himself among numerous alarm magics and a crowd. Then the problem from Tutol will just repeat itself.”
    

    
      “Either we become criminals, or we commit a perfect crime....”
    

    
      “Yes. And we only have one chance, two at most. After that, Roston will remember our mana waves as well.”
    

    
      Hearing Gerard's words, I fell into thought.
    

    
      But it was still a difficult problem.
    

    
      ‘A frontal assault on a mage is a suicidal act....’
    

    
      Mages were often said to be late bloomers.
    

    
      As time passed, they could build their walls more and more sturdily. A mage who had finished all preparations was even called an impregnable fortress.
    

    
      So, breaking through the measures Roston had set up right now didn't seem like a very good idea.
    

    
      “What's this Roston's daily routine like? Is there no place to intervene?”
    

    
      “Did you say you enticed him with alcohol over there? But unfortunately, there's nothing at all. It's a repetition of going from home to the guard post, and then back home. Even at the guard post, he's always cooped up in the building except when he's on patrol.”
    

    
      “What the....”
    

    
      “You don't believe it, do you? But it's true. I asked the people around, and they said he's been like that ever since he became a guard captain.”
    

    
      The first time is hard, but the second time should be easy.
    

    
      I smacked my lips with a sense of regret.
    

    
      “Does that mean he never deviates from his set schedule?”
    

    
      Just then, the contemplating Gerard muttered to himself.
    

    
      “It's a pity we can't get help from the Sage’s Tower at times like this....”
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      What does that mean?
    

    
      When I asked back, Gerard answered obediently.
    

    
      “Mages affiliated with the Sage’s Tower have a rule that they must respond immediately if they are summoned by the Sage’s Tower. If we could have used this, we might have been able to catch Roston easily.”
    

    
      “Why can't we get help?”
    

    
      “That's because of the rule that the Sage’s Tower does not directly intervene in political conflicts.”
    

    
      To prevent the Empire from making the Sage’s Tower a scapegoat in a political struggle, the Emperor of the Empire had forbidden the Sage’s Tower from acting for a specific group.
    

    
      The conspiracy that I and the party were trying to uncover was also a kind of internal strife happening in the Empire, so the Sage’s Tower could not step in.
    

    
      “They can't stop an individual mage from stepping in, but it can't be done under the name of the Sage’s Tower.”
    

    
      “...Does that mean an individual can get involved?”
    

    
      “What do you mean?”
    

    
      When Gerard asked, I slowly raised the corner of my mouth.
    

    
      “I can lure him in.”
    

    
      “How?”
    

    
      “It's simple.”
    

    
      I said what had come to my mind.
    

    
      After the whole story was over, the party couldn't hide their surprised expressions.
    

    
      “Our little brother, your head surprisingly works quite well for schemes, huh?”
    

    
      “To be honest, you sound like a lunatic. In a good way.”
    

    
      “Of course, it's not a perfect plan.”
    

    
      Collie said.
    

    
      “To be honest, it's not without its hitches. I'm especially not sure if the Sage’s Tower will turn a blind eye to this.”
    

    
      “As Gerard said, the Sage’s Tower doesn't get involved in political fights, right? So it should be fine.”
    

    
      “You know very well that's not the problem....”
    

    
      I naturally avoided Collie's gaze as he smiled awkwardly.
    

    
      “Whatever.”
    

    
      “I'm not responsible if you get disciplined later.”
    

    
      “I'll take care of it then. Gerard, please go to the Sage’s Tower with Collie. How much do you think the fee will be?”
    

    
      “About 5 gold coins should be enough to be sure.”
    

    
      I opened my inventory, took out a gold coin, and handed it to Gerard.
    

    
      ‘As expected of the Sage’s Tower. The prices are no joke.’
    

    
      It was a little sad when the shiny gold coin left, but money that comes easily also leaves easily.
    

    
      “Jeina and Bow, please go to the nearby forest and either catch or chase away the wild animals.”
    

    
      “Huh? Why?”
    

    
      “Haaa... you weren't listening, were you?”
    

    
      Tersion, as if this were her chance, started to pick on Jeina relentlessly.
    

    
      “He's telling us to clear the area. Imagine we've caught him, and a single beast suddenly rushes in. If the guy escapes with something like a short-distance teleport, we're done for right away.”
    

    
      “Ugh, I get it! Stop nagging. Are you my dad or something?”
    

    
      “What do I care how many dads you have.”
    

    
      “Th-this, are you crazy?!”
    

    
      The two of them immediately started a chase and disappeared in an instant.
    

    
      Jeina would probably lose.
    

    
      Tersion, with Wind Gale, was almost at the level of flying.
    

    
      “Then shall we begin?”
    

    
      I, left alone, fiddled with my fists and spread out a map of the city.
    

    
      “I may not be good at other things, but I'm confident in this kind of thing.”
    

    
      His eyes, as he examined the map, were no longer those of a mercenary.
    

    
      The gaze of someone attempting a strategy.
    

    
      He had returned to being a gamer.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      The next day came.
    

    
      Rustle....
    

    
      To live in Crotan meant that even the sound of falling leaves rustling could be heard clearly.
    

    
      Even in the bustling market, the sound of footsteps was louder than the voices of the people.
    

    
      Is this really a town where people live?
    

    
      This is what this city is like. It hasn't been noisy for three days.
    

    
      I, who was hiding my body with the Camouflage Veil, was at a loss for words at the absurd silence.
    

    
      It is said that this castle, due to its location, was often invaded by flying-type monsters in the past. So it is said that it became a habit for everyone to be quiet so as not to miss the sound of flapping wings.
    

    
      This is too quiet. It's not good.
    

    
      What do you mean.
    

    
      Many people will hear our conversation.
    

    
      Of course, the majority were meaningless commoners.
    

    
      But what they were about to do now was a scam.
    

    
      And it was better if not many people heard about a scam.
    

    
      Isn't there anything we can do about it? The moment we send people elsewhere, Roston will notice.
    

    
      It's not like there's no way.
    

    
      Yes?
    

    
      No matter how quiet they are, they're still people in the end.
    

    
      I chuckled and took something out of my inventory.
    

    
      As soon as Collie confirmed what it was, he was startled and took a few steps back, and the well-maintained Camouflage Veil almost came undone.
    

    
      A-are you crazy?! Why are you suddenly taking that out?
    

    
      Because I wanted a reaction like yours?
    

    
      What I took out was none other than Fermented Beans.
    

    
      I, who was smiling wickedly in an unfitting way, took a handful of it and scattered it on the ground.
    

    
      “Eww, what's that smell...?”
    

    
      The effect was immediate.
    

    
      As a foul smell suddenly started to emanate from the center of the market, people frowned and began to look for the source of the smell.
    

    
      They soon realized the existence of the beans scattered on the ground and started to curse and clean them up.
    

    
      “Who on earth threw food waste on the ground!”
    

    
      While saying things like this.
    

    
      People don't know good taste.
    

    
      You're the strange one, Master. Do you really not know?
    

    
      I tried my best to ignore Collie's sharp gaze and sent a communication to the others.
    

    
      Bow, how is it?
    

    
      The forest is clean. Don't worry and just bring him over.
    

    
      Got it. Gerard?
    

    
      I'm on my way there now. I'll arrive at your location in 30 seconds.
    

    
      At those words, I chuckled and checked my appearance.
    

    
      Today, he was wearing a robe, not armor.
    

    
      Even the scabbard that had been hanging from his side was not visible today.
    

    
      How do I look, Collie?
    

    
      Do you want flattering words? Or do you want advice based on reality?
    

    
      What's the point of the former if the plan has to succeed? Tell me the latter.
    

    
      To look like a mage, it would be better if your back was slightly stooped. They spend most of their day sitting at a desk and only looking at books.
    

    
      At Collie's words, I immediately stooped my back a little and held my staff firmly.
    

    
      The red robe shone in the sunlight, and the jewel attached to the collar sparkled.
    

    
      There he is.
    

    
      At Collie's words, I looked at the man approaching from a distance.
    

    
      He was wearing the same robe as me and Collie, but of a slightly different color.
    

    
      Gerard, put illusion magic on my robe.
    

    
      Understood.
    

    
      Gerard jumped down from the roof and landed behind me.
    

    
      Then he opened his Grimoire and brought his hand to my robe, and the color of my robe changed to the exact same color as the one Roston was wearing.
    

    
      “Hoo.”
    

    
      Now all preparations were complete.
    

    
      As I was taking a deep breath, the moment Roston passed by, I walked out of the Camouflage Veil.
    

    
      “Low-grade mage Roston. Is that correct?”
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      “Low-grade mage Roston. Is that correct?”
    

    
      At my question, Roston immediately turned his head.
    

    
      “Who are you to call me that way....”
    

    
      Roston, who was frowning, froze the moment he checked my robe.
    

    
      “That is correct, but who might you be?”
    

    
      I spoke in a low and leisurely voice.
    

    
      “So it is. I'm from the Sage’s Tower. I'd like you to accompany me for a moment.”
    

    
      To naturally speak down to him as soon as his identity was confirmed.
    

    
      This was also part of the plan.
    

    
      “...Why is the Sage’s Tower suddenly looking for me?”
    

    
      “A report has been filed that you conducted a magical experiment in an unethical manner.”
    

    
      This was the most common reason mages were taken to the Sage’s Tower.
    

    
      It was because there were many cases where those with a great passion for learning would often not follow the set rules and conduct magical experiments in an inhumane way.
    

    
      ‘Damn it, who on earth did such a thing!’
    

    
      Roston tried his best to calm his racing heart and looked at the young mage in front of him.
    

    
      It wasn't that he had nothing to hide. But that wasn't the important thing.
    

    
      The important thing was why, at this particular time, such a report had been filed.
    

    
      ‘Something is suspicious. Don't tell me this guy too?’
    

    
      Recently, there had been mercenaries targeting him.
    

    
      “Excuse me, but which Sage’s Tower are you from?”
    

    
      “It seems you don't understand the situation when I say it in words.”
    

    
      I sighed and lightly tapped the floor with my staff.
    

    
      [Using Unity Rite.]
    

    
      Thump... Puhaaaak!
    

    
      “Heok?!”
    

    
      Roston could feel the mana that was soaring up as if it were exploding in an instant wrapping around my entire body.
    

    
      ‘Wh-what kind of power is this?’
    

    
      It was an immense amount of mana that he couldn't even imitate.
    

    
      It was clear that he had been continuously condensing his mana for at least several decades.
    

    
      Just being near him made his entire body tingle, and he couldn't move properly, as if he were standing in front of a beast of prey.
    

    
      ‘A high-ranking mage...!’
    

    
      Roston didn't even think to wipe the cold sweat that was running down his eyes.
    

    
      I, who was watching him quietly, continued to speak in a low and cold voice.
    

    
      “Until the suspicion is cleared, you are a suspect. Be aware that your words and actions may all be reflected in the investigation.”
    

    
      A tone of voice as if it didn't matter at all what happened to someone like you.
    

    
      Only then did Roston realize that this was not a joke.
    

    
      “I-I'll follow you.”
    

    
      As the situation was like this, his words naturally became more polite.
    

    
      As soon as I heard those words, I looked around and said.
    

    
      “It's noisy around here. Let's move to a different location.”
    

    
      The shopping district was still in a state of chaos, busy cleaning up the beans.
    

    
      Roston also looked around and nodded his head.
    

    
      Such a bustling and distracting environment was like the worst possible place for mages who needed to concentrate at all times.
    

    
      Wow... to use it like that. You're amazing, really.
    

    
      Tell everyone to wait at their designated positions.
    

    
      I tried my best to push away Collie's voice that was spreading in my head.
    

    
      And yet, there was not a single change in my expression.
    

    
      ‘As expected, a forceful act is more comfortable than trying to persuade him moderately.’
    

    
      Why was that? The reason was probably simple.
    

    
      It was because that was the way he played the game in the first place.
    

    
      It was like that from the tutorial.
    

    
      It was more comfortable to show with actions rather than words, and he pursued going straight to the point rather than taking a complicated detour.
    

    
      Because that was the attitude of tackling a game, the attitude that gamers should have.
    

    
      “Hey, that's not the Teleport gate over there, is it?”
    

    
      “That's ridiculous. Are you saying a suspect wants to enter the Sage’s Tower through the official procedure?”
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      “We're being considerate enough. If you have no suspicions, then you've never met me. But if you enter through the official procedure, you'll be left with the stigma of having been investigated. Think carefully about which is better.”
    

    
      When I lightly glared at Roston, Roston immediately bowed his head.
    

    
      “N-no, sir....”
    

    
      I inwardly sneered and continued to walk.
    

    
      Of course, the reason for not heading to the Teleport gate was because I couldn't meet another mage.
    

    
      Because I wasn't really guiding him as a representative of the Sage’s Tower.
    

    
      Finally, I led him to a magic circle installed in a corner of the street.
    

    
      Roston, who had lightly examined the magic circle, gulped and muttered.
    

    
      “Is this a Teleport magic circle?”
    

    
      “Yes. It's connected to the vicinity of the Sage’s Tower.”
    

    
      I entered the gate without hesitation.
    

    
      As I disappeared with a flash of light, Roston hesitated for a moment.
    

    
      ‘Should I just run away now?’
    

    
      I had disappeared.
    

    
      If he ran away now, he might be able to shake me off.
    

    
      But to shake off a mage from the Sage’s Tower meant to be hostile to the Sage’s Tower.
    

    
      No matter how much of a Roston he was, he couldn't go against the will of the Sage’s Tower.
    

    
      “Haaa....”
    

    
      In the end, with a sigh, Roston stepped into the magic circle.
    

    
      With a familiar feeling, light wrapped around his body, and finally, he felt his feet touch the ground again.
    

    
      Thwack!
    

    
      “Ugh!”
    

    
      And before Roston could even open his eyes, he was grabbed by someone's hand and thrown to the ground.
    

    
      “You really came?”
    

    
      “It's inevitable.”
    

    
      “What is this?!”
    

    
      Roston was not around the Sage’s Tower, but in a secluded clearing in a nearby forest, surrounded by a group of people.
    

    
      Since some of their faces were quite familiar, it was not that difficult to grasp the situation.
    

    
      “Damn it! It was a trap!”
    

    
      “That's right. It's really hard to see your face, honey.”
    

    
      I, who was behind, chuckled and took off my robe, handing it to Collie.
    

    
      “You hold onto this for now.”
    

    
      “Understood. But I have a question.”
    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    
      “Even if he felt the difference in mana, how did such a suspicious person come to believe it right away? I don't understand the reason.”
    

    
      “Ah... that?”
    

    
      I was silent for a moment, then giggled and said.
    

    
      “Mages have always been like this. They have a tendency to worship strength even more than warriors.”
    

    
      If the skill of warriors was a diagonal line that steadily rose through effort, the skill of mages was more greatly influenced by talent.
    

    
      In short, the strong continue to be strong, and the weak continue to be weak.
    

    
      Since surpassing someone stronger than oneself was close to a miracle, it became natural at some point for mages to bow their heads to mages stronger than themselves.
    

    
      ‘It was like that in the game too. The moment a high-ranking mage was in the party, all the mage NPCs we met would use extremely polite language....’
    

    
      Even if you left that mage somewhere else for a while, they would immediately start speaking down to you, and if you brought them back, they would switch to extremely polite language.
    

    
      That fickle appearance was so funny that I still remembered it clearly.
    

    
      “Do you think you can find out anything by doing this? I'm a mage.”
    

    
      “Really?”
    

    
      Thump!
    

    
      “Keoheuk!”
    

    
      Jeina grabbed Roston's head and slammed it into the ground.
    

    
      She was smiling, but Gerard, who saw her up close, knew instinctively.
    

    
      ‘She's seriously pissed off. If we're not careful, there won't be a sound part of his body left.’
    

    
      “You should have said so. Then there's no reason to let you go, right? Hahaha.”
    

    
      “....”
    

    
      “Wouldn't it be better to talk? No one saw you disappear. Huh?”
    

    
      “What... what do you want.”
    

    
      Overwhelmed by her tremendous spirit, Roston finally became a little more obedient.
    

    
      Seeing his trembling pupils, it seemed he didn't even think of hiding his fear.
    

    
      “You should already know, right?”
    

    
      “I don't know much about Boker either. They assigned me the job from above, and besides being told to keep it a secret from everyone....”
    

    
      Crack.
    

    
      “Aaaah!”
    

    
      Jeina, with a smiling face, broke Roston's arm.
    

    
      “You really don't know?”
    

    
      “I don't know! I really don't know!”
    

    
      “Hmm... it's effective, but if we leave him like that, he'll die before he can finish talking.”
    

    
      At Tersion's comment, who was watching, everyone nodded their heads.
    

    
      It was understandable that Jeina was very angry, but they had no intention of really killing Roston and trying to destroy the evidence.
    

    
      “Who is this 'above'?”
    

    
      In the end, they had no choice but to pull Jeina away and interrogate him together.
    

    
      “I don't know the details either. It just comes through a carrier pigeon every time.”
    

    
      “Hand it over.”
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      “Collie, search this guy's inventory.”
    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    
      When Collie forcibly opened the inventory with magic, he was able to find dozens of letters in Roston's inventory as expected.
    

    
      Gerard, who was examining one of the letters he had taken out, stiffened and stared at something.
    

    
      “I've found a big piece of evidence.”
    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    
      “Look.”
    

    
      Gerard handed the letter to me.
    

    
      On the letter, there was a seal stamped with wax.
    

    
      “This is...?”
    

    
      “A family seal. It's proof that a noble of the Empire is involved.”
    

    
      It was a crest of a two-tailed wolf roaring below a soaring eagle.
    

    
      Tersion, who had approached and glanced at it, said.
    

    
      “It's the Condestraden family.”
    

    
      “How do you know that?”
    

    
      “How can you see me as just a mercenary too?”
    

    
      A hollow laugh escaped from behind the mask.
    

    
      It seemed she was quite dumbfounded.
    

    
      “I have all the human noble families memorized.”
    

    
      “I see... so it's the Condestraden family.”
    

    
      Even after that, I completely shook down Roston's soul, but I couldn't get any more meaningful information.
    

    
      In the first place, even Roston was more of a middleman, so he wasn't given much information.
    

    
      “Still, I feel like this is enough to find the answer.”
    

    
      “What kind of person is Count Condestraden?”
    

    
      “I don't know the details like that. But I know it's a huge family.”
    

    
      Tersion spread out a map and showed the location of the county.
    

    
      The Condestraden County, located in the northeast of Crotan, was practically attached to the eastern end of the Empire.
    

    
      “It's located too far on the frontier for anyone to care, but if you consider only the troops and technology they have, it's a domain with a status close to a marquis.”
    

    
      “So, we have to see it as a marquis being behind this in reality.”
    

    
      It would be scary even if an ordinary noble was behind it, but a marquis.
    

    
      Gerard seemed to have fallen into thought.
    

    
      “Well, our goal was to find the mastermind in the first place. I think we can consider the request complete.”
    

    
      “Yes. Now the Rata faith will take care of it. Surely they wouldn't say something crazy like telling mercenaries to infiltrate a county, right?”
    

    
      “That's right. I'll send a letter to Ropin.”
    

    
      I nodded my head, but my expression wasn't very good.
    

    
      “What's wrong?”
    

    
      “...No. It's nothing.”
    

    
      My gaze lingered for a moment on the map Tersion had spread out.
    

    
      “I just have a feeling that we're running out of time.”
    

    
      Was this a coincidence?
    

    
      Or was it a cleverly disguised inevitability?
    

    
      The Condestraden County.
    

    
      That place was the starting point of the next main quest I had to head to, and it was a place where a forced defeat event, a sea of fire, was scheduled to happen with certainty.
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      Once the situation was roughly settled, the party discussed what to do with Roston.
    

    
      It was obvious that if they just sent him back, he would immediately report to the count.
    

    
      “It's simple. Place a curse on him.”
    

    
      “A curse?”
    

    
      As Artier asked, Tersion casually pulled a scroll from her bosom.
    

    
      “Yes. A curse that prevents him from confessing anything that happened here or that he met us.”
    

    
      However, the party’s reaction was not very positive.
    

    
      “I wonder if that's really a good choice…”
    

    
      “Do we have to use it? I don’t like the feel of it.”
    

    
      A curse forcibly changes the flow of mana to alter its nature.
    

    
      Unlike magic, which returns to its original state after its duration ends, a nature altered by a curse could only be reverted through a 'dispel' process.
    

    
      And crucially, this was a type of black magic.
    

    
      There was a reason my companions were reluctant.
    

    
      “I do not recommend it. A curse is an act that goes against the flow of nature, sir.”
    

    
      Collie, a druid who loved the harmony of nature, was frowning as if in open disgust.
    

    
      “You think I don't know that? I dislike it as much as you do.”
    

    
      Tersion shrugged at Collie's reaction.
    

    
      She, too, was an elf who loved the harmony of nature.
    

    
      “But this isn't the time to be stubborn. What if we send this guy back as he is, just because it’s not right, and he tells the count? You'd be putting everyone in danger to protect your conscience. Is that a harmonious act?”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      Collie couldn't answer her.
    

    
      In the end, they placed a curse on Roston and sent him back to Crotan.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      And three days passed.
    

    
      “Mr. Artier, an express letter for you. Here you go.”
    

    
      Artier, who was resting after returning to Pons, received two letters stamped with a familiar crest.
    

    
      One was from Ropin, and the other was a request letter from Condestraden County.
    

    
      To my dear Sir Artier,
    

    
      I have checked all the contents.
    

    
      They said they would also investigate at the faith’s headquarters.
    

    
      It is a small token, but I send a reward with this letter.
    

    
      Come find me at the temple in the capital later.
    

    
      I promise to help you to the best of my ability.
    

    
      Looking forward to the day we meet again, Ropin.
    

    
      The temple in the capital meant the Holy See.
    

    
      Hearing this, everyone froze stiff.
    

    
      “C-Can we really go to a place like that?”
    

    
      What was the Holy See?
    

    
      It was the place where the Pope resided, a figure even the Emperor of the Orion Empire had to be mindful of at times.
    

    
      It was naturally the most sacred place in the empire, and at the same time, the most solemn.
    

    
      “How would I know? It's just what's written here.”
    

    
      Artier, who also seemed a bit burdened by this, immediately put the letter away.
    

    
      The next one he checked had a familiar feel to it.
    

    
      “It's a quest proposal from Condestraden, recruiting mercenaries.”
    

    
      “Could they have found out we were digging into them?”
    

    
      “I don’t think so. And even if they did, this isn't the time for them to be choosy.”
    

    
      Artier unfolded the letter and showed it to the party.
    

    
      The paper showed a rough map and the movement routes of the Hellmorphs, with the area just above Condestraden County painted entirely in red.
    

    
      “A large-scale attack, the likes of which we've never seen before, is being observed.”
    

    
      All the Hellmorphs in the vicinity were converging on Condestraden County.
    

    
      The county was predicting that this invasion would be on a larger scale than any attack that had occurred before.
    

    
      “Then isn’t it dangerous…?”
    

    
      “Hey, since when did we only go to safe places?”
    

    
      Jeina looked up from sharpening her axe.
    

    
      “But I don’t want to go this time. Are we really going? Bro?”
    

    
      “Huh? Why?”
    

    
      “If what we found out is true, then that count is the bad guy, right? Even if we’re getting paid, for us to go and protect a castle ruled by that bad guy… isn't that a bit weird?”
    

    
      “Uh…”
    

    
      Caught by the unexpected question, Artier was at a loss for words.
    

    
      “Oh, sounds like you’ve put some thought into it.”
    

    
      It was Tersion who answered Jeina's question.
    

    
      “But you’re still far from it.”
    

    
      “What? Was I wrong?”
    

    
      “You’re not wrong, but you’re not entirely right either. As you said, that count might be a piece of trash who was willing to feed a castle to the Hellmorphs. But that doesn't mean everyone living in that castle is in on it.”
    

    
      “That’s…”
    

    
      Most of the people in the county were likely unaware of the count's scheme.
    

    
      “It's been three months since they appeared, and 30% of the empire's territory has been reduced to ashes. It seems the council is starting to feel a sense of crisis now.”
    

    
      Tersion, adjusting her mask, looked at Artier.
    

    
      “An order came down from the council.”
    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    
      “That they’ve granted me the authority to permit the use of the artifact you mentioned, based on my judgment.”
    

    
      “If that’s the case…!”
    

    
      Artier unknowingly gulped.
    

    
      ‘The timing is perfect, isn't it? The defense of Condestraden is the first main quest that requires the artifact!’
    

    
      “...I will accept this quest.”
    

    
      “I have no objection either.”
    

    
      Gerard unfolded his arms and walked forward, and Collie had no intention of leaving Artier’s side in the first place.
    

    
      In the end, only Jeina was left.
    

    
      “Ugh, alright! Let’s give it a go!”
    

    
      Finally, Jeina bumped her fists together and nodded.
    

    
      Thus, their next destination was decided: Condestraden County.
    

    
      “When are we leaving? Right now?”
    

    
      “We have to go right away.”
    

    
      “It seems quite urgent.”
    

    
      “No. It’s because the teleports to the war zones have been blocked recently.”
    

    
      Starting a month ago, the Hellmorphs began to scatter a kind of membrane in the areas adjacent to the regions they had occupied.
    

    
      When the membrane, which adhered to the ground, was burned or left alone, it released corrupted mana. In regions where the sky was filled with this corrupted mana, the long-distance teleports used by humans could no longer be used.
    

    
      “Teleportation is only possible between places connected by mana… It seems the fiends have begun to understand human technology.”
    

    
      “Then how do we get there? By boat like last time?”
    

    
      “No, we’ll go by airship.”
    

    
      Since the mana flow was not in the sky, airships could still operate. They headed straight to a nearby airship station.
    

    
      On both sides of the giant gasbag were mana engines with huge crystals attached, and the deck attached below was already packed with numerous mercenaries, like Artier, heading to the county.
    

    
      “This is cool?!”
    

    
      “Other than riding one for tourism, this is my first time. A military airship is bigger than I thought.”
    

    
      “What kind of magic makes this huge thing float? It’s amazing…”
    

    
      The party members shared their thoughts as they boarded the airship.
    

    
      After they boarded, the door closed, and the gradually rising airship suddenly started to shudder and activate its mana engines.
    

    
      Whoooosh…
    

    
      “Ah.”
    

    
      “What's wrong, Collie?”
    

    
      “I didn’t eat the Blue Marlin.”
    

    
      “Ah…”
    

    
      Kwaaaaaang!
    

    
      Was it just my imagination that I saw tears in Collie’s eyes?
    

    
      The moment the mana engines activated, a powerful propulsion force was generated, making everyone standing there stumble for a moment, and they began to glide through the sky at a tremendous speed.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      It took six hours to reach Condestraden.
    

    
      And that was on a fast, military-grade airship.
    

    
      “Collie, are you okay?”
    

    
      “Ughhhh…”
    

    
      During that time, Collie had gone through hell.
    

    
      [Collie is in a state of Exhaustion (Severe).]
    

    
      Attack power decreases by 75%.
    

    
      50% chance of forced cancellation when casting magic.
    

    
      Maximum health decreases by 75%.
    

    
      “Completely worn out.”
    

    
      Gerard, checking Collie’s pulse, shook his head.
    

    
      “Healing magic won't work on him in this state. The only way is to receive the help of Holy Magic or to rest.”
    

    
      “I’m sorry…”
    

    
      “It’s fine. The invasion is still a long way from starting anyway.”
    

    
      Artier, stroking Collie's head, looked down at the massive county beyond the station.
    

    
      “This is one of the biggest castles I’ve ever seen.”
    

    
      “It goes to show this isn’t just any county, but one of marquis-level.”
    

    
      A translucent protective shield was draped over the sturdily built castle walls. And above it, endlessly tall buildings.
    

    
      Although a closer look revealed they were all medieval-style buildings made with magic, simply looking down from the sky made it seem just like a modern city.
    

    
      But Artier, looking down at the city, casually glanced up at the sky and froze.
    

    
      “What is that?”
    

    
      “What are you talking about?”
    

    
      Gerard approached.
    

    
      Artier remained silent for a moment, then pointed a finger at the sky.
    

    
      “I was wondering what that huge shield is.”
    

    
      “That? It’s a large-scale barrier deployed in emergencies in territories of county-level or higher. 
    

    
      Is this your first time seeing one?”
    

    
      “Yes, and what’s that? There’s something attached to the castle walls.”
    

    
      “Mana cannons. They’re devices that detect movement in front and fire mana bullets.”
    

    
      Afterward, Gerard continued to explain the defensive equipment installed here.
    

    
      Mana barricades that create walls to paralyze enemies.
    

    
      Guard marionettes and golems that patrol automatically and send signals upon discovering an enemy.
    

    
      “Oh, they’re even equipped with a Telekinesis enhancement zone. Using telekinesis up there will make it more powerful than usual. Even lightly throwing an object can produce the power of a decent mid-level magic spell.”
    

    
      “Gerard.”
    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    
      “You look very excited.”
    

    
      “...Ahem.”
    

    
      Only after seeing Artier’s grinning smile did Gerard clear his throat and look away.
    

    
      “I didn't know you were so interested in this sort of thing.”
    

    
      “...You tend to get interested when you work as a mercenary.”
    

    
      “Right, let’s go with that.”
    

    
      “It’s not ‘let’s go with that,’ it is that.”
    

    
      Gerard coughed repeatedly.
    

    
      “Anyway, it's been a while since I've seen a castle this well-fortified. Are they calling in additional mercenaries despite being this thorough?”
    

    
      “That’s certainly true.”
    

    
      Even from what Artier remembered, castles with this level of fortification were few and far between.
    

    
      The imperial capital, or a marquisate of a similar level.
    

    
      In the first place, even the cheapest of that equipment was high-priced military gear costing hundreds of gold coins.
    

    
      “Either the count is just that thorough of a person.”
    

    
      Tersion approached and said.
    

    
      “Or the scale of the enemy is no joke, to the point that he can’t feel safe even with all this.”
    

    
      “I hope it’s not the latter.”
    

    
      “Indeed.”
    

    
      Finally, the party left the airship station and began to walk through the castle.
    

    
      The interior of the castle was clean and systematically developed, hard to believe for a border territory.
    

    
      “The shopping district is still in operation…”
    

    
      “It wouldn't be bad to split up here.”
    

    
      “Is that okay? Actually, that armor over there has been bothering me for a while now!”
    

    
      “Let’s split up and meet again later. I’ll take Collie to an inn and come back.”
    

    
      With Jeina, who disappeared excitedly, leading the way, the party dispersed, and Artier, after checking on the limply carried Collie, began to walk the streets again.
    

    
      ‘…It’s faint because of the shield, but I wasn't mistaken.’
    

    
      A glance.
    

    
      Artier’s expression hardened as he looked up at the sky again.
    

    
      [Time until next quest begins 06:45:23]
    

    
      Tick… Tick…
    

    
      In the skies above Condestraden County, a familiar information window, visible only to Artier, stretched endlessly, covering the entire sky.
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      After laying Collie down in the lodging, Artier searched through his memories.
    

    
      ‘I’ve never seen an information window with a time limit like that in the game.’
    

    
      The closest things were the collapse meter in ruins or the danger level indicator for Ropin in Gigas Hall.
    

    
      But in <Cross Destiny>, they almost obsessively avoided using information windows that displayed time.
    

    
      ‘Of course, the fact that it’s specified isn’t strange in itself. But… I’m uneasy.’
    

    
      A small sense of anxiety that a variable different from what he knew might have appeared.
    

    
      That was what kept shaking Artier’s heart.
    

    
      ‘Should I prepare more? What am I lacking?’
    

    
      Consumables like potions, the presence of equipment.
    

    
      He had made some preparations, but it seemed he still needed to check.
    

    
      “Are you… okay?”
    

    
      “You’re awake.”
    

    
      Staggering, Collie opened his eyes and stared at Artier.
    

    
      “The master’s heart is wavering greatly. Is something wrong?”
    

    
      “Nothing’s wrong.”
    

    
      “The master is a really bad liar at times like this.”
    

    
      As Collie smiled faintly, Artier also managed a small smile.
    

    
      “It’s true. Nothing’s wrong. I’m just a little nervous about a new work environment I’ve never experienced before.”
    

    
      “Is that so…”
    

    
      “Get some rest. We’ll be assigned to our platoons this evening.”
    

    
      Leaving Collie behind, Artier left the inn and headed straight for the shopping district.
    

    
      He bought three more potions than the two he usually prepared and stopped by a blacksmith to have his sword and armor serviced.
    

    
      “I’d like to see some new weapons.”
    

    
      “What are you looking for?”
    

    
      “I’m looking for a dagger, a longsword, and a set of leather armor.”
    

    
      “Three? What are you going to use them for? I don’t know about the others, but I doubt you’ll find better armor than what you’re wearing.”
    

    
      “It’s fine. It’s not for me.”
    

    
      Using Unity Rite, Collie could serve as a front-liner for three minutes.
    

    
      For that, not just weapons, but the presence of armor that could deflect the aftermath of attacks was essential.
    

    
      “Please give me something that isn’t uncomfortable to move in, even when worn under a robe.”
    

    
      “What kind of nonsense is that? If it’s not uncomfortable to wear, is that even armor?”
    

    
      The blacksmith grumbled but showed Artier the armor and swords.
    

    
      “Sometimes mages wear armor for self-defense.”
    

    
      “Ah, I see.”
    

    
      “But I can't guarantee the performance. If it's made too thick, those weaklings can't even move properly. Plus, they complain a lot, saying their magic isn't cast precisely, or that some spells can't be cast at all!”
    

    
      When mages wore armor, some skills were actually blocked from being used.
    

    
      It was a measure designed to prevent mages, who were powerful but fragile as glass, from eliminating their weaknesses.
    

    
      [Mausulo Magicia Leather Armor (Normal)]
    

    
      Defense: 17
    

    
      Options: Movement Speed -5%, Evasion +1%
    

    
      Special Option: Does not interfere with the use of magic skills when worn. (Casting time may increase for some skills, and certain skills may become unusable.)
    

    
      ‘This is pathetic.’
    

    
      Looking at the options, Artier frowned at the trivial performance that didn't match the price.
    

    
      The defense of the armor from the shop was comparable to the chainmail Artier had obtained from the field at level 1.
    

    
      ‘Well, this is probably why mages don’t go around wearing armor.’
    

    
      Artier hesitated but eventually bought the armor.
    

    
      For Collie, the merit of wearing armor, even with this level of penalty, was far greater.
    

    
      After also buying a normal-grade longsword and dagger, Artier walked the streets, wondering what else to do.
    

    
      “Huh? Isn’t that Artier?”
    

    
      Just then, someone from the opposite side called out to Artier.
    

    
      It was a familiar voice.
    

    
      “Trophin?”
    

    
      “I knew it was you! Hahahaha! It’s been a while!”
    

    
      With a hearty voice and a massive build rivaling Jeina’s.
    

    
      Trophin laughed boisterously, pounding Artier’s shoulders as if to crush them.
    

    
      “How have you been? No, this isn't the time for that. Come with me! You have to say hello!”
    

    
      “Who are you talking about?”
    

    
      “Who else! The comrades who fought alongside us in the defense of Dorman!”
    

    
      As soon as he heard Trophin’s words, two mercenary corps reflexively came to Artier’s mind.
    

    
      “Is the Robist Mercenary Corps here too?”
    

    
      “Yeah!”
    

    
      Dragged along half-forcibly, he found a crowd of knights and archers in familiar armor.
    

    
      As soon as they saw Artier, they rushed over and cheered.
    

    
      “Sir Hero!”
    

    
      “Did you come to defend the castle coolly again!”
    

    
      “This quest is as good as won!”
    

    
      Various mercenaries whose names and faces he couldn’t remember came up and greeted him.
    

    
      Artier, dazed by their reaction, waved his hand.
    

    
      “Does you being here mean your mercenary corps is here too?”
    

    
      After frantically greeting everyone, Trophin took Artier to a quiet place and asked.
    

    
      ‘Right, Trophin thinks I’m a member of a mercenary corps.’
    

    
      And as soon as he heard those words, Artier felt the hair on his body stand on end.
    

    
      He had been so busy with this and that, he had forgotten to create the Destiny Mercenary Corps.
    

    
      “S-Some of us are here, but I’m not sure…”
    

    
      “Some of you are here? What does that mean?”
    

    
      “It seems we don’t have… many combatants specialized in fighting on this side.”
    

    
      “Ahh, you have a lot of non-mercenaries?”
    

    
      Trophin tilted his head at the sweating Artier and continued.
    

    
      “Then be careful. You know it too, right? The atmosphere is strange.”
    

    
      “What is?”
    

    
      “You saw it too, right? The large-scale shield, the cannons… This isn't a scale that can be solved just by us jumping in. But the reward they promised us is a bit excessive.”
    

    
      “Ah…”
    

    
      Only then did Artier remember the amount of the reward written in the quest contract. The pay was 3 gold coins per person, and in case of death, a consolation payment of 10 silver coins would be given to their comrades.
    

    
      It was, in fact, among the highest compensation a supreme-grade mercenary could receive.
    

    
      “Even for a count, he can’t afford to prepare this much, can he? What if we get stiffed on the pay?”
    

    
      Artier understood Trophin's concern.
    

    
      It was a quest where they couldn't receive the proper payment, just as Trophin worried.
    

    
      Because the county was going to become a sea of fire from this quest.
    

    
      “If things look fishy, you have to run right away. Make sure to have a Return Scroll for everyone.”
    

    
      “…Trophin.”
    

    
      “Yeah?”
    

    
      “Return Scrolls won’t work. Long-distance teleportation is impossible in this castle, right? Return magic is a type of teleportation too.”
    

    
      It seemed Trophin hadn’t anticipated that far.
    

    
      “Ha, what should I do?”
    

    
      Trophin, who was taking out a flask, sighed and put it back.
    

    
      He seemed frustrated, but for a supreme-grade mercenary like him to drink before a mission was out of the question.
    

    
      ‘Trophin isn't a bad person. Besides, we can form an alliance with the Derth Mercenary Corps. Should I give him a hint?’
    

    
      After some thought, Artier checked his surroundings and whispered quietly to Trophin.
    

    
      “If it seems hopeless, run to the east.”
    

    
      “What does that mean? There’s only the sea to the east of this castle.”
    

    
      “It’s the only escape route. They don’t feel the need to come in through the sea.”
    

    
      The fiends weren't just coming down from the north.
    

    
      They were pushing up from the north, west, and south.
    

    
      The only means of escape was to use the eastern port, just like in the tutorial.
    

    
      “It would be best to move as quickly as possible the moment you decide.”
    

    
      With those words, Artier parted ways with Trophin.
    

    
      Until the moment Artier disappeared, Trophin couldn't shake his bewildered expression.
    

    
      But this was as much as Artier could do.
    

    
      ‘Survive, Trophin. This is me repaying the debt from Dorman.’
    

    
      With a much lighter expression, Artier headed to the inn.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      After giving the armor and dagger to Collie, the information window floating in the sky showed that about five hours had passed in a flash.
    

    
      “Collie, how are you feeling?”
    

    
      “I feel much better after a nap.”
    

    
      Collie jumped up and down to show that he was fine.
    

    
      Every time his robe fluttered, the leather armor Artier had bought for him peeked out.
    

    
      “The platoon assignments are done… Now all that’s left is to wait. This is the first time we’re all gathered together even though our trooper types have been divided.”
    

    
      Gerard looked up at the endlessly high castle wall.
    

    
      Positioned in the inner castle, they were tasked with stopping the Hellmorphs that came over the outer castle and into the residential area.
    

    
      “The castle is certainly huge. To the point where you can't see the opposite wall from here.”
    

    
      “Leader! Bro! Look over there. You can’t even see the mercenaries at the very end over there!”
    

    
      “Hmm… The communication is very noisy. Is the master okay?”
    

    
      “Not great.”
    

    
      Artier briefly touched his ear and then immediately lowered his hand.
    

    
      It was like using a poor-quality radio; none of the voices brushing past his ear were clear.
    

    
      He had to concentrate properly just to grasp their intent.
    

    
      “It seems the corrupted mana is also affecting communications.”
    

    
      Tersion fiddled with her mask slightly and looked up at the sky.
    

    
      By this time, the sun should have been setting, but the sky was covered in dark clouds, and nothing could be seen clearly.
    

    
      Pong. Pong.
    

    
      Magical lights began to appear one by one in the surroundings.
    

    
      Soon, the visibility inside the castle became as bright as day, but beyond the protective shield enveloping the castle, no matter how strong a light was shone, there was no sign of it brightening up.
    

    
      “Those aren't ordinary dark clouds.”
    

    
      Gerard and a few other mercenaries already knew that the fiends used magic like humans.
    

    
      When the light couldn’t penetrate the dark clouds, the expressions of many soured, and they began to tense up.
    

    
      “The castle walls are still fine, so everyone relax. It’s not like we have anything to do right away even if the invasion starts, right?”
    

    
      Artier first tried to calm his party members.
    

    
      His gaze was fixed far up in the sky.
    

    
      ‘The information window is clearly visible. That’s a relief.’
    

    
      Tick… Tick…
    

    
      Time was still passing.
    

    
      Only 5 minutes remained.
    

    
      In 5 minutes, the quest would begin.
    

    
      “Ugh…”
    

    
      Just then, the previously still Collie began to tremble.
    

    
      “Collie? What's wrong?”
    

    
      “I don’t know. I have a strange feeling. Suddenly, goosebumps all over my body…”
    

    
      Collie said so and looked up at the empty air.
    

    
      “I feel something up there.”
    

    
      “What do you mean? Up?”
    

    
      Even while this was happening, time continued to flow.
    

    
      Finally, when the time displayed in the sky reached 30 seconds, a quest information window popped up in front of Artier’s eyes.
    

    
      [A quest has been generated.]
    

    
      Condestraden County, predicting a large-scale enemy attack, has asked you, a supreme-grade mercenary, for help.
    

    
      Accept the count’s proposal and stop the attack of the Hell Soldiers…
    

    
      “…Huh?”
    

    
      “Artier? What is it?”
    

    
      Gerard asked, but Artier couldn't answer.
    

    
      ‘What is this… the text?’
    

    
      Noise appeared in the text on the information window, and it began to change to different content.
    

    
      As if it were a bug, the text broke, was erased, and new text was filled in, a process that repeated over and over.
    

    
      Flash!
    

    
      Finally, when the information window lit up once more, a new quest completely unrelated to the one he had first seen was before his eyes.
    

    
      [A quest has been generated.]
    

    
      You came here in response to a request from Condestraden County.
    

    
      However, this was a request that should not have been accepted.
    

    
      Run away.
    

    
      And survive.
    

    
      Reward: Survival
    

    
      “What is this?”
    

    
      BOOM!
    

    
      The moment Artier finished reading the contents of the information window, a loud sound echoed.
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      BOOM…!
    

    
      At first, it was just a noise that made my ears ring.
    

    
      But as the sound echoed again, it wasn't long before Artier could feel the air and the ground around him shake.
    

    
      “What in the world is going on?”
    

    
      “Up! Look up, sir!”
    

    
      At Collie’s words, everyone looked up at the sky.
    

    
      Something sticky was clinging to the barrier.
    

    
      Barrier durability is rapidly decreasing!
    

    
      Watching the slowly dripping liquid, Artier muttered in a voice only Gerard next to him could hear.
    

    
      “That’s blood.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Hellmorph blood. Something just slammed into the barrier!”
    

    
      Crack!
    

    
      As soon as Artier’s words ended, something that broke through the black clouds struck the barrier once more.
    

    
      The barrier then began to shake unstably, and soon, a large hole was torn in it.
    

    
      Kraaaaaah…!
    

    
      Something white began to squeeze through the hole.
    

    
      Now everyone could see what had struck the barrier.
    

    
      The Hellmorphs, which had been clustered together like a giant hammer, began to scatter in all directions as soon as they entered.
    

    
      “Th-They’re coming from the sky!”
    

    
      “Intercept them immediately!”
    

    
      The panicked mercenaries immediately began firing magic and arrows into the air.
    

    
      But most of them failed to reach the Hellmorphs.
    

    
      As numerous Hellmorphs landed on the ground, the surroundings were instantly transformed into a hellscape.
    

    
      “What in the world is this!”
    

    
      Soon, Hellmorphs swarmed around the party as well.
    

    
      Artier quickly cut down the approaching fiends, but for every two he cut down, three more charged in.
    

    
      Even with the continued magic, arrows, and axe swings of his companions, the number of Hellmorphs showed no sign of decreasing.
    

    
      “These bastards are coming in endlessly!”
    

    
      Jeina held her axe and looked around.
    

    
      The mercenary formation was already in chaos.
    

    
      “Aaargh! Help me!”
    

    
      “Spearmen! Where are the spearmen!”
    

    
      Their formation was designed to block the Hellmorphs coming over the front walls.
    

    
      Naturally, the assault troopers and spearmen were all concentrated at the front, while the rear consisted only of mages and archers.
    

    
      But when Hellmorphs suddenly poured in from all directions out of the air, the low-defense rear was taking heavy damage.
    

    
      “These bastards!”
    

    
      “Jeina, get a grip! This isn’t the time to worry about other places!”
    

    
      Shatter!
    

    
      At the same time, the shield Gerard had cast on Tersion shattered into pieces.
    

    
      “Kugh!”
    

    
      Artier quickly approached and struck the fiend targeting Tersion with his sword.
    

    
      The fiend staggered and missed its swing, preventing a hole from being torn in Tersion's shoulder.
    

    
      “If we stay like this, we’ll be pushed back. We need to retreat and regroup!”
    

    
      Collie shouted.
    

    
      But where on earth were they supposed to retreat to?
    

    
      Hellmorphs were still falling from all directions, and they could be seen falling not only on the outer walls but also far off near the lord's castle.
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      Artier quickly scanned his surroundings.
    

    
      As soon as he confirmed that relatively fewer Hellmorphs were falling around the third building he scanned, he turned his body and started running.
    

    
      “Follow me!”
    

    
      [Flame Cleave is activated.]
    

    
      Swoosh!
    

    
      The burning longsword drew a long line, guiding the way, and all the Hellmorphs in the path were turned to ash in an instant.
    

    
      As Artier cleared the path at the front, the party immediately followed behind.
    

    
      “Jeina, cover the side, please!”
    

    
      “Leave it to me!”
    

    
      As Jeina swung her axe, cloaked in a red aura, the charging Hellmorphs flinched.
    

    
      Gerard, even while running, opened his grimoire and extended his hand.
    

    
      “Fair Wind.”
    

    
      [Gerard uses a skill.]
    

    
      Fair Wind (Lv.2): Creates a tailwind behind allies within range, increasing their movement speed.
    

    
      When a giant Hellmorph appeared before him, Artier felt a gentle breeze push his back and kicked off the ground even faster.
    

    
      [Perfect Counter is activated!]
    

    
      Sh-sh-sh-sh-sh-shuck!
    

    
      In just two breaths, more than eight sword wounds were carved into the fiend's entire body, and it was only a moment later that flames and blood spurted out.
    

    
      The fiend thrashed, thrusting its claws and teeth, but the moment it opened its mouth, Tersion's arrow pierced it, and its claws were sliced off by Jeina's axe.
    

    
      “Get in! Quickly!”
    

    
      Bang!
    

    
      A moment later, they were able to take refuge inside a building.
    

    
      As soon as everyone was inside and the door was closed, Collie created a wall of ice at the entrance, physically preventing the door from being opened.
    

    
      Thud! Thud-thud!
    

    
      For a while, the sound of Hellmorphs pounding on the door and the ice wall echoed from outside.
    

    
      A moment later, when the sound of the fiends moving to another location was heard, the party lowered their weapons.
    

    
      “What a mess.”
    

    
      Gerard and Collie collapsed onto the floor to catch their breath.
    

    
      Tersion looked around and spat out a curse, shaking the blood off herself.
    

    
      “Breaking a barrier with their bodies, those ignorant fools!”
    

    
      It was an ignorant sacrificial tactic.
    

    
      A method that humans could never use and could never even imagine.
    

    
      “The bigger problem is that they've started falling from the sky.”
    

    
      “We can no longer trust the castle walls. This is bad.”
    

    
      It was because of the castle walls that humans could ‘even conduct’ a defensive battle against the Hellmorphs.
    

    
      This was because an ordinary NPC soldier struggled to even properly dispatch a single Hellmorph grunt at close range.
    

    
      Humans would wear them down from a distance, and the Hellmorphs would try to close in for close-quarters combat by any means necessary.
    

    
      The balance between them, which had seemed so obvious, was completely shattered at this moment.
    

    
      “Artier, are any communications coming through?”
    

    
      “Ah…”
    

    
      At Gerard’s words, Artier immediately put a finger to his ear.
    

    
      But he had to frown and take his finger away right after.
    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    
      “The sounds are all jumbled up, it’s hard to make out what they’re saying. Requests for support are coming in from all directions.”
    

    
      Support request! Requesting support!
    

    
      A large species has appeared at the north wall!
    

    
      Casualties inside the lord's castle! Medics!
    

    
      Battle in progress at the shopping district! Requesting immediate support…!
    

    
      “This is bad. Should we go and help the nearest ones?”
    

    
      “No, rather than that…”
    

    
      Tersion pointed a finger at the ceiling.
    

    
      “It would be better to reactivate the barrier. Just catching the ones that come in like this is no answer.”
    

    
      The barrier wasn't completely destroyed. It just had a hole in it.
    

    
      But Hellmorphs were continuously falling through that hole.
    

    
      “Right! The idea is to close the lid and clean up the inside?”
    

    
      “That's right.”
    

    
      “A good idea. But to do that, we have to head to the power facility inside the lord's castle.”
    

    
      Gerard unfolded a map and pointed out the route with his finger.
    

    
      To get from the shopping district where they were to the lord's castle was a long distance that would take at least 20 minutes.
    

    
      “We should assume that avoiding combat during that time is practically impossible. And given the situation, it’s not like we can rest even when we arrive.”
    

    
      “We need to find a means of transportation.”
    

    
      “I have an idea.”
    

    
      Jeina said triumphantly.
    

    
      “An idea…? You?”
    

    
      “What's with you all of a sudden, Jeina.”
    

    
      “I’m getting scared.”
    

    
      At her words, everyone stared at Jeina with tense eyes.
    

    
      “What’s with the reaction? You think I just swing my axe around without thinking?!”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “L-Let’s hear her out first.”
    

    
      Artier hurriedly pointed at the map before the atmosphere could get any colder.
    

    
      “How do you propose we move?”
    

    
      “There’s a road here, right? I saw it while looking around the shopping district earlier. There was this amazing ride here. It wasn’t pulled by a horse, but the carriage was moving all by itself.”
    

    
      “You mean the mana-powered carriage.”
    

    
      Gerard immediately acted as if he knew.
    

    
      “It's a magical item that uses mana to turn the carriage's wheels. It's still a prototype, so it's only in trial operation in a few cities.”
    

    
      “But is it even working right now?”
    

    
      “It’s probably stopped. They would have diverted all the mana to the military equipment for the battle.”
    

    
      “What, then it's pointless, isn't it?”
    

    
      “Hehehe… Whether it's moving right now or not isn't that important.”
    

    
      Jeina smiled triumphantly and suddenly pointed at Collie.
    

    
      “The important thing is that it's a carriage, right? That means it’ll move if you pull it from the front.”
    

    
      “Eh?”
    

    
      ***
    

    
      “I don’t know if this is a good idea, sir…”
    

    
      A moment later, Collie sighed, his tail and ears drooping.
    

    
      The boy had returned to the form of a wild dog, the size of a tiger, just as when he had carried Artier and run before.
    

    
      “Carrying one master is one thing, but pulling four people and a carriage is absolutely impossible, sir!”
    

    
      That’s right.
    

    
      The plan Jeina had come up with was… to turn Collie into a horse.
    

    
      “You can do it! You’re an amazing dog, aren’t you?”
    

    
      “This is not something that can be done just by cheering, sir.”
    

    
      “It’s okay, Collie. I’m only trying this because I really think it might work.”
    

    
      Artier gently stroked the head of the dejected Collie.
    

    
      When Collie polymorphs, his Strength and Agility stats increase significantly.
    

    
      Moreover, unlike them who walk on two legs, a four-legged beast also received a bonus to its movement speed.
    

    
      “It’ll really be doable. The carriage has wheels, so it’s not as hard to pull as you think!”
    

    
      “Anyone who heard you would think you’ve pulled one before, sir.”
    

    
      “I have. Back in my hometown, the horse died, so I had to pull it for a while.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      How is that possible? Is that even normal in the first place?
    

    
      Several questions rose to the tips of their tongues, but the party decided to quietly let it pass.
    

    
      “It’s absurd, but… this is the only plan that comes to mind right now.”
    

    
      “For a barbarian, she was quite clever.”
    

    
      “Collie, take down the wall.”
    

    
      “Ugh… I understand.”
    

    
      A light shone from Collie’s eyes, and the ice wall immediately shattered and scattered.
    

    
      As a signal, everyone rushed outside and started running towards one place.
    

    
      “Kyaaaak!”
    

    
      It wasn't long before Hellmorphs that spotted them popped out from all directions and started charging.
    

    
      “Break through the front!”
    

    
      [Tersion uses a skill.]
    

    
      Wind Gale (Lv.1): Blasts a powerful gust of wind in the desired direction.
    

    
      Fwoosh!
    

    
      The wind Tersion blew knocked over the Hellmorphs in front, and Artier swiftly and accurately stabbed only their heads as he passed.
    

    
      None of the fiends that fell got back up.
    

    
      “There's the carriage!”
    

    
      After running for a short while, the party discovered dozens of carriages standing without horses in the direction Jeina had pointed.
    

    
      Many of the carriages had been smashed by the Hellmorphs taking out their frustration, but fortunately, a few carriages that looked intact remained.
    

    
      “Collie, please.”
    

    
      “Ugh! I’ll give it a try, sir!”
    

    
      Fortunately, the carriage was equipped with shafts and reins, as if prepared for an emergency.
    

    
      “Uuuuuugh!”
    

    
      Collie strained with all his might and began to move forward.
    

    
      Fortunately, as if his efforts paid off, the carriage began to roll forward little by little.
    

    
      “It’s moving! Everyone on!”
    

    
      “Haha, I told you! Collie’s an amazing dog!”
    

    
      The speed of the carriage began to increase.
    

    
      The distance between them and the charging Hellmorphs gradually widened.
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      The running carriage came to a stop just after passing through the gate leading to the lord's castle.
    

    
      Collie, who had galloped with saliva dripping from between the bit in his mouth, collapsed on the floor to catch his breath as soon as he reached the destination.
    

    
      “I… I can’t go on anymore…”
    

    
      “You did well, Collie.”
    

    
      Even if he had grown in size, the equipment for a horse was fundamentally not a good fit for Collie.
    

    
      It was only natural that he would be exhausted after pulling it by sheer force.
    

    
      “Where do we go from here?”
    

    
      “If it’s the place that controls the power for the entire castle, it would be a separate building.”
    

    
      Gerard scanned the surroundings and pointed somewhere.
    

    
      It was the largest building within the inner castle, aside from the lord's castle itself.
    

    
      “So it’s probably over there.”
    

    
      “Let's rest a bit. Collie needs time to recover.”
    

    
      “But there’s no time.”
    

    
      “I’ll carry Collie! That should work, right?”
    

    
      Jeina swiftly lifted Collie and slung him over her shoulder.
    

    
      To lift a tiger-sized Collie so easily.
    

    
      Her monstrous strength was truly terrifying.
    

    
      “So you weren't joking about pulling the carriage.”
    

    
      “Have you ever seen me lie?”
    

    
      “No. And that’s what’s scary.”
    

    
      Gerard quickened his pace, breaking into a cold sweat.
    

    
      How far had they gone?
    

    
      Tersion, who was at the front, flinched and stopped, pointing somewhere.
    

    
      “What's wrong?”
    

    
      “I think I found the power facility. But it’s already being attacked.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      When the party hurriedly ran over, they saw soldiers engaged in a precarious battle with a large Hellmorph next to the barricades set up around a huge building.
    

    
      The area was littered with empty helmets and blood, and the soldiers' faces were filled with terror.
    

    
      “Gerard!”
    

    
      “Already casting.”
    

    
      [Gerard uses Arcane Barrage.]
    

    
      Kwaaang!
    

    
      As multiple mana bullets struck the demon-like Hellmorph, Artier drew his sword.
    

    
      He immediately rushed towards the fiend and swung his sword down.
    

    
      “Kieek!”
    

    
      Even while being hit by Gerard’s attack, the Hellmorph swung its sharp, spiky tail at Artier. It looked as if Artier would be hit by the tail and sent flying.
    

    
      [Using Telekinesis.]
    

    
      Whoosh!
    

    
      Artier did a full turn in mid-air.
    

    
      As if a foothold had appeared in the empty space, his body hovered in the air for a moment, and the tail uselessly brushed past beneath his feet.
    

    
      “Kiek?!”
    

    
      Enhancing Telekinesis at the Sage’s Tower allowed one to move living creatures like this.
    

    
      In other words, it meant he could also lift himself with Telekinesis.
    

    
      It was an ability usually only mages could perform, but Artier, a swordsman affiliated with the Sage’s Tower, was capable of it.
    

    
      Klang!
    

    
      Having sliced off the tail, Artier immediately retreated.
    

    
      At that moment, a stream of light shot from Tersion’s hand, who had been drawing her bowstring the entire time.
    

    
      [Tersion uses a skill.]
    

    
      Arrow Ray (Lv.2): Fires a piercing arrow that ignores a portion of the enemy's defense.
    

    
      Crack!
    

    
      An armor of unknown material was fitted onto the Hellmorph's chest.
    

    
      But Tersion's arrow tore through it like paper, piercing straight through its chest. The staggering Hellmorph collapsed with a tremendous cloud of dust.
    

    
      “W-We’re saved.”
    

    
      The soldiers stood there in a daze as the huge monster before them was taken care of by the three people who had suddenly appeared. When Artier sheathed his sword and approached, a soldier who seemed to be of high rank came forward and saluted.
    

    
      “Thank you for your help. Excuse me, but what is your affiliation?”
    

    
      “Supreme-grade mercenary, Artier.”
    

    
      “I see. We are in a situation where we need help right now.”
    

    
      “Help?”
    

    
      “This way, please.”
    

    
      Following the soldiers inside, they saw a giant Magic Stone glowing and slowly rotating in mid-air.
    

    
      Around it, scholars were rushing about, manipulating what looked like magic circles.
    

    
      “Mr. Marco, support has arrived.”
    

    
      “Support? Oh, finally!”
    

    
      A man with a bushy beard spotted Artier and came running on tiptoe, grabbing his shoulders.
    

    
      “Thank you so much for coming! We were in desperate need of support!”
    

    
      “Why isn’t the barrier being repaired?”
    

    
      It was a question that had been on his mind the whole way here.
    

    
      When Artier asked, Marco let out a deep sigh.
    

    
      “We were also trying to figure out the cause.”
    

    
      The barrier installed in the castle continuously receives mana replenishment from the central Magic Stone here and other Magic Stones embedded throughout the castle.
    

    
      So, it was normal for regeneration to proceed slowly, but for the entire time Artier had been coming here, the hole in the sky showed no signs of recovery.
    

    
      “The cause was simple. Not enough mana is being supplied.”
    

    
      “Mana?”
    

    
      “We just learned that the underground facility within the lord's castle is continuously consuming a large amount of mana.”
    

    
      “The underground facility?”
    

    
      “It’s a place that was expanded in preparation for emergencies but is currently being used as a warehouse. The very fact that it's using mana is strange.”
    

    
      A storage warehouse drawing mana?
    

    
      They might use some refrigeration magic to keep things cold.
    

    
      But there was no way that consuming such a small amount of mana would disrupt the barrier's restoration.
    

    
      “Because it’s abnormally consuming so much mana, the output of the central Magic Stone is dropping. That’s why the barrier's recovery has been halted.”
    

    
      “Can't you cut it off from here?”
    

    
      “No. It would be different for other places, but that is the lord's castle. The mana consumed by the lord's castle is designed so it cannot be cut off from here.”
    

    
      “They sure made it troublesome!”
    

    
      Jeina grumbled, but Artier thought it was a rational design.
    

    
      It would be dangerous if an external building could unilaterally cut off the lord’s castle’s power.
    

    
      “It seems the only way is to go there directly and cut off the power.”
    

    
      “That is correct. This is why we needed you.”
    

    
      Artier fell into thought.
    

    
      But there was nothing to deliberate.
    

    
      If they couldn’t restore the barrier, this castle would be swept away by the rain of falling Hellmorphs and wouldn’t last long.
    

    
      “Since you entrusted us with the quest, I suppose we have to do that much.”
    

    
      “Is it decided? Let's get going.”
    

    
      After checking his companions' conditions, Artier nodded to Marco.
    

    
      Marco guided them to a door hidden deep within the building.
    

    
      “This is a secret passage that leads to the basement of the lord’s castle.”
    

    
      “We wish you good luck. We will defend this place in the meantime.”
    

    
      With a final farewell from Marco and the soldiers, they stepped into the musty-smelling underground passage.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      “Ugh, it’s full of a strange smell.”
    

    
      Collie muttered, covering his nose with his front paw.
    

    
      “If it's too hard, turn back into a human. There's no one around to see you now.”
    

    
      “That’s true, but… if I return to human form, the restrictions become greater. In a place with no one around, this form might be better.”
    

    
      Collie seemed to hesitate.
    

    
      Certainly, in his true form, Collie received a bonus to his stats and could also use magic.
    

    
      He had been hiding it because there were always people around, but this form was essentially the one Collie should take when fighting.
    

    
      “Still, if it gets too hard, you have to turn back right away, okay?”
    

    
      “Wait.”
    

    
      Just as they were talking, Tersion raised a hand.
    

    
      “Something’s strange.”
    

    
      Beyond the dark passage, no sound could be heard.
    

    
      But as everyone drew their weapons and stared intently, Hellmorphs suddenly burst out from the surrounding pillars and began to attack the party.
    

    
      Crack!
    

    
      “Kugh!”
    

    
      “Gerard!”
    

    
      Gerard, who was immediately opening his grimoire, was unlucky enough to be stabbed in the side by a Hellmorph that popped out right in front of him.
    

    
      “Grrrr!”
    

    
      Collie immediately lunged at the fiend.
    

    
      Pinning it down with his front paws so it couldn't move, he bit into its neck.
    

    
      “Who do you bastards think you’re messing with!”
    

    
      [Jeina uses Taunt.]
    

    
      Jeina swung her axe fiercely, filled with a red aura.
    

    
      Thanks to that, she managed to draw its attention, but that was the problem.
    

    
      Crack!
    

    
      “Kugh!”
    

    
      As a large fiend struck her shoulder, a chilling sound echoed.
    

    
      “You idiot!”
    

    
      Only after Tersion fired a series of arrows could Jeina catch her breath and pull herself away.
    

    
      ‘The location is too bad. We have to end this fight quickly.’
    

    
      [Avatar of Counterattack is activating!]
    

    
      Current stacks: 12. All stats increased by 36%.
    

    
      Checking the stack count before his eyes, Artier immediately retreated.
    

    
      Fighting like this would result in too much loss. He needed a way to end the battle quickly.
    

    
      After thinking for a moment, Artier took out a consumable from his inventory.
    

    
      [Magic Stone (Magic, Consumable)]
    

    
      Inherent Magic: (Water Creation Magic) Creates about 50L of water within a 15m radius.
    

    
      Option: Upon use, the item changes to a Pebble (Normal, Miscellaneous).
    

    
      Crack!
    

    
      As three Magic Stones turned to dust, the passage was instantly drenched in water.
    

    
      “Gerard!”
    

    
      “Cough!”
    

    
      At Artier’s shout, Gerard spat blood but still placed his hand on the magic book.
    

    
      “Sh…ield!”
    

    
      Protective shields formed around everyone's bodies, and the water at their feet was pushed away.
    

    
      As soon as he confirmed this with his own eyes, Artier reached into the air and shouted.
    

    
      “Ice Wall!”
    

    
      [Copying and using the Ice Wall skill.]
    

    
      Krrrrrack!
    

    
      The water surging around them froze solid.
    

    
      The Hellmorphs that had been diligently swimming and charging towards them were trapped in the ice, becoming statues.
    

    
      “Cough…”
    

    
      “Mr. Gerard! Are you okay?”
    

    
      The party crawled out onto the ice and immediately rushed to the injured.
    

    
      Jeina and Gerard's wounds looked so severe that they wouldn't be able to move if not treated immediately.
    

    
      “Collie, cast a healing spell.”
    

    
      Collie let out a small howl and cast a healing spell.
    

    
      Artier let out a sigh.
    

    
      “Sorry, I was a bit slow.”
    

    
      “No, it’s not your fault. They were just too stealthy.”
    

    
      Tersion had extremely good senses.
    

    
      Yet, she hadn’t noticed the Hellmorphs were hiding until they reached the middle of the hall.
    

    
      Sure enough, looking at the surrounding Hellmorphs, even the lowest one was a high level 24.
    

    
      ‘This is my first time in the underground facility, but I thought their levels would be similar to the Hellmorphs on the surface.’
    

    
      What on earth lay beyond this place to warrant such a difficulty?
    

    
      A needless anxiety continued to grow.
    

    
      “Let’s proceed more carefully.”
    

    
      [Copying and using a skill.]
    

    
      Summon Familiar (Lv.1): Summons and controls small animals as one's minions.
    

    
      Flash!
    

    
      Artier used Collie’s skill to tame some mice and send them ahead.
    

    
      Thanks to that, he was able to detect the next ambush in advance, but the slow-footed mice were discovered by the Hellmorphs and couldn't escape, dying on the spot.
    

    
      “...I don't think this is a method we can use many times.”
    

    
      “Right. But at least we’ve reached the end of the passage now.”
    

    
      Beyond there lay the lord’s castle.
    

    
      As everyone held their breath, Artier cautiously opened the door.
    

    
      Creeeeak…
    

    
      Beyond the door, there was only a darkness so deep that one could not see an inch ahead.
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      “Light.”
    

    
      Flash!
    

    
      As Gerard conjured a bright sphere, the party cautiously entered.
    

    
      However, there was nothing to see but thick dust.
    

    
      “Is this really the place that’s using up all the mana?”
    

    
      Jeina grumbled.
    

    
      “There’s not even basic lighting, let alone magic.”
    

    
      “It’s not that there isn’t any.”
    

    
      Tersion pointed to the ceiling.
    

    
      When everyone looked up, they saw a shattered light fixture.
    

    
      “There was, but it was smashed.”
    

    
      “Smashed so violently. It must have been the Hellmorphs.”
    

    
      “But how did they get in here, sir? The lord’s castle is still holding its defense, even if it’s precarious.”
    

    
      No one could give a proper answer to Collie's words.
    

    
      It was then.
    

    
      Splish.
    

    
      Hearing a sound from beyond, Artier immediately turned his sword and lowered his stance.
    

    
      “Gerard, send the light forward.”
    

    
      Simultaneously with Artier’s words, the light moved forward.
    

    
      The identity of the creature that made the sound was revealed.
    

    
      Strange flesh covered the floor.
    

    
      Some parts of the flesh were covered in dense, fine hair.
    

    
      Artier and the party had seen this before.
    

    
      [Hellflower Membrane]
    

    
      An ecological substance installed by unknown invaders to alter the planet's environment. It seems to provide beneficial effects to Hell Soldiers within a 15m radius.
    

    
      (Additional information for Intelligence 15 or higher: This membrane seems to provide vision to the Hell Soldiers.)
    

    
      It was when they had entered the Hellmorphs' territory during the defense of Dorman.
    

    
      “Why is that here?”
    

    
      Tersion said, nocking an arrow.
    

    
      “The fact that this is here means this is their nest!”
    

    
      “...You’re right.”
    

    
      The membrane was so weak that it could be destroyed just by a human stepping on it.
    

    
      That's why the Hellmorphs only installed the membrane in safe areas they considered occupied.
    

    
      ‘The basement of the lord’s castle has become a Hellmorph nest?’
    

    
      Even Artier found this fact hard to accept.
    

    
      “Everyone, calm down.”
    

    
      Just then, Gerard spoke.
    

    
      “On the contrary, this makes it certain. We've figured out what's explosively consuming mana in this basement.”
    

    
      “Right! We don't have to fix it, we just have to break it, right? Easy.”
    

    
      Jeina grinned and swung her axe.
    

    
      Thwack!
    

    
      The fragile membrane burst with a single swing of the axe.
    

    
      “Let’s be careful. From the moment we entered the membrane’s line of sight, we’ve already been spotted by them.”
    

    
      “Meaning we have to get in fast and get out fast? How simple.”
    

    
      Tersion sneered but walked ahead at a brisk pace.
    

    
      “Ugh…”
    

    
      “Collie, what’s wrong?”
    

    
      “The corrupted mana is getting thicker.”
    

    
      Collie stuck his tongue out a little and coughed lightly.
    

    
      “To me, it’s as if the air is filled with poison. I can endure it for now, but I can’t guarantee what will happen if it gets worse.”
    

    
      And Collie's worries soon became a reality.
    

    
      At some point, Collie, who had gone silent, suddenly stopped walking, vomited blood, and staggered.
    

    
      “Ughh…!”
    

    
      “Collie!”
    

    
      Gerard rushed over and checked Collie’s condition.
    

    
      “The corrupted mana is attacking Collie.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “No, it would be more accurate to say it’s trying to become one with him. It’s trying to corrupt the mana within his body.”
    

    
      Gerard cast a shield around Collie and then channeled a small amount of his own mana into him.
    

    
      “Take a deep breath in and out. And protect your respiratory system with mana. Can you do that?”
    

    
      “I can… sir.”
    

    
      After confirming that Collie was barely catching his breath, Gerard stood up and looked at the party with a grim expression.
    

    
      “This doesn't just apply to Collie.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “We’re just a bit duller because we’re human, but we’re definitely being affected too. We’ll probably be vomiting blood like Collie if we go further inside.”
    

    
      Saying so, Gerard taught everyone how to protect their respiratory system with mana.
    

    
      It was a method of concentrating mana on the nose and mouth, so even Jeina, a warrior, could do it without difficulty.
    

    
      “Don’t forget. From now on, we can’t recover mana through breathing. Think of it as becoming useless once you’ve exhausted all the mana you have.”
    

    
      “That’s harsh, Leader. You just mean we can't use skills.”
    

    
      “That’s right. But if you can’t use skills, you usually become useless unless something special happens.”
    

    
      Gerard glanced at Artier and continued.
    

    
      “The map the researcher gave us says we’ll reach the center of the underground facility if we go a little further. But no one knows what will be in the center, so save as much mana as you can.”
    

    
      And as if Gerard’s wish was answered, there were no Hellmorph attacks for a while.
    

    
      However, because the membrane had become excessively thick, at some point they started to just step on it and pop it instead of cutting it.
    

    
      “The texture feels weird, is it okay to step on it?”
    

    
      “It’s cheating to say that while wearing shoes, sir.”
    

    
      “Ah… that's true, hehe.”
    

    
      “Look over there.”
    

    
      Tersion pointed somewhere.
    

    
      “I see light.”
    

    
      “Light?”
    

    
      Light in a place that had been pitch black all this time.
    

    
      As the party approached, a new space could be seen beyond an open wall.
    

    
      “Strange. This space wasn’t on the map the researcher gave us.”
    

    
      At Gerard's words, everyone fell silent.
    

    
      An ominous feeling brushed past their minds.
    

    
      “It seems this is the secret place the count built.”
    

    
      “But was it taken over by Hellmorphs?”
    

    
      While his companions were murmuring, Artier entered the passage one step ahead.
    

    
      ‘A hidden place not on the map, where monsters of a higher than average level are placed to block access. In such arrangements, often…’
    

    
      Krrrrack!
    

    
      As Artier swung his sword, a tentacle shot out from the membrane that had been watching silently until now, a beat too late.
    

    
      ‘A mutant monster appears.’
    

    
      Slice.
    

    
      After cutting the tentacle, Artier quickly dealt with the tentacles that rushed in from all directions.
    

    
      “Artier!”
    

    
      “Don’t come.”
    

    
      Firmly pushing back his companions who were about to approach, Artier dealt with all the mutants using only his movements without using any skills.
    

    
      “It’s over.”
    

    
      “Impressive… How did you know?”
    

    
      “The membrane is usually scattered everywhere to spread widely. But here, the membranes were gathered in a narrow passage.”
    

    
      Artier swallowed hard and looked beyond the passage.
    

    
      He knew. The characteristics of the places where those fiends commonly appeared.
    

    
      “It seems they’re hiding something important.”
    

    
      “Alright. Let’s see just how great of a thing they’re hiding.”
    

    
      The party checked their respective conditions and moved forward quickly.
    

    
      The facility was structured with rooms attached to both sides of a large passage.
    

    
      Dried bloodstains here and there told of a tragedy that had occurred here long ago.
    

    
      “It seems they were researching something.”
    

    
      Nearby, what were presumed to be iron cages for confining something were left neglected in a molten state.
    

    
      “Alchemist’s equipment. And top-quality at that.”
    

    
      “They just threw money at it.”
    

    
      “Can’t we take this?”
    

    
      “It’s all broken anyway, so it’s no better than scrap metal.”
    

    
      “Aww, what a waste!”
    

    
      Artier looked around and realized something, his face hardening.
    

    
      “They’re gone.”
    

    
      “What is?”
    

    
      “There are a lot of bloodstains, but not a single corpse.”
    

    
      In a place like this, it would be normal to find at least skeletons.
    

    
      But now, where they were walking, there was no trace of humans at all.
    

    
      Flash!
    

    
      In that moment, a sound so clear that everyone in the party could feel it echoed.
    

    
      “What’s this?!”
    

    
      “I-I’m being sucked in somewhere!”
    

    
      “Get down!”
    

    
      A wind began to blow from behind them.
    

    
      As Gerard shouted, everyone grabbed onto the floor.
    

    
      But a moment later, the wind grew so fierce that it became difficult to maintain balance.
    

    
      “Dammit!”
    

    
      And Gerard began to roll forward.
    

    
      The strength in his right arm had given out.
    

    
      “Gerard!”
    

    
      “I got you!”
    

    
      Jeina pulled out the axe she had embedded in the floor and caught Gerard.
    

    
      And just as she was about to embed the axe again, Jeina and Gerard were swallowed into the unseen darkness.
    

    
      “Kugh!”
    

    
      Next, Tersion, who had weaker physical strength, finally lost her grip, and lastly, Collie staggered and flew into the air.
    

    
      Artier, who had been watching the whole scene, glanced around before pulling his sword from the floor.
    

    
      ‘There’s no point in holding on. Let’s follow.’
    

    
      As he deliberately kicked off, his body began to fly rapidly somewhere.
    

    
      Artier got into position and widened his eyes, aiming his sword.
    

    
      Thud!
    

    
      It wasn't long before Artier landed in a place he had never seen before.
    

    
      He hurriedly got up and aimed his sword, but there was no sign of anyone anywhere.
    

    
      Is everyone okay?
    

    
      We’re fine!
    

    
      Me too. A bit dirty, though.
    

    
      Where is everyone, sir?
    

    
      The problem was that he couldn't sense his companions' presence either.
    

    
      Artier ignited his sword with the Flame Cleave skill and scanned his surroundings, but all he could see was a giant structure made of white fangs and membranes.
    

    
      It seems we’ve been scattered. Do you see a strange building in front of you?
    

    
      Yeah.
    

    
      I see it too. It seems we all fell into the space where this building is.
    

    
      Ugh, it’s scary not seeing anyone.
    

    
      After talking with his companions, Artier learned that they had been scattered to the east, west, south, and north respectively.
    

    
      The room, formed in a large circle around the central structure, was sealed off without any windows, giving it the atmosphere of a prison.
    

    
      The paths are connected, so if we move to one side, we should all be able to meet… Jeina, did you just see that?
    

    
      Gerard? What’s wrong?
    

    
      Artier repeatedly called out to Gerard after the communication was suddenly cut off, but Gerard did not answer.
    

    
      Soon after, Tersion also began to say strange things.
    

    
      I don't know if I saw it wrong, but a tentacle just shot out of that building.
    

    
      And as soon as Tersion's words ended, several bundles of grayish tentacles shot out from inside the central structure and clung to a nearby wall, beginning to suck something out.
    

    
      W-Woah! Disgusting! What on earth is that building?!
    

    
      ...It’s sucking up mana.
    

    
      It seems this thing was the culprit consuming the mana.
    

    
      The place where the tentacles clung was where the underground facility's mana circuit was installed.
    

    
      Even Artier, who was half a warrior, could feel the dense mana being absorbed into the structure through the tentacles so clearly.
    

    
      It seems regrouping is important. Jeina and I will move south to where Collie is. I hope Bow and Artier will come this way as well.
    

    
      Got it.
    

    
      Just as he was about to cut off the communication and move, Artier heard human footsteps behind him.
    

    
      He hurriedly aimed his sword and turned around, and in that moment, Artier doubted his own eyes.
    

    
      There, an alchemist wearing a neat leather tunic and even a hat was staring intently at Artier, tilting his head.
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      Chapter 76: And So It Shall Fall (2)
    

    
      ‘A person?’
    

    
      The thought crossed my mind for a moment, but my expression immediately hardened.
    

    
      A person dressed in neat clothes in a space littered with dried flesh and bone fragments.
    

    
      ‘That can’t be right.’
    

    
      And just as I thought, the opponent began to emit an ominous glint in its eyes along with corrupted mana.
    

    
      “Intrud…er.”
    

    
      Kwaaaah!
    

    
      The grotesque creature said so and in an instant, extended its fingernails to the length of daggers and charged.
    

    
      I swung my sword nonchalantly, but the moment it made contact, I felt like my wrist would break and hurriedly retreated.
    

    
      ‘What kind of power is this?!’
    

    
      The cause was mana.
    

    
      A blow swung lightly was packed with enough corrupted mana to explode on contact.
    

    
      Even a light attack contained such immense mana that, even after deflecting 80 percent of it, the remaining 20 percent was too much to handle.
    

    
      It was a disadvantageous situation.
    

    
      But I was used to this situation.
    

    
      No, I had to be.
    

    
      I had been tackling this game for a very long time.
    

    
      Things like being unable to recover mana were just one of the common restrictions for me.
    

    
      [Perfect Counter is activated!]
    

    
      Crack!
    

    
      “Kreeegh!”
    

    
      Dodging the attacks with minimal movement, I found an opening and immediately used Perfect Counter to return the blow.
    

    
      The alchemist, its neck pierced by its own fingernails, screamed.
    

    
      ‘Perfect Counter consumes little mana.’
    

    
      That's why it was a skill I could use without burden even in this situation.
    

    
      Slice! Kwa-gak!
    

    
      Readjusting my stance, I swung my sword repeatedly before the effect of Perfect Counter ended.
    

    
      Long gashes appeared on the opponent's chest and abdomen.
    

    
      [Lv.28 Experiment 01 (Small)]
    

    
      “What is this?”
    

    
      Searching the fallen corpse, I discovered the number ‘01’ written on the inside of the alchemist's attire.
    

    
      “What happened? I heard the sound of a sword.”
    

    
      Tersion approached.
    

    
      She looked back and forth between the fallen being and me.
    

    
      “This… isn’t human, is it?”
    

    
      “No. It attacked me while transforming its body.”
    

    
      “This number… it was on that building too.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      Tersion pointed to a part of the building.
    

    
      Faintly, but visibly, the number ‘01’ was written with something like dye.
    

    
      “It’s an artificial marking.”
    

    
      “Right. It’s obvious now what the count was up to.”
    

    
      Though her expression was hidden, it was easy to tell that Tersion was feeling disillusioned.
    

    
      “He was experimenting with Hellmorphs. Just like that fool Codis Hol.”
    

    
      Why were humans so desperate to study Hellmorphs?
    

    
      I was dying to know, but no one here knew the answer.
    

    
      “This is even worse. It looks like they threw humans to the Hellmorphs to be infected.”
    

    
      “Those pieces of trash!”
    

    
      Tersion drew her bowstring without hesitation.
    

    
      I grabbed her shoulder.
    

    
      “Let’s join up with the others first.”
    

    
      Soon, the two of us joined Gerard, Jeina, and Collie.
    

    
      When we told them what we had found out, the three of them grimaced and let out sighs of lament, one after another.
    

    
      “Are they insane?!”
    

    
      “It’s nauseating. Why would they do such a thing?”
    

    
      “It could have started simply to learn more about the enemy, or they might have wanted to make that power their own. But that’s not what’s important.”
    

    
      At Gerard’s words, Tersion, whose hand was trembling, tried to calm herself and asked.
    

    
      “I think we need to destroy that structure right now. Just in case, does anyone object?”
    

    
      “Hmm…”
    

    
      Just as everyone was contemplating.
    

    
      Collie quietly waved his front paw.
    

    
      “That structure is saturated with corrupted mana.”
    

    
      The structure, which was still absorbing a great deal of mana, was emitting a flow of mana so dense that it was difficult to even approach properly.
    

    
      “The condensed mana will erupt in all directions and explode the moment the structure is destroyed. This place could collapse then.”
    

    
      “Then we just destroy it and escape immediately. What’s the problem?”
    

    
      “The problem is that this facility is right under the lord’s castle.”
    

    
      Gerard said.
    

    
      “If this place collapses, the lord’s castle on the surface might be affected. If things go wrong, the lord’s castle itself could collapse.”
    

    
      “This is so annoying, really!”
    

    
      “I agree.”
    

    
      Just as Jeina and Tersion sighed in unison, I opened my mouth.
    

    
      “Even if we destroy the structure, this area won’t be destroyed.”
    

    
      “Why?”
    

    
      “They refine the absorbed mana into a liquid form for storage. In that state, it won’t explode.”
    

    
      My finger was pointing at the center of the structure.
    

    
      “That can’t be possible. As far as I know, mana is a substance whose form doesn’t change no matter how much you condense it.”
    

    
      “Corrupted mana can.”
    

    
      Even I didn’t know the reason.
    

    
      It was just described that way in the game.
    

    
      I couldn’t very well explain to them that ‘it’s just how the setting is.’
    

    
      “So even if we destroy the structure, the corrupted mana will just flow out. This area won’t be blown away.”
    

    
      “Since you’re the one saying it, I have no choice but to believe you.”
    

    
      “Well, it’s not like we have any other choice anyway.”
    

    
      The party immediately raised their weapons.
    

    
      As they poured all their remaining mana into their skills, the membrane was pierced and the bones were broken, and the structure began to writhe in agony.
    

    
      Thwack!
    

    
      Before long, the structure swelled up and then burst.
    

    
      The surroundings were splattered with a purple liquid that was billowing corrupted mana.
    

    
      “Disgusting! It feels like I just killed a living beast.”
    

    
      “Making a fuss until the very end. Anyway, it’s over, right?”
    

    
      “Yes. It’s completely dead.”
    

    
      The tissues of the dead structure began to dry up and rot quickly.
    

    
      In less than a few seconds, all of that large mass of flesh and bones turned to dust, leaving the wide space empty and beginning to exude a desolate atmosphere.
    

    
      “The operation of the mana circuit has stopped as well. The output of the magic stone will probably return to normal.”
    

    
      “Let’s go back now.”
    

    
      “Let’s go quickly. I’m sick and tired of this corrupted mana.”
    

    
      It seemed no one disagreed with Tersion’s words.
    

    
      Everyone’s steps heading outside were twice as fast as usual.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      When they returned to the power facility, the party found a soldier waiting for them with a beaming smile.
    

    
      “You did it! The barrier is regenerating quickly! The number of monsters falling here has decreased!”
    

    
      “Where is the chief researcher?”
    

    
      I looked around and asked.
    

    
      Something about the atmosphere was strange.
    

    
      ‘Why has it become so idle?’
    

    
      When they had left this place, it was no different from a state of emergency.
    

    
      Everyone was rushing around, manipulating magic circles or adjusting something.
    

    
      But now, only two researchers were meaningfully moving about in the power facility, while the rest were all sitting down or drinking beverages and resting.
    

    
      “Ah, as for Mr. Marco.”
    

    
      The soldier flinched and then hesitated, unable to easily open his mouth.
    

    
      “He is on the upper floor, but he said not to let anyone up until the work is finished…”
    

    
      “Why is the atmosphere so messed up? Is the war over?”
    

    
      Before the soldier could finish his words, Tersion strode forward.
    

    
      “Monsters are falling from the sky, and the city is turning to ashes, you know?”
    

    
      Her voice was thunderous.
    

    
      The soldier froze like ice, and all the scholars’ gazes naturally focused on her.
    

    
      “We’ve done all we can. We are scholars in charge of power. We’ve normalized the power and are restoring the barrier, so what’s the problem?”
    

    
      “What’s the problem? The military equipment is ceasing to function outside, and in some areas, the trooper type effects are disappearing, that’s what.”
    

    
      There was no need to hear it from me.
    

    
      If you accessed any public communication channel nearby, the screams of soldiers and various reports were still flooding in.
    

    
      “This is why I hate ignorant commoners…”
    

    
      The scholar who had answered Tersion shook his head and muttered.
    

    
      “That just means there’s a problem with the mana circuit in that area. It’s the same reason you went out. We can’t solve it from here. Do you understand?”
    

    
      “So you’re telling us to go and solve it? While you guys rest on your laurels here?”
    

    
      “That’s your role in the first place, isn’t it? We just can’t do anything from here.”
    

    
      I felt Tersion’s arm tremble slightly.
    

    
      It seemed she was about to shove an arrow down that scholar’s gob at any moment.
    

    
      “This is a little different from what I know.”
    

    
      Just then, Gerard approached with a hardened expression.
    

    
      “What we can do is secure the mana circuit, not repair it. The problems happening inside the castle right now are something that experts like you should be doing.”
    

    
      “So? You’re telling us to move through these monsters? It’s obvious we’ll die! We don’t sell our lives for money like you!”
    

    
      As soon as the scholar shouted, the other scholars around them began to whisper as if they had been waiting.
    

    
      “That’s what you get from guys who make a living off their lives.”
    

    
      “They’re commoners. Can’t be helped since they’re uneducated.”
    

    
      I couldn’t understand this situation at all.
    

    
      If they couldn’t repair the mana circuits and restore the defenses, the castle was bound to fall. 
    

    
      Then, Hellmorphs that the soldiers here alone couldn’t possibly stop would swarm in.
    

    
      But more than anything, I was feeling a sense of dissonance.
    

    
      ‘What is this? I’m sensing something I shouldn’t be.’
    

    
      At first, I thought I was mistaken because I had just come out of the underground facility.
    

    
      But the more I thought about it, the suspicion, far from being resolved, only grew stronger.
    

    
      “What is Mr. Marco doing?”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “Answer me.”
    

    
      I said, glaring at the soldier.
    

    
      The soldier’s legs were trembling from the murderous aura being exuded.
    

    
      “I-I can’t say…”
    

    
      At the soldier’s words, I lifted my head.
    

    
      There was a staircase blocked by an iron gate above the power facility.
    

    
      As I was about to head there, a sharp wind blade grazed past me and left a gash on the wall.
    

    
      “Hey, there’s a limit to how much we can overlook, even in wartime. If you disobey orders any further, I’ll kill you right here.”
    

    
      I could feel mana bursting from the bodies of the scholars all around me in an instant.
    

    
      “Ah, really?”
    

    
      I replied just like that and glanced at the rest of the party.
    

    
      “Even though corrupted mana is billowing out from that second floor in real time?”
    

    
      “……Kill him!”
    

    
      The moment fireballs were about to fly from all directions, Jeina immediately rolled on the ground and shouted at the top of her lungs.
    

    
      “Uyaaaaaah!”
    

    
      [Jeina uses a skill.]
    

    
      Silent Roar (Lv.1): Lets out a loud shout, forcibly interrupting all spells being cast by hostile beings within a 15m radius. Beings whose spells are interrupted cannot cast magic for 5 seconds.
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      Chapter 77: And So It Shall Fall (3)
    

    
      The magic in the hands of those who heard Jeina’s shout vanished all at once.
    

    
      Jeina immediately grabbed a few of the nearby scholars by the scruff of their necks and threw them against the wall.
    

    
      “Kraaack!”
    

    
      Furniture like desks and bookshelves were shattered.
    

    
      With that as the start, everyone joined the fight.
    

    
      But in the first place, a fight couldn’t even be established.
    

    
      Because five seconds later, when the scholars were able to use magic again, they were already staggering and unable to come to their senses.
    

    
      “I did well, right?”
    

    
      I chuckled and nodded my head.
    

    
      ‘As expected, barbarians are the natural enemies of mages.’
    

    
      Silent Roar was a skill she had learned at level 15, and if it hit, it could turn a mage into a fool.
    

    
      Fortunately, everyone cast their magic at the same time, so it had a tremendous effect.
    

    
      It was proof that they had only learned magic from books and had no practical experience whatsoever.
    

    
      “Are you going to keep fighting?”
    

    
      As Tersion asked with an arrow aimed, the soldier placed his spear on the floor.
    

    
      “I-I surrender.”
    

    
      “Collie, keep an eye on this person. We’re going up.”
    

    
      Crack!
    

    
      The further we went up the stairs, the more clearly the corrupted mana could be felt.
    

    
      As it did, the expressions on Tersion and Gerard’s faces grew more and more grim.
    

    
      “I’ve gone and done something rash again.”
    

    
      “No, it’s fine. I had a few questions of my own while talking to them anyway.”
    

    
      “What were they?”
    

    
      “I can understand not going outside out of fear. But they should be thinking about escaping this place, not thinking it's okay to rest and pass the time here… Not unless they’re convinced they can survive by doing so.”
    

    
      Gerard stopped in front of the door.
    

    
      From beyond that door, an unsettlingly ominous aura was radiating.
    

    
      “And seeing this corrupted mana explains everything.”
    

    
      “What does that mean?”
    

    
      “It means the scholars were bad guys, just like the count.”
    

    
      “Oh, you’re smart.”
    

    
      Jeina said with a smile, but Tersion ignored her.
    

    
      “Everyone, step back.”
    

    
      I covered my nose and mouth with mana and opened the door.
    

    
      In the small closet-like room, Marco could be seen bleeding and praying in front of a bizarre-looking altar.
    

    
      “What on earth happened? Why is the temple destroyed, and how are they alive? No! Great one, I will never betray you… Who’s there!”
    

    
      Marco created a fireball as soon as he sensed a presence, but my fist flew faster.
    

    
      Thwack!
    

    
      “Keoheuk!”
    

    
      He couldn’t dodge that single punch.
    

    
      Like the scholars below, it seemed Marco was all bark and no bite.
    

    
      “H-How did you get here?”
    

    
      “What kind of deal did you make with monsters that can’t even communicate?”
    

    
      As I grabbed him by the scruff of his neck and asked, Marco began to laugh like a madman.
    

    
      “Hehehehe! Monsters that can’t communicate? That’s all you can think of, so you live your life as a mercenary. You think brainless monsters could shake the empire in just a few months?”
    

    
      “Being brainless and not being able to communicate are two different things. Don’t change the subject.”
    

    
      My gaze did not waver.
    

    
      At that, Marco’s expression contorted in displeasure.
    

    
      “You will never understand. The will of the great one.”
    

    
      “So you did make a deal.”
    

    
      “Yes, in exchange for surviving the apocalypse, we promised to offer this castle. That was the contract in the first place. Weren't you suspicious? That too many humans were gathered here?”
    

    
      As soon as I heard those words, I remembered what Trophin had said.
    

    
      ‘You saw it too, right? The large-scale shield, the cannons… This isn't a scale that can be solved just by us jumping in. But the reward they promised us is a bit excessive.’
    

    
      The excessively high quest fee, calling in mercenaries despite the immense fortifications.
    

    
      “It was all bait, wasn't it.”
    

    
      It made sense if they had no intention of paying in the first place.
    

    
      Because there was no quest fee to be paid to the dead.
    

    
      Everything was falling into place like clockwork.
    

    
      “That’s ridiculous.”
    

    
      But even after realizing everything, I couldn’t erase the sneer directed at Marco.
    

    
      “You’ve been tricked.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “What the monsters want is to make this land their own. There’s no land for you to stay in there. You were just being used.”
    

    
      “What do you know to be spouting such nonsense? You think you’re something just because you survived by swinging a sword a bit?”
    

    
      “You’re right, I’m nothing. Just a mercenary riffraff who got lucky and survived.”
    

    
      Marco flinched at my momentum.
    

    
      I felt a vein pop on my forehead.
    

    
      The reason I was angry right now wasn't simply because I was fed up with the villains of this world.
    

    
      “But at least I know enough not to bow my head to the bastards who came to eat us.”
    

    
      Bang!
    

    
      Marco’s body was slammed into the wall in the corner.
    

    
      “Keoheuk!”
    

    
      On the Emperor route, you meet many people like this.
    

    
      People who can use the lives of others for their own purposes without a second thought.
    

    
      It would be a truly wonderful world if they received their just deserts, but unfortunately, there were many cases where they achieved their goals.
    

    
      This world was like that in the first place.
    

    
      That’s probably why people like this keep appearing.
    

    
      “Gerard, what is the imperial law for punishing those who collude with the enemy?”
    

    
      “If the charge can be proven, it’s summary execution.”
    

    
      “Then with this altar here, it won’t be hidden.”
    

    
      “What? W-Wait a minute!”
    

    
      Stab!
    

    
      Before Marco could ramble on, my sword cut through his neck.
    

    
      [Karma Points decrease by 5.]
    

    
      The information window emotionlessly sent a red warning, but I immediately closed it.
    

    
      “We need to get out of here right now.”
    

    
      Tersion said.
    

    
      “If we stay here, we’ll just become their sacrifices.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      The moment I nodded my head.
    

    
      BOOM!
    

    
      From below the room, a chilling explosion roared.
    

    
      “What was that?”
    

    
      Everyone hurriedly left the room.
    

    
      “Wh-Where did they come from?”
    

    
      “Stop them! Stop them!”
    

    
      The bewildered shouts of the soldiers were heard a few times from outside the power facility, and then.
    

    
      “Kuaaaack!”
    

    
      Finally, screams were heard.
    

    
      The Hellmorphs were chewing and swallowing something as they entered the power facility.
    

    
      “Hahaha! You’re all dead now! Our collaborators have arrived!”
    

    
      A scholar said with a grin.
    

    
      He raised both hands and approached the fiends, and.
    

    
      Slice!
    

    
      He was sliced apart and became a corpse.
    

    
      “Wh-What!”
    

    
      “Keoheuk!”
    

    
      “Wh-Why… We were supposed to be the chosen ones!”
    

    
      As life turned to meat, the central magic stone began to shake precariously.
    

    
      “The magic stone…!”
    

    
      “Gerard! Bow! Provide covering fire from here!”
    

    
      I immediately jumped over the railing and dropped to the first floor.
    

    
      “Master!”
    

    
      “Collie! Put up a wall around the magic stone!”
    

    
      Krrrrack!
    

    
      As the ice wall was created, I circled around, cutting down the Hellmorphs approaching the magic stone.
    

    
      But it was only buying time.
    

    
      The scholars were falling in an instant, and the number of Hellmorphs approaching the magic stone increased accordingly.
    

    
      The number of Hellmorphs pounding on the ice wall began to grow.
    

    
      Crack!
    

    
      Eventually, the ice wall shattered, and the Hellmorphs began to scratch at the central magic stone with their front paws and teeth.
    

    
      “Artier, if we fight like this, we’ll all be wiped out.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      I forced down the breath that had risen to my chin.
    

    
      There were dozens of Hellmorphs at my feet, but more were still pouring in from outside the power facility.
    

    
      “Artier!”
    

    
      “Yes. We’re getting out.”
    

    
      When I came to my senses, there were no more standing scholars or soldiers to be seen.
    

    
      I took a longsword from my inventory, held it in my left hand, and activated a skill.
    

    
      [Unity Rite is activated.]
    

    
      [Temporarily combines the stats of the summon and summoner.]
    

    
      Swoosh.
    

    
      The muscles in my forearms and legs swelled momentarily, and the hard carapaces of the Hellmorphs were sliced as smoothly as paper.
    

    
      “Collie, let’s break through the front!”
    

    
      “Understood!”
    

    
      We disregarded minor wounds.
    

    
      Artier and Collie rampaged like mad and finally broke through the monsters' encirclement.
    

    
      As the party escaped the power facility, the entire facility began to collapse with a huge explosion.
    

    
      Rumble!
    

    
      “In the end…”
    

    
      The barrier in the sky lost its power and began to flicker.
    

    
      The party was enveloped in silence as they confirmed the runes on their wrists had disappeared.
    

    
      “Artier, what’s the situation?”
    

    
      At Gerard's question, I, who was catching my breath, checked the communications without a word.
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      The trooper type effects have vanished!
    

    
      Why? Didn’t they say the power facility was successfully defended!
    

    
      The military equipment has all stopped working at once!
    

    
      Enemies are swarming from all directions! Requesting immediate support!
    

    
      The communications of the confused soldiers were coming in from all over.
    

    
      Most of them seemed to have no idea why this situation was happening.
    

    
      “Hellmorphs are swarming in from all directions.”
    

    
      “We have to get out of here right now. You know that, right?”
    

    
      As Tersion immediately asked, I slowly nodded my head.
    

    
      This was not a quest that could be completed by being stubborn.
    

    
      It was a stage of defeat, intentionally prepared to be unbeatable by a single player, no matter what they did.
    

    
      ‘I don’t have the power to overturn this situation.’
    

    
      The problem was power.
    

    
      I had individual strength, but not the strength of many.
    

    
      As a mere mercenary, all I could do was win individual battles.
    

    
      Of course, that alone was amazing, but it was impossible to change the outcome of a war.
    

    
      ‘All I can do is save as many people as possible.’
    

    
      Having finished my thoughts, I looked at Tersion.
    

    
      “Bow, we need to use the artifact now.”
    

    
      “...Tell me which one it is.”
    

    
      “It's the Embrace of the Sea.”
    

    
      “Embrace of the Sea?”
    

    
      Tersion, who had been lost in thought, seemed to realize something.
    

    
      “I see. In that case, is our destination the east?”
    

    
      “Yes, let’s go to the east port.”
    

    
      “The port? Are you saying we’re leaving by boat?”
    

    
      Jeina asked.
    

    
      But I just quietly shook my head.
    

    
      There was too much left to explain right now.
    

    
      “For now, let’s go. It will take a while to get to the east anyway. I’ll explain the plan on the way.”
    

    
      At his words, everyone began to move.
    

    
      I took one last look at the burning power facility and followed them.
    

    
      Artier…
    

    
      A man's weak voice echoed in his ear.
    

    
      It was a familiar voice.
    

    
      Trophin?
    

    
      Can you hear my communication?
    

    
      Trophin seemed quite pleased to hear Artier's voice, chuckling and responding despite his exhausted tone.
    

    
      I'm glad. As they say, there's always a way out, even when the sky falls.
    

    
      What do you mean? Are you in a dangerous situation?
    

    
      As Artier stopped, touching his ear, Collie, who was walking ahead, turned his head to look at him.
    

    
      “Master?”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      Artier’s expression grew harder and harder as he talked.
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      It’s embarrassing, but could you help us?
    

    
      Trophin’s voice was trembling slightly.
    

    
      Calm down and tell me the situation first. What’s going on?
    

    
      Our mercenary corps is isolated inside the castle.
    

    
      What did you say?
    

    
      The fiends started falling from all directions and suddenly surrounded us. We’re holding on, but… we’re reaching our limit. A lot of our guys are down.
    

    
      Surrounded by enemies inside the castle when the walls haven’t even fallen?
    

    
      It was hard to believe, but Trophin wasn’t the type to lie in a situation like this.
    

    
      “What is it, Artier?”
    

    
      “...It seems the Derth Mercenary Corps is in danger.”
    

    
      When I relayed the communication to the party, a heavy silence fell upon everyone.
    

    
      “What’s the location of the Derth Mercenary Corps?”
    

    
      “We have to go further west from here.”
    

    
      “West of all places, it’s the complete opposite of the direction we need to go.”
    

    
      Even now, the barrier was weakening by the second.
    

    
      Everyone knew there was no time to delay.
    

    
      Was that why?
    

    
      Even though it concerned the Derth Mercenary Corps, whom everyone had met, no one rashly stepped forward.
    

    
      “I will go alone.”
    

    
      In the end, it was I who stepped forward and spoke.
    

    
      “You’re not joking, are you?”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      I took something out of my inventory and offered it to them.
    

    
      [Low-Grade Simple Barricade (Normal)]
    

    
      Description: A small mechanical device compressed to reduce its volume. When infused with mana and thrown on the ground, it installs a simple barricade.
    

    
      Option: Creates a barricade with a certain amount of durability.
    

    
      “This is?”
    

    
      “I bought it at a general store. Being a county, they had a lot of good consumables.”
    

    
      I poured them out from my inventory.
    

    
      “Go ahead first and use these to set up a defensive outpost at the east port.”
    

    
      “What are you going to do by yourself? It’s impossible to even get there alone in the first place!”
    

    
      “I’ll ride Collie. That way, I can avoid most threats.”
    

    
      “Ah…?”
    

    
      Collie’s ears and tail perked up, and he quietly came and stood by my side.
    

    
      It was hard to tell in his wild dog form, but he seemed to be a mixture of joy and relief.
    

    
      “I see why you want to go alone. Even for Collie, it would be difficult to carry two people at the same time.”
    

    
      Gerard nodded and accepted the barricades.
    

    
      “Do you have a rescue plan in mind?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Then go. Be sure to contact us if you need help.”
    

    
      With those words, Gerard went to Jeina and Tersion.
    

    
      I immediately got on Collie’s back.
    

    
      “I thought you were going to abandon me again, sir.”
    

    
      “I’ve always just given you the role you were needed for.”
    

    
      “Hmph, I’ve had enough of your smooth talk. Hold on tight, sir!”
    

    
      Paang!
    

    
      Collie’s body shot forward in an instant, and the sound of the wind roared past.
    

    
      With every step, the surrounding view changed in a flash.
    

    
      ‘I feel this every time, but this speed is truly terrifying.’
    

    
      My past self would have struggled to even hang on.
    

    
      I grabbed onto the fur on Collie’s scruff and lowered my posture.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      “Vice-Leader, we have a problem.”
    

    
      Inside a building crowded with people wearing the same patterned armor.
    

    
      Trophin couldn’t shake his heavy heart.
    

    
      “We just ran out of our last potion.”
    

    
      “Do you have bandages?”
    

    
      “We have some left, but it’s only a matter of time for those too.”
    

    
      “How’s the encirclement?”
    

    
      “It’s no good. It’s actually getting thicker. If they breach now, we’re all dead.”
    

    
      At those words, Trophin stared at the cold glint in the eyes of the Hellmorphs visible beyond the building.
    

    
      He wasn’t afraid of their killing intent.
    

    
      But even confirming it didn’t make his frustrated heart feel any better.
    

    
      ‘We didn’t survive because we were strong. They’re letting us live.’
    

    
      He couldn’t understand it.
    

    
      Through several battles, he had learned that the sole goal of those monsters was to slaughter humans.
    

    
      They had never induced fear or applied pressure to receive a surrender.
    

    
      “Krom, is there still no support?”
    

    
      Trophin looked at the leader, who was busy communicating in a corner.
    

    
      Krom, who had ended the communication with a curse, glared at Trophin and spoke.
    

    
      “What are you doing, interrupting like that? It’s already hard enough to understand.”
    

    
      “It’s urgent. He said we’re out of potions too.”
    

    
      “Already? What about your side? Did you try all the contacts you could?”
    

    
      “Well… one of them picked up.”
    

    
      Trophin couldn’t finish his sentence properly.
    

    
      He was wondering if he had really heard correctly.
    

    
      “He said he’s coming alone.”
    

    
      “What are you talking about? He’s coming to commit suicide?”
    

    
      “My thoughts exactly.”
    

    
      No matter how highly Trophin thought of Artier, he couldn’t fathom how a single person could break through the encirclement.
    

    
      “Are there no other guys?”
    

    
      “None. They all seem to be dead.”
    

    
      “We’re screwed.”
    

    
      The conversation was light, but their expressions were anything but bright.
    

    
      It was then.
    

    
      Trophin flinched and put a finger to his ear.
    

    
      “Uh, yeah. What? What do you mean, get ready to come out?”
    

    
      “Leader! Vice-Leader!”
    

    
      A corps member ran in from outside with an urgent expression.
    

    
      “A chunk of ice is falling from the sky!”
    

    
      “What are you talking about?”
    

    
      Trophin and Krom rushed outside the building.
    

    
      An unbelievable sight unfolded before their eyes.
    

    
      Chwaaaak!
    

    
      Krrrrack!
    

    
      Suddenly, a large amount of water appeared in the air and then froze solid.
    

    
      The giant chunk of ice that was created then fell, crushing the monsters below with its immense weight.
    

    
      “Kreeegh!”
    

    
      The Hellmorphs hastily looked around, searching for the source of the magic.
    

    
      Soon, they discovered a single swordsman and a large wolf standing on the roof of a building.
    

    
      “Kyaaaak!”
    

    
      The swordsman immediately got on the wolf’s back and began to flee at a tremendous speed.
    

    
      “It’s Artier. What did he do?”
    

    
      Trophin, who was muttering, quickly came to his senses.
    

    
      Long experience told him that he didn’t have much time right now.
    

    
      “Krom, gather all the kids!”
    

    
      “I know! Everyone, get ready to run!”
    

    
      A single person had created a hole in one corner of the encirclement.
    

    
      It was a golden opportunity that wouldn’t come twice.
    

    
      Everyone who could swing a weapon began to run towards it.
    

    
      “Run as if your life depends on it, because it does if you fall behind!”
    

    
      Chwaak!
    

    
      Trophin and Krom pushed back the Hellmorphs charging from the front.
    

    
      Trophin’s greatsword shattered them before they could even resist, and Krom’s sword and shield became a wall, completely blocking the Hellmorphs’ approach.
    

    
      Keep running straight. Follow the wide boulevard.
    

    
      Trophin moved forward, listening to Artier’s communication.
    

    
      “Artier!”
    

    
      Soon, Trophin found Artier standing with two swords.
    

    
      Where the wolf from just now had gone, a boy wearing a robe stood by his side.
    

    
      “Is communication still possible?”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “The moment I use my skill, tell all the corps members to get down.”
    

    
      Artier said so and took out a peculiar-looking disc from his pocket.
    

    
      [The Tablet of Strife is activated.]
    

    
      [Attack power within the area increases by 100%, and defense decreases by 100%.]
    

    
      The moment Artier threw it into the air, a colosseum filled with a red aura suddenly appeared on the wide boulevard.
    

    
      “Wh-What is this?”
    

    
      Even though Trophin didn’t know much about magic, he could tell at a glance that this was no ordinary artifact.
    

    
      “Are you ready, Collie?”
    

    
      “This is the first time I’m using it without enhancement magic, so I’m worried.”
    

    
      “It’s fine. The power will be sufficient.”
    

    
      Click.
    

    
      Artier lowered his stance and crossed his hands.
    

    
      As flames began to burn from the blades, Artier quietly began to count in his mind.
    

    
      “Kyaaaak!”
    

    
      The fiends were approaching.
    

    
      They were sticking close behind the corps members, attacking and felling those who fell behind at the rear.
    

    
      Those who fell behind or tripped even once could not rejoin the formation.
    

    
      ‘Three, two, one. Now!’
    

    
      “Collie!”
    

    
      “Understood!”
    

    
      [Dual Flame Cleave is activated.]
    

    
      [Collie copies and uses the Flame Cleave (Lv.2) skill.]
    

    
      Artier swung both his arms horizontally, and Collie swung one arm horizontally, sending out flames.
    

    
      Trophin, realizing something, immediately put a hand to his ear and shouted loudly.
    

    
      “Everyone, get down!”
    

    
      Kwaaaaang!
    

    
      Immediately after, the boulevard was filled with flames, engulfing the approaching Hellmorphs.
    

    
      “Kieek!”
    

    
      The carapaces of the Hellmorphs, which had deflected mediocre magic and weapons, burned and melted away in vain.
    

    
      The Hellmorphs at the very front were turned to ash, and the ones behind them were in agony, their bodies engulfed in flames.
    

    
      “What in the…?”
    

    
      Krom and Trophin couldn’t believe the scene unfolding before them.
    

    
      When the bewildered corps members raised their heads and looked around, there were no more living Hellmorphs in the vicinity.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      “That was amazing! How on earth did you do that?”
    

    
      A moment later, they had moved to a relatively safe place to catch their breath.
    

    
      Trophin lifted Artier up and shouted with a broad smile.
    

    
      “Well… thanks to my equipment.”
    

    
      The corners of my mouth lifted slightly.
    

    
      ‘I’m glad I got it.’
    

    
      The Tablet of Strife, which had played its part well in Dorman.
    

    
      The reason I could wipe out the Hellmorphs in a single blow was because of this.
    

    
      Though dangerous, the power of an artifact was something that could change the tide of a war.
    

    
      “Vice-Leader, everyone’s condition suddenly worsened.”
    

    
      One of the corps members entered the barracks.
    

    
      “It seems to be poison.”
    

    
      “Damn monster bastards. There’s nothing to like about them.”
    

    
      The good atmosphere instantly turned cold again.
    

    
      The wounds the corps members had sustained from the Hellmorphs were festering, not healing properly, accompanied by terrible pain. It was clear that they had been injected with poison, just as Gerard had been before.
    

    
      I also became serious.
    

    
      ‘If we leave them like this, they’ll either die or, even if they survive, they’ll be left with aftereffects like Gerard. We need to treat them quickly.’
    

    
      I remembered Gerard, who had struggled with not being able to use his arm properly.
    

    
      Fortunately, he was now walking the path of magic, but not everyone would.
    

    
      Some might fall into despair upon seeing their own bodies not moving as they wished.
    

    
      “I’ll go get the antidote.”
    

    
      Trophin said.
    

    
      “The antidote? From where?”
    

    
      “There’s a shopping district nearby. If we rummage through a general store, something might turn up.”
    

    
      “Are you planning to be a thief right now?”
    

    
      When Krom asked back, Trophin was silent for a moment, then clenched his fist and said.
    

    
      “We have no choice. It’s better than dying.”
    

    
      “I’m not planning to stop you, but it’s just a bit strange to hear that from you, who’s always going on about conscience.”
    

    
      Krom shrugged and looked at me.
    

    
      “I know it’s shameless, but could you help?”
    

    
      “Is it okay? I heard that most of the people here are patients.”
    

    
      “Don’t worry. I’ll protect this place.”
    

    
      Krom raised one arm and smiled triumphantly.
    

    
      His appearance was so similar to Trophin’s that I found myself smiling without realizing it.
    

    
      “Then I’ll be back.”
    

    
      After saying that, I followed Trophin out of the barracks.
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      “These are my party members.”
    

    
      After leaving the barracks, Trophin introduced four warriors.
    

    
      I quickly scanned them and was inwardly impressed.
    

    
      ‘I was wondering how a mercenary corps with only warriors could exist.’
    

    
      A party composed entirely of warriors is quite dangerous.
    

    
      Since all members are close-quarters combatants, they have to stick to the enemy, which creates a disadvantage if the enemy is small.
    

    
      However, two of Trophin’s party members were mid-range warriors using spears, and one, judging by the dagger at his waist, played the role of an assassin who strikes and retreats.
    

    
      The only people fighting on the front lines were Trophin and one other person.
    

    
      “They’re all strong.”
    

    
      “Right? I raised them myself.”
    

    
      Trophin thumped his chest and chuckled.
    

    
      Collie looked around and asked with a puzzled expression.
    

    
      “But why are they all of different races, sir?”
    

    
      As Collie said, among Trophin's party members, only the one with the dagger was human.
    

    
      “That’s…”
    

    
      “Vice-Leader, we’ll say it.”
    

    
      A Beastman carrying a thick hammer stepped forward.
    

    
      “We’re the outcasts of the Derth Mercenary Corps.”
    

    
      “Outcasts?”
    

    
      “Unlike the others who joined by meeting the conditions, we were raised in the mercenary corps since we were young.”
    

    
      “Simon.”
    

    
      The Elven spearman chided him, but the Beastman called Simon didn’t pay him any mind.
    

    
      “Even if we complete a quest, it’s considered an achievement with the help of other corps members. No one thinks of us as part of the main force. Since no corps member would let us join their party, the Vice-Leader took us in.”
    

    
      “Huh? What kind of jackass said that?”
    

    
      “Vice-Leader, I’m just telling the truth.”
    

    
      “No one likes a rolling stone.”
    

    
      “We have sense too, Vice-Leader. We can feel it when we’re disliked.”
    

    
      As the quiet party members added their own comments, Trophin looked embarrassed and avoided my gaze.
    

    
      ‘I’ve stumbled upon their backstory.’
    

    
      If I were thinking of recruiting them as companions, this would be information to remember.
    

    
      But Trophin was an NPC with a clear affiliation, so there was no possibility of recruitment, and I didn’t want to make things any more difficult for him.
    

    
      “That was a difficult question. Apologize.”
    

    
      “I-I’m sorry…”
    

    
      Despite Collie’s apology, Simon only folded and unfolded his pointed brown ears.
    

    
      “Trophin, have you thought of a way to get to the shopping district?”
    

    
      “We’ll take the shortest route from here.”
    

    
      Artier and Trophin looked at the completely wrecked shopping district.
    

    
      The once neatly arranged streets were now ruins with pools of blood, burning buildings, and overturned carriages.
    

    
      “The fiends?”
    

    
      “I don’t see any. I don’t smell them either, sir.”
    

    
      “They’ve completely disappeared? Did they go somewhere else?”
    

    
      There was no sign of life on the empty road.
    

    
      After walking for a long time without any fiends appearing, Artier, Collie, and Trophin’s party began to lower their weapons.
    

    
      “Simon, do you feel anything with your instincts?”
    

    
      “Not yet.”
    

    
      They were compensating for their lack of detection abilities with the abilities of the different races.
    

    
      ‘Using the Beastman’s instincts. Clever.’
    

    
      Utilizing what you are given.
    

    
      They fulfilled that single phrase most faithfully.
    

    
      Thump-thump!
    

    
      “We’ve arrived at the general store… The door is locked. Milan?”
    

    
      “Leave it to me.”
    

    
      The Dwarf who gave a thumbs-up put down his spear, took out a lockpick from his pocket, and demonstrated his skillful handling.
    

    
      “Isn’t picking locks usually left to rogues?”
    

    
      “I may use a dagger, but I’m still from the Derth Mercenary Corps. I don’t know how to do things like this.”
    

    
      The only human among Trophin’s party members answered my words while tossing and catching a dagger.
    

    
      “You have to have someone in the corps who has picked a lock before to learn. Milan is the unusual one.”
    

    
      “I suppose that’s true…”
    

    
      “It seems one’s upbringing is more important than one’s profession.”
    

    
      “It’s done.”
    

    
      Finally, the Dwarf called Milan unlocked the lock and entered the general store.
    

    
      As if they had never imagined that such a large county would fall, the items displayed for sale inside the shop were left untouched.
    

    
      “I wonder if the shop owner is alive.”
    

    
      “Probably dead. The monsters fell on the shelters too.”
    

    
      “Then, shall we take the potions here as well?”
    

    
      “Stop it.”
    

    
      Trophin stopped his party members with a firm voice.
    

    
      “Only take as much as you need. Our goal is the antidote, not potions.”
    

    
      “...But Vice-Leader.”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      “That person is already taking them.”
    

    
      Kali pointed at me, who was stuffing potions into my inventory.
    

    
      I, who was opening my inventory, flinched and avoided Trophin’s gaze.
    

    
      “Artier?”
    

    
      “...Ahem. There will be battles on the way. Since we don’t have a medic, we need to stock up on potions.”
    

    
      In a game, farming was a natural thing.
    

    
      There were too many potions to give up for the sake of a mere conscience.
    

    
      “That is true…”
    

    
      Trophin was lost in thought for a moment, then sighed and picked up a potion.
    

    
      “It’s shameless, but let’s just take a little.”
    

    
      After each of us had stuffed a moderate amount of potions into our inventories, I looked at the back of the general store.
    

    
      There was a back door that led to a warehouse, and when we opened it and went through, there was a warehouse building so large that it was hard to believe it belonged to an ordinary general store.
    

    
      Swoosh!
    

    
      Just as everyone was about to enter the warehouse, Simon raised his hand, bared his fangs, and growled.
    

    
      “There’s something here.”
    

    
      Hearing that, everyone immediately drew their weapons and scanned the surroundings.
    

    
      BOOM!
    

    
      [Wild Protection is applied.]
    

    
      Wolf’s Blessing: Attack power increases by 10%.
    

    
      As soon as the fiends appeared, I used only Wild Protection and beat them down.
    

    
      “Why are they so weak?”
    

    
      “This area is already fully occupied, so they probably weren’t strong ones.”
    

    
      [The skill level of Wild Protection has risen to 3.]
    

    
      [You can now choose the blessing to bestow, but its effect is reduced by 50%.]
    

    
      ‘Oh, nice.’
    

    
      Finally, I could use the once-troublesome Wild Protection a bit more strategically.
    

    
      “The feel of it is not great…”
    

    
      Trophin spat on the ground and swung his greatsword.
    

    
      “But Simon, didn’t you say there was nothing in this area?”
    

    
      “I heard the fiend’s breath just once.”
    

    
      “Its breath?”
    

    
      “Yes. Right before they attacked, I heard a sound like them exhaling.”
    

    
      At Simon’s words, Trophin stroked his chin.
    

    
      “That’s strange. They don’t breathe.”
    

    
      “They don’t breathe?”
    

    
      “Yeah. We trapped them in a water tank in Dorman once. But they didn’t even act troubled.”
    

    
      The fiends don’t breathe.
    

    
      Learning this unexpected fact, my mind also became complicated.
    

    
      “Maybe it wasn’t the sound of breathing.”
    

    
      The sound of exhaling is ultimately the sound of air being expelled rapidly.
    

    
      For beings that don’t breathe to have exhaled means they performed some other equivalent interaction.
    

    
      ‘That’s good information. I had no way of knowing such minor details about the setting when I was playing the game.’
    

    
      “Anyway, it seems we’ve dealt with all the Hellmorphs, so let’s look for the antidote.”
    

    
      Entering the warehouse, I walked through the shattered glass fragments and searched for the antidote.
    

    
      But because the Hellmorphs had made a mess, there weren't many intact glass bottles.
    

    
      “...Should we go to another general store?”
    

    
      “There must be. There has to be.”
    

    
      I said firmly.
    

    
      ‘If we stop by another general store here, it will be too late to rendezvous. We might not even make it to the east port.’
    

    
      In fact, taking care of the injured was already a dangerous gamble.
    

    
      To protect one person, two could die.
    

    
      I knew it was a cruel thought, and I knew these people were precious to them, but that didn’t change reality.
    

    
      “Collie, is there a way to search for a specific item with magic?”
    

    
      “To search in that way, the appearance of the item must be different. Both the antidote and the healing potion use the same glass bottles, sir.”
    

    
      “...That means you can distinguish the intact glass bottles, right?”
    

    
      Collie and I used search magic to find the intact glass bottles and then took them out.
    

    
      “I found it!”
    

    
      A moment later, when Kali shouted, everyone flocked to that spot.
    

    
      “How many are there?”
    

    
      “There are three boxes with 30 bottles each, so this should be enough to treat most, if not all, of them.”
    

    
      “That’s great. Let’s go back quickly!”
    

    
      As Trophin’s party laughed and high-fived each other, I began to feel a strange sense of unease.
    

    
      ‘This is too easy.’
    

    
      The level of the Hellmorphs that attacked was too low.
    

    
      Would they so easily give up the means for a mercenary corps they had let go, knowing they couldn't get far, to recover?
    

    
      Sure enough, a moment later, a chilling sound echoed in everyone’s ears.
    

    
      Th-They’re here! The fiends are swarming in!
    

    
      I didn’t know who had made the communication, but seeing Trophin’s expression immediately harden, I knew right away that it was a member of the Derth Mercenary Corps.
    

    
      “Let’s go back now!”
    

    
      “Vice-Leader!”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “I feel them from all directions!”
    

    
      “What did you say?!”
    

    
      BOOM!
    

    
      A nearby stone wall shattered into pieces.
    

    
      From behind the wall, under the ground, and from the sky, the fiends appeared simultaneously.
    

    
      As if the ones that had popped out of the warehouse earlier were just a distraction, the number of fiends appearing from the surroundings was too much for a single party to handle.
    

    
      “This is a lost cause! Everyone, run!”
    

    
      “Wild Protection!”
    

    
      [Wild Protection is applied.]
    

    
      Chosen Cheetah’s Blessing: Speed increases by 10%.
    

    
      I cast the newly upgraded Wild Protection on everyone.
    

    
      At that, everyone’s steps accelerated as if they had received Gerard’s Fair Wind.
    

    
      Crack!
    

    
      A wall collapsed, and a tall tower came crashing down.
    

    
      The party fled for their lives.
    

    
      How long did we run?
    

    
      By the time Collie was panting and staggering and a metallic taste filled everyone’s mouths, the Hellmorphs suddenly faltered, stopped, and then turned and began to disappear.
    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    
      “Did they give up?”
    

    
      “That can’t be…”
    

    
      Everyone’s bodies were covered in minor wounds.
    

    
      Surviving was a miracle, but if we had been chased for just a little longer, someone could have died or been injured.
    

    
      “They must have achieved some objective.”
    

    
      I scanned the surroundings and looked up at the sky.
    

    
      Beyond the blackened clouds, the shape of a half-waning moon flickered and disappeared.
    

    
      “...Trophin.”
    

    
      A bad thought came to mind.
    

    
      I didn’t want to open my mouth.
    

    
      “Try to contact the Derth Mercenary Corps.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      Trophin’s expression was as hard as stone.
    

    
      His trembling hand reached his earlobe.
    

    
      Krom?
    

    
      …….
    

    
      Krom, answer me.
    

    
      …….
    

    
      Krom!
    

    
      In the first place, everyone knew.
    

    
      Simply not receiving a communication and not being able to receive it because you are dead.
    

    
      Distinguishing between these two was as easy as telling a healthy apple from a rotten one.
    

    
      Answer me, you bastard! Krom!
    

  
    Chapter 80: Chapter 80

    
      Chapter 80: Somewhere Between Coincidence and Fate (3)
    

    
      The fiends that had just been chasing our party were already at a level that the Derth Mercenary Corps could not stop.
    

    
      ‘And they had injured members over there.’
    

    
      Because there were injured members left.
    

    
      Because they couldn’t abandon them.
    

    
      So they must have done their best, but…
    

    
      “Master.”
    

    
      At Collie’s voice, I looked up.
    

    
      Trophin and his party members were in shock, not saying a word.
    

    
      As if trying to deny reality, their eyes were just blank.
    

    
      “We really don’t have time now.”
    

    
      “...I know.”
    

    
      A communication came in a few minutes ago.
    

    
      The news was that the construction of the defensive line was complete.
    

    
      Along with the news that defeated soldiers were flocking in from all over the castle.
    

    
      ‘It’s good that the number of soldiers is increasing, but the Hellmorphs can’t be unaware of that. It’s only a matter of time before the east port is attacked.’
    

    
      Those who can live, must live.
    

    
      Those who can be saved, must be saved.
    

    
      But could I really move properly in that situation?
    

    
      To them, those people must have been like family.
    

    
      But in the end, I grabbed Trophin’s shoulder.
    

    
      “Trophin.”
    

    
      “...That bastard Krom isn’t the type who couldn’t get out of there.”
    

    
      Trophin’s voice echoed softly. Fortunately, it wasn’t a vacant voice.
    

    
      “If he thought it was a lost cause, he would have tried to gather the remaining people and escape. His way of thinking is similar to mine.”
    

    
      “...Yes.”
    

    
      “But the fact that he still died might mean that it was a situation where it was difficult to survive even if they had fled from the very beginning. What on earth are these monsters… what kind of beings are they.”
    

    
      A somber but calm expression.
    

    
      It was clear he was forcibly suppressing his emotions.
    

    
      He was still a party leader.
    

    
      “The Hellmorphs will destroy the empire.”
    

    
      I said.
    

    
      “They are now the most threatening enemy to humanity.”
    

    
      “...What can we do in front of such beings?”
    

    
      “Survive.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “The greatest revenge against those who want to kill you is survival.”
    

    
      Seeing someone trying to extinguish my flame, I too can fetch water.
    

    
      But that is by no means the perfect answer.
    

    
      Above all, I must protect my own flame.
    

    
      If I get swept away by emotions and lose myself, isn't that fulfilling what the other person wanted most?
    

    
      “What’s the point of just surviving?”
    

    
      “Because we’re not just surviving.”
    

    
      “...Is that so.”
    

    
      Trophin smiled bitterly and turned around.
    

    
      “Everyone, pull yourselves together!”
    

    
      “Vice-Leader…”
    

    
      “Don’t forget today. Never forget the day those bastards took our families!”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “From now on, every time we face them, we’ll remember this day. And we’ll survive and grow stronger. Got it!”
    

    
      “Yes!”
    

    
      Watching Trophin’s party steel their resolve once more, I quietly took the lead.
    

    
      “Will they really be okay like that?”
    

    
      “They won’t be.”
    

    
      Gerard and Jeina were the same.
    

    
      They acted like they had overcome it, but Jeina still sometimes brings up Dina and Ben.
    

    
      The experience of losing a loved one is something you can never be okay with.
    

    
      “But for now, they’ll be able to survive.”
    

    
      Nevertheless, they will survive and learn how to become stronger.
    

    
      And when that accumulates and no one dies anymore, that’s when we’ll finally see the ending of this game.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      By the time Trophin’s party and I arrived at the eastern port, Hellmorphs were already crawling out from all directions and attacking the base.
    

    
      The defeated soldiers who had filled the once-empty port were looking around with anxious eyes.
    

    
      “Some familiar faces, huh?”
    

    
      “It’s good to see you again.”
    

    
      Gerard firmly grabbed Trophin’s hand and shook it.
    

    
      “Yeah. We managed to get here somehow, but so how are we getting out?”
    

    
      “Our party leader will explain the details.”
    

    
      “We’re going to use an ancient artifact to create an escape route.”
    

    
      I said so and looked at Tersion.
    

    
      “Just in case, this information must not leak out. Got it?”
    

    
      Tersion said so and took out a worn tablet from her pocket.
    

    
      It was an old stone tablet engraved with a sculpture of a woman wrapped in soft cloth, embracing herself.
    

    
      “How did you bring this?”
    

    
      “Want to know? It’s a bit expensive.”
    

    
      I could see the glint in her eyes beyond the mask.
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      I immediately discarded my curiosity.
    

    
      In fact, there was no need to ask. It was probably some secret elven transport magic.
    

    
      “Right, as you know, it’s not an easy artifact to use. Are you still okay with it?”
    

    
      “I’m fine.”
    

    
      When I touched the tablet, a familiar information window popped up.
    

    
      [Embrace of the Sea (Rare)]
    

    
      Option: Intelligence +5
    

    
      Hidden Option: Can open a portal connecting one sea to another. However, a price must be paid in proportion to the travel distance.
    

    
      ‘Fortunately, the effect is the same as I saw in the game.’
    

    
      The defense of Condestraden was a battle I couldn't lead to victory in any of the thousands of playthroughs I attempted.
    

    
      Equipment, connections, and skills were all lacking. No choice could turn the tide of the battle.
    

    
      I only realized it now, but it was because it was a war that the count had given up on.
    

    
      ‘The best option here was just to create many survivors.’
    

    
      The more people who know the terror of the Hellmorphs, the more people will question the empire that does nothing.
    

    
      Doubt.
    

    
      That is the first key to the true ending.
    

    
      “I’m already prepared to pay the price.”
    

    
      I stood straight on the seashore.
    

    
      My companions gathered around me.
    

    
      “The Embrace of the Sea requires a large amount of mana and time to activate. Can you protect this place until then?”
    

    
      “If you need mana, wouldn’t it be better for me to use it?”
    

    
      Collie asked, but I shook my head.
    

    
      “The caster is the one who pays the price. It’s a job I can’t give to you.”
    

    
      “What on earth is that price that makes it so?”
    

    
      “A curse.”
    

    
      Tersion said.
    

    
      “A curse that cannot be dispelled for a certain period of time is bestowed in proportion to the distance of the portal created.”
    

    
      “Wh-What did you say?”
    

    
      “You might not be able to hold much mana in your body, part of your memory might be sealed, or in serious cases, the use of skills might be sealed.”
    

    
      “If it’s such a dangerous artifact, shouldn’t I be the one to use it all the more?”
    

    
      “No, you can only use the artifact if you know the exact method of use. The only person here who knows how to use the artifact is Artier.”
    

    
      I placed my hand on Collie’s forehead.
    

    
      “If I get cursed, you have to protect me. Right?”
    

    
      “Master…”
    

    
      Collie quietly received the petting and then suddenly returned to his wild dog form.
    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    
      “Did he just speak as a wolf?”
    

    
      “How?”
    

    
      Trophin’s party was startled and backed away.
    

    
      The most intense reaction among them was, by far, from the Beastman, Simon.
    

    
      “A-A Spirit Creature…”
    

    
      The Beastmen were a race that revered Spirit Creatures as gods.
    

    
      As if unable to stop the thrill that flowed through his blood by birth, Simon stared blankly at Collie, flushed.
    

    
      “What is it? Your gaze is a bit burdensome.”
    

    
      “Simon? What’s wrong all of a sudden?”
    

    
      “I don’t know. Suddenly my heart…”
    

    
      “What are you talking about? Get up.”
    

    
      I scanned the surroundings and lightly tapped Collie’s head.
    

    
      “What are you going to do if you get caught?”
    

    
      “I had a feeling it would be okay with these people.”
    

    
      “...Anyway, I’m counting on all of you. Until I activate the artifact, please protect this outpost.”
    

    
      “This must be the only way. Understood.”
    

    
      “Don’t worry! I’ll protect everyone!”
    

    
      Gerard, Jeina, and Trophin’s party headed to the front together.
    

    
      At the same time, a chilling scream echoed in the air, and the eastern castle wall collapsed, and the Hellmorphs began to pour in.
    

    
      “The fiends are coming!”
    

    
      “Hold on if you don’t want to die! It’s the end if we get pushed back here anyway!”
    

    
      Smiling at the shouts of the many who naturally began to incite the crowd, I began to pour mana into the tablet.
    

    
      ‘In story mode, I think I chanted the spell something like this.’
    

    
      “…Nurae supaj reujeochuneda.”
    

    
      “My god, how on earth do you know ancient Elvish?”
    

    
      Flash!
    

    
      The moment Tersion was shocked, the eyes of the woman engraved on the tablet opened gently and stared at me, and the tablet floated into the air.
    

    
      Astounding. That the one to open my eyes after half a century is not one of my kind, but a human.
    

    
      “Is that a problem?”
    

    
      Of course not. The price is equal for all. I will gladly help you.
    

    
      The embracing woman unwrapped the two arms that were hugging her.
    

    
      And in an instant, an enormous amount of mana began to be sucked in.
    

    
      “Kugh!”
    

    
      I felt dizzy.
    

    
      It felt like all the thoughts in my head were being sucked in.
    

    
      I forced strength into my staggering legs and held on.
    

    
      The price has been received. Where do you wish to go?
    

    
      It was a moment that felt like I had stayed up for three days and nights.
    

    
      The entire map of the empire appeared before my eyes.
    

    
      [Please select the location for the artifact’s use.]
    

    
      With a trembling hand, I pointed to the southern coast of the empire.
    

    
      As the price grew stronger in proportion to the distance, most of the coastal areas in the western region that I knew were not selectable.
    

    
      So it is there. Your will shall be respected.
    

    
      The woman closed her eyes after those words.
    

    
      As she embraced herself again, the earth trembled, and a giant magic circle began to be drawn on the coast.
    

    
      “What is that?”
    

    
      Ten times what I had absorbed.
    

    
      Perhaps even more than that, an enormous amount of mana gushed out.
    

    
      “A little faster!”
    

    
      I saw the Hellmorphs pouring in like a mountain and shouted urgently.
    

    
      “Kraaack!”
    

    
      “Dammit, we’re all going to die here! We’re going to die!”
    

    
      Collie saw the mana bullets flying towards me and stacked up layers of ice walls.
    

    
      The chilling sound of them pounding on the ice walls was gradually increasing.
    

    
      “Artier, how much longer do you need!”
    

    
      “Just a little more!”
    

    
      [Magic circle forming]
    

    
      [Progress: 85%]
    

    
      With every small increase in the number on the information window, the smell of blood grew thicker.
    

    
      Crack!
    

    
      Eventually, the barricade set up at the front was shattered.
    

    
      The Hellmorphs that had been crowded in a narrow space poured out all at once, and the soldiers standing there were instantly turned to pulp.
    

    
      “What are the mages doing! Do something!”
    

    
      “It’s no use! My mana isn’t recovering anymore!”
    

    
      “Dammit! The archers!”
    

    
      “We’re already shooting our bones out!”
    

    
      As the corrupted mana took over the sky, the speed at which mana recovered was also slowing down.
    

    
      ‘I want to help.’
    

    
      I could only watch as people fell all around.
    

    
      There was no strength in my fists, and my mana showed no signs of recovering.
    

    
      Even Collie was swatting away mana bullets with his front paws instead of putting up ice walls.
    

    
      “...Still?”
    

    
      “It’s done now!”
    

    
      [Progress: 100%]
    

    
      [Artifact is activating!]
    

    
      Paaat!
    

    
      Finally, when the magic circle was complete, a light shot up from beneath everyone’s feet.
    

    
      As a huge wave spread out from the center of the artifact, the Hellmorphs were greatly shocked and staggered.
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      “This is?”
    

    
      The moment the surviving survivors were bewildered, the light grew stronger.
    

    
      Before long, everyone who was there disappeared with the light.
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      Chapter 81 - The Fateful Formation (1)
    

    
      Bang!
    

    
      People found themselves dropped in a forest they had never seen before.
    

    
      ‘A forest? But shouldn't the portal lead to the sea?’
    

    
      Swishhh…….
    

    
      The answer to that question became clear after I looked around a bit more.
    

    
      Below the sheer cliff right next to us, waves were churning and breaking.
    

    
      [Quest Complete!]
    

    
      Reward: Survival
    

    
      [You did your best to save many people. In doing so, you were even prepared to lose something precious to you. This star will highly value such a sacrificial judgment.]
    

    
      Reward: Karma Points +255 (Number of Survivors × 0.01)
    

    
      “The reward is certain, at least.”
    

    
      Of course, it wasn't without a price.
    

    
      “Kugh!”
    

    
      Throb!
    

    
      Just as I felt a sudden pain in my chest, a red warning window appeared.
    

    
      [You have been cursed by the sea.]
    

    
      [All stats will decrease by 25% for 30 days.]
    

    
      [Your level has decreased by 1.]
    

    
      “Haa…….”
    

    
      It felt like I had sandbags tied all over my body.
    

    
      “Master!”
    

    
      Collie approached and supported Artier.
    

    
      “Are you alright?”
    

    
      “I’m fine. It’s not like it hurts.”
    

    
      Starting with those words, the people around us began to open their eyes one by one.
    

    
      “Where is this?”
    

    
      “We were definitely……”
    

    
      “How did we get out? We couldn't use Teleport inside the castle, could we?”
    

    
      Most had bewildered expressions, but a few remembered the situation just before the teleportation.
    

    
      “Someone on the coast used some kind of magic and moved all of us.”
    

    
      “Who was it? How did they do it?”
    

    
      “Was it the Grand Magus?”
    

    
      More and more people were looking around.
    

    
      Artier helped his fallen comrades up and quietly left the scene.
    

    
      “Why are we running away?”
    

    
      “Because it can't be revealed that I used the relic.”
    

    
      The Elven relic was a supreme treasure that even the Empire coveted.
    

    
      If news spread that a mere mercenary had used it, there was no telling what kind of troublesome things would happen.
    

    
      “That's wise. The Council will be pleased.”
    

    
      Artier smiled at Tersion’s words.
    

    
      Soon, they reached a mountainside where there were few people, and after confirming the sun was setting, they lit a bonfire and sat in a circle.
    

    
      “It's a relief that things ended well, but now we have to think about what's next.”
    

    
      Everyone nodded at Gerard’s words.
    

    
      “Since the castle has turned to ashes, we obviously won't receive the quest fee. But we used a considerable amount of supplies. We need to find a way to recover this.”
    

    
      This was why mercenaries were so obsessed with quest fees.
    

    
      A significant amount of supplies was spent on consumables and equipment maintenance for each quest, so failing to receive the fee even once would hinder the next quest.
    

    
      “What can we do? The only way is to take on moderately easy quests and slowly build it back up.”
    

    
      “Or there's the method of raiding our party leader's wallet a bit?”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      “Hehe, just kidding. But I am genuinely curious. How much have you saved?”
    

    
      “I don't have much either.”
    

    
      Artier hurriedly waved his hands.
    

    
      He had recently splurged a lot to entice Roston, so his pockets were genuinely not in good shape.
    

    
      If there was any consolation, it was that a large quantity of potions and antidotes looted from the general store still remained in his inventory.
    

    
      Rustle!
    

    
      Just then, the bushes rustled lightly, and Tersion quickly put on her mask and drew her bowstring.
    

    
      “Who's there.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “It’s no use playing innocent. If you don't come out, I'll shoot immediately.”
    

    
      At that, five people walked out with their hands up.
    

    
      “Trophin?”
    

    
      Trophin smirked and lowered his hands.
    

    
      “You’re in a really hard-to-find place. The others went to the nearby village long ago.”
    

    
      “You didn't follow them?”
    

    
      “What's the point of going? We don't have a single penny anyway, so it's no different from sleeping outdoors here.”
    

    
      Mind if we impose?
    

    
      Trophin said, holding out a deer he was carrying.
    

    
      “It's amazing you managed to catch that in the meantime.”
    

    
      “I can starve, but I can't let the kids starve.”
    

    
      Tersion lowered her bow, and everyone gladly made room for them.
    

    
      Thus, they were all able to relax with a rather plentiful dinner.
    

    
      “The mercenary corps I'd dedicated my whole life to……. Damn it, it disappears in a flash, just like that.”
    

    
      As time passed and it became the middle of the night.
    

    
      When Trophin spoke with a bitter smile, everyone fell silent.
    

    
      “Isn't the building you used as a base still there?”
    

    
      “There’s no way a building on the northern frontline would still be valuable. No one will buy it.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      Trophin took a liquor bottle from his bosom and gulped it down.
    

    
      There was no one left to stop him now.
    

    
      “Kuhh.”
    

    
      “What are you thinking of doing now?”
    

    
      “Well……. Maybe I'll join your party.”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      For a moment, Artier thought he had misheard.
    

    
      “You said the place you’re staying at is short on combat personnel. Wouldn't it be helpful if one supreme-grade mercenary and four high-grade mercenaries joined? Right?”
    

    
      The corners of his lips were twitching.
    

    
      There was no way he would be drunk from just a few sips of liquor.
    

    
      ‘He's not kidding?’
    

    
      I was truly happy, but there was a problem.
    

    
      Artier's party was already full. The reason Trophin was making such a request was probably because of the lie I had told.
    

    
      ‘The karma of my lie is coming back to me like this…….’
    

    
      Trophin believed that Artier was part of an unofficial organization called Destiny.
    

    
      ‘What should I do? I haven't even created the Destiny Mercenary Corps yet.’
    

    
      Trophin watched the troubled Artier in silence before opening his mouth.
    

    
      “Your party composition doesn't seem to have changed from when I saw you in Dorman. Are these four the only combat personnel you can employ?”
    

    
      It was a sharp question.
    

    
      ‘As expected of the vice-leader of a large mercenary corps.’
    

    
      Artier meekly nodded his head.
    

    
      “That must be why it has to be an unofficial organization. With not enough members, you don't meet the criteria to form a large mercenary corps, and it’s a bit much for a supreme-grade mercenary to start from a small-scale corps. Isn't that right? Bad rumors could spread.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “So let’s make a deal. If you accept me into Destiny, you can turn the Destiny Mercenary Corps into a large-scale one. How about it?”
    

    
      This man might have already figured it out.
    

    
      ‘Why does he want to come under me so badly?’
    

    
      I wanted to know this man's heart.
    

    
      I wanted to grasp his intentions.
    

    
      But that was not something I could do.
    

    
      “The reason we haven't formed a large mercenary corps isn't simply due to a lack of members.”
    

    
      There was someone else with that talent.
    

    
      “What was his name? Gerard?”
    

    
      “That's right.”
    

    
      “Then what's the reason? The benefits of a mercenary corps would be greater than a mere party, wouldn't they?”
    

    
      Gerard looked at Artier and gave a slight nod.
    

    
      It had the nuance of seeking approval, and Artier could understand its meaning.
    

    
      ‘Leave it to me.’
    

    
      Gerard scattered mana with one hand and began to explain, writing words in the air.
    

    
      “It's because of the final condition for creating a large mercenary corps.”
    

    
      “Huh? The final condition? What was that again……”
    

    
      “To have successfully completed over 100 quests.”
    

    
      “Are you kidding? You became a supreme-grade mercenary, but you still haven't completed 100 quests?”
    

    
      “It may be surprising, but it's true.”
    

    
      Gerard said with a shrug.
    

    
      “Artier was in my party, so I know for sure. The total number of quests Artier has completed so far is 67, which doesn't yet meet the standard.”
    

    
      Come to think of it, the only times Artier had solved miscellaneous quests were when he had decided to rest for a few weeks in Pons and after the battle of Kelta Castle.
    

    
      Other than that, he had only sought out places where major incidents occurred or took on unofficial quests.
    

    
      It was Artier's mistake that he had focused on the quality of quests but failed to manage the quantity.
    

    
      “Since this condition wasn't met in the first place, we didn't feel the need to gather people.”
    

    
      “Come to think of it, wasn't this guy the case who got a special promotion during the defense of Dorman? I had my suspicions, but I never imagined he hadn't been a mercenary for long.”
    

    
      While Trophin had a troubled expression, Gerard looked at Artier.
    

    
      “But since we have enough members, even by chance, I think it's time to seriously consider establishing a mercenary corps.”
    

    
      “Pardon? Are you saying I should complete the required number of quests?”
    

    
      “No, there's actually another way to meet the final condition.”
    

    
      Gerard raised a finger.
    

    
      “That is to receive a letter of recommendation from a noble.”
    

    
      “A noble?”
    

    
      Artier's mind became complicated.
    

    
      Among the nobles he had encountered so far, had there been anyone with a sane mind?
    

    
      ‘Taskerben of Kelta Castle seemed somewhat normal.’
    

    
      But it wasn't a very appealing option.
    

    
      Receiving a letter of recommendation meant asking to borrow their name value. In other words, it meant incurring a debt.
    

    
      “I don't want to be indebted to an imperial noble.”
    

    
      “It's alright. There is another who can provide a letter of recommendation.”
    

    
      ***
    

    
      A clear sky.
    

    
      The wildflowers planted neatly in the flowerbed fluttered gently in the wind.
    

    
      Not a single common weed or pest could be seen on the clean lawn.
    

    
      “Bishop Ropin, it is time for prayer.”
    

    
      A man wearing a silver robe bowed his head to Ropin, who was sitting on a nearby bench writing something.
    

    
      “Please wait just a moment. This is an important time.”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      Looking closely, a quill pen was floating above the parchment on its own, writing something down.
    

    
      Realizing this, the acolyte priest hastily stepped back.
    

    
      “I apologize.”
    

    
      While bowing his head a few more times, the priest doubted his own eyes.
    

    
      ‘A technique to glimpse one's own future……. To witness such high-level holy magic with my own eyes.’
    

    
      Flash!
    

    
      When the quill finally turned to light and disappeared, Ropin slowly scanned the written contents with his eyes.
    

    
      Then, with a smile, he rolled up the parchment and stood up from his seat.
    

    
      “It seems a guest will be arriving soon, so would you help me clean the room after the prayer is over?”
    

    
      “Pardon? A guest?”
    

    
      When the priest asked back, Ropin adjusted his conical hat and smiled faintly.
    

    
      “Yes. A guest I invited will be arriving soon.”
    

    
      “Bishop, I may not be qualified to say this, but… you might be disciplined by the Cardinal. If you continue to bring outsiders into the sacred Papal State……”
    

    
      “I will take care of that myself. You, my brother, were simply forced to help me clean the room at my request. Do you understand?”
    

    
      “……I-I understand.”
    

    
      The priest disappeared after those words, and Ropin quietly looked up at the sky.
    

    
      “I wonder how much the fate of the world will change. What is certain is that you are at its center.”
    

    
      Those who should die do not, and what cannot be won is won.
    

    
      These small changes continued to pile up, becoming a great current that did not exist in the original game.
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      Chapter 82 - The Fateful Formation (2)
    

    
      Crackle!
    

    
      Coming out of the Teleport gate, Artier was at a loss for words at the sight before him.
    

    
      “This is a completely different civilization……?”
    

    
      Carriages that moved with mana and train-like vehicles connecting such carriages.
    

    
      Mana stone streetlights emitting a blue light, illuminating the streets.
    

    
      In a massive portal installed in the air, dozens of airships repeatedly disappeared and appeared.
    

    
      “The county was shocking, but this is even more so.”
    

    
      “Is it okay to use such expensive mana stones just to light up the streets?”
    

    
      “I can't see the opposite castle wall. Surely this entire vast land is……?”
    

    
      “Yes, this is Eridan, the capital of the Empire.”
    

    
      Gerard extended his hand, pointed at the cityscape, and smiled.
    

    
      “It has the nickname, the City of Dreams. It literally looks like a world from a dream.”
    

    
      “It certainly is impressive.”
    

    
      Tersion, who was adjusting her mask, glanced at Trophin's group, who were hesitating behind her.
    

    
      “By the way, why are you guys hesitating like that?”
    

    
      “……It’s our fi-first time.”
    

    
      “First time? What do you mean?”
    

    
      “It’s our first time coming to the human capital……”
    

    
      Simon, Kali, and Milan looked around warily, their faces completely intimidated.
    

    
      In the capital of the Empire, other races like them were nowhere to be seen.
    

    
      “You brats, what crime have you committed?”
    

    
      Trophin patted their backs, but it didn't change much.
    

    
      “Good grief.”
    

    
      Tersion opened her inventory and threw them robes and masks.
    

    
      “What's this?”
    

    
      “If it bothers you that much, just cover up. You stand out more with those guilty expressions.”
    

    
      “……Thank you.”
    

    
      After they put on the robes and masks, the group resumed their journey.
    

    
      “Brother, by the way, does a priest's letter of recommendation count?”
    

    
      “According to Gerard, it does.”
    

    
      Priests who believe in the Rata faith are fundamentally treated differently from commoners.
    

    
      They are ascetics who endlessly humble themselves and explore to understand the will of the stars. Especially a priest who can use holy magic was treated on par with a noble.
    

    
      It meant they were beings on par with nobles, who could write a letter of recommendation.
    

    
      “But asking for a letter of recommendation after contacting him for the first time in a while……. I don't know if Ropin will help.”
    

    
      “He will.”
    

    
      Gerard said in a confident voice.
    

    
      “If he hears that you couldn't create a mercenary corps for such a trivial reason, he might even be disappointed in the Mercenary Guild.”
    

    
      “Kuhaha. That’s right, he’s very sensitive to poorly designed rules.”
    

    
      “He might even lecture the Guild Master with that letter of recommendation.”
    

    
      Somehow, if it was Ropin, he might actually do that.
    

    
      Laughter erupted from everyone at that thought.
    

    
      “Is that the Papal State?”
    

    
      Soon, a temple of enormous size appeared before them.
    

    
      A large statue carved in the shape of two intersecting rhombuses, symbolizing Rata, stood before them, and the building made of pure white marble was so bright from reflecting the sunlight that it was dazzling.
    

    
      “A waste of money…… doesn't seem like it, but it’s fascinating.”
    

    
      “Indeed. It is certainly grand, yet at the same time, it feels modest.”
    

    
      The reason was probably the lack of ornamentation.
    

    
      Although it was huge and imposing, the Papal State did not have many conspicuous decorations.
    

    
      If any existed, it was only to accentuate the raw material, marble.
    

    
      “One would have to say it's typical of the Rata faith, who wished to express the dignity of the Papal State while avoiding excessive luxury.”
    

    
      “Hah, let's get it straight. It's not that they wanted to avoid luxury, but that they had no choice. There's a limit set by the Empire.”
    

    
      “That, too, was something they brought upon themselves.”
    

    
      Soon, upon entering, a long corridor with no visible end stretched out on either side of a prayer hall, which was sparsely lit with dim lights.
    

    
      As Artier was about to inadvertently enter the prayer hall, Tersion grabbed him.
    

    
      “Hmm?”
    

    
      “You didn't come here to pray, did you?”
    

    
      “That's true, but we have to ask where to go, don't we?”
    

    
      “There's no need for that.”
    

    
      With a familiar voice, the door in front of the prayer hall opened.
    

    
      Ropin, dressed in neat priestly robes instead of his old ones, smiled at Artier's group.
    

    
      “It's been a while, Artier.”
    

    
      “Have you been well?”
    

    
      “I've been hectically busy. Looking into this and that.”
    

    
      Ropin, who had come out of the prayer hall, guided them to a reception room.
    

    
      Sitting in a chair, Ropin glanced over Trophin's party and then looked at Artier.
    

    
      “Are these your new comrades?”
    

    
      “They've just joined.”
    

    
      “I see. Are they trustworthy people?”
    

    
      Artier felt Ropin's gaze linger on Trophin for a long time.
    

    
      It was clear at a glance that he wasn't about to have a lighthearted conversation.
    

    
      “Trophin, could you wait outside for a moment?”
    

    
      “Sure. Take your time.”
    

    
      The quick-witted Trophin took his party members and left the room.
    

    
      As soon as the sound of the door closing was heard, Ropin immediately began to speak.
    

    
      “I'm sorry. I didn't want to make your efforts come to nothing, but the county collapsed before I could conduct a proper investigation.”
    

    
      “It's alright. Perhaps they caught on.”
    

    
      This world was no longer like the game days, where Artier could start the main quest whenever he wanted.
    

    
      Nevertheless, from Artier's perspective, this main quest felt a bit fast.
    

    
      “But that doesn't mean I didn't find out anything.”
    

    
      Ropin's expression turned serious.
    

    
      “Do you know? That the people of the capital are completely unaware of what happened in Condestraden County?”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      “Does that make sense? Even if it's a frontier territory, that land, which is close to a marquisate, was reduced to ashes?”
    

    
      “It seems the Empire has concealed the truth.”
    

    
      “That's right, the Imperial Intelligence Agency intentionally blocked information coming from the east for several days.”
    

    
      The communication network of the imperial capital is so strong that it cannot even be blocked by mediocre communication jamming magic.
    

    
      Yet, such communication was completely cut off for several days.
    

    
      At the very least, it was not a loophole that could be created by mistake.
    

    
      “I have not been able to solve the mystery until now. While about half of the Empire was being turned to ashes by the Hellmorphs, what on earth was the Empire doing? And then this happened. So I continued to investigate in secret. Not the outside, but the inside.”
    

    
      “What does that mean?”
    

    
      “I have an uneasy feeling. Don't tell me the people of the imperial capital still don't know about the Hellmorph invasion?”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “There's no way they wouldn't know information they could find out with a single communication attempt……”
    

    
      “They don't know.”
    

    
      Ropin cut Jeina off sharply.
    

    
      “There was a large-scale monster attack in the north and some territories, and as a result, a few castles fell. This is the level of information the people in the capital know now.”
    

    
      What on earth could be the reason?
    

    
      Everything was a mystery.
    

    
      However, one thing was certain: it was not out of good intentions.
    

    
      “What is the world coming to……. Oh, I've been talking too much about myself. Now I'd like to hear why you've come to see me.”
    

    
      “Ah, we……”
    

    
      Artier belatedly told him the story of why they had come here.
    

    
      After hearing the whole story, Ropin stroked his beard and sent him an interested look.
    

    
      “A large mercenary corps, you say. I'm just asking, but what is your reason for creating it?”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      “A large mercenary corps is like a private order of knights. They are just as strong and have a powerful voice. I feel I should hear the official reason.”
    

    
      The reason for creating a mercenary corps.
    

    
      Artier thought for a moment, but there was really nothing to say.
    

    
      “The days we can act as mercenaries are not long from now.”
    

    
      In about half a year, half of the Empire had collapsed.
    

    
      So what would happen after a year?
    

    
      ‘All of the Empire's systems will collapse. The Mercenary Guild too.’
    

    
      Then he would no longer be able to gain comrades through the Mercenary Guild.
    

    
      This might not seem like a big deal, but in <Cross Destiny>, recruiting comrades without going through the Mercenary Guild was very limited.
    

    
      “We intend to band together while we still can. To survive.”
    

    
      “To survive……”
    

    
      Ropin was lost in thought for a moment, then stood up.
    

    
      He then began to lead Artier and his party deeper into the Papal State.
    

    
      “This is a place where ordinary people cannot enter.”
    

    
      “Why did you bring us here?”
    

    
      “To make you an offer.”
    

    
      Flash!
    

    
      Ropin entered an old auditorium that might have been used as a prayer hall in the past and touched an old holy book on the altar.
    

    
      As light flickered, the left wall moved, revealing a hidden passage.
    

    
      ‘……What is this?’
    

    
      This was an event he had never experienced even during his time playing the game.
    

    
      As Artier's body stiffened, Ropin smiled faintly.
    

    
      “Do not worry. I swear in the name of Rata that no harm will come to you.”
    

    
      A priest stakes the creed he believes in.
    

    
      That was no different from a knight staking his strength and honor, or a mage staking his knowledge.
    

    
      Everyone cast aside their suspicions and began to follow him down the dark stairs.
    

    
      “To think there’s a secret place like this in the Papal State……”
    

    
      “Is there a problem with that? There was something similar in Gigas Hall, you know.”
    

    
      “This case is different. It's not a lord's castle that can be remodeled as a hobby, but the Papal State.”
    

    
      Artier happened to notice beads of cold sweat trickling down Gerard's forehead.
    

    
      “It's been a long time since I've hoped my imagination is wrong.”
    

    
      “Pardon? What do you mean?”
    

    
      “No, it's nothing.”
    

    
      The seemingly endless stairs disappeared.
    

    
      Compared to the rough secret passage, the place they arrived at was an elegant prayer hall where sunlight naturally streamed in.
    

    
      “Please wait here for a moment.”
    

    
      With those words, Ropin quickly disappeared.
    

    
      The party could not understand this situation at all.
    

    
      “What kind of place is this?”
    

    
      “The scent of one person is strong. Is this someone's room?”
    

    
      “What are you talking about? Who uses a prayer hall by themselves?”
    

    
      Artier looked around and was lost in his own thoughts.
    

    
      ‘What is this, was there a quest involving the Rata faith that led to a place like this?’
    

    
      The Rata faith was a truly difficult group to understand even within <Cross Destiny>.
    

    
      They were just a group or organization that produced priests.
    

    
      Their creed, which opposed violence, made it difficult for them to be involved with Artier, who walked the path of a mercenary.
    

    
      ‘There are no quests that bring people to such a secret place. If so, is what's about to happen a quest I know nothing about, like last time?’
    

    
      Clomp, clomp.
    

    
      The sound of Ropin returning could be heard.
    

    
      But there were two sets of footsteps.
    

    
      Finally, the door opened, and the person who entered through it was wearing a large crown decorated with a little gold and pieces of marble.
    

    
      In his left hand was a large prayer book that looked heavy for an old man to hold, and in his right was an elegant staff embedded with the symbol of Rata.
    

    
      “Wh-what……”
    

    
      The first to react was Gerard.
    

    
      He bowed his head with the most flustered and trembling voice Artier had ever seen from him.
    

    
      “I-I greet His Holiness, the Pope.”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      The atmosphere of the surroundings instantly froze.
    

    
      No one could properly understand the current situation.
    

    
      ‘That person is the highest authority of the Rata faith……?’
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      The Pope, in simple terms, the emperor of the church.
    

    
      In terms of lore, his power was weaker than the Emperor of the Empire, but it was merely the difference between a cannon and a bomb.
    

    
      “We greet His Holiness, the Pope.”
    

    
      “His Holiness, the Pope……”
    

    
      Therefore, no one could even make proper eye contact.
    

    
      ‘What on earth is this situation?’
    

    
      Artier did not understand.
    

    
      Why would the Pope suddenly appear?
    

    
      “Everyone, raise your heads.”
    

    
      The Pope's voice was lower and thicker than Ropin's.
    

    
      Gentle, yet at the same time, strong.
    

    
      “Bishop Ropin, please explain. The reason for summoning them here and the task to be entrusted to them.”
    

    
      “I understand.”
    

    
      Ropin, who approached the party, showed a look of apology.
    

    
      “I’m sorry for surprising you.”
    

    
      “What on earth is going on?”
    

    
      I had merely asked for a letter of recommendation.
    

    
      But to bring the Pope?
    

    
      “Artier, you said you were creating a mercenary corps to survive. However, at this point in time, creating a large mercenary corps won't be of much help to your survival.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      Artier wore a sour expression.
    

    
      Ropin was right.
    

    
      Derth, which had been one of the large mercenary corps, had become a name of the past in just a few hours.
    

    
      ‘But it would be different if I did it…….’
    

    
      Though I grumbled internally, there was no way for Ropin to know that.
    

    
      “One of the reasons I traveled the continent for my training was to find people like you, as commanded by His Holiness.”
    

    
      “I don't quite understand what you mean.”
    

    
      At Gerard’s question, Ropin began a frightening story.
    

    
      “One year ago, the Papal State predicted the end of the world.”
    

    
      The priests of the Rata faith could see the future through dreams or holy magic.
    

    
      Most of it ended in vague premonitions, but in the case of this destruction, it was said to have been predicted with unusual certainty.
    

    
      “We reported this fact to the Empire, but for a year, the Empire took no countermeasures.”
    

    
      “What did you say?”
    

    
      “In the end, the Hellmorph invasion began, and if what happens next is as predicted, the world will truly be destroyed.”
    

    
      The Papal State could not stand by and watch.
    

    
      To turn a blind eye to beings who wished to live was the same as violating the creed they held as dear as their lives.
    

    
      “But there was a problem.”
    

    
      “Military power? It is a principle that the priests of the Rata faith do not learn techniques to defeat enemies.”
    

    
      At Gerard's words, Ropin nodded.
    

    
      They could protect and shield their allies, but they did not possess the power to defeat their enemies.
    

    
      They were individuals who restrained themselves as much as possible, even from using Mana Bullet, which all humans could use as a basic skill.
    

    
      “There is something called the ancient holy scripture. It is a relic passed down from the first Pope of the Rata faith.”
    

    
      The Pope opened his mouth.
    

    
      “In it, there is content regarding the Temple Knights, prepared for when the world is in danger.”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      “They are permitted to learn forbidden holy magic, beings who grant rest to enemies that threaten life in the name of the stars. This will be the final flame to stop the blaze.”
    

    
      “But that's……”
    

    
      Gerard's expression hardened as if he had realized something.
    

    
      “If priests take up arms…… isn't that a violation of Imperial law?”
    

    
      Thump!
    

    
      As soon as Gerard's words ended, Artier could feel the surrounding space being layered with thick mana.
    

    
      ‘My body feels heavy!’
    

    
      No one there could move properly.
    

    
      “That's right. Imperial law strictly forbids anyone who has devoted themselves to the Rata faith from gaining power, or teaching holy magic to those who have power.”
    

    
      At first glance, it seemed as if the Empire respected their creed.
    

    
      But this was actually a kind of safety measure to prevent religion from overstepping the imperial authority.
    

    
      “This is an act of treason to the people of the Empire. If you refuse this offer and speak of this matter outside, it will cause a great stir in society.”
    

    
      The Pope raised the staff he was holding and lightly tapped the floor.
    

    
      With that single tap, Collie trembled and knelt.
    

    
      Th-this is an absurd amount of mana. It's stronger than a Grand Magus.
    

    
      Just from the voice transmitted into my head, I could tell he was terrified.
    

    
      ‘Of course. The Pope isn't an NPC you can see at this point in time in the first place.’
    

    
      Mid-to-late game.
    

    
      Perhaps someone you only catch a glimpse of in the very late stages depending on the story's progression, the Pope's level was naturally set to the late game.
    

    
      [Lv.105 Pope Zenavius (Priest)]
    

    
      Mana trembled and reacted to the Pope's breath, to the small movements of his hands touching the staff.
    

    
      Artier had become a tiny mouse before a giant.
    

    
      “Therefore, unavoidably, I intend to place a restriction.”
    

    
      [Resistance Failed]
    

    
      [You have been cursed.]
    

    
      [You will be unable to speak of what happened here to those who are unrelated.]
    

    
      With those words, the Pope struck the floor with his staff again.
    

    
      Then, a brilliant ring enveloped their heads and disappeared.
    

    
      “Our creed teaches to avoid violence, and the Temple Knights are beings who deviate from that creed. But now is a situation that requires the final flame.”
    

    
      At the Pope's gesture, Ropin brought a small, silver-plated insignia.
    

    
      “You said it was to survive.”
    

    
      The Pope looked at Artier.
    

    
      “Supreme-grade mercenary Artier, how about joining us to survive?”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “Become the leader of the new order of knights.”
    

    
      Just looking at him made my chest feel cold.
    

    
      Forcing himself to swallow, Artier began to quickly rack his brain.
    

    
      ‘My plan to start with a mercenary corps, become a formal order of knights, grow in size, and rise to a kingdom is…….’
    

    
      Honestly, I had not expected a situation like this.
    

    
      It was because what I had originally planned was being completely disrupted.
    

    
      ‘But…… isn't this actually better? It’s not just any order of knights, but Sacred Knights.’
    

    
      But it was worth enduring all of that.
    

    
      The name of the Rata faith could provide that much justification, power, and military strength.
    

    
      ‘It's only natural that the halo of the Rata faith is greater than my own name value. Besides, the Rata faith is also dissatisfied with the Empire right now. This might be an opportunity.’
    

    
      Artier's heart gradually leaned to one side.
    

    
      “This is not a question for just one person.”
    

    
      The Pope said so and scanned everyone in the party one by one.
    

    
      “Finally, the Great Warrior of the Elves and what is called a Spirit Creature.”
    

    
      “……I’m not even surprised.”
    

    
      “W-we’ve been found out.”
    

    
      “To the other two, I also offer the path of a knight.”
    

    
      If you have decided, wear that insignia and come forth.
    

    
      With those words, the Pope disappeared from the prayer hall.
    

    
      It felt as if a storm had passed, though only one person had left.
    

    
      “Artier, what are your thoughts?”
    

    
      “I……”
    

    
      Artier looked around at Tersion and Jeina.
    

    
      “If the majority doesn't agree, I won't go.”
    

    
      They were comrades he had brought along for months and leveled up with.
    

    
      It wasn't just about levels. He had not spared any expense, providing skill books and equipment as needed.
    

    
      “You know I can't.”
    

    
      Tersion immediately drew the line.
    

    
      “The Great Warrior is a weapon of the Council. I cannot go under the Rata faith.”
    

    
      Her departure was, in fact, something that had already been scheduled.
    

    
      But Artier was not flustered.
    

    
      “But you'll still be with me if I ask, right?”
    

    
      “Of course, it's a promise.”
    

    
      To retrieve the stolen Elven relics.
    

    
      Until that duty was fulfilled, Tersion would not leave, regardless of whether Artier became a knight or not.
    

    
      “Then what about the others?”
    

    
      Artier looked at the remaining people.
    

    
      “If you go, I go too.”
    

    
      Gerard immediately nodded.
    

    
      Surprisingly, it was Jeina who took a long time to answer. She was lost in thought with her arms crossed.
    

    
      “Jeina?”
    

    
      “……Huh? What is it, brother?”
    

    
      “Is there a problem?”
    

    
      “No? Is there any reason to refuse when we're getting a promotion?”
    

    
      She belatedly gave a thumbs-up and smiled brightly.
    

    
      ‘Is it related to Jeina's past?’
    

    
      It was awkward for anyone to see, but since she said she was fine, it was hard to ask more.
    

    
      “Then what should we do about Trophin……”
    

    
      “Don't worry about that.”
    

    
      Ropin said.
    

    
      “They will be hearing the story in another room.”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      “Didn't I say I was looking for people? Beings with sufficient power but belonging nowhere have come to the Papal State, so I couldn't miss the opportunity.”
    

    
      “Turns out you were a pretty sly old man, huh?”
    

    
      As Tersion glared at him, Ropin chuckled.
    

    
      “I apologize. But I truly wish to help you all. If you become Sacred Knights, you will receive far more benefits than a large mercenary corps.”
    

    
      Honestly, it seemed like there was a lot of self-interest involved.
    

    
      But the world runs on vested interests.
    

    
      ‘If you're going to use my power, then I'll just use that position.’
    

    
      His goal was to defeat the final boss and see the true ending.
    

    
      And to do that, he was using everything around him.
    

    
      Did he have the right to blame others for their self-interest?
    

    
      “I will become the Leader of the Sacred Knights.”
    

    
      Artier accepted the white insignia.
    

    
      [Mark of Salvation (Unique)]
    

    
      Indispensable, but hopefully not met often.
    

    
      Option: Free access to the Papal State is permitted.
    

    
      Hidden Option: Can open the hidden passages of the Papal State.
    

    
      Soon, everyone except Tersion wore the insignia.
    

    
      She took out a Return Scroll, but Ropin stopped her.
    

    
      “Such scrolls cannot be used inside the Papal State. I will send you myself.”
    

    
      Tersion nodded and looked at Artier.
    

    
      “Contact me when you receive your first mission or start something else.”
    

    
      “Will that be okay?”
    

    
      “What? Joining the order of knights is impossible, but helping them is my freedom, isn't it?”
    

    
      Before being a Great Warrior, she was Tersion.
    

    
      And for an elf, she seemed to have a very affectionate personality.
    

    
      “If you die, it's a loss for the Council too. I'll stick around until your usefulness withers.”
    

    
      “Haha, alright. See you again.”
    

    
      Soon, Tersion disappeared in a flash of light.
    

    
      The remaining people left the room, passed through a long corridor, and a large plaza hidden underground appeared.
    

    
      Trophin and his party were already there.
    

    
      Thus, as the nine of them gathered, the Pope put down his staff and solemnly declared.
    

    
      “In my name, Zenavius, I declare from this moment forth the revival of the ancient order of knights written in the holy scripture.”
    

    
      There were no particularly beautiful or cool effects. There wasn't even a background effect like in the game.
    

    
      But Artier thought that was precisely what made it like the Rata faith.
    

    
      The will of the stars was originally like that.
    

    
      The simple and modest was the most beautiful.
    

    
      “O ye who would carry on the will of the stars, will you be the last resort and the first sword to save the world?”
    

    
      “Yes!”
    

    
      “……Yes.”
    

    
      [Title: Leader of the Sacred Knights acquired.]
    

    
      Priests of the Rata faith will look upon you with a favorable gaze.
    

    
      Karma Points will not decrease when committing a righteous murder.
    

    
      All stats increase by 10% when facing Undead-type monsters.
    

    
      [Affiliation set to Sacred Knights.]
    

    
      [Warning: The Sacred Knights is an illegal organization. If discovered by the Empire, you may be wanted as a traitor.]
    

    
      [Warning: The Sacred Knights is a good-aligned organization. If your Karma Points fall below a certain level, you may be expelled.]
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      After they decided to become the Sacred Knights.
    

    
      Each was assigned a private lodging and changed into prepared clothes.
    

    
      The clothes were almost identical to the robes worn by the priests of the Rata faith, but they didn't hinder movement, as if they had been custom-tailored for a mercenary.
    

    
      ‘This is comfortable.’
    

    
      When I soon headed to the designated place, a familiar face was waiting for Artier.
    

    
      “From today, I will be in charge of your holy magic training. I look forward to working with you.”
    

    
      “I look forward to it as well. But am I the only one?”
    

    
      “It is a principle to have only one student when conducting holy magic lessons.”
    

    
      Ropin took off his conical hat and hung it on a nearby coat rack.
    

    
      Only then did Artier realize that the place he had arrived at was similar to a school classroom.
    

    
      “Have a seat.”
    

    
      As Artier sat on a nearby chair, Ropin immediately began the class.
    

    
      “Do you know why the price for holy magic is lifespan?”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      “There are various skills in this world that have a price. However, since holy magic was first used 200 years ago, it still uses lifespan as its price.”
    

    
      During the game days, I just thought of it as a part of the game's balance.
    

    
      But after hearing Ropin's words, Artier realized something was strange.
    

    
      Magic was a type of technology. Just as 21st-century technology is more advanced than that of the 20th, it was bound to improve over time.
    

    
      But the penalty of decreasing lifespan hadn't been removed at all in 200 years?
    

    
      “Is there perhaps a doctrine that says holy magic should not be developed or improved?”
    

    
      “No. Everyone hopes for holy magic to be improved.”
    

    
      “Then why is that?”
    

    
      “It’s simple, because a method already exists.”
    

    
      Clatter.
    

    
      What Ropin took out was a rosary that was emitting a faint light.
    

    
      Even though it was an unfamiliar object, it somehow felt familiar.
    

    
      ‘A reused graphic…….’
    

    
      Artier barely managed to swallow the words that were about to come out.
    

    
      Funnily enough, that rosary had a design that was quite similar, though not identical, to a necklace Artier often used in the late game.
    

    
      “This is a sacred relic owned by our order. It has the effect of mitigating the side effect of lifespan reduction when using holy magic.”
    

    
      “I-I see.”
    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    
      “It's nothing.”
    

    
      Artier had to desperately think of something else and pretend he was fine.
    

    
      “His Holiness the Pope has forbidden the use of this sacred relic until now. There are several reasons for that, but… its use has been exceptionally permitted for the Sacred Knights, so always carry it in your inventory.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      After putting the sacred relic away, Artier soon began training to use holy magic.
    

    
      “Holy magic is the use of the power of the stars. Feeling this divine power is more important than anything else.”
    

    
      Artier closed his eyes and concentrated his mind as Ropin instructed.
    

    
      The incantation for holy magic was the same one used 200 years ago.
    

    
      Since many of the methods were no longer used in the present time, there was quite a bit of trial and error at first.
    

    
      “I-is this right?”
    

    
      “It is. Now, concentrate your mana on the part touching the ground.”
    

    
      “I'll try.”
    

    
      Then, Artier could feel a great power existing in the deepest part of the earth.
    

    
      As he tried to draw it out, the sacred relic vibrated lightly, and a small, faint light appeared above Artier's hand.
    

    
      “Oh……”
    

    
      “That is Holy Light. It is the skill that is the source of holy magic.”
    

    
      “What should I do now?”
    

    
      “Keep doing that. Freely handling Holy Light is the most basic part of holy magic.”
    

    
      “Yes, ah!”
    

    
      He had only let his guard down for a moment, but the light burst and disappeared.
    

    
      He hurriedly repeated the action he had just done, but Holy Light did not appear easily.
    

    
      “Cast aside your impatient heart. Holy magic is greatly influenced by the mind. Discard your distracting thoughts and focus on feeling the power of the stars.”
    

    
      Artier continued to try after that, but Holy Light did not appear easily.
    

    
      The total number of Holy Lights Artier managed to create all day was only three.
    

    
      ‘When will it be registered as a skill?’
    

    
      Artier looked at the information window.
    

    
      He still couldn't find holy magic in the skill list.
    

    
      ‘Come to think of it, this is the first time I've tried to learn a skill with determination.’
    

    
      He had already learned skills through methods other than leveling up or using skill books.
    

    
      But that wasn't because Artier was good at it.
    

    
      ‘Honestly, it was luck.’
    

    
      This was the first time he was studying the principles because he truly wanted to learn something.
    

    
      “Don't be too discouraged. Holy magic is a very difficult magic.”
    

    
      Ropin lightly patted his back.
    

    
      “There is plenty of time. Let's try it slowly.”
    

    
      “I understand.”
    

    
      After finishing the class and returning to his room, Artier briefly looked up at the sky through the window.
    

    
      Was it because the capital had so much artificial lighting?
    

    
      The many stars were not clearly visible today.
    

    
      “……Was it about half a year until they came to the capital?”
    

    
      Even in the main quest, there are events with specific time frames.
    

    
      As he recalled, the time when the capital was attacked by the Hellmorphs was one year after the game began.
    

    
      If he spent the same amount of time that had passed, the days when he could see the night sky like this would come to an end.
    

    
      ‘Half a year is long enough. If I achieve a lot in that time, I should be able to use the plan I've prepared to some extent.’
    

    
      His slowly closing eyes finally shut completely.
    

    
      Soon, only the sound of faint breathing could be heard in the room.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      A month passed like that.
    

    
      Flash!
    

    
      Seeing Gerard's Holy Light, Artier felt an intense power and fell into silence.
    

    
      “Does it look well-made?”
    

    
      “Well-made? It’s the largest Holy Light here, aside from mine and Collie's.”
    

    
      “I’m glad to hear that.”
    

    
      Gerard clenched his fist.
    

    
      The Holy Light burst with a pop!
    

    
      “But there's still a long way to go. I've only managed to learn two holy magic spells. I need to learn at least three to be active as a priest.”
    

    
      “You'll learn quickly, Gerard. Let me know when you succeed.”
    

    
      “I will. How many have you learned?”
    

    
      “Me?”
    

    
      Roll.
    

    
      It felt as if one could hear the sound of his eyeballs rolling.
    

    
      “Well, I'm not sure if I can say I've learned it……”
    

    
      “What do you mean?”
    

    
      “It's nothing. I'll show you in a real battle later.”
    

    
      “Saying it like that makes me afraid of how many you've learned. See you later then.”
    

    
      “Where are you going?”
    

    
      “I'm thinking of stopping by the library.”
    

    
      “Studying magic again? You're diligent.”
    

    
      “You're also consistent with your sword training, aren't you?”
    

    
      Gerard left with a small smile.
    

    
      Looking at the now-empty training ground, Artier quietly looked at his own hand.
    

    
      Flash!
    

    
      A large Holy Light, about 1.5 times bigger than Gerard's, was emitting light there.
    

    
      “……Ha.”
    

    
      But while looking at such a beautiful sight, Artier's expression was not good.
    

    
      ‘What’s the use of it being big? I haven't properly learned any holy magic.’
    

    
      Lv.29 Artier
    

    
      Title: Supreme-Grade Mercenary, Gnoll Slayer, Secret Seeker, Leader of the Sacred Knights
    

    
      Class: Wild Summoner
    

    
      Strength: 43
    

    
      Agility: 42(+1)
    

    
      Intelligence: 25
    

    
      Attack Skills (4) (Open)
    

    
      Support Skills (3) (Close)
    

    
      Wild Protection (Lv.3), Tactical Command (Lv.2), Holy Magic: Holy Light (Lv.2)
    

    
      Defense Skills (1) (Open)
    

    
      A month had passed, but Artier had not learned a single holy magic spell other than Holy Light.
    

    
      ‘Why?’
    

    
      They said that once you succeed in manifesting Holy Light, the rest isn't that difficult.
    

    
      In fact, it took others less than a week to learn other holy magic spells after succeeding.
    

    
      But Artier was an exception.
    

    
      “It's really… strange.”
    

    
      As always, the class time for that day returned, and Ropin couldn't hide his troubled expression as he watched Artier's Holy Light disappear helplessly.
    

    
      “Divine power, unlike mana, has a very strong tendency to cohere. That's why a stably created Holy Light doesn't usually scatter.”
    

    
      “But my Holy Light scatters immediately if I lose focus even a little?”
    

    
      “That's the problem. At this rate, you have to worry about maintaining the Holy Light and casting holy magic at the same time. It's a difficult task……”
    

    
      Why was he different from others?
    

    
      Artier found the reason in his own origins.
    

    
      ‘Could it be because I'm a player?’
    

    
      In <Cross Destiny>, Priest was not a playable class.
    

    
      Therefore, holy magic was originally a skill that couldn't be learned.
    

    
      “Could it be that I lack talent?”
    

    
      “For other magic, perhaps, but learning holy magic is greatly influenced by effort. Talent doesn't matter.”
    

    
      Ropin shook his head firmly.
    

    
      “Besides, look at the Holy Light you created. Could someone without talent create something like this?”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “Let's try a little harder. It will be difficult, but I'm sure you can learn a new holy magic spell.”
    

    
      Encouraged by Ropin, Artier focused once again.
    

    
      ‘In my left hand, the power to maintain the Holy Light, and in my right, a new incantation…….’
    

    
      He used the Holy Light as a sort of storage, drawing out the power contained within and weaving it into an incantation.
    

    
      This was a truly complicated process.
    

    
      It was like having to continuously draw a star with his left hand while painting a masterpiece by Picasso with his right.
    

    
      Bang!
    

    
      “Ugh!”
    

    
      His concentration had wavered just a little.
    

    
      The Holy Light exploded just like that.
    

    
      Naturally, the half-completed holy magic spell returned to nothing.
    

    
      “……I failed again.”
    

    
      “Still, there was quite a bit of progress this time.”
    

    
      Ropin said so and patted Artier's back.
    

    
      “There is still plenty of time. I know I'm emphasizing this several times, but don't be impatient.”
    

    
      However, Ropin's words did not reach Artier properly.
    

    
      After trying for a month with no success, would it be easy to maintain composure while clinging to it?
    

    
      “Do I really need to learn holy magic?”
    

    
      “Artier……”
    

    
      “I used to face Hellmorphs without holy magic.”
    

    
      If I hadn't invested this one month in holy magic but in something else.
    

    
      If I had hunted monsters and done quests.
    

    
      If I had learned a new skill with that.
    

    
      Such thoughts wouldn't leave his mind.
    

    
      “Certainly, with your skills, that would be the case.”
    

    
      Ropin said so and firmly gripped Artier's shoulder.
    

    
      “But let me be clear. Not needing it and not being able to do it are different things. If you're going to give up and run away here, I'll be disappointed.”
    

    
      The gripped shoulder began to ache.
    

    
      A layer of ice-like mana was thickly settling around them.
    

    
      As soon as Artier confirmed Ropin's slowly hardening expression, he immediately shook his head.
    

    
      “I will continue trying.”
    

    
      “I like that side of you.”
    

    
      Ropin smiled brightly as if nothing had happened and let go of his hand.
    

    
      The atmosphere kept changing with just the expression of an old man.
    

    
      “That's all for today's class.”
    

    
      “Yes……”
    

    
      Artier quietly closed the door and walked down the corridor.
    

    
      The capital, which had now become full summer, was sweltering even in the middle of the night, with the chirping of insects filling the air.
    

  
    Chapter 85: Chapter 85

    
      Chapter 85 - How to Handle the Will of the Stars (2)
    

    
      Another week passed.
    

    
      ‘This is hopeless. I have to quit.’
    

    
      Artier looked at the Holy Light disappearing in vain and came to a conclusion.
    

    
      Despite Ropin's encouragement (?), Artier had not successfully cast a single holy magic spell so far.
    

    
      This was even after reducing the amount of his existing swordsmanship training and doctrine classes to focus more on holy magic training.
    

    
      ‘Even if Ropin's affinity drops, I have no choice. It's right to drop this.’
    

    
      While this was happening, the Hellmorphs were gradually getting stronger.
    

    
      But since he wasn't catching monsters, Artier's level was at a standstill. His skill levels were better off, but some skills that grew based on practical experience also showed no growth.
    

    
      In particular, it was a big problem that the proficiency of his most important skill, Perfect Counter, was stagnant.
    

    
      “Ropin.”
    

    
      Having made his decision, Artier went to find Ropin without hesitation.
    

    
      Ropin, who was buried in a pile of documents, smiled as soon as he saw Artier and stood up from his seat.
    

    
      “Ah, I was just about to go looking for you.”
    

    
      “Pardon? For me?”
    

    
      It would be about holy magic anyway.
    

    
      Just as I was about to cut him off, thinking that, a truly unexpected word came out of Ropin's mouth.
    

    
      “I think I've figured out the reason for the lack of progress in your holy magic training.”
    

    
      “……Pardon?”
    

    
      “Divine power with weak cohesion, and thus, difficult-to-use holy magic. The situation you're experiencing is a very rare case even in our Rata faith. So, with His Holiness's permission, I checked the ancient holy scripture.”
    

    
      The first Pope was the creator of most holy magic spells.
    

    
      And surprisingly, the ancient holy scripture contained information about a situation like Artier's.
    

    
      “If this is true, we should be able to manifest your holy magic for sure. Now, prepare for an outing!”
    

    
      “Pardon? No, I was……”
    

    
      Artier hesitated and stopped.
    

    
      Ropin had gone out of his way to investigate for a long time and find a method.
    

    
      He couldn't bring himself to say he was quitting now, his conscience pricked.
    

    
      Besides, he was also secretly looking forward to it.
    

    
      It wasn't that Artier wanted to give up on holy magic either.
    

    
      “Yes, I'll get ready.”
    

    
      In the end, Artier returned to his room and put on the armor he had left untouched for a while.
    

    
      He couldn't understand Ropin's intentions at all.
    

    
      ‘There aren't any hunting grounds we can go to just the two of us, are there?’
    

    
      Excluding the Hellmorphs that can only be met on the battlefield, if one were to look for good beings to hunt, monsters were a prime example.
    

    
      Monsters hostile to humans, like Gnolls or Goblins.
    

    
      But these days, it was hard to find them.
    

    
      They too were being slaughtered by the Hellmorphs.
    

    
      With weaker cohesion than humans, they couldn't even put up a proper fight and were being systematically annihilated by the Hellmorphs.
    

    
      “Are you ready?”
    

    
      “Yes. Let's depart.”
    

    
      Ropin took Artier out of the castle gate and started heading somewhere.
    

    
      “Among those who learn holy magic, there are sometimes people with a peculiar constitution.”
    

    
      “Peculiar constitution?”
    

    
      “The will of the divine power they draw up is so strong that they are conversely consumed by that will. The world wants too much from that person.”
    

    
      If an individual's thinking power is mana, divine power is the thinking power of the world.
    

    
      According to Ropin, the reason Artier's Holy Light kept scattering was because the divine power did not want to be used that way.
    

    
      “You will probably be able to use certain holy magic spells more easily than anyone else, but it will be very difficult for you to use other holy magic spells.”
    

    
      “What would that holy magic be?”
    

    
      “Hahaha, we'll have to find that out now.”
    

    
      With those words, Ropin stopped walking.
    

    
      “Here?”
    

    
      Artier was at a loss for words and stared blankly at the entrance before him.
    

    
      The writing on the sign was too blurry to read, and nothing could be seen down the stairs.
    

    
      But Artier had a feeling he knew what kind of place this was.
    

    
      It was definitely an abandoned underground cemetery.
    

    
      “What's wrong? Isn't it the perfect place for a battle?”
    

    
      “That's true, but… wouldn't it be disrespectful to the deceased?”
    

    
      The monsters that would appear in a cemetery were obvious.
    

    
      Undead.
    

    
      The only monster at this point that wouldn't fear the Hellmorphs, and a good hunting ground for them.
    

    
      But when Artier thought about where those undead came from, he couldn't shake off the uneasy feeling.
    

    
      Adventurers who died in ruins had fallen to their own devices, but weren't these just people who had died ordinary deaths?
    

    
      “Don't think of it that way.”
    

    
      But surprisingly, Ropin shook his head firmly.
    

    
      “The undead are not the deceased themselves. They are merely puppets controlled by the lingering resentment from their lives. Rather, putting them to rest again is what is truly for their own good.”
    

    
      “If that's the case…… I understand.”
    

    
      If a Grand Magus said so, he had no choice but to believe him.
    

    
      Artier drew his sword and slowly entered the cemetery.
    

    
      “Oh, and try to maintain your Holy Light as much as possible during battle.”
    

    
      “Pardon? The Holy Light?”
    

    
      “That's right. Through that, I will try to deduce the holy magic that suits you best.”
    

    
      “But my Holy Light disappears quickly even if I neglect it for a bit.”
    

    
      To maintain a Holy Light during battle when it was difficult to maintain even while standing still and chanting?
    

    
      ‘I don't want to do this…….’
    

    
      It felt like his feelings would pop out as words at any moment.
    

    
      But he couldn't afford to make a bad impression on an NPC who played an important role in the main quest.
    

    
      “I know it's difficult, but I ask this of you. It might surprisingly help with your training.”
    

    
      “Huu, I understand.”
    

    
      As Artier shook his left hand as if flicking something off, a beautiful sphere of light appeared on his hand.
    

    
      [Holy Magic: Holy Light has been activated.]
    

    
      Holy Magic: Holy Light (Lv.2): Illuminates a holy light that increases all stats of yourself and allies by 2%. This effect can stack with others' Holy Light.
    

    
      Soon, as they entered the depths of the cemetery, a clattering sound was heard, and half-rotten corpses popped out from the graves.
    

    
      [Lv.25 Revived Dead (Small)]
    

    
      ‘The level is appropriate.’
    

    
      The moment I was about to habitually wrap my body in Wild Protection, the Holy Light in my left hand shook unstably.
    

    
      “Yikes……”
    

    
      “Focus!”
    

    
      Artier reacted immediately to Ropin's shout, but it wasn't easy.
    

    
      Just swinging the sword lightly made the light flicker.
    

    
      It felt like walking on a sensitive sheet of thin ice.
    

    
      Not even a single second of mistake was forgiven.
    

    
      “Heok, heok……”
    

    
      Just one battle left Artier feeling fatigued.
    

    
      Watching the zombie fall, Ropin nodded his head.
    

    
      “It's a success. Your divine power was moving unconsciously just now.”
    

    
      “What kind of movement…… was it?”
    

    
      “I can't say for sure yet. Let's proceed a bit more.”
    

    
      After that, Artier continued to hunt while roaming the cemetery.
    

    
      ‘Was fighting always this hard?’
    

    
      Artier couldn't bring himself to say what he wanted to say and held it back.
    

    
      It was the first time his head hurt while fighting.
    

    
      For a brain that had only worried about dodging, cutting, and what skills to use, it was an excessive task.
    

    
      Swish…….
    

    
      But now, there was a clear flow of divine power that even Artier could recognize.
    

    
      When a battle began, he could feel the Holy Light vibrate minutely and wrap around his armor and sword.
    

    
      “Hmm… it might be an expression-type.”
    

    
      “Expression-type?”
    

    
      “Just like magic, holy magic is divided into several types. Among them, the expression-type refers to techniques that exert effects by directly emitting divine power. Like your Flame Cleave.”
    

    
      In other words, it meant it was a direct attack skill.
    

    
      Artier thought it wasn't bad.
    

    
      Crack!
    

    
      Soon, as the battle continued, the amount of divine power draining from the Holy Light began to increase.
    

    
      Now, the size of the Holy Light was decreasing by about half during battle.
    

    
      ‘Huh?’
    

    
      Since when?
    

    
      Artier realized that the Holy Light was being maintained even when he looked away for a moment.
    

    
      ‘What's this? Did it become easier to control as the Holy Light got smaller?’
    

    
      That time gradually increased.
    

    
      At first, it was about 1 second, but later it increased to 3 seconds, and then to 5 seconds.
    

    
      Naturally, the time it took for Artier to defeat the zombies also became shorter.
    

    
      “Huu.”
    

    
      “Let's rest for a bit. If you maintain holy magic any longer than this, it will strain your body, no matter how much you have the sacred relic.”
    

    
      After about an hour of hunting, Artier and Ropin took a short break in the passage.
    

    
      “When will I be able to find the holy magic that suits me?”
    

    
      “In my opinion, it will take at least a month. But your will is important.”
    

    
      Ropin said with a bitter smile.
    

    
      “Usually, when learning something, you have to learn the basics step by step before learning high-level skills. But you are now in a state where you cannot climb several steps. You have to climb a path that is no different from a cliff, so it's only natural to feel lost.”
    

    
      “I see……”
    

    
      The situation was frustrating, but Artier's expression was not that bad.
    

    
      That was because it had been a long time since he had gone out for a hunt.
    

    
      ‘It’s been a while since I've been able to stretch my body, and my skill proficiency is also rising, right? I hope it continues like this in the future.’
    

    
      It was less than 10 minutes later that Artier got up from his seat.
    

    
      “Are you planning to leave already?”
    

    
      “Since we're out anyway, I plan to properly warm up my body.”
    

    
      “Hoho, I think I know why you were able to become a supreme-grade mercenary. Still, please make it so that this old man can keep up.”
    

    
      [You have leveled up.]
    

    
      After that, another change occurred when Artier's level went up.
    

    
      [The Secret Seeker title is activated.]
    

    
      Twinkle!
    

    
      From the grave right next to him, something was emitting an abnormally bright light.
    

    
      “What's this?”
    

    
      When Artier approached to check, it was an old piece of parchment with nothing written on it.
    

    
      “What is that?”
    

    
      “I don't know either.”
    

    
      “Hmm……. A piece of parchment in a damp underground cemetery like this.”
    

    
      At those words, Artier carefully examined the parchment.
    

    
      Judging by its worn appearance here and there, it was not a recently made object.
    

    
      “Was it being protected by something like magic?”
    

    
      “No, I don't feel any mana. For it to be so delicate that even I can't detect it, it would have to be a dragon or an outstanding Grand Magus, but wouldn't it be difficult to find either in this underground cemetery?”
    

    
      Artier nodded at Ropin's words.
    

    
      There was no way an item created by such a being would be left in an abandoned underground cemetery like this.
    

    
      ‘But seeing that the title was activated, there must be something.’
    

    
      The Secret Seeker does not react to abandoned items.
    

    
      This parchment was clearly 'hidden'.
    

    
      There was no reason to hide an ordinary piece of parchment for no reason, was there?
    

    
      For now, Artier pushed the parchment into his inventory.
    

    
      “Shall we head back for today?”
    

    
      “Let's do that. This underground cemetery seems to have been sufficiently purified.”
    

    
      “Where are we going tomorrow?”
    

    
      “Look forward to it. We will go to a hunting ground befitting your level.”
    

    
      Ropin wore a confident expression.
    

    
      And so, Artier had to spend the entire next month roaming only underground cemeteries.
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      Chapter 86 - How to Handle the Will of the Stars (3)
    

    
      “Ugh.”
    

    
      Coming out of the communal bathhouse, Artier ran into Collie, who was coming in to wash.
    

    
      The boy, who had been waving, suddenly retched and clutched his nose.
    

    
      “Master, do you know that you’ve been smelling rotten lately? You should wash up, you know.”
    

    
      “……That’s unfair.”
    

    
      To hear that right after I had just washed.
    

    
      I desperately missed the shampoo and soap from my original world.
    

    
      “It’s because I’m training.”
    

    
      “Just kidding. It’s not that bad.”
    

    
      Collie belatedly stuck out his tongue and laughed lightly.
    

    
      It was just that Collie, being a dog, was a bit sensitive; in reality, Artier’s body odor wasn't that terrible.
    

    
      “Did you know? They say we’ll be given our first mission soon.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      What do you mean?
    

    
      As Artier made a bewildered face, Collie tilted his head.
    

    
      “Oh? You haven’t heard?”
    

    
      “I just got back, so I didn’t hear. What is it?”
    

    
      “It’s already been over two months since we came here, hasn't it? Now that we’ve learned a certain amount of holy magic, it seems they want to check the results of our training.”
    

    
      “Uh…… how?”
    

    
      Collie didn’t notice the cold sweat trickling down Artier’s forehead.
    

    
      “It’s simple. They say we’re going on an exploration to the north. They said the goal is to confirm the Hellmorphs’ behavior patterns and whether they are weak to holy magic.”
    

    
      On the surface, it was just like receiving a large-scale quest from the Mercenary Guild.
    

    
      Of course, the client for that quest was probably someone bribed by the temple.
    

    
      “Is that so? Thanks for letting me know.”
    

    
      Artier whispered three words to himself.
    

    
      ‘I’m screwed.’
    

    
      It wasn’t that there had been no progress, but Artier still hadn’t figured out which holy magic was right for him.
    

    
      But all the members had already learned high-level holy magic?
    

    
      Was I the last?
    

    
      “……Since it’s been decided, I should go train some more.”
    

    
      “Eh? Even though it’s already evening?”
    

    
      “What’s the point of resting? Time isn’t on our side.”
    

    
      Artier waved his hand dismissively and headed straight for the classroom.
    

    
      Watching the departing Artier, Collie tilted his head and muttered to himself.
    

    
      “Somehow, the master seems more nervous than usual, you know?”
    

    
      Slam!
    

    
      Artier, who had thrown open the classroom door, closed it and immediately rushed to Ropin, letting out the breath he had been holding.
    

    
      “Ropin! Did you hear the news?”
    

    
      “I heard it too.”
    

    
      Ropin’s expression was just as serious as Artier’s.
    

    
      “The mission will probably start next week. It’s a shame……. If we had just one more week, we could have made your holy magic bloom.”
    

    
      “What should I do? At this rate, no one will treat me as the leader of the knights.”
    

    
      “Don't panic, Artier. You are strong enough even without holy magic. Didn’t you say so yourself at the beginning?”
    

    
      “That was…… something I said out of frustration.”
    

    
      Though he spoke with a reluctant expression, Ropin just smiled.
    

    
      It was as if he was saying, ‘Did you think I wouldn’t know?’
    

    
      “As you’ve felt for the past few weeks, you’re the type to grow through real combat.”
    

    
      Ropin pointed at Artier’s sword.
    

    
      The Burning Ancient Longsword was worn down from continuous battles and looked like it could break at any moment.
    

    
      “Do you understand? It’s more efficient for you to fight a Hellmorph once than to go around the cemetery five times.”
    

    
      “Are you saying I should take this mission as an opportunity?”
    

    
      “Exactly. Trust in your strength and abilities. Then the members will surely follow you.”
    

    
      It wasn’t wrong.
    

    
      In the first place, hadn’t Artier been good at catching Hellmorphs even when he couldn’t use holy magic?
    

    
      “Thank you, Ropin.”
    

    
      Even though he said that, he couldn’t completely erase the feeling of anxiety.
    

    
      Never mind his comrades, but could he persuade the nameless members?
    

    
      ‘I have to try, what else can I do? If I get demoted to a rank-and-file member here, I should consider all hope lost.’
    

    
      There wasn’t much time given.
    

    
      Artier kept reminding himself of that fact.
    

    
      “Let’s try to bring out your abilities as much as possible during the remaining week.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      And so, Artier continued hunting, practically living in the cemetery.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      A week later, as promised, a letter was delivered to everyone.
    

    
      Everyone who confirmed the mission quietly left the capital and moved to the northernmost front line.
    

    
      “Has everyone been well?”
    

    
      Beside Artier were Gerard, Jeina, Collie, and five nameless mercenaries.
    

    
      Trophin’s party was nowhere to be seen, perhaps they had been assigned elsewhere.
    

    
      “The time has come to show the results of our training!”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      Jeina raised her axe and smiled, but the other two were not the same.
    

    
      Gerard and Collie were looking at Artier with serious expressions.
    

    
      “Artier, I hope I’m mistaken, but……”
    

    
      Here it comes.
    

    
      Thinking that, Artier looked at Gerard with a transcendent expression.
    

    
      “I feel very little of the ring of holiness from your body. Are you perhaps still hiding your true self from me?”
    

    
      One can feel divine power from the body of a person who has learned holy magic.
    

    
      It remains in small amounts throughout the body like dregs, and it was called the ring of holiness.
    

    
      The more holy magic a priest learned, the brighter and clearer the ring of holiness appeared.
    

    
      ‘I was able to hide it in the Papal State, but I guess it’s visible once I come outside.’
    

    
      Mages who were sensitive to the flow of mana would probably notice.
    

    
      And Ropin had said not to deceive.
    

    
      Calming his mind, Artier opened his mouth.
    

    
      “No. What you see is correct.”
    

    
      “……What?”
    

    
      Gerard’s expression gradually hardened.
    

    
      Gerard had the skill to deduce the level just by looking at the ring of holiness Artier possessed. 
    

    
      There was no way he wouldn’t know that Artier could only use Holy Light.
    

    
      “What on earth did you do for two months?”
    

    
      It was a natural reaction.
    

    
      Collie just looked pitiful, but Gerard’s favorability had clearly been cut down, so much so that it was visible at a glance.
    

    
      “I……”
    

    
      “Excuse me.”
    

    
      Just as Artier was about to continue speaking, someone approached them.
    

    
      It was one of the five mercenaries assigned with them.
    

    
      “Did I hear that correctly just now? The leader of the knights leading this expedition can’t use a single proper holy magic spell?”
    

    
      He had icy blue hair and wore square glasses.
    

    
      His haughty expression and condescending gaze were enough to make one feel intimidated just by looking at him.
    

    
      [Lv.30 Reinard (Flame Mage)]
    

    
      As soon as Artier checked the information window, Reinard pushed up his glasses.
    

    
      “It has already been established that general magic and skills are not very effective against unidentified creatures. A force that has not learned holy magic cannot be of much help.”
    

    
      He continued to speak rationally and logically.
    

    
      “In the first place, the time given to everyone was the same. So can we trust a person who cannot properly handle holy magic?”
    

    
      Artier stared intently at Reinard.
    

    
      The personal talk was long, but what he wanted to say was obvious.
    

    
      “Do you want to confirm if I am a useful force?”
    

    
      “I believe it is a legitimate right. This is a dangerous operation, after all.”
    

    
      “Alright.”
    

    
      Artier looked around at the people and stepped forward.
    

    
      Gerard, and Jeina who had grasped the atmosphere, did not have good expressions.
    

    
      Everyone was doubting his usefulness.
    

    
      What was needed at a time like this was…….
    

    
      “Your entire party, have a spar with me. You are free to use holy magic.”
    

    
      It was an enormous overreach.
    

    
      As soon as Artier’s words ended, his comrades were terrified and grabbed his shoulder.
    

    
      “Artier, are you in your right mind?”
    

    
      “No matter how good you are, how can you fight five people at the same time!”
    

    
      “Even if it’s a spar, you could die at this rate!”
    

    
      Perhaps flustered by Artier’s proposal, Reinard’s answer came a little later.
    

    
      “Recklessness only diminishes persuasiveness. If you had acted wisely, you might have gotten through this situation.”
    

    
      “Reinard.”
    

    
      Reinard stiffened slightly at Artier’s low voice.
    

    
      He had never told him his name.
    

    
      “The offer stands. Will you do it?”
    

    
      Artier stared straight at Reinard.
    

    
      No fear or anxiety could be felt from his expression.
    

    
      ‘I can do this.’
    

    
      Lv.32 Artier
    

    
      Title: Supreme-Grade Mercenary, Gnoll Slayer, Secret Seeker, Leader of the Sacred Knights
    

    
      Class: Wild Summoner
    

    
      Strength: 47
    

    
      Agility: 46(+1)
    

    
      Intelligence: 26
    

    
      Attack Skills (4) (Close)
    

    
      Avatar of Counterattack (Lv.4), Flame Cleave (Lv.5), Unity Rite (Lv.2), Soul Share (Lv.2)
    

    
      Support Skills (3) (Close)
    

    
      Wild Protection (Lv.3), Tactical Command (Lv.3), Holy Magic: Holy Light (Lv.2)
    

    
      Defense Skills (1) (Close)
    

    
      Perfect Counter (Lv.6)
    

    
      He hadn't been able to raise his level much, but instead, he had skills that he had trained relentlessly.
    

    
      Perfect Counter, Flame Cleave, Avatar of Counterattack.
    

    
      With just these three, Artier was confident he could beat almost any being of the same level.
    

    
      “You’re confident. Very well.”
    

    
      Reinard adjusted his glasses and signaled to his companions.
    

    
      “Let’s move to another location.”
    

    
      They moved to a deserted wilderness.
    

    
      After confirming that the five had drawn their weapons, Artier drew his sword and held it.
    

    
      “Why are you only drawing one sword?”
    

    
      Reinard pointed to another sword on Artier’s back.
    

    
      Artier was currently holding only the Burning Ancient Longsword.
    

    
      “Are you claiming you can defeat us without holding all your main weapons? Excessive arrogance is not a good look.”
    

    
      “My main weapon has always been a one-handed sword.”
    

    
      Fwoosh!
    

    
      With the sound of the wind being cut, Artier took his stance.
    

    
      “This is a spare sword.”
    

    
      The times Artier used dual swords were all when he benefited from good equipment or skills.
    

    
      He had pushed through his lack of proficiency with overwhelming stats.
    

    
      This was a great help when dealing with a large number of weak enemies, but in a situation like this, it would only create an opening.
    

    
      “Let’s begin immediately.”
    

    
      At Reinard’s words, Artier quietly scanned his surroundings.
    

    
      The opposing party was a combination of two staves, a mace, a two-handed sword, and a bow.
    

    
      As soon as the starting signal was heard, a shower of magic arrows rained down, aiming for Artier.
    

    
      [Wild Protection is applied.]
    

    
      Chosen Turtle’s Blessing: Defense increases by 10%.
    

    
      Clang-clang-clang!
    

    
      Artier calmly deflected the arrows.
    

    
      With his enhanced defense and perfectly timed parries, the damage Artier received from deflecting many arrows was minimal.
    

    
      “He deflected all the arrows?”
    

    
      “What kind of monster is he?”
    

    
      The two warriors, though bewildered, picked up their mace and sword and charged.
    

    
      The fact that their weapons didn’t clash even as they charged simultaneously suggested they had been in sync for a long time.
    

    
      ‘Good skill. This will be good practice.’
    

    
      Just as Artier smiled and was about to face them.
    

    
      “Flash Bang.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      [Resistance Failed]
    

    
      [Vision will be sealed for 3 seconds.]
    

    
      Beep……!
    

    
      A pure white flame appeared before his eyes, and with a ringing in his ears, his vision turned white.
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      The blinding of his vision and the eerie sound happened almost simultaneously.
    

    
      Artier swung his sword almost instinctively.
    

    
      Clang! Thwack!
    

    
      He blocked the sword perfectly, but the mace was too much.
    

    
      Artier rolled on the ground, pushed back about 10 meters.
    

    
      “Master!”
    

    
      “I’m fine.”
    

    
      Artier immediately righted his posture, but he felt a tingling shock in his shoulder from the force of the mace.
    

    
      “Impressive, to do that with your vision sealed.”
    

    
      Reinard lightly blew on the flame at the tip of his glove, extinguishing it.
    

    
      “I’ll give you that. But it was still reckless. To get injured right away.”
    

    
      “We’ll see about that.”
    

    
      [Copying and using the skill Regeneration (Lv.3).]
    

    
      Artier enveloped his body in a faint light.
    

    
      Along with a cool sensation, the pain in his shoulder gradually subsided.
    

    
      “Hoo……”
    

    
      Reinard immediately raised his staff.
    

    
      Soon, flames erupted from a magic circle that appeared in the air.
    

    
      Boom! Clang! Thud!
    

    
      In a short span of less than 5 seconds, Artier had to simultaneously face flames, a sword, a mace, and arrows.
    

    
      Dodging or parrying them all, Artier calmly read the situation.
    

    
      ‘The person at the very back isn’t doing anything, so they must be a pure healer or supporter, and the mace user is the dealer, I suppose.’
    

    
      Artier was intentionally not attacking.
    

    
      He wanted to grasp the situation clearly.
    

    
      As time passed, Reinard, perhaps with his cooldown reset, stretched out his hand again and snapped his fingers.
    

    
      “I’ll finish this properly this time. Flash Bang.”
    

    
      With a bright light, his vision was flooded with white.
    

    
      He couldn't hear anything due to the ringing in his ears, but Artier could clearly feel something flying towards him.
    

    
      Clang!
    

    
      This time he swung his sword carefully, but the result was again a loss for Artier.
    

    
      As he stood up, clutching his side, Reinard spoke in a cold voice.
    

    
      “It’s over. Don’t you know that yet?”
    

    
      The situation was clearly disadvantageous for Artier.
    

    
      Healing magic couldn't be used indefinitely. Besides, Collie’s magic took time to heal.
    

    
      At this rate, he would surely fall before he could recover.
    

    
      “Hmm.”
    

    
      But Artier chuckled and raised his sword.
    

    
      They were certainly strong.
    

    
      But there were plenty of players who showed this level of coordination.
    

    
      “I think I can win.”
    

    
      “……Foolish.”
    

    
      [Reinard uses a skill.]
    

    
      Flame Whip (Lv.2): Summons a whip made of flame.
    

    
      A long flame mercilessly lashed at Artier.
    

    
      It was a magic that clearly showed the intent to kill, without holding back.
    

    
      “Artier!”
    

    
      Gerard rushed in urgently to intervene.
    

    
      But what he saw were all the whips being deflected.
    

    
      “Hmm?”
    

    
      Reinard, just in case, swung the whip again.
    

    
      But nothing changed.
    

    
      Artier moved here and there, blocking all the weapons and magic.
    

    
      [Perfect Counter is activated!]
    

    
      And finally, Artier’s counterattack began.
    

    
      Pow!
    

    
      “Keoheok!”
    

    
      The mercenary holding the two-handed sword flew over 20 meters from a single kick by Artier.
    

    
      He collided with the healer standing behind him, and they both fell to the ground.
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Hey, get a hold of yourself!”
    

    
      The party immediately tried to respond.
    

    
      Though they must have been flustered, a mace came from Artier's right and an arrow from his left.
    

    
      It was an attack where if he blocked one, he would inevitably be hit by the other, but unlike before, the speed at which Artier parried was beyond common sense.
    

    
      [Avatar of Counterattack is active!]
    

    
      Current 21 stacks: All stats increased by 63%
    

    
      “Kuk?!”
    

    
      The mace was deflected, and the arrow shattered, almost at the same time.
    

    
      The warrior standing in front couldn’t even grasp how Artier’s arm had moved.
    

    
      “Rei-Reinard!”
    

    
      “Is it an acceleration type?”
    

    
      Three people had fallen in an instant, but Reinard was not fazed at all.
    

    
      “Blind.”
    

    
      [Resistance Failed]
    

    
      [Vision will be reduced for 1 minute.]
    

    
      Artier’s field of vision narrowed in an instant.
    

    
      At the same time, fireballs rained down from all directions. It was an all-out attack with random angles and directions.
    

    
      ‘He seems like a pure dealer, but he has a surprising number of tricks.’
    

    
      Even in such a situation, Artier’s concentration did not waver.
    

    
      Was it thanks to the training in the underground cemetery?
    

    
      It felt like the blind spots in his thoughts had been reduced.
    

    
      ‘To blind me and induce a miss with irregular attacks. Clever…….’
    

    
      In times like these, one should not act as the opponent intends.
    

    
      Artier immediately raised his sword and swung it fiercely.
    

    
      [Using Flame Cleave.]
    

    
      Boom!
    

    
      As the crescent-shaped flame and the fireballs collided, the surroundings were covered in a scorching heat.
    

    
      The two pushed against each other in a power struggle for a while, and then the fireballs slowly began to push back the sword energy.
    

    
      “Artier is being pushed back……!”
    

    
      It was an absolute difference in mana.
    

    
      Soon, as the flame flickered out, the fireballs rushed in and tore apart the place where Artier had been.
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      Reinard silently looked at the front, which was filled with a cloud of dust.
    

    
      “I lost.”
    

    
      Soon, he raised both hands and said.
    

    
      Behind him, Artier was pointing his sword at him.
    

    
      “Why didn’t you use holy magic?”
    

    
      Artier asked.
    

    
      If they had used holy magic, the three who had fallen could have been quickly returned to the front line. Then the fight would have become a long-term battle, and Artier would have struggled.
    

    
      “……The reason we learned holy magic is, after all, to defeat the enemies of this world. It is not for use in private spars.”
    

    
      Reinard lowered his hands and silently brushed the dust off his clothes.
    

    
      “And if we use holy magic, we can exert two to three times our usual strength. At the point where five people were fighting against one, it was as if we were already using holy magic.”
    

    
      Reinard, who had even put his staff into his inventory, bowed his head politely as if nothing had happened.
    

    
      “I acknowledge it. You have sufficient ability to be the leader of the knights. I will follow you.”
    

    
      “……Is that so. Collie, cast healing magic on the fallen.”
    

    
      “Ah, I understand.”
    

    
      Artier was also bewildered by the atmosphere that had changed as if flipping a palm, but his other comrades looked at him as if he were a monster.
    

    
      “Leader, do you happen to know that guy?”
    

    
      “An unfamiliar face. But seeing as he uses flame magic, he must be from the south.”
    

    
      “Strange……. If he was such a unique person, there's no way I wouldn't know him.”
    

    
      “Well. Perhaps it's because he's surprisingly ordinary.”
    

    
      Gerard looked at Reinard for a moment and said.
    

    
      “If I didn't know Artier, I would have acted similarly.”
    

    
      Reinard and he had quite a few similarities.
    

    
      The only difference was that the other side seemed a bit sharper.
    

    
      “Then we shall depart soon.”
    

    
      Artier meticulously checked the supplies everyone had brought.
    

    
      Since this exploration was in an environment where it was difficult to get supplies, nothing, from food to tents, could be lacking.
    

    
      “Artier, isn't one person still missing?”
    

    
      “Ah……”
    

    
      At Jeina’s question, Artier chuckled and said.
    

    
      “It’s alright. That person is never late.”
    

    
      “What do you mean? Isn’t she already late?”
    

    
      “No, I’m not?”
    

    
      “Aargh!”
    

    
      Jeina saw Tersion standing next to her and quickly retreated.
    

    
      “You scared me! Make some noise when you walk!”
    

    
      “Your ears must be deaf. I had no intention of hiding my presence.”
    

    
      “How did you know we were here?”
    

    
      “Do you still not know my abilities? Tracking traces is my specialty.”
    

    
      Tersion shrugged and approached Artier.
    

    
      “Looks like things got complicated, but you managed to sort it out.”
    

    
      “A lot of things happened.”
    

    
      “Somehow, you always act recklessly, but it ends up being resolved.”
    

    
      Her cackling laughter filled the area.
    

    
      “So, where exactly are we going?”
    

    
      “Our final destination is…… Baron Rice’s fief.”
    

    
      Artier took out a map and pointed to a dot drawn on the northernmost tip of the continent.
    

    
      The most remote frontier region of the Empire. A fief where it snowed all year round and the sea was frozen, so even ships couldn’t travel.
    

    
      And it was also the place where the Hellmorphs first appeared.
    

    
      “Finding the origin of the Hellmorphs there is the first objective of this expedition.”
    

    
      “Then what's the second?”
    

    
      “To find out the habits or behavior patterns of the Hellmorphs, and further, their weaknesses.”
    

    
      “There's really a lot to do in many ways. It had better be worth it.”
    

    
      As Tersion shrugged, everyone gathered.
    

    
      “It’s been a long way around, but let me introduce myself. I am Artier, the leader of the knights who will lead this expedition.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “I will appoint the vice-leader. For this quest, the vice-leaders will be Gerard and Reinard. When I am not present, please follow the orders of these two.”
    

    
      Gerard and Reinard looked at each other at the same time and nodded.
    

    
      “Then, the first place we will go is……”
    

    
      Artier looked at the map and fell silent for a moment.
    

    
      Just as everyone was looking at him with a puzzled expression, his mouth opened.
    

    
      “It is Jestion’s viscounty in the north.”
    

    
      “……Why there of all places?”
    

    
      Jeina grumbled with a disgusted expression, and Gerard’s expression subtly distorted.
    

    
      Their reactions were understandable.
    

    
      That was the place where Artier had lost his memories, and also the place where the original members, Dina, Ben, and Deiker, were lost.
    

    
      “It’s the shortest route to Baron Rice’s fief.”
    

    
      “Most of the north is composed of high mountain ranges. If we don't use the land route, the travel time will increase exponentially.”
    

    
      Reinard said, pushing up his glasses.
    

    
      “Moreover, given the characteristics of the entity the leader calls Hellmorph, it is impossible for the expedition team to be self-sufficient in the north. We have no choice.”
    

    
      At his completely natural manner of speaking, Artier was inwardly amazed.
    

    
      Was this really the same person who had been doubting his qualifications just a moment ago?
    

    
      “That's right. So everyone, get ready. Any questions?”
    

    
      “I have one request.”
    

    
      “Please speak.”
    

    
      Reinard said with a slight bow.
    

    
      “Please speak comfortably. You are the leader, and we are the members. To ensure the chain of command, the highest authority should not speak formally to anyone.”
    

    
      It was a truly unexpected proposal.
    

    
      However, Gerard nodded and said.
    

    
      “That's right. I know why you speak formally to me and Jeina, but I think it's time to separate public and private matters.”
    

    
      “Are you alright with that?”
    

    
      “Of course. We are no longer a mere party.”
    

    
      To have to speak informally to people older than himself.
    

    
      But with so many eyes on him, he couldn’t show a weak side here.
    

    
      “Alright. Then…… let's depart!”
    

    
      Starting with Artier’s command, everyone passed through the castle gate.
    

    
      Their first destination was Jestion’s viscounty.
    

    
      The place where all of this began, and where they would find a clue.
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      The journey to the northern part of the Empire was more tedious than any trip they had taken so far.
    

    
      Since they were heading into the formation of the already occupied Hellmorphs, teleportation was naturally impossible, and since it was filled with contaminated mana, riding horses was also impossible.
    

    
      “We’re only at the entrance, yet it’s already difficult to recover mana.”
    

    
      Gerard said, rubbing his mouth with mana.
    

    
      The air was tinged with a pungent and murky scent.
    

    
      “The concentration of contaminated mana is already at a level similar to what we experienced in the county. How much denser will it get when we go inside?”
    

    
      “……Perhaps it will reach a point where just protecting the respiratory system won't be enough.”
    

    
      Artier said.
    

    
      In <Cross Destiny>, if you got near an old Hellmorph nest, low-level players would take continuous damage that was difficult to endure.
    

    
      If humans had an advantage in their own territory, the same was true for the Hellmorphs.
    

    
      “I can see membranes over there.”
    

    
      Soon, the two warriors at the front discovered the membranes spread across the plain.
    

    
      “It’s a kind of farm, I see.”
    

    
      “Is this entire vast plain covered in membranes?”
    

    
      “Disgusting. It’s dirty and foul.”
    

    
      “Ugh, I’m losing my appetite.”
    

    
      As everyone uttered their impressions one by one, Artier immediately gave an order.
    

    
      “The membranes provide vision to the Hellmorphs, so let’s eliminate them all at once and for good!”
    

    
      Pow!
    

    
      Jeina and the mercenary with the mace took the lead and began to clear away the membranes in front of them.
    

    
      “Leader, how about we try to purify them with holy magic?”
    

    
      Reinard suggested with a slight bow of his head.
    

    
      “We can check the results with less effort.”
    

    
      “I don't think so.”
    

    
      Gerard was the first to shake his head.
    

    
      As Reinard looked at Gerard, a small golden crown was floating above his head.
    

    
      [Gerard is using Tactical Command (Lv.4).]
    

    
      “The fact that they can receive vision through the membranes means they are organically connected. It is right to minimize the opportunities for them to learn about holy magic.”
    

    
      “Holy magic is the power and will of this star. As long as we stand on this star, it is not a power they can prepare for just by knowing about it.”
    

    
      “There are individuals among the Hellmorphs who use magic. They might figure out the principles or incantations of holy magic.”
    

    
      “Technology is only meaningful when used. According to your logic, Sir Gerard, we should not use any skills in front of them, should we?”
    

    
      “Both of you, stop.”
    

    
      ‘Both of them have a point…….’
    

    
      Gerard and Reinard were fidgeting with their lips as if they would continue the debate right away.
    

    
      It seemed neither would back down until Artier made a decision.
    

    
      “Even with the sacred relic, the continuous use of holy magic puts a strain on the body. Let's refrain for now.”
    

    
      At Artier’s words, Reinard closed his eyes and silently agreed.
    

    
      Neither was wrong. It was just that Artier’s decision was so.
    

    
      Soon, as they entered the forest, the mood of the party began to worsen.
    

    
      “These bastards……. What did they do to the forest?”
    

    
      Anger could be felt in Tersion’s voice.
    

    
      The trees in the forest were mutated into strange forms with flesh sticking to them. From the barely sprouted leaves, a poisonous gas was visibly spewing out.
    

    
      “This is……”
    

    
      “Infected trees, right?”
    

    
      It was a simple name, but it explained everything. All the trees in the distant mountain range were infected in this way.
    

    
      “Everyone be careful, you know. Just a little inhalation will paralyze the whole body and melt the muscles.”
    

    
      At Collie’s words, the warrior-type mercenaries tensed up and concentrated mana around their mouths.
    

    
      They were only at the entrance, yet the Hellmorphs' territory was already fraught with danger.
    

    
      “It doesn’t seem like a good idea to pass through this area all at once.”
    

    
      Gerard said.
    

    
      “Protecting the respiratory system with mana also requires a small amount of concentration. If we continue to move, no one knows what might happen to whom.”
    

    
      When they had used this method in the county, the time they stayed in the contaminated area was not that long. But now, they had to stay here for at least a few days.
    

    
      Being human, they were bound to sleep and make mistakes.
    

    
      They couldn't stay on this thin ice forever.
    

    
      “We need to find a place that is not affected by the contaminated mana and gas.”
    

    
      “A place like that……”
    

    
      Artier racked his brain.
    

    
      He was sure he had seen a place where he could temporarily avoid the penalty of the poisonous gas during his game days.
    

    
      “Let’s move to the underground waterway.”
    

    
      The experience gained through multiple playthroughs brought the underground waterway to mind.
    

    
      “Given the situation, I don't know if the water will be safe.”
    

    
      “That's why it's safe near the water.”
    

    
      Artier said in a confident voice.
    

    
      “Because water has the property of absorbing mana.”
    

    
      “I see. Since it also absorbs the contaminated mana, the surrounding air will be relatively less contaminated.”
    

    
      Soon, they were able to find the water source used in Jestion’s viscounty.
    

    
      Naturally, the condition of the water was not normal either. The color was murky, and what were presumed to be rotting chunks of flesh were floating around.
    

    
      “Ugh…… no matter how thirsty I get, I don’t think I can drink this.”
    

    
      Even Jeina, who had a relatively strong stomach, was appalled.
    

    
      ‘This should be good.’
    

    
      Artier took a bowl from his inventory and filled it with that water.
    

    
      “Let’s conduct a purification experiment here.”
    

    
      Water is the most basic necessity for survival.
    

    
      Now that even the use of water creation magic had to be done carefully, securing a water source was a crucial matter that would determine the progress of the expedition.
    

    
      “Anyone want to try purifying this bowl of water?”
    

    
      “Alright. I'll do it.”
    

    
      Gerard opened his grimoire and extended his hand towards the bowl of water.
    

    
      With a light hand gesture, he clenched and then opened his fist, and a Holy Light appeared above Gerard's shoulder.
    

    
      Flash!
    

    
      Soon, two streams of light shot out from the Holy Light and wrapped around Gerard.
    

    
      Gerard extended his hand towards the bowl of water and said.
    

    
      “Grand Purification.”
    

    
      [Gerard uses a skill.]
    

    
      Holy Magic: Grand Purification (Lv.1): Dispels all existing states and returns them to their basic state.
    

    
      Crackle!
    

    
      Something black and sticky shot up into the air from the bowl of water and the river, then turned into smoke and disappeared.
    

    
      “Is it done?”
    

    
      “……Yes. The holy magic has been activated.”
    

    
      At Jeina’s question, Gerard closed his grimoire and stood up.
    

    
      He let out a few short breaths as if he was frustrated and ran a hand through his hair.
    

    
      “The water's condition has returned to normal.”
    

    
      Tersion also nodded.
    

    
      However, her expression was not good.
    

    
      “Though it was just for a moment.”
    

    
      “Why was it just for a moment?”
    

    
      “The water is flowing. We’re downstream right now, right? The water from upstream has re-contaminated the clean water.”
    

    
      Artier lifted the bowl of water.
    

    
      The rotten smell was no longer felt from the water in the bowl.
    

    
      Staring at it blankly, Artier immediately brought the bowl to his lips.
    

    
      “Ma-master?!”
    

    
      Gulp, gulp.
    

    
      The cool water flowed down his throat.
    

    
      Far from a murky taste, it was like drinking ordinary mineral water.
    

    
      “At this rate, securing a water source shouldn’t be too difficult.”
    

    
      Artier said, tossing the bowl of water into his inventory.
    

    
      “Good grief……. Would it kill you to say something?”
    

    
      “You’re going to give me a heart attack, brother!”
    

    
      At Collie’s grumbling, Artier chuckled and started walking.
    

    
      ‘By the way, I only asked him to try purifying the bowl of water……. Could it be that the caster can't control the range of holy magic as they please?’
    

    
      It didn't seem likely that Gerard wouldn't know this was the downstream.
    

    
      Nor did it seem likely that he would have tried to purify the entire river.
    

    
      ‘If that was the extent of the range even with minimal power control…… the divine power consumption must be considerable.’
    

    
      Holy magic, which I thought was an all-purpose tool, also had its drawbacks. Artier firmly engraved that fact in his mind.
    

    
      And soon after, another problem arose.
    

    
      Thump, thump, thump, thump.
    

    
      “It seems they’re coming.”
    

    
      “I was wondering when they would.”
    

    
      As they walked along the water, they drew their weapons at the sound of footsteps coming from all directions.
    

    
      As Artier also drew his sword, they popped out from all sides and quickly surrounded them.
    

    
      “Please give us your orders.”
    

    
      At Reinard’s voice, Artier, who was about to tear them apart, quickly came to his senses. The warriors, who seemed ready to charge out without hesitation, were flinching as they watched Artier.
    

    
      [NPCs are waiting for a command.]
    

    
      ‘I see.’
    

    
      This was a phenomenon that occurred when forming a party with NPCs with low affinity.
    

    
      Unlike the existing party members who knew Artier well, the NPCs who did not yet know the personality of the commander named Artier did not act voluntarily or use skills.
    

    
      They had to have their actions directly assigned by Artier.
    

    
      “Everyone, deploy Holy Light!”
    

    
      Flash!
    

    
      As soon as Artier’s words ended, ten brilliant lights appeared in the air.
    

    
      [Holy Light is being applied.]
    

    
      Current 10 stacks: All stats increased by 21%.
    

    
      “Alright. Let’s annihilate them!”
    

    
      “That’s what I was waiting to hear!”
    

    
      Jeina cackled and charged, and soon the sound of clashing weapons echoed ceaselessly by the river.
    

    
      Boom!
    

    
      The tide of battle was clearly in their overwhelming favor.
    

    
      The buff displayed in the information window was only 21%, but the weapons and magic imbued with divine power were so fatal to them that the Hellmorphs screamed and staggered every time they were hit.
    

    
      ‘They’re strong.’
    

    
      Artier, who was swinging his sword with satisfaction, turned his head at a feeling of emptiness.
    

    
      Unlike Tersion, who was diligently shooting arrows, the archer called Rain and Reinard were just staring at them without attacking at all.
    

    
      “What are you doing right now?”
    

    
      When Artier fell back and asked, their answer was spectacular.
    

    
      “What skill should I use?”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “In the formation you created, there is a risk of friendly fire.”
    

    
      The class of the archer in Reinard’s party was Hunter.
    

    
      He hadn’t realized it because he was always used to Tersion’s insane accuracy, but archers were originally a class whose usable skills were extremely limited when allies were engaged with the enemy.
    

    
      It was the same for Reinard.
    

    
      His flame magic all had an area-of-effect, so at this point, with allies engaged with the enemy, there were no skills he could use.
    

    
      ‘I completely forgot.’
    

    
      There had been no such problem until now.
    

    
      Tersion was a sharpshooter who could accurately hit even a speck of a target in the first place, and Collie and Gerard didn’t have any significant area-of-effect skills.
    

    
      No, perhaps they hadn’t learned such skills because Artier had always insisted on this kind of formation.
    

    
      ‘My mistake.’
    

    
      In the end, the two of them did not play a significant role until the end of the battle.
    

    
      “I will consider it as having saved mana.”
    

    
      Reinard said so, but the chilly atmosphere was unavoidable.
    

    
      ‘I feel like I want to re-read the strategy guide I wrote…….’
    

    
      I wanted to cry.
    

    
      Really.
    

    
      “Next time, I’ll plan the formation with area-of-effect skills in mind.”
    

    
      “I would be grateful if you would do so.”
    

    
      “I can see the entrance to the waterway over there!”
    

    
      Soon, they were able to find the entrance to the waterway, hidden by moss and tree vines.
    

    
      “Was it this place? The place where the Hellmorph assassin was waiting.”
    

    
      At Gerard’s small mumble, Jeina turned her head without a word.
    

    
      They were now using the passage that had once led their comrades to their deaths.
    

    
      “The opening and closing device is still the same. We can open it right away just by infusing it with mana.”
    

    
      “Good. Reinard, open the gate.”
    

    
      “I understand.”
    

    
      At Artier’s words, Reinard immediately placed his hand on the handle-like device.
    

    
      With a heavy sound, the entrance to the waterway gradually began to open.
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      The condition of the waterway, revisited after half a year, was, of course, a mess.
    

    
      No longer maintained, the floor was covered in moss, and unfamiliar ivy stretched high up the walls.
    

    
      As they all entered the waterway, the gate closed automatically, blocking out the light.
    

    
      The mages immediately lit up the surroundings.
    

    
      “……They’re gone.”
    

    
      As the party was about to move, Jeina said with a dazed expression, looking around.
    

    
      “Ben and Deiker’s bodies are gone.”
    

    
      Gerard said nonchalantly.
    

    
      “It must be another place, not here.”
    

    
      The castle's water facilities spread out in all directions, and naturally, there were just as many waterways.
    

    
      The waterways looked similar, so it was no surprise that Jeina was mistaken.
    

    
      “No, this is the place.”
    

    
      But Jeina immediately shook her head.
    

    
      “I can feel it. We fought here.”
    

    
      “On what basis are you saying that?”
    

    
      “A hunch.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      Gerard sighed and was about to turn his head, but he froze.
    

    
      He had found a familiar-shaped indentation in the wall.
    

    
      “This is……”
    

    
      There was no way Gerard wouldn't remember.
    

    
      It was the wall Jeina had been thrown against by the assassin's attack.
    

    
      “It’s real.”
    

    
      Jeina had a tendency to vaguely lump things she couldn't explain as a hunch. It was up to the listener to distinguish whether it was a real hunch or something she said after realizing something.
    

    
      Finding a piece of Jeina’s leather armor, Gerard confirmed once again that this was the place where Jeina had crashed.
    

    
      But if that was the case, it was strange.
    

    
      Where had the Hellmorph assassin and the bodies of Ben and Deiker, who should have been here, gone?
    

    
      “Could they have completely rotted away?”
    

    
      “Even if they did, the bones should still be there.”
    

    
      Tersion said.
    

    
      “Someone moved the bodies. That’s the only explanation.”
    

    
      Who on earth would do such a thing in a place that had already fallen to ruin?
    

    
      No one could give a definite answer.
    

    
      “That’s not the only strange thing.”
    

    
      Reinard said.
    

    
      “Aside from the contaminated water, I don't feel any contaminated mana inside. It seems it was never contaminated in the first place.”
    

    
      “A strange thing indeed. Could it be a trap?”
    

    
      To Artier, the underground waterway was just a safe zone that had existed since his game days.
    

    
      But to the other NPCs who didn't know that, it seemed suspicious.
    

    
      ‘No, actually, even during the game days, I didn't know why this was a safe zone.’
    

    
      The Hellmorphs infected even barren wastelands with nothing in them, so it wasn't that it wasn't worth contaminating.
    

    
      Why would they leave this place alone?
    

    
      Artier was also getting anxious.
    

    
      “It’s getting late. It would be best to check the surroundings and camp here.”
    

    
      No one objected to Collie’s words.
    

    
      Everyone took out their camping gear from their inventories, set up tents, and lit a bonfire.
    

    
      “I can tolerate other things, but the smell of the water is hard to bear. I will use magic to remove the stench.”
    

    
      “I will set up an alarm magic.”
    

    
      “Then I will use Camouflage Veil!”
    

    
      As the three mages used various spells on their own, the inside of the campsite became a comfortable place where the humid air and rotten smell no longer entered.
    

    
      ‘As expected, this world is really convenient in this aspect.’
    

    
      “Since there’s alarm magic, we won't need a night watch.”
    

    
      Perhaps because the day’s work was over.
    

    
      Artier was speaking formally again.
    

    
      “Everyone get some good rest. I'll see you in the morning.”
    

    
      “You go to sleep first, brother. I have something I want to check.”
    

    
      Surprisingly, it was Jeina who said this.
    

    
      Tersion grabbed Jeina, who was about to recklessly leave the campsite.
    

    
      “You haven't forgotten that this is enemy territory, have you?”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      Jeina gave no answer.
    

    
      But her usual smiling and easygoing demeanor was gone, and as she kept silent and looked down, there was a subtle sense of pressure.
    

    
      Was that why? Tersion also sighed and picked up the bow she had put down.
    

    
      “Good grief. It's been well over half a year, how on earth are you going to find the bodies……”
    

    
      “Hehe, thanks.”
    

    
      “Don’t get me wrong. If we get caught, I'll abandon you right away.”
    

    
      With those words, the two disappeared into the distance.
    

    
      Gerard stared at Jeina and let out a sigh of relief.
    

    
      “It used to be Dina, but now I’m glad we have Bow……”
    

    
      “Collie, just in case, would you stay up until those two return?”
    

    
      “I understand.”
    

    
      At Collie’s answer, Artier closed his eyes in relief.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      When Artier woke up the next day, Collie was snoring beside him.
    

    
      He was relieved at the sight, but when he got up and looked around the campsite, Jeina was nowhere to be seen.
    

    
      “Jeina?”
    

    
      Just as he was about to hastily grab his sword and go out, Jeina and Reinard appeared at the entrance of the campsite.
    

    
      “You’re awake.”
    

    
      “Where have you been?”
    

    
      “We were scouting the area outside the waterway. What Jeina said last night was bothering me.”
    

    
      “Last night?”
    

    
      Jeina scratched her cheek and muttered in embarrassment.
    

    
      “I didn’t say much. I just said it was clean when I looked around with Bow yesterday.”
    

    
      “That’s what’s strange.”
    

    
      Reinard immediately cut Jeina off.
    

    
      “The places where the Hellmorphs have passed are contaminated. But isn't it strange that the inside of the castle, including the waterway, is clean?”
    

    
      Huh?
    

    
      Hearing Reinard’s words, Artier also realized something was strange.
    

    
      Never mind the inside of the waterway, but the inside of the castle was also preserved.
    

    
      “Unless they all went crazy, there’s no way they would leave it like that.”
    

    
      “That’s why I went to check.”
    

    
      And as Jeina had said, there was no sign of Hellmorph infection inside the collapsed castle.
    

    
      “Let’s investigate the inside of the castle.”
    

    
      As everyone finished preparing to depart, Artier immediately left the waterway.
    

    
      As the entrance opened, the first thing they saw was the wreckage of buildings that had been burnt black.
    

    
      ‘There’s no infection, but it’s still destroyed.’
    

    
      The miserable sight was enough to make the atmosphere sink.
    

    
      “They might be ambushing us, so let’s search carefully.”
    

    
      At Artier’s words, the party drew their weapons.
    

    
      But not even 10 minutes later, they couldn't help but be flustered.
    

    
      “There’s no sign of life at all, you know?”
    

    
      “Is this right? The most recent trace is from 8 months ago?”
    

    
      Tersion and Collie, who were using their tracking and search skills, couldn't hide their bewilderment.
    

    
      “I don’t feel any contaminated mana.”
    

    
      “This just…… feels like visiting an old castle ruin.”
    

    
      It was the same for Reinard and Gerard.
    

    
      None of their senses or skills were reporting anything abnormal. They were saying that the Hellmorphs' influence hadn't reached this castle.
    

    
      “That can't be.”
    

    
      Reinard immediately denied it.
    

    
      “It has been 8 months since this place was occupied. It's a distance that takes over 2 weeks on foot. That's enough time for the Hellmorphs to infect it.”
    

    
      “Isn’t there something here that they don’t like?”
    

    
      “If there was something like that, this place wouldn’t have fallen in the first place.”
    

    
      Reinard took out silver powder, clean water, and a small mana stone from his inventory.
    

    
      “Let's try using an advanced search magic. You two mages, could you assist me?”
    

    
      ‘Oh…… a magic circle.’
    

    
      Artier watched Reinard, who was sprinkling silver powder, with interest.
    

    
      Magic circles were an advanced skill that only mages belonging to the Sage’s Tower could learn.
    

    
      It required an intelligence stat of 50 to learn, so even Artier, who was from the Sage’s Tower, had not yet learned the magic circle skill.
    

    
      “What should we do?”
    

    
      “Please read the mana from the location where the incantation is written.”
    

    
      “I think I know what you’re trying to do.”
    

    
      “I request a cross-verification based on the Orkhan incantation. This is rough terrain, after all.”
    

    
      “You brought a truly complex incantation……. I understand.”
    

    
      The three mages muttered something in a language only they could understand and then stood at the three points of the completed magic circle.
    

    
      Jeina, who was watching them, shook her head at the warrior next to her and asked.
    

    
      “Do you understand what that means?”
    

    
      “No, not at all.”
    

    
      The warrior with the mace immediately shook his head.
    

    
      “We also learned holy magic, so why don't we understand?”
    

    
      “I know, right.”
    

    
      Listening to their conversation, Artier couldn't help but chuckle to himself.
    

    
      It was because he knew how absurd their conversation was.
    

    
      ‘Are addition and calculus the same?’
    

    
      Thump!
    

    
      Soon, as the three of them simultaneously infused mana, the magic circle trembled and began to emit a large pulse in all directions.
    

    
      Woong.
    

    
      Considering that the principle of search magic was to spread mana, it was a natural phenomenon.
    

    
      The problem was that the pulse was large.
    

    
      “Uh oh…… at this rate, aren’t the Hellmorphs outside the castle going to detect it?”
    

    
      As Artier asked, looking around, Reinard immediately answered.
    

    
      “They certainly will. It would be stranger if they couldn't detect the search magic.”
    

    
      “……What?”
    

    
      “It’s a magic that is fundamentally impossible to hide. Even the children of the Empire can detect large-scale search magic.”
    

    
      “That’s not the problem right now?! They’re going to flock here!”
    

    
      Tersion shouted in an incredulous tone, but Reinard just looked at her with a ‘what’s the problem?’ expression.
    

    
      “We just have to hold out until the search is complete. There will be a limit to the number of Hellmorphs in this vicinity.”
    

    
      “What the hell is that bastard saying right now……?”
    

    
      “Considering our combat power and the distribution of Hellmorphs in this vicinity, we should be able to hold out until the search magic is complete.”
    

    
      Everyone froze at Reinard’s unsettling words.
    

    
      This guy, who seemed like a cool-headed and normal person, was an unexpected wild card.
    

    
      Master, I think we're screwed. This magic circle will be maintained for 15 minutes even if we cut off the mana right now, you know.
    

    
      At Collie’s thought echoing in his head, Artier almost let out a string of curses without realizing it.
    

    
      “Prepare for defense! They’re coming!”
    

    
      Kroooar!
    

    
      As soon as the ominous roar was heard, the warriors let out a string of curses and drew their weapons.
    

    
      “Reinard! Can’t you please explain things to us before you do them?!”
    

    
      “I know you’re smart, but don’t plan and execute things by yourself!”
    

    
      Seeing the two warriors shouting, it seemed to be a familiar occurrence.
    

    
      Artier, who was listening without thinking, suddenly felt a strange pang of guilt.
    

    
      ‘Wait……. Did I look like that to other people?’
    

    
      Artier, who always apologized after doing something.
    

    
      Fortunately, his comrades had accepted it, but experiencing it through someone else felt strange.
    

    
      Perhaps one can only truly understand the world by putting oneself in another's shoes.
    

    
      Kyaaaak!
    

    
      While he was contemplating, the Hellmorphs began to swarm in.
    

    
      [A quest has been generated.]
    

    
      Search magic has been activated. However, the Hell Guardians who detected the activated magic have begun to swarm. If you can buy time by stopping them until the search magic is complete, you will be able to solve the mystery of this place.
    

    
      Reward: Acquisition of key information
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      Boom!
    

    
      10 minutes after they entered the battle.
    

    
      Everyone except Artier was thinking this.
    

    
      ‘Why is this manageable?’
    

    
      The creatures came in slowly, keeping their distance, and each time they were hit by Reinard's flame magic.
    

    
      Moreover, they were weak and their bodies were soft. They were incomparable to the ones they fought in the county.
    

    
      They soon found the reason.
    

    
      ‘It seems the real forces are concentrated in the east.’
    

    
      The northwest was a place that had been occupied 8 months ago.
    

    
      There was no way they would leave strong individuals in a place like this.
    

    
      “As I expected. If things proceed like this, we can win.”
    

    
      Reinard said calmly, but no one agreed with him.
    

    
      Gerard hurriedly grabbed Tersion’s arm and redirected the trajectory of her bow.
    

    
      “Hold back.”
    

    
      “Just one shot.”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      “Please, just one shot to the mouth!”
    

    
      “It’s still an instant kill, isn’t it!”
    

    
      It seemed she had been influenced by Jeina in many ways.
    

    
      Though she would deny it.
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “Master? What’s wrong?”
    

    
      “Hmm, something’s strange.”
    

    
      “Are you worried about their scheme?”
    

    
      Artier stopped turning his sword and pointed to one side.
    

    
      “Don’t you feel like they’ve been flocking to one side since a while ago?”
    

    
      “Ah?”
    

    
      Come to think of it, it was true.
    

    
      Of course, it wasn't easy to approach because of the walls built on all sides. But even so, they had been foolishly coming only from the front since a while ago.
    

    
      “It seems the individual commanding them has also gone to the east.”
    

    
      “Even so, this is an excessively foolish act.”
    

    
      Even a pack of wild animals would generally try to detour if they were continuously blocked.
    

    
      This was not the behavior of Hellmorphs, whose individual intelligence was comparable to humans.
    

    
      Pow!
    

    
      Soon, the last one exploded from Gerard’s Mana Bullet, and the battle ended just like that.
    

    
      [Quest Complete!]
    

    
      [Search magic has been completed.]
    

    
      Fwoosh!
    

    
      A large pulse swept through the entire castle for the last time.
    

    
      “This is……”
    

    
      Reinard seemed quite surprised.
    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    
      “No contamination from Hellmorphs is detected within the castle. It can be considered a clean zone.”
    

    
      It was an expected but still incomprehensible reality.
    

    
      Why had the Hellmorphs just left this place alone?
    

    
      “Seeing as they attacked, it’s not that they can't enter, so why couldn’t they contaminate it?”
    

    
      “The reason for that, I also……. Please wait a moment.”
    

    
      Reinard waved his hand in the air as if controlling something and then said something unexpected.
    

    
      “There is another clean zone. It’s more than 3km away to the northwest.”
    

    
      “Northwest?”
    

    
      What on earth was there?
    

    
      The answer was known to Gerard.
    

    
      “There is only one facility located northwest of the viscounty. A mine.”
    

    
      “What kind of mine?”
    

    
      “It was a place where mithril was mainly collected. Jestion’s viscounty has been famous for its mithril production since ancient times.”
    

    
      “……Mithril.”
    

    
      At those words, Artier glanced at the surrounding buildings. They must have been abandoned for a long time, yet they were not rusted at all.
    

    
      “Collie, is this also mithril?”
    

    
      “It probably is. One of the biggest characteristics of mithril is that it doesn’t rust, you know.”
    

    
      Mithril.
    

    
      It was a well-known good mineral in fantasy worlds.
    

    
      It was light and had excellent magic resistance, so it was often processed into armor or accessories, but in <Cross Destiny>, it was also used as a building material like this.
    

    
      In a world where magic was commonplace, the magic resistance of buildings was also important.
    

    
      “Even so, it’s not like mithril is cheap, yet it seems to be plastered everywhere. He must have been quite rich.”
    

    
      “The price of mithril is cheap here since it's a production area, which would have also played a part.”
    

    
      As he listened to Collie and Gerard, it felt like the pieces of the puzzle in his head were fitting together one by one.
    

    
      Artier grabbed a mithril rebar attached to the wall and pulled it off.
    

    
      Clang!
    

    
      [Mithril Rebar (Magic)]
    

    
      Attack Power 15~18
    

    
      Option: Does not rust, Defense +5, 10% additional damage to evil-attribute creatures
    

    
      ‘Why does a rebar have a higher attack power than the sword I’m carrying?’
    

    
      Even though it was the wreckage of a completely destroyed building, he had to use quite a bit of force to pull off the rebar.
    

    
      It had truly enormous durability.
    

    
      “Perhaps this mithril is suppressing the Hellmorphs’ infection.”
    

    
      “Why mithril? This is just a lump of iron.”
    

    
      “It’s not an absurd hypothesis.”
    

    
      Reinard said in response to Jeina’s question.
    

    
      “We can’t confirm it’s mithril, but we can at least assume that something that exists in common in this castle and the mine has suppressed the Hellmorphs’ infection.”
    

    
      “Right. At least it seems certain that some kind of ore has suppressed the Hellmorphs’ infection.”
    

    
      Gerard looked at the rebar Artier was holding.
    

    
      “Artier, but why did you pull that off?”
    

    
      “To use as a weapon.”
    

    
      “……?”
    

    
      “……?”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      What?
    

    
      Artier couldn't understand the bewildered gazes of the people.
    

    
      “Why would you use a rebar as a weapon when you have a perfectly good sword?”
    

    
      “Because this is sturdier and stronger……?”
    

    
      “It doesn’t have a hilt and the center of gravity will be off, you know?”
    

    
      When Artier obtains an item that can be used as a weapon, the attack power is displayed in the information window.
    

    
      But to others, he was incomprehensible for suddenly pulling out a rebar, leaving a perfectly good weapon aside.
    

    
      “If it were me, I would have saved it and used it later to make armor. Mithril, being a light ore, is not suitable for weapons.”
    

    
      “I didn’t know the fool who would use mithril as a weapon would be our leader.”
    

    
      “No……. Alright, I won't use it, so stop now.”
    

    
      As Tersion’s sharp sarcasm began to be heard, Artier finally gave up and put the rebar into his inventory.
    

    
      “First, let’s go to the mithril mine in the northwest. We need to confirm for sure what is blocking the Hellmorphs’ infection.”
    

    
      Artier tried his best to ignore the suspicious gazes of the party and started walking. As soon as he passed outside the castle walls, the poisonous gas began to increase.
    

    
      Artier asked, just in case.
    

    
      “Gerard, do they happen to use mithril in the castle walls or waterways?”
    

    
      “It's not used directly, but I heard they use a magic circle made of mithril powder when enchanting them.”
    

    
      “As I thought……”
    

    
      Reinard said it couldn't be confirmed, but Artier was gradually becoming convinced.
    

    
      This mithril was definitely suppressing the Hellmorphs' power.
    

    
      ‘There was not a single explanation like this in the game. What a crappy game!’
    

    
      How can the only thing properly explained in the game be the controls!
    

    
      Artier decided to plate the party's armor with mithril as soon as this mission was over.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      On the way to the mine, the Hellmorphs no longer appeared.
    

    
      It was because they had cleaned up all the Hellmorphs in the vicinity.
    

    
      “Hmm?”
    

    
      Tersion, who was walking ahead with another archer, found something and immediately bent her knees.
    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    
      “This is a human trace.”
    

    
      The party gathered at Tersion’s words.
    

    
      “Humans here? That’s absurd.”
    

    
      Reinard scoffed and shook his head.
    

    
      In a place where poisonous gas filled the air instead of air, it was impossible for a human to live unless they were a Grand Magus.
    

    
      “I’m not trying to spout nonsense about survivors being left here either.”
    

    
      Tersion said so and traced the footprint with her hand. She put her finger in to measure the depth and also measured the stride.
    

    
      Soon, Tersion straightened up and said.
    

    
      “It's a fake footprint.”
    

    
      “As expected.”
    

    
      “It’s not something to just end with that. The stride itself is real.”
    

    
      Just from her voice, one could tell that Tersion was disgusted.
    

    
      “This is a footprint made by a corpse. It means it's an undead.”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      Most of them who heard that were disgusted and stepped back from the footprint.
    

    
      “Hoo.”
    

    
      Only Reinard was looking at the footprint with an interested expression.
    

    
      “Interesting. Are you saying that undead are still left in this vicinity?”
    

    
      “What’s so interesting? Doesn’t it mean there’s more to break?”
    

    
      “That’s not it.”
    

    
      Reinard wagged his finger.
    

    
      “So far, the Hellmorphs have shown two reactions when they encountered something. They either destroyed or infected it. But for the first time, a reaction that is neither has appeared.”
    

    
      Perhaps what the Hellmorphs are hostile to is fixed?
    

    
      That fact could create several hypotheses.
    

    
      And perhaps even a way to deal with them.
    

    
      “Anyway, let’s keep moving forward. If we go a little further, we should see the safe zone we searched for.”
    

    
      The party, which was moving forward while destroying the continuously appearing membranes, found a sign erected on an old road.
    

    
      As they continued to walk along the sign, they found a huge, never-before-seen membrane blocking the area around the mine like a fence.
    

    
      “What is that?”
    

    
      “Hmm.”
    

    
      Gerard looked around and nodded.
    

    
      “It seems there is something in this mine after all.”
    

    
      “Even though the area around the mine is covered in membranes?”
    

    
      “Think carefully. What do you think is the easiest way to close off an empty mine?”
    

    
      That would be to block the entrance.
    

    
      But they didn’t do that.
    

    
      As if the membrane couldn't reach the entrance, a huge living wall was erected around the mine.
    

    
      “Ah, there's something.”
    

    
      Tersion pointed somewhere.
    

    
      The ground shook, and a huge tunnel appeared.
    

    
      The tunnel wriggled like a living creature and was spewing out dozens of Hellmorphs.
    

    
      “It seems they’ve grasped the situation and sent reinforcements, you know……”
    

    
      “What a swarm of dogs!”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      “Ah, no, I’m not talking about you!”
    

    
      Leaving Jeina’s meaningless excuse behind, Artier drew his sword.
    

    
      “To enter the mine, we’ll have to force our way through.”
    

    
      Even now, Hellmorphs were continuously appearing.
    

    
      A quick glance told him that they were stronger individuals than the ones that appeared before.
    

    
      Perhaps if they dragged on time, stronger individuals would appear, and in the end, the ones on the front line might come out.
    

    
      “A swift battle……. I’ll have to use holy magic.”
    

    
      Artier said so and looked around at his comrades.
    

    
      The two who understood his gaze stepped forward.
    

    
      It was Jeina and Gerard.
    

    
      “I just have to blow them up roughly, right?”
    

    
      “That’s right. Jeina, take the left, and Gerard, take the right.”
    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    
      Jeina took out her axe, and Gerard took out his grimoire, and they both floated up a Holy Light at the same time.
    

    
      Soon, a rough and thunderous echo spread from one, and a calm but sharp flow from the other.
    

    
      “Uahahaha! Just shatter!”
    

    
      Flash! Boom!
    

    
      First, Jeina raised her axe to the sky, and a huge axe made of light appeared in the air.
    

    
      Jeina struck the ground with her axe.
    

    
      Then the huge axe instantly fell to the ground, swallowing the Hellmorphs and membranes.
    

    
      Rumble-rumble-rumble-boom!
    

    
      ‘W-way stronger than I thought?’
    

    
      Artier broke into a cold sweat as he saw more than half of the membranes turned into pulp.
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      Chapter 91 - Miracle (1)
    

    
      Offensive Holy Magic was broadly divided into physical and magical types, and more specifically, into area-of-effect and single-target types.
    

    
      What Jeina just used was a physical area-of-effect type.
    

    
      [Jeina uses a skill.]
    

    
      Holy Magic: Divine Weapon Strike (Lv.1): Projects a holy weapon onto one's own weapon to inflict explosive damage to enemies in front.
    

    
      “Phew! I feel like I could collapse at any moment!”
    

    
      Jeina staggered but laughed heartily.
    

    
      “You need to control your strength, Jeina.”
    

    
      Artier, who had been staring blankly at the mine entrance that had turned to ash, only remembered that he had asked the two for help after hearing Gerard's voice.
    

    
      “Gerard, I think that’s enough…”
    

    
      He hastily opened his mouth, but Gerard's Holy Magic was already being cast.
    

    
      “O fluttering wind, pierce the enemies!”
    

    
      [Gerard uses a skill.]
    

    
      Holy Magic: Divine Gale Spear (Lv.1): Pierces the enemy with a sharp wind formed from the flow of holy energy.
    

    
      Fwoosh!
    

    
      Unlike Jeina's, Gerard's Holy Magic was initially quiet.
    

    
      A spear of spiraling divine power flew at the speed of a bullet, then vanished in an instant.
    

    
      And a moment later, a tremendous aftershock followed.
    

    
      BOOOOOM!
    

    
      “W-Whaaak! I’m falling!”
    

    
      Whether it was a Hellmorph, a membrane, or even a rock, anything in the path of the wind spear was torn apart without exception.
    

    
      Even things that weren't directly hit couldn't remain standing from the aftermath.
    

    
      ‘You said you’d control your strength?!’
    

    
      Artier thought as he hurriedly caught Collie, who was about to fall.
    

    
      But surprisingly, this was the result of very good control.
    

    
      Unlike Jeina who had laid waste to the area, Gerard's Holy Magic had selectively eliminated the remaining Hellmorphs and membranes.
    

    
      “Hmm…”
    

    
      Gerard closed his grimoire with a satisfied expression.
    

    
      “I feel it every time, but Holy Magic consumes a truly astonishing amount of stamina and mana.”
    

    
      “Considering what you did, doesn't it make sense?”
    

    
      “That’s true.”
    

    
      Artier descended near the mine.
    

    
      Not a single Hellmorph was seen roaming around.
    

    
      ‘Is it okay for such a broken skill to exist?’
    

    
      Until now, Artier had thought that no broken skill existed in <Cross Destiny> that could beat Perfect Counter.
    

    
      But the wind spear Gerard had just fired was something whose trajectory even Artier couldn't read for a moment.
    

    
      ‘There are so many things I didn't know back when I just enjoyed it as a game.’
    

    
      It was laughable to think of his past self who had said he could fight well even without Holy Magic.
    

    
      Artier placed a hand on his chest. The divine power was still gathered warmly inside his body.
    

    
      That warmth seemed to whisper to Artier continuously. To use it quickly.
    

    
      “Master?”
    

    
      “...Let’s enter the mine.”
    

    
      There was nothing left to obstruct them.
    

    
      Entering the mine, they followed the broken carts and severed railway tracks deeper inside.
    

    
      And before long, they saw what they were looking for.
    

    
      “Is all of this Mithril?”
    

    
      “I see why the viscounty was so wealthy.”
    

    
      Wherever they looked along the walls, Mithril ores were embedded.
    

    
      Despite the lack of lighting inside the mine, it was brightly illuminated by the light reflected from the Mithril.
    

    
      “Can’t we just mine a little?”
    

    
      At Jeina's suggestion, Artier almost nodded his head absentmindedly. The value of a high-grade mineral used for armor and accessories was self-evident.
    

    
      But Reinard immediately shot it down.
    

    
      “We don’t have any equipment for mining.”
    

    
      “Can’t we mine it with magic?”
    

    
      “Hah, don’t tell me you’ve forgotten what kind of mineral Mithril is?”
    

    
      Having extremely high magic resistance meant that it repelled magic well.
    

    
      Naturally, mining it with magic would require several times more power than usual.
    

    
      “For someone like you who hasn't studied magic, it would be impossible to extract even a single ore.”
    

    
      “Tsk! All this money…”
    

    
      Thwack!
    

    
      Just as Jeina was grumbling, a loud noise echoed from the very back of the group.
    

    
      When the party turned their heads, Artier was standing there, holding a palm-sized Mithril ore.
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      Even Artier couldn't wipe the bewildered expression off his face.
    

    
      He had simply used telekinesis unconsciously before even hearing what Reinard said.
    

    
      “Artier, what did you just do?”
    

    
      “Don’t tell me you pulled out a Mithril ore with telekinesis magic?”
    

    
      The three mages in the party did not hide their dumbfounded expressions.
    

    
      Others might not know, but they knew very well just how absurd Artier's action was.
    

    
      “That was a reckless act! It’s the same as throwing mana into the void!”
    

    
      “Are you alright?”
    

    
      “Uh… I think I’m fine.”
    

    
      Artier quickly checked his body.
    

    
      Contrary to Gerard's worries, there was really no change in his body. The amount of mana was unchanged, and only a little divine power had been consumed.
    

    
      ‘My divine power decreased? So I can use existing magic with divine power instead of mana?’
    

    
      Artier first put the Mithril that had appeared in his arms into his inventory and then reached out his hand towards another ore.
    

    
      Tong!
    

    
      This time too, the ore landed in his hand without any resistance.
    

    
      The amount of divine power consumed was minimal.
    

    
      “What in the world did you do?”
    

    
      Reinard asked.
    

    
      Reinard, who was always cool-headed, was not aware that his glasses were currently askew.
    

    
      “To use magic while ignoring magic resistance?”
    

    
      “Uh…”
    

    
      I don’t know either.
    

    
      Artier wanted to say that right away.
    

    
      But he didn't want to reveal to them that he had used a method he himself wasn't sure of twice in a row.
    

    
      “It’s a secret skill… from my hometown.”
    

    
      “I see. Is it a secret art passed down in a specific region?”
    

    
      In a fantasy world, there were many hidden skills or secret arts like this that were passed down only in certain regions. Of those, the magic donated to the Sage’s Tower was just a small fraction.
    

    
      Reinard, knowing such facts, belatedly regained his composure at Artier's answer.
    

    
      “Interesting. If it’s not too much trouble, I would like to talk more about it later.”
    

    
      “Do as you please.”
    

    
      ‘I should pretend not to know him once this mission is over.’
    

    
      Artier walked on, plucking out the Mithril ores gathered around him.
    

    
      Naturally, they all went into Artier’s inventory.
    

    
      ‘How much is all this worth…?’
    

    
      The calculator in his head was running rapidly.
    

    
      If he sold it all, it would probably be more than enough to cover all the losses he had seen in the county.
    

    
      “Hmm, but something’s strange?”
    

    
      After walking for about another 20 minutes, Jeina tilted her head.
    

    
      At that, Tersion, who had been looking only at the floor, asked.
    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    
      “Didn’t we see traces of undead earlier? But I don’t see anything?”
    

    
      “Ah…”
    

    
      As Tersion said, there were no traces of people around them, let alone footprints.
    

    
      “This is strange… Looking at the path, there’s no way they wouldn't have passed through here.”
    

    
      “Didn’t you find it wrong?”
    

    
      As Jeina giggled, Tersion immediately retorted.
    

    
      “Do you think I can’t tell the difference?”
    

    
      “But you said there would be something here, and there isn’t. Doesn’t that mean you made a mistake?”
    

    
      “Ha, just you wait. I’ll bring back traces in five minutes.”
    

    
      With those words, Tersion vanished in an instant.
    

    
      Gerard, who had been watching quietly, glanced at Jeina and asked.
    

    
      “When did you learn such rhetoric?”
    

    
      “Hmm? I have no idea?”
    

    
      Jeina giggled as if it was amusing.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      ‘It’s definitely strange.’
    

    
      The deeper she went into the mine, the more Tersion's brow furrowed.
    

    
      Even though she had reached the middle of the mine, she couldn't feel any traces of people, let alone the undead.
    

    
      ‘…There’s no way there’s nothing.’
    

    
      Unlike Jeina, who thought she had gotten one over on her, Tersion had rushed forward with a purpose.
    

    
      This mine had been operational right up until Jestion’s viscounty fell. In that case, there should naturally be traces left by the miners who worked here.
    

    
      “But someone came in later and erased the traces.”
    

    
      It could have been a monster or a Hellmorph. But Tersion thought the hand that erased the traces was remarkably delicate.
    

    
      This was the work of a person.
    

    
      Only the hand of someone intent on erasing traces could preserve a scene so perfectly.
    

    
      “Who could these cheeky bastards be…”
    

    
      Tersion, who was looking around, then arrived at a large cavity that appeared.
    

    
      And she was at a loss for words.
    

    
      “The Mithril…?”
    

    
      This was clearly the place in the mine where the most Mithril could be found. But not a single piece of Mithril could be seen.
    

    
      ‘Someone mined all the Mithril here.’
    

    
      Was Mithril their target?
    

    
      Tersion, who was looking around, let out a hollow laugh. A small piece of cloth was caught in the gap where an ore had been removed.
    

    
      “To do everything so well and then make an amateurish mistake here…”
    

    
      Swoosh!
    

    
      Tersion, who was sneering as she pulled out the piece of cloth, her expression hardened as soon as she confirmed its identity.
    

    
      “Ms. Archer! Did you find anything?”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      “What’s wrong?”
    

    
      “Hey, there’s something I want to ask.”
    

    
      As the party belatedly entered, Tersion immediately threw a question at everyone.
    

    
      “We’re the first expedition team to come here since the viscounty fell, right?”
    

    
      “Well…”
    

    
      Gerard nodded, though he was puzzled.
    

    
      “According to the Papal State’s investigation, yes. The Empire is showing very defensive behavior.”
    

    
      “Then what is this.”
    

    
      Tersion held out what she had found to everyone.
    

    
      Everyone who confirmed it froze.
    

    
      On the cloth, presumed to be a piece of a torn flag, the symbol of the Empire was clearly drawn.
    

    
      “According to the traces, it was two weeks ago. They were here right when we departed.”
    

    
      Tersion's words only added to the confusion.
    

    
      Reinard adjusted his glasses and began to mutter.
    

    
      “Does this mean the Empire had already sent an expedition team but was hiding it from everyone, including the Papal State?”
    

    
      “It’s certain, seeing as they mined the Mithril. Their objective is the same as ours.”
    

    
      But why was the Empire doing this in secret?
    

    
      There was no one who could answer that question.
    

    
      “...I need to find out what this expedition team is trying to do.”
    

    
      Artier quietly organized his thoughts.
    

    
      His long experience was telling him. He shouldn't miss clues like this that appear during a quest.
    

    
      “Can you follow their tracks?”
    

    
      “It might be a place far from our destination, is that okay?”
    

    
      “It’s fine. I think we need to eliminate as many uncertainties as possible before we go.”
    

    
      “Alright, this way. We just need to go through another passage in the mine.”
    

    
      Following Tersion's lead, everyone slowly began to move.
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      And there was someone watching them.
    

    
      The person, who had been watching the party through a hole in the ceiling, was no longer visible in the blink of an eye.
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      After exiting the mine, the party advanced, following the tracks of the expedition team.
    

    
      Of course, it was not an easy task.
    

    
      “They’re moving while deliberately erasing their tracks. Thorough bastards.”
    

    
      It seemed there was someone with deft hands among the Empire’s expedition team.
    

    
      But thankfully, because of Tersion, they were able to continue the pursuit.
    

    
      Crunch…
    

    
      Of course, the process was not entirely peaceful.
    

    
      After leaving the mine, they had to engage in fierce battles with the Hellmorphs that periodically appeared.
    

    
      [You have leveled up.]
    

    
      “Tiresome bastards.”
    

    
      “If I had my way, I’d just fly past them…”
    

    
      When the fourth battle ended, the companions muttered, completely fed up.
    

    
      Thanks to the healer from Reinard’s party and Collie, their bodies were not physically tired, but mental fatigue was eating away at them.
    

    
      “This is strange.”
    

    
      “Yes, I feel it too.”
    

    
      In the case of Gerard and Reinard, in particular, their mana was starting to run out, and they were showing noticeably pale complexions.
    

    
      “It’s a bit overwhelming even when using Holy Magic. How on earth did those Empire guys get through here?”
    

    
      The further they went, the noticeably stronger the Hellmorphs became.
    

    
      Of course, they could just use Holy Magic, but the strain on their bodies was no joke.
    

    
      “Did they not engage in battle?”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      Tersion pointed to a broken piece of an arrow and a trace of something being torn.
    

    
      “No matter how skilled they are, it’s difficult to hide such a skirmish. It’s clear they were attacked in a similar location as us.”
    

    
      “What the hell is it? Do they have a Grand Magus in their party?”
    

    
      “No, even if they did, it wouldn’t make a meaningful difference.”
    

    
      Gerard said firmly.
    

    
      “Even if it were a Grand Magus, the total amount of mana within the body is similar. High-level magic cannot be used here.”
    

    
      The reason a Grand Magus could use mana as if it were flowing water was because they quickly replenished it from the surrounding space as much as they consumed.
    

    
      A skilled mage could recover enough mana to use two or three skills with just a single breath.
    

    
      But the space they were standing in now did not allow them to replenish mana through the external environment.
    

    
      For mages, they were facing the worst possible situation.
    

    
      “It’s the same for a knight. It’s difficult to gain an advantage in a fight against Hellmorphs through conventional means.”
    

    
      “Then there’s only one answer. They also have a way to deal with Hellmorphs, just like us.”
    

    
      “That gives us one more reason to chase after them.”
    

    
      If they could use that method themselves.
    

    
      The Sacred Knights, armed with Holy Magic and that method, would be able to gain a great advantage in the fight against the Hellmorphs.
    

    
      Trudge, trudge.
    

    
      “…Is that a village?”
    

    
      “No, it’s closer to what was a village.”
    

    
      As they crossed a hill, they discovered a village that was about half-burnt and gone.
    

    
      “Let’s rest here for today.”
    

    
      Artier checked everyone’s condition and made a decision.
    

    
      At that, everyone who had looked tired let out a cheer.
    

    
      “I will go and check if there’s anything suspicious around.”
    

    
      “Game animals… there won’t be any, right?”
    

    
      “Give it up, you might as well suggest eating Hellmorphs.”
    

    
      “Hoh?”
    

    
      “It’s a joke, you crazy bastard.”
    

    
      Tersion moved away from Jeina with a look of disgust.
    

    
      ‘Hmm. What should I do.’
    

    
      Artier checked everyone’s condition and fell into thought.
    

    
      Unlike when they stayed in the waterway before, there was no way to recover mana.
    

    
      ‘Drinking a mana recovery potion is an option, but…’
    

    
      Mana recovery potions were difficult to make and expensive, so they didn't have many. If possible, he wanted to save them for battle.
    

    
      “…Ah.”
    

    
      After a moment of thought, Artier took a Mithril ore out of his inventory.
    

    
      ‘If Mithril can suppress the influence of Hellmorphs, couldn’t I use this to create something like a barrier?’
    

    
      Thinking that, he took the ore to Reinard and Collie and saw their conflicting reactions.
    

    
      “A wonderful idea, Master! We will be able to get a positive effect!”
    

    
      “It’s impossible.”
    

    
      “Hmm? Why?”
    

    
      When Artier asked back, Reinard quickly listed the reasons.
    

    
      “For an obvious reason. The mana of the three mages who can activate a magic circle is completely depleted.”
    

    
      A magic circle doesn't activate just by drawing it identically.
    

    
      A mage had to activate the drawn incantation by infusing a sufficient amount of mana.
    

    
      “If a perfect magic circle is completed, I could try to operate it with my remaining mana, but if it fails, I will immediately faint. And I will lose my life due to the surrounding toxic gas.”
    

    
      “I’ll do it.”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      “I can just draw it and operate it, right? My mana is sufficient.”
    

    
      Artier, who had saved his mana by mainly using Perfect Counter without using Holy Magic, still maintained more than half of his mana securely.
    

    
      “That’s absurd. A magic circle cannot be handled by a warrior…”
    

    
      Crack!
    

    
      With a light gesture, Artier erected a large ice pillar nearby.
    

    
      “…Come to think of it, the Leader also used healing magic. I will give it a try.”
    

    
      Reinard instantly changed his stance and held something out.
    

    
      “Here is silver powder and the diagram for a protective circle. You just need to draw the magic circle you see here at the east, west, south, and north points of the campsite.”
    

    
      The shape of the magic circle was simple.
    

    
      Inside a circle, a star and five strangely shaped runes were drawn.
    

    
      ‘Even I could do this.’
    

    
      Artier glanced at the diagram and headed towards the village entrance.
    

    
      Reinard watched him and quietly shook his head.
    

    
      “You should take the diagram with you. If you infuse magic into the diagram, it will show you how to draw…”
    

    
      Pak! Ssssk!
    

    
      Artier, who had connected a rope to two nearby branches, immediately drew a round circle as if using a compass.
    

    
      Then, as if measured with a ruler, he precisely carved the star and runes.
    

    
      “…You are excellent in practice.”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      Artier looked at Reinard with a bewildered expression.
    

    
      Then, belatedly discovering the diagram, he felt quite embarrassed. He had been happy because he thought he drew it well, but it turned out to be unnecessary effort.
    

    
      “You should have told me sooner…”
    

    
      “Just embed the Magic Stone on top, place the Mithril ores around it, and then infuse it with mana.”
    

    
      As he did as Reinard instructed and tried to infuse mana, he felt a sudden block, and at the same time, a complex path unfolded.
    

    
      ‘Oh…’
    

    
      It was the moment he thought it might be fun.
    

    
      Even though his eyes were closed, Artier could see an information window.
    

    
      It was a minigame where you had to connect scattered pipes to link a starting point and a destination.
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      What is this?
    

    
      Artier was so flustered for a moment that he almost cut off the mana he was infusing. He had used quite a few skills until now, but this was the first time the system had assisted him like this.
    

    
      ‘This, only I can see it, right?’
    

    
      Artier carefully opened one eye. Collie and Reinard were still just watching him.
    

    
      ‘Should I give it a try.’
    

    
      Artier quickly solved the minigame that had appeared in the darkness.
    

    
      Perhaps because it was a simple magic circle, the process of connecting the pipes was not very difficult.
    

    
      Paaat!
    

    
      As soon as the pipes were connected, he felt the blocked path clear, and Artier's mana rushed into the magic circle.
    

    
      “You’ve succeeded.”
    

    
      “That was incredibly fast! Amazing!”
    

    
      When he opened his eyes, the magic circle was emitting a faint light, and the drawn symbols were slowly rotating.
    

    
      It was completely activated.
    

    
      “It’s not difficult?”
    

    
      “It seems you have a talent for creating magic circles.”
    

    
      “…Is that so.”
    

    
      Artier wore a truly awkward expression.
    

    
      He wondered why it was so easy, and it turned out to be the protagonist's all-purpose talent shining through again.
    

    
      It was no wonder that the remaining magic circles were activated even faster.
    

    
      [You have learned how to install and activate a magic circle from a colleague.]
    

    
      [You have acquired Magic Circle: Korkinu's Camp Formation (Lv.1).]
    

    
      “Uh…?”
    

    
      The moment a faint circular curtain covered the village, Artier stared at the information window that appeared before his eyes with a look of disbelief.
    

    
      ‘Why did I learn this in one go?’
    

    
      In the first place, his intelligence stat was not over 50.
    

    
      So he had thought of using a trick through Soul Share to try using a magic circle, but he had no intention of learning it as a skill.
    

    
      ‘Is it real talent?’
    

    
      Was the protagonist's talent so outstanding that he could learn things after seeing them a few times even without the qualifications?
    

    
      ‘Then why the hell not Holy Magic?’
    

    
      Although he was happy, a feeling of unfairness naturally arose.
    

    
      It was to the point where he suddenly doubted if all his efforts over the past two months had been in vain.
    

    
      “I can breathe so much better!”
    

    
      “The air has cleared up. What a relief!”
    

    
      The party members immediately took deep breaths, their expressions much more at ease.
    

    
      As soon as Artier's magic circle was activated, all the mana inside the village had been cleanly purified.
    

    
      “Hmm? The effect seems to be even greater?”
    

    
      Collie kept tilting his head.
    

    
      As far as he knew, Korkinu's Camp Formation had the effect of blocking negative effects from the outside, but for negative effects already accumulated inside, one had to use a separate spell to expel them.
    

    
      “It must be the effect of the Mithril. Korkinu’s magic circle has the characteristic of being strengthened in response to added materials.”
    

    
      “That seems to be the case. Korkinu was a truly great mage.”
    

    
      Artier watched the two mages whispering to each other, smirked, and headed to the well to wash up.
    

    
      While drawing water, he fell into a small dilemma.
    

    
      ‘Hmm, should I try learning other skills too?’
    

    
      Perhaps the talent of the protagonist, Artier, was beyond imagination.
    

    
      Of course, having too many miscellaneous skills wasn't good, but wouldn't it be great to learn useful skills?
    

    
      ‘Alright. I should ask my companions after this mission is over.’
    

    
      With that thought, Artier got into his sleeping bag.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      “Leader.”
    

    
      At the crack of dawn.
    

    
      Artier woke up as a bright light turned on above his head.
    

    
      “…Get rid of the Light.”
    

    
      “I’m sorry. I couldn’t think of a way to wake you.”
    

    
      Forcing away the unpleasant feeling, he saw that the healer from Reinard’s party was looking down at him. Her expression was unusual, so Artier, who had gotten up, asked with a look that instantly chased away his sleepiness.
    

    
      “What’s wrong?”
    

    
      “They said the alarm magic went off. So Sir Gerard went out first, but the atmosphere is unusual.”
    

    
      “Gerard?”
    

    
      Artier got up and grabbed his sword.
    

    
      If it was Gerard of all people, there was definitely a good reason for it.
    

    
      “Lead the way.”
    

    
      Following the healer, he arrived at the village entrance, where Jeina, Collie, and Reinard were already out.
    

    
      Artier, who was casually looking around, flinched when he confirmed the look of contempt on Gerard's face, who was standing at the very front.
    

    
      ‘What is it?’
    

    
      Gerard despising something?
    

    
      The first thing that came to mind was Hellmorphs, but the atmosphere didn't seem to be in the middle of a battle.
    

    
      “Reveal your identity at once! What trick is this!”
    

    
      “Calm down, Gerard! It could be real, right?”
    

    
      “It can’t be. I checked myself. He was in no state to be saved!”
    

    
      “What’s going on?”
    

    
      Artier passed Reinard and came forward.
    

    
      And then he froze.
    

    
      “Artier? You’re here! Please stop our leader. I’m really going to die at this rate!”
    

    
      “…Ben?”
    

    
      Worn leather and a piece of a broken shield.
    

    
      Soot was smeared on a face he hadn’t seen in a long time and all over his body.
    

    
      Ben, looking no better than a beggar, waved his hand at Artier repeatedly.
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      Chapter 93 - Miracle (3)
    

    
      Ben, who was thought to be dead, had returned alive.
    

    
      …To be precise, Ben, who had died, returned alive.
    

    
      ‘Is that possible?’
    

    
      Realistically speaking, it was of course impossible.
    

    
      But this was a world where magic existed. Naturally, it was possible for the dead to return not only through Holy Magic but also through general magic.
    

    
      ‘The problem is, this case is different no matter what.’
    

    
      Naturally, resurrection magic had its restrictions.
    

    
      First, the more a corpse was damaged or left unattended, the lower the success rate, and resurrection consumed a considerable amount of mana and gold coins.
    

    
      A person who died from disease, poison, or a curse could only be resurrected through Holy Magic.
    

    
      Lastly, those who died of old age could not be resurrected by any means.
    

    
      In any case, the most certain thing was that there was no one here who could have resurrected Ben, who had been left for eight months.
    

    
      “You may be able to fool others, but not me.”
    

    
      Gerard was grinding his teeth.
    

    
      He looked like a furious wolf.
    

    
      “It’s impossible for Ben to be alive. What kind of monster are you? Or a Hellmorph?”
    

    
      A completed Mana Bullet in Gerard's hand flashed as if it would be shot at any moment.
    

    
      “Heek?!”
    

    
      “Wait, Gerard!”
    

    
      As Ben freaked out, Jeina hastily squeezed between the two.
    

    
      “Move, Jeina.”
    

    
      “Let’s at least talk first.”
    

    
      “He is dangerous!”
    

    
      “We can judge later, can't we!”
    

    
      At Jeina's words, Gerard's gaze grew sharper.
    

    
      “Get a grip. A dead companion won't come back just because you act like this.”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      Jeina, an intermediate-grade mercenary, had little experience. So she had an attachment to her comrades, and the shock of losing them was great.
    

    
      But Gerard had already had his comrades change several times.
    

    
      Among them, there was one who had become undead, and another who had been mind-controlled and tried to stab a comrade in the back.
    

    
      “A dead companion is dead for good the moment you give up on reviving them. Especially meeting one near the place of death leaves no room for debate.”
    

    
      “No, still…”
    

    
      “In the first place, outside of here is filled with deadly toxic gas even if you drink a little. How could you have survived in a place like this?”
    

    
      “He could have stayed inside the castle. There’s no toxic gas there!”
    

    
      “What about food and drinking water? Ben is as ignorant of magic as you are. He can’t use purification magic either.”
    

    
      “Th-that, I survived with these.”
    

    
      Ben, who had joined the conversation, took something out of his inventory.
    

    
      It was water in a leather waterskin and dried rations.
    

    
      “I was in charge of food, wasn’t I.”
    

    
      “Am I supposed to believe that now?”
    

    
      Gerard slammed a Mana Bullet at Ben’s feet with a fierce expression.
    

    
      “It was food for seven people for a week. Even if one person eats sparingly, three months is the limit.”
    

    
      “…I went through Deiker’s inventory. He was in charge of food too.”
    

    
      Ben clutched his stomach and made a desperate expression.
    

    
      “But I was at my limit. If I ate what I just took out, it would really be the end. But then I saw the leader right in front of me. Believe me!”
    

    
      “Cut the crap.”
    

    
      [Gerard casts Arcane Barrage (Lv.4).]
    

    
      Rumble…!
    

    
      Gerard immediately swung his hand down.
    

    
      Gerard's leveled-up Arcane Barrage no longer created ordinary Mana Bullets, but sharp mana arrows.
    

    
      “Do not insult Ben in front of me any longer.”
    

    
      With those words, Gerard fired the magic without hesitation.
    

    
      “Gerard!”
    

    
      Jeina gritted her teeth and raised her axe.
    

    
      At that moment, Artier drew his sword and stepped between them.
    

    
      [Perfect Counter is activated.]
    

    
      Clang-clang-clang!
    

    
      Artier blocked all the incoming arrows just by lightly spinning his sword.
    

    
      To others, it looked as if the sword had momentarily taken the shape of a circle.
    

    
      “Gerard, stop.”
    

    
      “Artier.”
    

    
      “I understand the situation, but this is too much.”
    

    
      Artier glanced at Ben behind him.
    

    
      Ben didn't seem to understand the situation.
    

    
      “A-Artier? What did you just do? How can you, a low-grade mercenary?”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      Instead of answering, Artier quietly stared at Ben.
    

    
      Before long, an information window appeared.
    

    
      Lv.4 Ben
    

    
      Title: Intermediate-Grade Mercenary
    

    
      Class: The Guardian
    

    
      Strength: 13
    

    
      Agility: 6
    

    
      Intelligence: 5
    

    
      Available Skills: Iron Wall (Lv.1)
    

    
      ‘What’s with this pathetic level…?’
    

    
      Ben had the exact same stats set during the tutorial.
    

    
      Artier, who had thought his stats might have been inflated, was at a loss for words at the naked stats.
    

    
      ‘At this level, he can’t really harm us.’
    

    
      Besides, Artier had already done a rough data check before stepping forward.
    

    
      “Reinard, are you sure you don’t feel any traces of magic?”
    

    
      “That is correct.”
    

    
      Reinard slightly pushed up his glasses and answered without hesitation.
    

    
      “I have checked for the possibility of a disguised undead and the possibility of mental magic, but I did not feel any such traces on that person.”
    

    
      “It could be a Hellmorph’s trick. They could have nullified our detection.”
    

    
      Gerard did not give up.
    

    
      As if he had expected it, Artier moved on to the next point.
    

    
      “To confirm that, we need to take him to the Papal State.”
    

    
      “To the Papal State?”
    

    
      “Gerard, what was the second objective of this expedition?”
    

    
      As Artier's tone of voice changed, Gerard flinched and stiffened.
    

    
      “To find out the habits or behavior patterns of the Hellmorphs… and their weaknesses.”
    

    
      “If it really is a Hellmorph’s trick that we can’t confirm, we need to take it to the temple and study it.”
    

    
      There was a limit to the information they could find out on their own anyway.
    

    
      The most important thing in researching data was, after all, the sample.
    

    
      Artier was now saying that they should secure Ben as a sample.
    

    
      ‘Of course, I say this, but.’
    

    
      Artier glanced at Ben.
    

    
      He had his head down dejectedly, as if he had grasped the situation.
    

    
      “The situation being what it is, I hope you understand.”
    

    
      “It can’t be helped… Still, thank you for saving me, Artier.”
    

    
      “Don’t thank me. No one knows what will happen if they find something wrong at the temple.”
    

    
      “It’s okay.”
    

    
      Ben glanced around and then, as if his strength had left him, slumped to the ground.
    

    
      From the outside, he certainly seemed to be alive.
    

    
      ‘When it’s this realistic, it’s hard to kill him even if it’s a fake.’
    

    
      On the surface, a person’s heart might seem tough, but it gets hurt and cries out in pain just the same.
    

    
      Gerard had acted cruelly, but it wasn’t because he was a cold-blooded man without dreams or hope.
    

    
      Artier hoped, even if just a little.
    

    
      That if Ben had to die, it would be at the hands of a stranger, not a comrade.
    

    
      “…Understood.”
    

    
      The venom gradually drained from Gerard's eyes.
    

    
      Jeina immediately went to Ben and hugged him tightly.
    

    
      “Making me worry like that!”
    

    
      “Gack… Cough cough…”
    

    
      “Hey, barbarian. He can’t even breathe.”
    

    
      “At this rate, Ms. Jeina will kill him.”
    

    
      ***
    

    
      As dawn broke, they tidied up their spot and prepared breakfast.
    

    
      It was one of the few times they could rest, but naturally, the hottest topic was about what Ben had gone through until now.
    

    
      “Honestly… I don’t really know how I came back to life either.”
    

    
      A chain made of magic was wrapped around Ben's neck.
    

    
      He could no longer use any mana, but the expression on Ben’s face as he drank his soup was bright. Rather, it was an expression of relief he hadn’t had until now.
    

    
      “I woke up about four months ago. When I got up, there was nothing around.”
    

    
      Not Deiker, not Jeina, not Gerard.
    

    
      Not a single face that Ben knew was in sight.
    

    
      He had hastily left the waterway, but what he saw was the viscounty in ruins.
    

    
      “I wanted to leave, but I couldn't because of the gas. I tried to communicate, but no one answered.”
    

    
      “What do you mean?”
    

    
      “I don’t know why, but it didn’t work. I was about to try a few more times, but I stopped because I thought the monsters would find me.”
    

    
      At those words, Jeina tried to communicate.
    

    
      “Hmm… it works fine?”
    

    
      “It was definitely blocked a few months ago.”
    

    
      “It’s possible the communication jamming was lifted as the main forces moved to the east.”
    

    
      “Ben, have you seen any suspicious groups moving around here?”
    

    
      “Uh…”
    

    
      Ben seemed to be having a hard time getting used to the fact that Artier, who was definitely his junior, was speaking informally to him.
    

    
      After looking dazed for a moment, he flinched belatedly and opened his mouth.
    

    
      “Come to think of it, there were people who came here before you.”
    

    
      “Why didn’t you go to them?”
    

    
      “It was a bit… unsettling, I guess.”
    

    
      “Unsettling?”
    

    
      Ben scratched the back of his neck and spat out a surprising fact.
    

    
      “Those people, they were all warlocks…”
    

    
      Warlocks.
    

    
      They were usually depicted as evil and enemies of humanity, but in <Cross Destiny>, since an enemy of humanity already existed, they were just depicted as one of the ordinary schools of magic.
    

    
      But that didn’t mean warlocks had a good reputation.
    

    
      Their magic, such as controlling the undead or using poison, had many elements that induced feelings of aversion.
    

    
      Because of this, the perception that warlocks were not in their right minds was strong among the common people.
    

    
      “The members of the Empire's expedition team were all warlocks?”
    

    
      Artier briefly organized his thoughts.
    

    
      As he did, a few questions were immediately resolved.
    

    
      ‘The traces of undead that Tersion found were summons summoned by the warlocks. They also made the undead mine the Mithril.’
    

    
      The fact that they could handle the arduous battles with ease also made sense when looking at the bones scattered around this area. They had overcome the Hellmorphs’ attacks purely through a war of attrition.
    

    
      “It might be quite efficient.”
    

    
      As Artier muttered that and raised his head, he found that all his surrounding companions were looking at him.
    

    
      “What’s with everyone?”
    

    
      “Leader, I think you need to consider your own position.”
    

    
      Reinard's expression was the same.
    

    
      But for some reason, the feeling of pity was plainly readable.
    

    
      “If what he says is true, it is by no means a matter to be taken lightly. You are not unaware of the relationship between the Rata faith and the warlocks, are you.”
    

    
      “Ah.”
    

    
      The Rata faith, which valued the cycle of life, was wary of warlocks.
    

    
      This was because warlock magic had the property of going against the cycle of life.
    

    
      Therefore, the Papal State investigated the activities and whereabouts of all warlocks and officially managed them.
    

    
      “This is clearly an unknown activity. You should report it to the Papal State.”
    

    
      “Right. I need to contact Ropin.”
    

    
      Artier took out a golden orb from his inventory.
    

    
      [Secure Communication Orb Lv.3 (Rare)]
    

    
      A communication orb developed for military use.
    

    
      Option: Communication using this item ignores eavesdropping magic of Lv.3 or lower.
    

    
      It was a communication orb distributed directly by the Papal State for this operation.
    

    
      When he let a little mana flow into the communication orb and rubbed it twice, the surface of the opaque orb became transparent, and soon Ropin’s face appeared.
    

    
      Oh, it’s Artier. It must still be a while before you arrive at the barony?
    

    
      “I contacted you because I obtained important information while on the move.”
    

    
      The more Artier told him the information he learned from Ben, the more wrinkles began to form on Ropin’s brow.
    

    
      An expedition team composed entirely of warlocks… Is that true?
    

    
      Artier was momentarily taken aback.
    

    
      Ropin’s expression… was filled with elation, as if he had seized an opportunity.
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      Chapter 94 - The Frozen World (1)
    

    
      “Indeed, the activities of unconfirmed warlocks must be viewed with caution.”
    

    
      A secret space in the Papal State.
    

    
      Ropin, who had been conversing with a giant crystal ball in the communication room, hurriedly composed his expression.
    

    
      “I will look into that matter, so you continue to follow the tracks of the expedition team.”
    

    
      Understood. Then what should I do with this survivor?
    

    
      “Use the mana-sealing scroll I put in there. That should allow you to restrain the mercenary until you return.”
    

    
      All skills in this world consumed mana.
    

    
      Swordsmen and knights were no different. Thus, sealing mana was one of the easiest ways to incapacitate a human.
    

    
      Understood.
    

    
      “I wish you luck, Artier.”
    

    
      Pat!
    

    
      The light went out, and Artier’s image disappeared.
    

    
      Ropin let out a sigh and turned his head.
    

    
      “Warlock magic… An Imperial expedition composed solely of warlocks, you say.”
    

    
      Thump, thump.
    

    
      Ropin’s footsteps as he walked down the corridor began to quicken.
    

    
      It was a quiet, empty corridor, and Ropin no longer hid his expression.
    

    
      ‘I’ve finally found it. The Empire’s real tail…!’
    

    
      It was the Empire that had always slipped away like an eel no matter how many times he chased it.
    

    
      As if they were just incompetent.
    

    
      Or as if there was a reason.
    

    
      How frustrating and suspicious their complete lack of response to the Hellmorphs had been.
    

    
      ‘This is the only case where the Empire has ordered a direct response to the Hellmorphs. If I dig into it, I’ll surely find the Empire’s intentions.’
    

    
      The place Ropin sought out immediately after leaving the Papal State was a city called Detorum, located in the west of the Empire. The Sage’s Tower located here was almost the only place in the Empire that dealt with warlock magic.
    

    
      “G-Grand Magus Ropin, what brings you here?”
    

    
      The mage who had been yawning at the entrance froze as soon as he confirmed who Ropin was.
    

    
      “Did a warlock from our tower cause another incident? As I’ve said repeatedly, the mages of our tower have taken an oath to take responsibility for their own actions…”
    

    
      “I did not visit for such a matter today.”
    

    
      ‘Today…?’
    

    
      The mage forced a smile while breaking out in a cold sweat.
    

    
      “Th-then?”
    

    
      “I wish to see the Tower Master, so would you please contact her?”
    

    
      “…I understand.”
    

    
      Afraid he might be found at fault for something, the mage hurriedly sent a message to the top floor of the Sage’s Tower.
    

    
      “Please come this way!”
    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    
      Clank!
    

    
      At last, Ropin was able to reach the top floor of the tower.
    

    
      There, a female mage wearing a robe decorated with skulls and fingernails was waiting, a long pipe tobacco held in her mouth.
    

    
      “Holy Mage Ropin, what brings you to our Detorum Sage’s Tower?”
    

    
      “The reasons for a non-affiliated mage to visit a Sage’s Tower are quite limited, are they not?”
    

    
      “Even if you say that, we have too many possibilities to consider, senior?”
    

    
      “That is your own karma. There is no tower with as many troublemakers as yours.”
    

    
      The woman frowned at Ropin’s words and took a puff of her tobacco.
    

    
      “…Our karma, you say. Isn’t it a problem that only those kinds of kids come to learn warlock magic?”
    

    
      “Don’t exclude yourself from those problem children, Rozaria. You were quite the troublemaker yourself back in the day.”
    

    
      “I was just training in magic.”
    

    
      “Even after becoming a Grand Magus, your skill at making excuses has not improved.”
    

    
      “Aargh!”
    

    
      Rozaria finally threw the pipe she was holding far away.
    

    
      The masterless pipe tumbled powerlessly, and its fire went out.
    

    
      “Shall we stop with the pleasantries? So, what’s the reason you’re here?”
    

    
      “I would prefer it if you told me.”
    

    
      “Are you really planning to drag us down to the very bottom of the stars?”
    

    
      “It can’t be helped. I was hoping the list of things to report to the Papal State would grow.”
    

    
      This much banter with his old junior was enough.
    

    
      Ropin, who had been chuckling, soon wiped the smile off his face.
    

    
      “Then I’ll ask. Rozaria, have you ever formed a northern expedition team composed of warlocks?”
    

    
      “What did you say? The north? You mean the place occupied by those monsters?”
    

    
      Rozaria’s eyes widened, and she then shook her head vigorously.
    

    
      “I understand why you would say that. But we have never done such a thing.”
    

    
      “Why is that? Isn’t the contaminated environment of the north a blessing for warlocks?”
    

    
      “Not at all.”
    

    
      She shook her head with disgust.
    

    
      “It’s true that warlocks have resistance to poison and contamination. But their level surpasses ours. In the face of their contamination, we can only endure at best.”
    

    
      “Is it that severe?”
    

    
      “Their poison can hardly be called something that was on this star.”
    

    
      Rozaria took a bottle out from within her robes.
    

    
      Ropin’s expression hardened as he felt the reinforcement magic plastered all over a mere glass bottle. It clearly contained poison collected from a Hellmorph.
    

    
      “It transcends the mage’s psyche and even melts mana itself.”
    

    
      “A poison that melts mana, you say?”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      Poisons that melt mana are quite common in this world. But what Rozaria was talking about was not on that level.
    

    
      “It would be more accurate to say that it melts even mana because it melts everything that exists.”
    

    
      “How bizarre. A poison like that would melt the Hellmorphs themselves, would it not?”
    

    
      “Yes, it would. Or perhaps they have their own method.”
    

    
      Rozaria summoned back the pipe that had flown away and put it in her mouth.
    

    
      “So, why did you ask such a question?”
    

    
      “I’m sorry, but I cannot tell you.”
    

    
      The existence of the Sacred Knights was a taboo that had to be hidden from everyone.
    

    
      He couldn’t just tell even the head of the Sage’s Tower, a Grand Magus.
    

    
      “I swear on the presence or absence of all my mana. I will not divulge this matter to the outside.”
    

    
      As Rozaria said that, Ropin explained the situation.
    

    
      As the story progressed, Rozaria’s complexion grew worse and worse, and by the time it reached the conclusion, it had turned deathly pale.
    

    
      “An Imperial expedition team composed entirely of warlocks?”
    

    
      “Do you have any idea?”
    

    
      “First of all, they are not members of our Sage’s Tower. We are not conducting any activities right now.”
    

    
      A bizarre creature kills and infects life.
    

    
      Someone who knew nothing might well believe that some evil warlock had summoned a creature from another world.
    

    
      For that reason, all warlocks of the Sage’s Tower were currently refraining from even private outings. They could be hit by a stone or a knife just walking down the street.
    

    
      “But an unaffiliated warlock of a level to participate in a northern expedition team.”
    

    
      Rozaria lightly tapped the table with her fingers.
    

    
      “…I’m not certain.”
    

    
      “Tell me anyway.”
    

    
      “No matter how much the tower advises against it, there are always warlocks who go astray. Don’t warlocks have a particularly low rate of joining the Sage’s Tower?”
    

    
      Warlocks were individualistic and had weak solidarity.
    

    
      Before the Sage’s Tower was established, there wasn't a single proper organization.
    

    
      “An unregistered mage made a deal with the Empire?”
    

    
      “It’s a highly probable hypothesis.”
    

    
      “I see. Thank you for telling me.”
    

    
      “Ah, and one more thing.”
    

    
      “…?”
    

    
      “There’s also the possibility that it’s a special division being trained by the Empire.”
    

    
      “A special division?”
    

    
      “A unit directly under His Majesty the Emperor. I was offered an instructor position myself.”
    

    
      Equipment enchanted with various high-level magic.
    

    
      And high-level skills to match.
    

    
      Rumors of a special division that would be the Emperor’s strongest and final sword had been secretly passed down for a long time.
    

    
      “I see. A special division…”
    

    
      “Of course, it’s a less likely hypothesis. I received the offer only a few months ago. It’s not easy to train a proper warlock in that time.”
    

    
      “True. But if the opponent is the Empire, it is right to be suspicious of everything.”
    

    
      It seemed he had obtained everything he needed.
    

    
      Ropin stood up from his seat.
    

    
      “Thank you for your advice, Rozaria. It was a great help.”
    

    
      “Leaving already? You could have stayed for a cup of tea.”
    

    
      “I will visit again soon, so let’s have it then.”
    

    
      Upon returning to the Papal State, Ropin immediately carried out the next operation.
    

    
      “You summoned me, Bishop Ropin.”
    

    
      “Yes. I have a favor to ask of you.”
    

    
      The man from the information guild secretly hired by the Papal State did not panic at all even when Ropin activated a soundproof barrier around them.
    

    
      “I would like you to find out about the unregistered warlocks who are not registered with the Sage’s Tower and their recent whereabouts.”
    

    
      “It shouldn’t be too difficult.”
    

    
      Why? Isn’t the Papal State already tracking them well?
    

    
      Even though a question might have arisen, the guild member expressed no doubt. The hired man simply did the job he was given.
    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    
      After sending the guild member away, Ropin remained alone, lost in thought.
    

    
      But the Hellmorph experiment conducted in Condestraden County.
    

    
      The blocking of communications to prevent news from spreading, and the secretly dispatched expedition team.
    

    
      All this evidence points to one fact.
    

    
      The Empire was definitely concerned about the Hellmorphs, and furthermore, they were trying to find out about them.
    

    
      ‘What on earth are they trying to achieve.’
    

    
      To say it was for preparation, half of the Empire had already fallen, and to say it was for neglect, they were paying too much attention.
    

    
      What on earth was this ambiguous situation?
    

    
      What was Ropin missing?
    

    
      ‘There’s a limit to what I can find out here. As expected, to know the truth…’
    

    
      Organizing his thoughts, Ropin raised his head and stared at the window.
    

    
      Unlike the modest Papal State, hundreds of golems and marionettes stood guard without a gap around the huge Imperial Palace, which was painted with gleaming gold on all sides.
    

    
      “It would have been great if I were 20 years younger.”
    

    
      It was when Ropin let out a sigh and picked up his quill.
    

    
      Knock, knock.
    

    
      “Bishop Ropin. I’ve brought a letter.”
    

    
      “Ah, just leave it here.”
    

    
      Ropin did not take his eyes off the paper until the postman had left the letter and gone.
    

    
      Finally, after recording what he had learned today, Ropin put down his quill and saw something particularly shiny among the letters.
    

    
      “Hmm?”
    

    
      The letter paper, glittering with gold foil, was an expensive one at a glance.
    

    
      ‘Who would send me a letter like this?’
    

    
      Ropin immediately opened the envelope and checked the letter inside.
    

    
      To my dear Bishop Ropin
    

    
      Thank you for your work for the glory of the Empire today.
    

    
      In three days, the 15th birthday of His Highness Prince Danyeokro von Orion, the glorious descendant of our Empire, is scheduled.
    

    
      If it is not too much to ask, we would be grateful if you would give a congratulatory address in the name of a priest.
    

    
      From the Imperial Family.
    

    
      “His Highness Prince Danyeokro…”
    

    
      As far as Ropin knew, he was the fifth prince of the Empire. To hold a birthday party in a situation like this.
    

    
      Just as Ropin was about to frown and grumble, he realized something.
    

    
      Didn't this mean that with this, he could go to the Imperial Palace?
    

    
      “I see. This too can be seen as the will of the stars.”
    

    
      If you can’t find out from the outside, you go directly.
    

    
      Isn't that the most intuitive and effective method?
    

    
      Of course, the Imperial Palace was not a place where even a Grand Magus like Ropin could roam freely. But if he could officially enter the palace, many things would change.
    

    
      “Is anyone out there?”
    

    
      “Yes, Bishop Ropin.”
    

    
      “Among the waiting Sacred Knights, bring Sir Trophin and everyone in his party.”
    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    
      Soon, he would know.
    

    
      The true conspiracy of the Imperial Family.
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      Meanwhile, Artier was continuously heading north.
    

    
      “Damn it!”
    

    
      Tersion, who was leading the way and searching for tracks, suddenly spat out a curse.
    

    
      “What’s wrong?”
    

    
      “Look at the sky.”
    

    
      At her words, everyone looked up at the sky.
    

    
      Snow was falling from the sky.
    

    
      “What’s wrong with snow?”
    

    
      “All their tracks will be erased. We had almost caught up…!”
    

    
      “Calm down, Bow.”
    

    
      Gerard put away the map and said.
    

    
      “We have been following their tracks for three days. That is a sufficient achievement.”
    

    
      “But at this rate, we’ll lose them.”
    

    
      “That can’t be helped.”
    

    
      In fact, it was a good thing that Tersion's skills were so great; the tracks she found were something that archers of an ordinary level couldn't even attempt to find.
    

    
      Even Collie had said he couldn't find the scent because it was too faint, yet she had managed to lead the party for three whole days.
    

    
      “What we should be worried about is dealing with this snow.”
    

    
      “Snow? What do you mean deal with it?”
    

    
      Tersion asked back as if it was absurd.
    

    
      And she regretted those words exactly one hour later.
    

    
      Rumble…
    

    
      The snow was falling like a downpour. It was not easy to even take a step.
    

    
      In just one hour, the snow had covered their knees.
    

    
      “What the hell is this! Is it a natural disaster?!”
    

    
      At Tersion’s fed-up voice, Jeina tilted her head.
    

    
      “What are you talking about? This is what winter is like in the north.”
    

    
      For Jeina, who was born and raised in the north, and Gerard, who had worked as a mercenary in the north, this kind of snow was not particularly new.
    

    
      In this world where there was no separate snow removal work, it was natural for roads to be blocked when it snowed.
    

    
      “We should probably find a place to camp quickly. Or we could clear the snow here and pitch a tent. Otherwise, we might freeze to death?”
    

    
      Jeina, who brought up the grim story so cheerfully, winked one eye.
    

    
      Thud.
    

    
      “R-Reinard has collapsed!”
    

    
      The effect of the brutal snowstorm immediately affected the party.
    

    
      Reinard, who was from the south, was lying on the ground, and Tersion, though a Great Warrior, was only enduring and staggering slightly.
    

    
      Collie, who was the smallest in the party, had already returned to his dog form long ago.
    

    
      ‘At this rate, everyone’s going to freeze to death. I have to find a shelter quickly.’
    

    
      As the sensation in his limbs began to disappear, Artier hastily looked around.
    

    
      But all he could see was a pure white field. Visibility had been considerably reduced due to the thickly accumulated snow.
    

    
      “Look over there!”
    

    
      At that moment, Ben pointed somewhere.
    

    
      Not in the direction they were heading, but to the side, beyond a dense forest, a part of a cabin was faintly visible.
    

    
      “Let’s go there right now!”
    

    
      There was no time to hesitate.
    

    
      [Using Flame Cleave.]
    

    
      Fsssh!
    

    
      Artier tried to melt the snow with a burning flame.
    

    
      But perhaps because of the surrounding environment? The flame from his sword was considerably smaller than usual.
    

    
      ‘But the important thing is that it comes out.’
    

    
      [Using Flame Cleave.]
    

    
      [Using Flame Cleave.]
    

    
      Artier cleared a path from the front, prepared to use all the mana he had saved.
    

    
      When they broke through the snow, which now reached their waists, and entered the forest, the old cabin that Ben had found welcomed them.
    

    
      The cabin seemed to have been abandoned a long time ago. It was full of dust and cobwebs everywhere, and the windows were all broken, giving off an eerie atmosphere.
    

    
      But at least it wasn't infected like the surrounding trees.
    

    
      It was probably because it wasn't a living tree in the first place.
    

    
      “Let’s go inside. Quickly!”
    

    
      Even though it looked dirty and old, they had no choice.
    

    
      When they opened the creaking door and went inside, there was a worn-out table and chairs, and a small fireplace.
    

    
      “I will start the fire.”
    

    
      “The windows need to be blocked. Anyone want to help?”
    

    
      The party moved with one mind. They blocked the passages where the wind came in with junk and lit a fire in the fireplace.
    

    
      Finally, when Artier set up the camp formation, a little warmth began to settle in the chilly cabin.
    

    
      “Phew.”
    

    
      “How is everyone?”
    

    
      “Fortunately, no one has frostbite. Sir Reinard just fainted and will likely wake up soon.”
    

    
      “I see. But how long are you going to stay in that form?”
    

    
      Collie was still maintaining his dog form.
    

    
      “The human form is too cold to bear. I’ll probably stay in this form for a while.”
    

    
      “Alright.”
    

    
      Artier looked outside the cabin through a faintly open gap.
    

    
      It was still snowing continuously outside.
    

    
      “Hmm…”
    

    
      At this rate, it was clear that by the next morning, it would be piled up higher than a person's height.
    

    
      “Jeina, how long do you think the snowstorm will last?”
    

    
      “Hmm…”
    

    
      Jeina was lost in thought.
    

    
      And then, surprisingly, she offered quite specific information.
    

    
      “Probably for at least two months?”
    

    
      “Two months?!”
    

    
      “In the northern winter, days without snow are rare. And this is the earliest estimate.”
    

    
      “In that case…”
    

    
      Artier racked his brain.
    

    
      No matter how he thought about it, the outcome was not good.
    

    
      ‘In four months, the Hellmorphs will invade the capital. That will be too late.’
    

    
      It seemed they had to find a way to break through the snowstorm. Gerard’s opinion was the same.
    

    
      “Even if the snow stops, we can’t be sure how long that state will last. If we’re unlucky, it could snow again on the way back. It’s better to think of a way to break through the storm rather than avoid it.”
    

    
      “What kind of method is there?”
    

    
      “I’ve predicted the path the Imperial expedition team has taken so far.”
    

    
      Gerard spread a map on the table.
    

    
      Between the northernmost Baron Rice’s fief and Jestion’s viscounty, there was an absurdly empty space, but it wasn't completely empty.
    

    
      What Gerard pointed to was a very old ancient temple.
    

    
      “This is the temple of fanatics who are known to have perished in the past. The Imperial expedition team probably suspects that the magic sealed here summoned the Hellmorphs.”
    

    
      “What god did they believe in?”
    

    
      Although the popular religion in this world was the Rata faith, which believed in the stars themselves, it wasn't that there were no people who believed in the existence of a god.
    

    
      Especially before the Empire was founded, each kingdom had different doctrines they believed in.
    

    
      “Well, even archaeologists haven't found out much. It’s such an old temple that they’re having trouble interpreting the ancient language. But what is certain is that they almost succeeded in summoning a god, and that secret art is still dormant inside the ruins.”
    

    
      Almost summoning a god.
    

    
      At this point, it wasn't that he couldn't understand why the Imperial expedition team suspected that place.
    

    
      “Alright. Then let’s head that way too.”
    

    
      As it happened, the path to the temple was not far from Baron Rice’s fief.
    

    
      While looking at the map, Artier pointed to a large lake near the temple. On the sign drawn on the lake, the nickname ‘Eternally Frozen Lake’ was written.
    

    
      “This lake, do you think we can cross it on foot?”
    

    
      “Hmm. Not a bad idea.”
    

    
      Gerard nodded his head.
    

    
      “That lake is frozen all year round. And now it’s winter. If we cross carefully, there will be no problem.”
    

    
      “Then let’s use this way to enter the temple.”
    

    
      After making the decision, the party spent the night in the cabin.
    

    
      The next day, Artier gathered everyone and explained the situation.
    

    
      “Hmm.”
    

    
      As expected, Reinard, who seemed displeased with something, was the first to speak.
    

    
      “Solving the cold is the priority. It’s difficult to last even three hours moving in this cold.”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      Artier stared at Reinard with a look of disbelief.
    

    
      For reference, everyone, including Reinard, was wearing the thick coats distributed by the Papal State.
    

    
      ‘You’ve got over 40% cold resistance, and you can’t last three hours?’
    

    
      Of course, he was from the south and was a mage who handled fire.
    

    
      But even considering that, wasn't he too weak?
    

    
      “Don’t you know any warming magic?”
    

    
      “I could start a fire. But it might melt the ice.”
    

    
      “Just make it moderate. Enough so it doesn't melt…”
    

    
      To melt the lake ice, an ordinary fire would be far from enough.
    

    
      For a moment, Artier suspected if Reinard was in his right mind.
    

    
      “I will cast a Shield spell. It should get warmer just by blocking the wind.”
    

    
      Only after Gerard stepped in and offered a compromise could they enter the lake.
    

    
      As they descended down the lightly piled snow, glistening ice rippled along the lake’s water.
    

    
      …That’s right. It was rippling.
    

    
      “It looks like the water isn’t properly frozen?”
    

    
      When Tersion asked, Artier’s face naturally turned to Gerard.
    

    
      Gerard’s expression was stiff.
    

    
      “I have been here before. It was summer then, but this lake was completely frozen.”
    

    
      “Then does that mean something melted the ice?”
    

    
      “From the mana I feel, yes.”
    

    
      Collie said, sniffing the air.
    

    
      “There are traces of large-scale fire magic being used on the lake. It was cast by multiple mages.”
    

    
      “The Imperial expedition team. Did they realize we were following them?”
    

    
      “No, this is…”
    

    
      Thump… Thump…
    

    
      The surrounding ground began to shake.
    

    
      Artier immediately drew his sword and turned around.
    

    
      “…It seems they were running from something.”
    

    
      As soon as his words ended, the piled-up snow exploded, and a monster of enormous size revealed itself.
    

    
      Artier, who immediately raised his sword to prepare for battle, was at a loss for words when he saw the information window that appeared before him.
    

    
      [Lv.54 Hell Annihilator (Super Large)]
    

    
      ‘Level 54? That’s boss monster level!’
    

    
      There was a reason the Imperial expedition team had fled.
    

    
      Not as much as Artier, but the bodies of a few who had instinctively sensed the opponent's strength froze.
    

    
      “Th-this bastard is.”
    

    
      “We can’t win!”
    

    
      “Artier!”
    

    
      At Jeina’s shout, Artier’s mind snapped back to reality.
    

    
      It was too late to clear the snow piled up on either side. There was only one direction they could go.
    

    
      “Everyone, into the lake!”
    

    
      As Artier stepped on the solid ice and jumped into the lake, everyone immediately followed him.
    

    
      Right after that, the giant Hellmorph let out a roar and stepped onto the lake.
    

    
      Craaack!
    

    
      However, the ice floating on the lake, while it could support small humans, did not have the strength to support a monster larger than a skyscraper.
    

    
      The monster, whose foot suddenly sank, staggered and then fell over with a loud crash.
    

    
      KRA-KOOOM!
    

    
      When a huge being fell, the aftershock was also extraordinary.
    

    
      The lake water churned violently, and the ice on top of it also began to shake.
    

    
      “Uaaagh!”
    

    
      “Everyone, get a grip and lower your stance!”
    

    
      Instead of standing on the slippery ice, Artier kicked off with both feet, soared up, and used flight magic.
    

    
      When he looked at the situation from mid-air, most of them, except for him, were slipping and unable to keep their balance on the ice.
    

    
      “Gerard!”
    

    
      Artier first grabbed the hand of Gerard, who was about to fall into the water, and pulled him up into the air.
    

    
      “Use flight magic!”
    

    
      “Alright… Artier, watch out!”
    

    
      Artier turned his head at Gerard’s voice.
    

    
      A huge piece of ice shot by the giant monster was flying towards him.
    

    
      It happened before he could even draw his sword.
    

    
      KABOOM!
    

    
      “Artier!”
    

    
      Artier, who had hastily thrown Gerard into the air, fell into the lake along with the piece of ice.
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      Splash!
    

    
      The moment the water touched his whole body, Artier felt a skin-tearing pain and his vision went dizzy.
    

    
      ‘It’s cold…!’
    

    
      It was the bottom of a lake that had been frozen solid in the middle of winter.
    

    
      In an instant, he felt all the joints in his body creak and stiffen coldly.
    

    
      At this rate, even his heart would surely stop.
    

    
      ‘I have to get out of here.’
    

    
      Artier hastily moved his stiffening limbs, but there were unexpected ambushes at the bottom of the lake.
    

    
      Swish!
    

    
      “...!”
    

    
      Feeling a cool sensation on his back, Artier hastily drew his sword.
    

    
      ‘Ocean Hellmorphs!’
    

    
      He swung his heavy limbs with all his might, but the shark-like monster bit Artier’s sword and began to drag him down to the bottom of the lake.
    

    
      Artier, who tried to shake the sword, confirmed that it wouldn’t budge and immediately reached his left hand towards the surface of the water.
    

    
      [Using Telekinesis.]
    

    
      Blub…!
    

    
      A large air bubble created at the surface of the water began to chase after Artier and the Hellmorph.
    

    
      ‘At this rate, it’s too late. I have to stop this thing somehow.’
    

    
      The situation was clearly disadvantageous for Artier.
    

    
      The creature was a monster specialized for activity in the water, and it seemed it wasn’t affected by the cold like Artier was.
    

    
      Moreover, it was so fast that the air bubble Artier was pulling with telekinesis couldn’t catch up to him.
    

    
      At this rate, it seemed there would be only one of two outcomes: Artier would either die of a heart attack or drown.
    

    
      ‘You think I’d let that happen?!’
    

    
      Artier immediately put his left hand into his inventory. And as soon as he took something out, he immediately stabbed the Hellmorph.
    

    
      Stab!
    

    
      It was a spare iron sword he had bought in the county.
    

    
      In terms of attack power, it was a match for the Burning Ancient Longsword Artier used, but the Hellmorph opened its mouth and let out an even more ferocious roar.
    

    
      Crack!
    

    
      [The Nimble Metal Longsword has been destroyed.]
    

    
      ‘This brute!’
    

    
      No matter how ordinary the iron was, was that a sword that would break like that?
    

    
      While bewildered, Artier put the air bubble over his head. It was a truly expensive price to pay for his life.
    

    
      “Breathing is solved, but…”
    

    
      The problem was still this ice-cold water.
    

    
      The lake was still robbing Artier of his body heat moment by moment.
    

    
      Moreover, the underwater environment was excessively advantageous to the creature.
    

    
      Clang! Clang!
    

    
      The ignition option attached to the Burning Ancient Longsword was powerless underwater.
    

    
      The same went for Flame Cleave.
    

    
      In the end, he had to rely on Perfect Counter and Parrying, but his heavy body didn't even allow that easily.
    

    
      [Your body has been frozen.]
    

    
      [All stats are reduced by 20% and you take damage per second.]
    

    
      [At 5 stacks, your body will be paralyzed for 5 seconds. Currently at 2 stacks.]
    

    
      “Heok… Heok…”
    

    
      Master! Are you alright!
    

    
      As he was catching his ragged breath, Collie's thoughts echoed in his head.
    

    
      Is it dangerous! I’m coming right now!
    

    
      Don’t come!
    

    
      Crunch!
    

    
      The Ocean Hellmorph bit Artier’s sword once again.
    

    
      Artier could see the sword trembling and the cracks growing.
    

    
      ‘This sword too?!’
    

    
      Come to think of it, the sword that had been emitting heat in the ice-cold water was in a more vulnerable state than the iron sword he had just taken out of his inventory.
    

    
      He hastily pulled his hand back, but the sword in the shark’s mouth did not come out easily.
    

    
      ‘No!’
    

    
      Crack!
    

    
      In the end, even his last sword turned to dust in the Hellmorph’s mouth and scattered.
    

    
      [The Burning Ancient Longsword has been destroyed.]
    

    
      Artier stared at the sword, of which only the hilt remained, with a look of despair.
    

    
      The Hellmorph, which had been munching on the sword fragments as if chewing on dried squid, circled once underwater and stared at Artier. It looked as if it was certain of its victory.
    

    
      “…I was thinking of replacing it soon, but.”
    

    
      Even so, he didn’t want to part with a sword he had used for over half a year like this.
    

    
      It was the moment Artier scowled and glared at the Hellmorph.
    

    
      Flash!
    

    
      “Master!”
    

    
      A light flashed in the empty space, and Collie, inside a large air bubble, appeared by his side.
    

    
      As soon as Collie grasped the situation, he surrounded himself and Artier with a wall of ice.
    

    
      KABOOM!
    

    
      With a tremendous impact, the two tumbled inside the ice sphere.
    

    
      “What in the world are you telling me not to come for in a situation like this?! Please be aware that I am your summon!”
    

    
      “It was underwater. I didn’t know you could come with an air bubble…”
    

    
      “I can feel that the master is underwater without even seeing it with my eyes.”
    

    
      Artier looked beyond the ice wall.
    

    
      When the ice wall remained intact even after several charges, the Hellmorph circled around and continued to watch them.
    

    
      “How is the situation up there?”
    

    
      “That giant Hellmorph is continuously throwing chunks of ice. The size of it is comparable to a decent-sized building, so everyone is scattered.”
    

    
      “…Oh no.”
    

    
      This was enemy territory with enemies on all sides. Scattering would never lead to a good outcome.
    

    
      Artier looked up at the surface of the water.
    

    
      “Collie, raise the sphere. Let’s go up to the lake surface!”
    

    
      “Understood. Hold on tight…”
    

    
      Thud!
    

    
      The moment the sphere tried to rise, the Hellmorph immediately rammed the ice sphere, slamming the two back down.
    

    
      “Aargh! The creature is obstructing our ascent.”
    

    
      “Can’t you ascend while avoiding its charge?”
    

    
      “The ice is too big for that. This size is impossible to control with delicacy.”
    

    
      “…I see its objective.”
    

    
      The air bubble Collie had brought was quite large.
    

    
      It was large enough for Collie, who was the size of a tiger, to fit inside.
    

    
      But as long as they continued to breathe, the oxygen would eventually run out.
    

    
      If they stayed here, they would surely self-destruct slowly even if the Hellmorph did nothing.
    

    
      “Let’s release the ice wall and go up separately.”
    

    
      “Will that be possible?”
    

    
      “We have no choice. Staying like this won’t accomplish anything.”
    

    
      Artier forced a grin.
    

    
      “Don’t use telekinesis to hold the air, use it for movement. Then we can get to the surface before the creature catches up.”
    

    
      “…Understood. You must be careful.”
    

    
      [Wild Protection is applied.]
    

    
      Blessing of the Chosen Monkey: Mana increases by 5%.
    

    
      Artier, who had used Wild Protection on himself and Collie, quietly held his breath and began to count.
    

    
      As if sensing their mood, the Hellmorph stopped in its tracks and stared at them intently.
    

    
      “Three, two, one! Release!”
    

    
      Flash!
    

    
      As soon as the ice broke, water rushed in.
    

    
      Artier and Collie simultaneously shot up quickly.
    

    
      Kuaaa…!
    

    
      When the Hellmorph saw the two choosing to flee instead of fighting, it let out a roar and belatedly began to chase after them.
    

    
      But the distance between a being that had just started to brake and the two who had been accelerating with intent from the beginning gradually widened.
    

    
      We did it, at this rate…
    

    
      We can get out!
    

    
      But there was an unexpected ambush that neither of them had paid attention to.
    

    
      [Your body has been frozen.]
    

    
      [Your body is paralyzed for 5 seconds and you take increased damage.]
    

    
      ‘Ugh! The cold debuff!’
    

    
      Artier felt his arms and legs stiffen.
    

    
      ‘There should still be time left…!’
    

    
      As the telekinesis was cut off, Artier stopped in his tracks.
    

    
      Kyaaaak!
    

    
      The Hellmorph did not miss that moment.
    

    
      The creature, which reached Artier in an instant, bit his waist and began to slam him back down to the bottom of the lake.
    

    
      Keoheuk!
    

    
      Master!
    

    
      Bubbles began to leak from the mouth of Artier, who had been taken by surprise.
    

    
      Collie, realizing the anomaly, gave up on ascending and hurriedly chased after the Hellmorph.
    

    
      Five seconds. How short a time.
    

    
      But in those five seconds, the Hellmorph was able to drag Artier, who had almost reached the surface, down to the bottom of the lake.
    

    
      Let go of the master!
    

    
      Collie bit the Hellmorph’s tail and braked with all his might.
    

    
      But there was a limit. It seemed to falter for a moment, but in the end, Collie began to be dragged to the bottom of the lake along with Artier.
    

    
      Collie! Let go of that thing!
    

    
      I can’t.
    

    
      You could die if you’re not careful!
    

    
      The same goes for the master!
    

    
      How deep did they go down?
    

    
      As soon as the feeling returned to his body, Artier turned his head.
    

    
      The bottom of the lake, which had seemed like it would never be visible, was there.
    

    
      The problem was that the creature was not reducing its speed at all.
    

    
      At this rate, Artier would surely have all the bones in his body broken with an impact like being hit by a dump truck.
    

    
      Kkeueueuk!
    

    
      Bubbles began to come out of Collie’s mouth as well.
    

    
      ‘What should I do…!’
    

    
      Even while this was happening, the wall of the lake was getting closer and closer.
    

    
      Master! Please strengthen me!
    

    
      At Collie’s echoing thoughts, Artier, who had been trying to force open the creature’s mouth, snapped to his senses.
    

    
      Come to think of it, why hadn't he thought of it?
    

    
      [Unity Rite is activated.]
    

    
      [The stats of the summoner and the summon are combined.]
    

    
      Thump!
    

    
      The moment a light enveloped the two of them, the Hellmorph’s forward speed noticeably slowed, and its mouth began to open slightly.
    

    
      Artier kicked his legs in the air and did a full turn.
    

    
      Then he was able to escape from the Hellmorph’s mouth.
    

    
      We did it! Let’s get out!
    

    
      M-master… My body…
    

    
      What?
    

    
      Artier witnessed Collie stagger and then stiffen.
    

    
      [Collie’s body has been frozen.]
    

    
      [His body is paralyzed for 5 seconds and he takes increased damage.]
    

    
      ‘The cold debuff again?’
    

    
      This was abnormal.
    

    
      The time it took for the cold debuff to activate was shorter than Artier knew. Especially for a dog with thick fur like Collie, it should not have happened.
    

    
      Kyaaak!
    

    
      The creature twisted its body and shook off Artier and Collie.
    

    
      Then it made a large circle and rushed towards the two again.
    

    
      Collie!
    

    
      Artier instinctively jumped in front of Collie and drew his sword.
    

    
      …Wait, a sword?
    

    
      ‘Ah…!’
    

    
      What came out of Artier’s hand was only the hilt.
    

    
      By the time he realized that, the creature’s teeth were already right in front of him.
    

    
      CRASH!
    

    
      In the end, the Hellmorph’s teeth collided with the bottom of the lake.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      “Jeina…?”
    

    
      “It’s me, me! Is everyone okay?”
    

    
      Meanwhile, on the other side of the lake.
    

    
      Gerard, who had been aiming a Mana Bullet in one direction, quietly closed his grimoire when Jeina walked out from between the bushes.
    

    
      “Are you alone?”
    

    
      “Yeah. What about the others?”
    

    
      “Most of them have returned. But… we’re still missing four.”
    

    
      The party members had lit a bonfire and were sitting in a circle, warming themselves up.
    

    
      There wasn't a single person who wasn't shivering from running around frantically on the ice, where the cold was rising up.
    

    
      “Four? Who?”
    

    
      “The healer and swordsman from Reinard’s party. And Artier and Collie.”
    

    
      “What? Have you tried communicating?”
    

    
      “They are all unresponsive. I hope they are not in too dangerous a situation.”
    

    
      BOOM!!
    

    
      At that moment, with a tremendous tremor, the lake water shook violently.
    

    
      The ice of the lake, which had barely started to freeze again, shattered into pieces and shot out in all directions like sharp spears.
    

    
      “It’s dangerous!”
    

    
      Clang! Clang, clang!
    

    
      Gerard hastily used Shield to protect everyone.
    

    
      Fortunately, no one was hurt, but Gerard’s gaze was fixed on the lake.
    

    
      “What in the world is…”
    

    
      Gerard knew.
    

    
      He knew that Artier had fallen in there, and that Collie had gone to help him.
    

    
      Over there… what on earth was happening?
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      “Cough!”
    

    
      Artier spat out the water he had unknowingly swallowed and stood up.
    

    
      The first thing he did upon getting up was to look for Collie.
    

    
      “Phew… Thank goodness.”
    

    
      Collie was lying unconscious beside him. Fortunately, there were no visible external injuries.
    

    
      “By the way, where am I? I’m sure I hit the bottom of the lake.”
    

    
      Artier stood up from his spot and checked his physical condition.
    

    
      Water was still dripping from his soaked clothes, but he was clearly standing in a space with air.
    

    
      Woooong…
    

    
      Looking up, he could see the bottom of the lake beyond an unknown translucent ceiling, and he noticed confused fish fleeing in all directions.
    

    
      ‘At the bottom of the lake… a place like this?’
    

    
      Beside him, the culprit who had dragged them here, the shark-like Hellmorph, was flailing and expressing its bewilderment.
    

    
      It was sure it had finished them, but to fall into a space where it couldn't operate.
    

    
      “Is this also fate… or something like that.”
    

    
      Artier muttered so and looked at what was in his hand.
    

    
      [Mithril Rebar (Magic)]
    

    
      Attack Power 15~18
    

    
      Options: Does not rust, Defense +5, 10% additional damage to evil-attribute creatures.
    

    
      A Mithril rebar.
    

    
      Everyone had been flabbergasted, wondering how one could use such a thing as a weapon.
    

    
      But without even this, he would have been sliced in half by the Hellmorph’s teeth.
    

    
      Whoosh, whoosh, whoosh.
    

    
      As he lightly spun it in his hand, the sound of the wind echoed.
    

    
      Artier, who was spinning the rebar here and there as if handling a long staff, naturally swung it towards the Hellmorph’s head.
    

    
      Thwack!
    

    
      [You have leveled up.]
    

    
      “If it were outside, it would have been nothing, but really… Cough!”
    

    
      [Your body has been frozen.]
    

    
      [All stats are reduced by 10% and you take damage per second.]
    

    
      [At 5 stacks, your body will be paralyzed for 5 seconds. Currently at 1 stack.]
    

    
      He shouldn’t have been happy just because he could breathe again.
    

    
      His body was ice-cold, and his health was continuously dropping. Moreover, upon closer inspection, the structures here were all made of frigid ice.
    

    
      At this rate, he would die of hypothermia even if he did nothing.
    

    
      “Collie, wake up.”
    

    
      Artier shook the collapsed Collie.
    

    
      The weakly closed eyes showed no sign of opening.
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      Suddenly, fear crept in.
    

    
      Come to think of it, how long could a dog hold its breath?
    

    
      “Collie…! Collie!”
    

    
      Artier hastily rubbed Collie’s chest area and blew air into his nose.
    

    
      He repeated this several times.
    

    
      ‘No, the most certain way to remove the water in his lungs is…’
    

    
      [Using Telekinesis.]
    

    
      Artier focused his mind and infused mana into Collie.
    

    
      He checked several times how the liquid, not blood, inside Collie’s body, in his lungs, was blocking his airway.
    

    
      He couldn't deviate from the path, nor could he fail to control his strength. If he failed at either, Collie’s insides would be injured.
    

    
      Artier’s fingertips moved more delicately than ever before.
    

    
      Before long, water droplets slowly began to flow out through Collie’s nose.
    

    
      “Cough! Cough cough!”
    

    
      How much time had passed?
    

    
      Seeing Collie cough and spit out water, Artier hastily withdrew his hand.
    

    
      “Are you okay?”
    

    
      “Ugh… Where is this?”
    

    
      Collie shook off the water and looked around.
    

    
      He looked confused, but at least there didn't seem to be anything wrong with his body.
    

    
      “I don’t know either. Let’s dry off first.”
    

    
      Artier hastily took out some branches from his inventory and made a simple bonfire.
    

    
      It seemed it would take a long time to dry their completely soaked bodies.
    

    
      “Is this under the lake?”
    

    
      “It seems so. Do you feel anything?”
    

    
      “…I feel a curse of the ice attribute.”
    

    
      “A curse?”
    

    
      When Artier asked back, Collie nodded his head.
    

    
      “Actually, there was one thing I didn’t understand since we arrived here. No matter how much this area is in the north, a lake that is frozen all four seasons is impossible.”
    

    
      “Is that so?”
    

    
      “That’s right. Because even the spirits of ice need time to rest.”
    

    
      The process of the seasons circulating in this world was the result of a power struggle between the spirits of ice and fire.
    

    
      The further north one went, the colder it got because there were more ice spirits, and conversely, the further south one went, the hotter it got.
    

    
      But no matter how dominant the spirits were in a specific region, spirits, like people, needed periodic rest.
    

    
      That was the reason why even the north had a faint summer, and the south had a trivial winter.
    

    
      “Can’t the ice spirits just take turns using their power?”
    

    
      “That would not be natural.”
    

    
      Collie let his ears and tail droop and stared intently at Artier.
    

    
      Even though he was in his dog form, he felt like he could see a word in his expression.
    

    
      The word ‘Seriously?’.
    

    
      “It would be a big problem if that really happened. Does the master want to experience a snowstorm all four seasons or a drought without a single drop of rain?”
    

    
      “Ah… I think I know what you mean.”
    

    
      “Anyway, that’s why it’s abnormal for this lake to be constantly frozen. Though now I think I know the reason why.”
    

    
      Collie and Artier looked at the large door visible beyond.
    

    
      The gate, carved from ice that reflected various colors, was emitting a chilling cold that gave one goosebumps just by looking at it.
    

    
      “So the lake was eternally frozen because of a curse?”
    

    
      “That’s right.”
    

    
      “Should we go?”
    

    
      Artier looked at Collie and asked.
    

    
      “It wouldn’t be a bad idea to go and see.”
    

    
      “Really?”
    

    
      “In any case, it’s more dangerous to swim up and out. Didn’t our bodies stiffen up in an instant? That must have been the effect of the curse.”
    

    
      “Ah…”
    

    
      The water of the lake was unnaturally fast in stiffening their bodies.
    

    
      If their bodies became paralyzed, the telekinesis magic would also be released, so if things went wrong, they could drown.
    

    
      “Then let’s go.”
    

    
      The two waited until their wet bodies were sufficiently dry before getting up.
    

    
      As Artier took out the rebar and spun it lightly, Collie showed extreme disgust.
    

    
      “Are you really going to use that as a weapon?”
    

    
      “I don’t want to, but I have no other weapons left.”
    

    
      “You might as well take my dagger.”
    

    
      “It’s fine. A dagger is too short.”
    

    
      Didn't the longsword bought from the same shop shatter with a single bite from the Hellmorph?
    

    
      His trust in that blacksmith had already hit rock bottom.
    

    
      Clank!
    

    
      The door opened automatically as soon as Artier touched it.
    

    
      When Collie created a Light spell and sent it forward, a strange corridor with chains connected to various parts of the ceiling came into view.
    

    
      The two walked quietly down the corridor.
    

    
      Both Artier and Collie felt that something was strange. In this wide corridor, there was no sign of people, let alone traps.
    

    
      “What is this? Is there nothing here?”
    

    
      “The energy of the curse is felt from up ahead. But… is this vast palace empty?”
    

    
      Artier carefully examined the style of the palace.
    

    
      He was sure he had seen a similar architectural style in the setting book of this game.
    

    
      That was probably…
    

    
      “It’s the Gostera style.”
    

    
      “Gostera? What kingdom is that?”
    

    
      “It’s not a kingdom, it’s an empire. The legendary empire that is said to have ruled the world for 1,000 years before the Warring States period.”
    

    
      ‘And it’s a symbol of over-technology.’
    

    
      In <Cross Destiny>, if some advanced and scientific technology appeared, it was safe to assume it was the technology of the Gostera Empire.
    

    
      The game company must have considered it a very good tool, as they used it here and there, to the point where later, one would praise the technology of Gostera just by breathing.
    

    
      It was to the extent that users who got tired of it gave it the derogatory nickname <Cross Gostera>.
    

    
      “Even before the Warring States period?! Then isn’t that almost 2,000 years ago?”
    

    
      “That’s right. But you can never ignore it. It’s known that the magic and technology of that time surpassed ours today. Even their downfall was said to be their own doing.”
    

    
      “Ugh… Why did humans with such outstanding abilities meet such a strange end?”
    

    
      “I don’t know either.”
    

    
      The game company didn't elaborate that far.
    

    
      Besides, it didn't matter if he didn't know.
    

    
      The important thing was this.
    

    
      “Anyway, creatures you can’t even imagine will pop out of this palace, so it’s better to be careful.”
    

    
      “For example, what is there?”
    

    
      “For example…”
    

    
      Clatter.
    

    
      Artier stopped his feet as the armor displayed next to him flinched.
    

    
      “…Something like that?”
    

    
      [Lv.37 Living Armor (Medium)]
    

    
      Clatter, clatter.
    

    
      The armor spun the halberd it was holding once and then bent its joints at a bizarre angle that a human couldn't show, getting off its stand.
    

    
      The number of armors that came down like that was over twenty.
    

    
      “Uh… uh, uh? Ugh?”
    

    
      Collie had broken down.
    

    
      Passing the creaking Collie, Artier took a step forward and took out the rebar.
    

    
      “Look at this. Creatures that surpass modern golems are installed as mere security devices for a castle.”
    

    
      Artier generally maintained a level about 3 levels higher than others on average. But every single one he saw was 5 levels higher than Artier.
    

    
      It was clearly not a place to visit at this point in time.
    

    
      ‘But conversely, that means the reward will also be at a level that can't be received at the present time, right?’
    

    
      To survive, one must always be ahead of others.
    

    
      And to get ahead, one had to learn to get along with the extraordinary.
    

    
      “Collie, don’t step forward, just support me from behind.”
    

    
      “Are you going to fight those things right now?”
    

    
      “It’s possible.”
    

    
      Artier spun the rebar and smiled faintly.
    

    
      “At least, with the two of us, it’s possible.”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      Collie could feel Artier’s confidence through the contract.
    

    
      There was a basis for that confidence. He couldn't understand it, but for some reason, he felt that way.
    

    
      Collie sighed and stepped back, returning to his boy form.
    

    
      Then he took out the staff from the Sage’s Tower.
    

    
      “If the master seems to be in danger, I will rush forward immediately.”
    

    
      “You belong in the back. Your skills are also focused on support magic, aren't they?”
    

    
      “That is because the master desires that. I…”
    

    
      Collie hesitated and then grumbled as he averted his gaze.
    

    
      “I want to fight alongside you at the front.”
    

    
      “Then do that.”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      Why are you worrying about something like that?
    

    
      Artier’s expression was saying that.
    

    
      “Support me in the way you want, not the way I want.”
    

    
      “B-but isn’t that a disqualification as a summon?”
    

    
      “Why? You’re my companion, not my weapon, right?”
    

    
      “That is…”
    

    
      At Artier’s words, Collie froze as if he was shocked.
    

    
      ‘Did I say something wrong?’
    

    
      As he was about to add a word belatedly, Artier confirmed the Living Armor that had come right up to his nose and lowered his stance.
    

    
      ‘It can’t be helped. I’ll have to correct my words after the battle is over.’
    

    
      Whoosh!
    

    
      The rebar, spinning fast enough to make the sound of the wind, struck the chin of the Living Armor approaching head-on.
    

    
      Clang!
    

    
      With the sound of metal crushing, the fight began.
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      ‘I didn’t know.’
    

    
      Collie silently watched Artier, who had started to run wild.
    

    
      The one who had told him to support him was now simultaneously fighting five Living Armors without any help from Collie.
    

    
      The remaining fifteen were waiting for their turn, standing in the narrow corridor.
    

    
      ‘I am not the master’s weapon, but his companion.’
    

    
      In fact, Collie had not only received a mana supplement from the First Beast.
    

    
      All the first summons of the Wild Summoners that had existed in the past were Spirit Creatures, and they had left behind memories of the way they served their masters.
    

    
      You must protect your companion.
    

    
      Become your companion’s spear and shield.
    

    
      The pain is only for a moment, but the memories will last forever.
    

    
      Even now, if Collie concentrated, he could read their thoughts.
    

    
      At the same time, he could feel the infinite affection they held in their hearts for their masters.
    

    
      ‘But… if the master rejects that, what should I do?’
    

    
      Crack!
    

    
      Another Living Armor collapses, becoming scrap metal.
    

    
      Collie unconsciously infused regeneration magic into Artier.
    

    
      It was a meaningless act. Not a single wound could be seen on Artier’s body.
    

    
      ‘The master fights well even without me.’
    

    
      Artier’s fighting was always marvelous.
    

    
      He was a master of combat using speed.
    

    
      In fact, it was the common opinion that swordsmanship using speed like Artier’s was only useful in one-on-one combat. This was because such swordsmanship could not pierce the hides of monsters, which were several times thicker than humans.
    

    
      It was a common case for humans to self-destruct due to the absolute difference in stamina while only dodging the enemy’s attacks.
    

    
      But Artier solved that with something called Parrying. If he perfectly deflected or deflected an attack, the enemy’s power would be contained in the counterattack.
    

    
      The enemies were essentially pierced by their own power.
    

    
      Thud! Thud!
    

    
      “Hmm, the weapon breaks when the Living Armor dies.”
    

    
      Artier, who was swinging the staff, muttered these words and sent a regretful look.
    

    
      It seemed he had some leeway.
    

    
      ‘Perhaps the master would be fine even without me…’
    

    
      Collie slowly lowered the staff he was holding.
    

    
      It was clearly a perfect fight, but the boy’s whole body was filled with a sense of helplessness.
    

    
      Thump!
    

    
      It was then. Something got caught in Artier’s leg as he was running around, swinging the staff with familiarity.
    

    
      “Ugh?!”
    

    
      It was the wreckage of a Living Armor that Artier himself had knocked down.
    

    
      ‘That’s right!’
    

    
      In the game days, it would have disappeared automatically, but not anymore.
    

    
      A Living Armor’s halberd flew towards the head of the unbalanced Artier.
    

    
      “M-master!”
    

    
      Collie hastily reached out his hand.
    

    
      [Collie uses a skill.]
    

    
      Shockwave (Lv.1): Emits a shockwave that deals minor damage, pushing away everything around it. Can be used even while silenced and has a fast casting speed.
    

    
      BOOM!
    

    
      Artier’s body was lightly pushed back, moving out of the halberd’s attack range.
    

    
      He got a small scratch on his cheek, but he didn't care at all.
    

    
      “Thanks, Collie.”
    

    
      “Th-that… It’s nothing.”
    

    
      Crack!
    

    
      And that was the last one.
    

    
      The last Living Armor was shattered by the vigorously swung rebar.
    

    
      “Phew, this thing is really sturdy.”
    

    
      Artier, who was smirking at the rebar without a single scratch, finally approached Collie.
    

    
      “Collie, if what I said is bothering you…”
    

    
      “I still don’t know.”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      Collie shook his head and asked with an unconfident expression.
    

    
      “What exactly is the way I want? How can I find it.”
    

    
      “That is…”
    

    
      “The first button was fastened wrong. I thought I was accompanying you to help you…”
    

    
      As Collie’s words continued, Artier’s smile also gradually faded.
    

    
      He too could now sense that the situation was unusual.
    

    
      “I have not learned any skills for myself.”
    

    
      “Collie, that’s not what I meant.”
    

    
      “Even if I start learning from now, it’s a problem. What if I act on my own and learn unnecessary skills.”
    

    
      “Even so, you won’t become unnecessary.”
    

    
      Artier patted Collie’s shoulder.
    

    
      However, Collie’s expression did not brighten much.
    

    
      “You may say that, but you will feel it! A skill that is never used and is left neglected… A moment will surely come when you wish you had learned another skill.”
    

    
      “Collie!”
    

    
      Artier grabbed Collie’s shoulders with both hands.
    

    
      “I wouldn’t even think of such a thing, but in the first place, there is no such skill.”
    

    
      “…Pardon?”
    

    
      “We live in different conditions and environments every time. There are definitely differences between yesterday and today. That skill just hasn't met its conditions yet.”
    

    
      “Of course… such situations exist. But I am talking about reality.”
    

    
      “Even in reality, it’s no different. There will always be a use for a skill. Even if it’s useless for now, it might change as it grows.”
    

    
      A prime example was Artier’s Wild Protection.
    

    
      In the early stages, it was a useless skill that gave a strength-enhancing buff to a mage, but now, hadn't it become possible to selectively grant the desired buff?
    

    
      No matter how useless a skill may seem, in the end, it is the player who distinguishes it.
    

    
      Artier knew. If you just set your mind to using it, there was no skill that couldn’t be used!
    

    
      “How to utilize it is my role.”
    

    
      “Master…”
    

    
      Collie was staring at Artier with a dazed expression.
    

    
      At that sight, Artier took a moment to reflect.
    

    
      ‘I made a mistake. It was a very important value.’
    

    
      Superior and subordinate.
    

    
      Artier did not like such relationships.
    

    
      Whenever he saw a master treating a summon like a slave in a novel or movie, Artier always felt a sense of repulsion.
    

    
      Therefore, when dealing with Collie, he always tried to treat him as an equal and with respect.
    

    
      However, it seemed that had a negative effect on the relationship between Collie and Artier.
    

    
      ‘Unconsidered goodwill might only cause trouble.’
    

    
      His values were different from the residents here.
    

    
      So he was planning to proceed slowly.
    

    
      “So don’t worry. Got it?”
    

    
      “I… I…”
    

    
      You don't need to think so hard.
    

    
      Utilizing you is your companion’s role. And the same goes for you.
    

    
      Focus on each other. That will be the key.
    

    
      Various voices that he hadn't heard before were flowing through Collie’s head.
    

    
      The boy hastily wiped the corners of his eyes, which were welling up with moisture.
    

    
      Could it be that, absurdly, he himself had been devaluing his own usefulness?
    

    
      “I’m sorry, master…”
    

    
      “What are you sorry for.”
    

    
      Artier lightly rubbed Collie’s head.
    

    
      Then, an information window appeared above Collie’s head.
    

    
      [You have calmed the summon's anxiety and reaffirmed your bond.]
    

    
      [You have acquired Ichi Summon (Lv.1).]
    

    
      Ichi Summon (Lv.1): Instantly teleports to a location within a 5m radius of the summon.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      “How long do we have to go?”
    

    
      “It’s not a place where space is distorted, so we should arrive soon.”
    

    
      Artier and Collie continued to advance through the palace.
    

    
      Just when they thought they could forget, Living Armors appeared, and sometimes traps like bars shooting out or slimes falling from the void popped out.
    

    
      “Hmm. Is it around here?”
    

    
      Clatter.
    

    
      But they were no hindrance to the two of them.
    

    
      When Collie put his hand in the place where Artier had removed a brick and fumbled around a few times, he couldn't hide his astonishment as the bars smoothly retracted.
    

    
      “When did you learn the skills of a thief?”
    

    
      “Huh? Oh, this is different from that.”
    

    
      “What’s different about it. Didn’t you just disarm a trap with your bare hands?”
    

    
      Artier wore an embarrassed expression.
    

    
      “The types of traps that appear in the Gostera ruins are obvious. That’s why I know.”
    

    
      “You seem to know a lot about the ruins.”
    

    
      “I guess so.”
    

    
      12,000 times. That was the number of times he had cleared the Gostera ruins as a player.
    

    
      And that was the lowest estimate.
    

    
      “They probably placed defensive troops around here.”
    

    
      Clank!
    

    
      As soon as Artier opened his mouth, armors frighteningly popped out from nearby.
    

    
      “Now the slimes will come out.”
    

    
      “Couldn't something else come out?”
    

    
      “No. There are only three types of traps that come out in one ruin.”
    

    
      Splat!
    

    
      His predictions were never wrong.
    

    
      At some point, even Collie stopped questioning Artier’s words.
    

    
      “It’s truly frightening. Anyone would think the master designed the ruins.”
    

    
      “That’s right.”
    

    
      “Pardon…?”
    

    
      “Just kidding. It’s a ruin built 2,000 years ago.”
    

    
      Clank!
    

    
      Artier pressed a wall and opened a large chest placed in the room that appeared.
    

    
      Inside, along with a small amount of gold coins, was a ring of a form he had never seen before.
    

    
      [Stealthy Assassin (Rare)]
    

    
      Defense: 7
    

    
      Options: Strength +1, Agility +2
    

    
      Special Option: Can create an illusionary dagger once a day. An enemy stabbed by the blade suffers mental damage. The dagger lasts for four hours.
    

    
      “Hmm…”
    

    
      Artier’s eyes narrowed as he read the options.
    

    
      ‘The stats are pretty good, but the built-in skill is…’
    

    
      A dagger of all things.
    

    
      From an objective perspective, it wasn't a very good skill.
    

    
      You have to stab with the blade for it to be effective, so why a dagger with a short reach?
    

    
      In reality, it was a ring that only a thief who ambushes while hidden could use positively.
    

    
      ‘I should at least enjoy the stat-boosting effect.’
    

    
      Artier put on the ring.
    

    
      Then he came out of the room and looked at the large gate erected on the far right.
    

    
      “Collie, is this the place?”
    

    
      “That’s right. The energy of the curse is felt most strongly beyond this point.”
    

    
      At Collie’s words, Artier nodded his head.
    

    
      The door in front of them was larger than any they had seen so far.
    

    
      “I’m going in. Watch our rear.”
    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    
      Creeeak!
    

    
      The door, which probably hadn't been opened for thousands of years, opened, and Artier and Collie stepped into the empty audience chamber.
    

    
      On the front of the throne visible in the distance, the symbol of Gostera was drawn.
    

    
      Sculptures carved from ice boasted their beautiful forms on all sides.
    

    
      “…Why is no one here?”
    

    
      Artier went further inside.
    

    
      But in the chilly space, not a single presence could be felt.
    

    
      “The source of the curse is still here. I will check again…”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      Artier knew what to do at times like this.
    

    
      [Using Detection.]
    

    
      Flash!
    

    
      The moment the mana spread out like a wave, a fierce repulsion was suddenly felt from a corner where there was nothing.
    

    
      Kwoooosh…!
    

    
      Artier immediately dodged the black sewage flying towards him.
    

    
      “I see. It’s not a person.”
    

    
      [Lv.40 Encroached Spirit (Large)]
    

    
      It was a giant black crystal that spewed black water in all directions.
    

    
      The creature, which seemed to dislike Artier’s mana quite a bit, was spewing out curses from the cracks that had formed in various places.
    

    
      “Collie, don’t leave my back.”
    

    
      “You must be careful.”
    

    
      “Hmm, well.”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      A new dungeon and a new boss.
    

    
      …It should have been.
    

    
      “I don’t think that will be necessary.”
    

    
      Artier couldn't hide his hollow smile.
    

    
      ‘How can you reuse a boss! You crappy game!’
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      It had been suspicious from the moment he first saw the words ‘Encroached Spirit’.
    

    
      There was no way the game company wouldn't have used a common element like a spirit.
    

    
      ‘But isn't it too much for even the appearance to be the same?’
    

    
      Artier remembered that appearance.
    

    
      In the latter half of the game, if you entered a dungeon with the modifier ‘contaminated’, five out of ten times, a spirit with that appearance would be growling and waiting for the protagonist.
    

    
      ‘Though now it seems to be encroached by a curse, not the contamination of a Hellmorph.’
    

    
      In any case, the problem was that it was the same creature.
    

    
      “Where…”
    

    
      Artier ran forward as a test.
    

    
      The spirit rotated its body left and right, firing black streams of water in all directions.
    

    
      ‘The all-out attack is the same.’
    

    
      Kagagak!
    

    
      Artier lightly slid to dodge the stream of water.
    

    
      When he swung the rebar at the creature, a loud noise was heard, and a warning message appeared.
    

    
      [The Encroached Spirit is in an incomplete spiritual state.]
    

    
      [It is immune to physical attacks.]
    

    
      “How can even this be the same.”
    

    
      “M-master?”
    

    
      Collie was quite flustered when he saw Artier’s expression rotting.
    

    
      Artier hastily managed his expression and smiled.
    

    
      “I think I know how to deal with it.”
    

    
      “Is that so? How?”
    

    
      “It’s immune to physical attacks. We just need to deal damage with magical attacks.”
    

    
      Boom! Bang!
    

    
      Ink-black orbs that swirled appeared near the spirit.
    

    
      If one were to be hit properly, their body would likely be pierced through.
    

    
      “I’ll draw its attention, so try attacking with a Water Bolt from a distance.”
    

    
      “Ah, understood.”
    

    
      With those words, Artier charged forward again.
    

    
      CRASH! CRASH!
    

    
      Perhaps because it had been a water spirit in the past, all the techniques it used were made of black water.
    

    
      Artier spun the rebar and deflected the incoming water spears one by one.
    

    
      Clang!
    

    
      ‘Ugh… my wrist hurts.’
    

    
      Since it was all fiercely rotating water, the pressure was quite strong.
    

    
      Artier forcibly endured the throbbing pain.
    

    
      “Water Bolt!”
    

    
      BOOM!
    

    
      As Collie waved his staff, a refreshing water orb, different from the spirit's, was created.
    

    
      When the water orbs repeatedly struck the crystal, the spirit was startled for the first time and withdrew the water it was shooting.
    

    
      “It’s effective!”
    

    
      “Hmm.”
    

    
      ‘It’s subtle.’
    

    
      As water leaked out from between the cracks in the crystal, Artier immediately jumped in front of Collie.
    

    
      CRAAASH!
    

    
      “Uaaagh!”
    

    
      “I think we just made it angrier?”
    

    
      As soon as he spun the rebar like a top, a tremendous amount of water cannon flew in and swept Artier away.
    

    
      “How about trapping it with an Ice Wall?”
    

    
      “With a resistance that can withstand a Water Bolt, it’s out of the question!”
    

    
      “Then magical attacks are impossible.”
    

    
      Kuuuooo!
    

    
      The spirit, seeing that Artier still hadn't fallen, was approaching them, letting out a roar that might have been a scream.
    

    
      “We’ll have to use another method.”
    

    
      With those words, Artier ran to the side.
    

    
      As soon as he hid his body behind a nearby statue, a vicious-looking black beam split the statue in half.
    

    
      ‘Isn’t the water pressure insane?’
    

    
      Water with strong pressure can cut even diamonds.
    

    
      Even Artier didn't think of deflecting that.
    

    
      The beautiful ice pillars and statues that supported the audience chamber were instantly turned into trash to be thrown away.
    

    
      ‘But.’
    

    
      “As expected, it will look at me before Collie.”
    

    
      Artier let out a hollow laugh as he watched the stream of water that was continuously being shot at him.
    

    
      Even though it was minimal, the one who had dealt direct damage was Collie, but the creature was stubbornly continuing to shoot streams of water at the moving Artier.
    

    
      ‘If it’s according to that pattern, it’s a natural reaction.’
    

    
      Artier, who had grasped the situation, immediately glanced at Collie and conveyed his thoughts.
    

    
      Collie, don’t move from that spot.
    

    
      Pardon? But at this rate, the master will be out of my magic range!
    

    
      It’s fine, so just stay there.
    

    
      Boom! Bang!
    

    
      Artier, who had reached the end of the audience chamber, quickly closed the distance with the spirit.
    

    
      As if it had been waiting, the creature fired a water beam.
    

    
      Pssh!
    

    
      Even Artier couldn't dodge all the beams coming from the front.
    

    
      Blood seeped out as his shoulder was grazed, and Artier endured the pain and swung the rebar.
    

    
      Clang!
    

    
      The attack was nullified again this time.
    

    
      But this was just a confirmation.
    

    
      “Ichi Summon!”
    

    
      As Artier shouted loudly, the figure of Artier who had been swinging the rebar from the front disappeared.
    

    
      The spirit, feeling the presence behind it, hastily turned its crystal.
    

    
      Clang! CRASH!
    

    
      When the rebar and the water orb struck the black crystal, the black crystal shook violently for the first time.
    

    
      “It worked.”
    

    
      “Wh-what is this.”
    

    
      “The creature is an incomplete spiritual body.”
    

    
      An incomplete spiritual body completely nullifies physical damage.
    

    
      Only attacks from the front.
    

    
      …Let’s not ask how a black crystal that looks the same from the front and back has a concept of a front.
    

    
      If he had known that, Artier wouldn't have bothered with the confirmation.
    

    
      “Now you know what to do, right?”
    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    
      Artier once again circled the audience chamber.
    

    
      The crystal did not react this time and began to attack Collie.
    

    
      “Ice Wall!”
    

    
      “It’s troublesome if you get distracted!”
    

    
      Collie defended against the orbs with an ice wall, and in the meantime, the approaching Artier mercilessly swung the iron bar.
    

    
      Kroooooh…
    

    
      The spirit had no choice.
    

    
      If it was wary of Artier, he would teleport near Collie and attack, and if it looked at Collie, it would be ambushed by Artier without defense.
    

    
      Human! I’ll kill you! I’ll kill you!
    

    
      Before long, thoughts began to spread from the spirit for the first time, and dozens of water droplets began to be shot at the two simultaneously.
    

    
      “Ugh, it’s hard to block now!”
    

    
      “Just hold on a little longer. Seeing it struggle, it’s almost over.”
    

    
      Pat! Pat!
    

    
      Artier, who jumped off a nearby wall, jumped over the large black crystal.
    

    
      Dozens of water droplets flew towards the rotating Artier along with the staff.
    

    
      “Let’s see its performance.”
    

    
      Artier muttered so and stared at the ring on his left hand.
    

    
      Then, a translucent dagger appeared in his left hand, where there had been nothing.
    

    
      “Here, take this!”
    

    
      Artier threw it at the creature and immediately ran behind Collie.
    

    
      Thwack! Sizzle!
    

    
      Kraaaaaak!
    

    
      When the dagger touched the black crystal, crimson sparks erupted, and the spirit’s painful thoughts echoed.
    

    
      The cracks in the crystal became clearer, and black sewage was gushing out like blood in all directions.
    

    
      “It’s a much greater power than I thought.”
    

    
      “It seems it was designed to have a good effect in exchange for being difficult to hit.”
    

    
      Clang! CRASH!
    

    
      In the end, the black crystal couldn't hold on and shattered into pieces.
    

    
      [You have cleared an unknown primordial dungeon.]
    

    
      [You have leveled up.]
    

    
      [You have acquired Imperfect Harmony (Rare).]
    

    
      [You have acquired the Frozen Ancient Helm (Magic).]
    

    
      “Oh…”
    

    
      Artier let out a sound of admiration without realizing it.
    

    
      ‘As expected, when you clear a high-level dungeon, the reward is also certain.’
    

    
      He had leveled up twice in this dungeon alone.
    

    
      If he had his way, he would want to keep running the dungeon until he was satisfied, just like in his old gaming days.
    

    
      Aaaargh! Human!
    

    
      But just before he opened his inventory, a different thought echoed through the audience chamber.
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      As Artier was about to spin the rebar, Collie hastily grabbed his arm.
    

    
      “It’s not an enemy.”
    

    
      “Not an enemy?”
    

    
      “What we destroyed was the curse of the ice attribute. What was sleeping inside woke up as the curse was broken.”
    

    
      Whoosh.
    

    
      As soon as those words ended, a small cat made of flames appeared in front of the two.
    

    
      “Human! What do you want from me! Just stop bothering me!”
    

    
      The creature shrieked with tears (?) welling up in its eyes.
    

    
      Hooks simultaneously appeared in the eyes of the two.
    

    
      “What did we do?”
    

    
      “You locked me in a curse and kept making me work. You tricked me by saying it was something fun!”
    

    
      “…It seems it is mistaking us for people of the Gostera Empire.”
    

    
      Artier couldn't hide his bewilderment.
    

    
      How powerful was the curse of Gostera?
    

    
      “We are not the ones who imprisoned you.”
    

    
      First, Artier decided to clear up the misunderstanding.
    

    
      “…Really?”
    

    
      “Look around. The people who imprisoned you all disappeared a long time ago.”
    

    
      The flaming cat looked around at those words.
    

    
      And then it immediately fell into confusion.
    

    
      “Where am I? Why am I underwater? I… what was I? Woo woo woo…”
    

    
      The anxiously flickering flame seemed to represent its emotional state.
    

    
      As if everything around it was unfamiliar, the cat couldn't keep its gaze on anything for long.
    

    
      ‘Looking at its appearance, is it a fire spirit?’
    

    
      Artier first checked the spirit’s information window.
    

    
      Lv.30 ???
    

    
      Title: Low-Grade Spirit
    

    
      Class: Fire Spirit
    

    
      Agility: 42
    

    
      Intelligence: 55
    

    
      Available Skills:
    

    
      Attack Skills (2) (Close)
    

    
      Fire Bolt (Lv.1), Fire Wave (Lv.1), Fire Storm (Lv.1)
    

    
      Support Skills (1) (Close)
    

    
      Overload (Lv.1)
    

    
      ‘There’s no strength stat?’
    

    
      At first, he thought it was a bug.
    

    
      But soon, Artier could see the reason.
    

    
      It was because of the spirit’s characteristic of being a spiritual body.
    

    
      The fact that no physical attacks worked meant that the spirit itself could not exert any physical influence on the world.
    

    
      “But why a fire spirit? This is an ice palace.”
    

    
      “Wasn’t it predictable?”
    

    
      “What? Why?”
    

    
      “Didn’t water come out of the black crystal.”
    

    
      Collie pointed to the sewage that was still pooled on the floor.
    

    
      “It’s normal for ice to come out of a curse of the ice attribute. But the fact that water came out means that something inside was melting the ice.”
    

    
      “Aha…”
    

    
      He just thought it was a water-attribute spirit.
    

    
      Artier, who understood the situation, looked at the spirit again.
    

    
      Now, the creature also seemed much calmer.
    

    
      “So you came to get me out?”
    

    
      “Yes. We felt the curse that was binding you and came to find you.”
    

    
      “You… you seem like a good human.”
    

    
      The spirit circled around Artier and smiled brightly.
    

    
      “You smell good, the smell of a friend!”
    

    
      “Really?”
    

    
      “…Master, how high is your spirit affinity for a spirit to immediately let down its guard?”
    

    
      At Collie’s question, Artier silently closed his mouth.
    

    
      He had a hunch.
    

    
      ‘Could it be because of my class?’
    

    
      By the time he finished his thought, the spirit was already right in front of Artier.
    

    
      “Hey. I’ve been sleeping here for too long. I want to go back to where I was originally, but I forgot how to go alone.”
    

    
      “Hmm… I see.”
    

    
      “So, could you help me out? In return, I’ll help you too!”
    

    
      [The Nameless Spirit wants to make a contract with you.]
    

    
      [If you accept, the Nameless Spirit will be added to your summon list.]
    

    
      [Would you like to accept? Y/N]
    

    
      Artier instinctively looked at Collie.
    

    
      Collie had also grasped the situation.
    

    
      “It’s alright to make a contract.”
    

    
      “Is it really okay?”
    

    
      “Originally, a summoner commands several summons. It would be foolish to kick away the opportunity to make a contract.”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      Even though he had received permission, Artier couldn't erase his uneasy expression. This was because he could glimpse sadness in Collie’s expression.
    

    
      It felt like seeing the first child who had their attention stolen away when a younger sibling was born.
    

    
      ‘But Collie is right. It’s not easy to make a contract with a spirit either.’
    

    
      Dozens of strategies for making a contract with a spirit briefly flashed through Artier’s mind.
    

    
      After looking at them all, the conclusion was the same.
    

    
      It would be a foolish thing to refuse the contract here.
    

    
      ‘I’ll have to pay more attention to Collie from now on.’
    

    
      With that thought, Artier placed his finger on Y.
    

    
      [You have made a contract with the Nameless Spirit.]
    

    
      [The Nameless Spirit has been added to your information window.]
    

  
    Chapter 100: Chapter 100

    
      Chapter 100 - A New Power (4)
    

    
      “Yay!”
    

    
      As soon as Artier accepted the contract, the spirit quickly circled around.
    

    
      “What did people call you?”
    

    
      “I don’t want to remember. You give me a name.”
    

    
      ‘I don’t think it’s something to be taken so lightly…’
    

    
      A cold sweat trickled down.
    

    
      But the spirit’s reaction was quite normal.
    

    
      To a spirit, a name is only meaningful when making a contract.
    

    
      And since the last being this spirit made a contract with was most likely a citizen of the Gostera Empire, it was not unreasonable that it didn't want to remember.
    

    
      “Then… how about Por?”
    

    
      Artier suggested the first name that came to his mind.
    

    
      It was one of the default summon names provided in <Cross Destiny>, and Artier wasn't one to put much effort into deciding on names or nicknames.
    

    
      “Por! I like it!”
    

    
      [The Nameless Spirit’s name has been changed to Por.]
    

    
      “Be sure to call me if you need me!”
    

    
      Flash!
    

    
      With those words, Por disappeared.
    

    
      Only then did the two of them sigh and sit down on the spot.
    

    
      “What was all that about.”
    

    
      “I’m completely exhausted.”
    

    
      As they say, crisis is an opportunity.
    

    
      He felt like he had truly experienced that saying today.
    

    
      “Now that the curse is gone, it should be fine to get out through the water, right?”
    

    
      “It seems so. The ice of the lake will probably melt when summer comes.”
    

    
      “Good. We gained more than I thought…”
    

    
      Artier, who was muttering, suddenly realized something and closed his mouth.
    

    
      “Collie, by the way, did you tell them we were here?”
    

    
      “Pardon? Impossible. In a place this deep, communication magic itself doesn’t reach.”
    

    
      “They must be worried…”
    

    
      The situation above was still not grasped.
    

    
      What if there were additional attacks? How many were injured?
    

    
      Did they all even gather in the first place?
    

    
      “Now that things are settled here, let’s go back up.”
    

    
      “Ugh, my body just dried, and now I have to get wet again?”
    

    
      “It can’t be helped.”
    

    
      Artier and Collie, who had returned to the broken hall, jumped towards the translucent ceiling with flight magic.
    

    
      The cold that would freeze their entire bodies stimulated their bodies again, but this time, the situation where their whole bodies became paralyzed did not occur.
    

    
      Flash!
    

    
      A moment later.
    

    
      Feeling the fresh air, Artier hastily looked around.
    

    
      The giant Hellmorph was no longer visible.
    

    
      “Where did everyone go? Collie, can you track them by scent?”
    

    
      At Artier’s words, Collie landed on a nearby riverbank and transformed into his dog form.
    

    
      “It seems everyone went that way.”
    

    
      “Good. Let’s follow them.”
    

    
      While running after Collie, Artier opened his inventory.
    

    
      It was to check the equipment he had obtained from the boss fight.
    

    
      [Imperfect Harmony (Rare)]
    

    
      Attack Power: 20~25
    

    
      Options: (Imperfect) Health Recovery -20%, (Harmony) Attack Power +10% for 7 seconds upon health recovery.
    

    
      Special Option: Once an hour, the effects of (Imperfect) and (Harmony) can be amplified by 2x for 30 seconds.
    

    
      First, the rare-grade equipment he had been most looking forward to was a Western-style single-edged sword with a blade painted in a deep blue color.
    

    
      Uniquely, the tip of the blade was angled as if it had been broken.
    

    
      ‘This is really good. I can use this until the late game.’
    

    
      He needed a weapon anyway.
    

    
      Without hesitation, Artier tied the sword to his waist.
    

    
      [Frozen Ancient Helm (Magic)]
    

    
      Defense: 15
    

    
      Options: (Frozen) Fire Resistance +20%, Strength +2, Agility +3
    

    
      The item described as a helm was, amusingly, just a piece of leather.
    

    
      ‘How do I wear this?’
    

    
      As the bewildered Artier brought it to his head, it stuck to his armor.
    

    
      A hood was created on his armor.
    

    
      “Aha…”
    

    
      In a world where magic is commonplace, this kind of armor is also possible.
    

    
      Artier smirked and put on the hood.
    

    
      “Collie, how much further?”
    

    
      “Just a little more to go.”
    

    
      BOOM!
    

    
      As if on cue, an explosion echoed from beyond as soon as Collie finished his words.
    

    
      The expressions of the two hardened simultaneously.
    

    
      “Scout the surroundings and check for enemy reinforcements. I’m going straight to the center.”
    

    
      “Understood!”
    

    
      The sword was quietly drawn.
    

    
      Artier, who was running at full speed, reached his hand out into the air.
    

    
      “Por!”
    

    
      Fwoosh… Pat!
    

    
      As he imagined the burning flame itself, the flame cat appeared before his eyes.
    

    
      “You called me?”
    

    
      “Yes. I need your help.”
    

    
      Artier quietly checked his physical condition.
    

    
      Slowly but surely, his mana was being sucked into Por.
    

    
      ‘In that case, a permanent summon like Collie would be impossible.’
    

    
      Collie no longer received mana from Artier because he had received help from Beast.
    

    
      But other summons were different.
    

    
      To maintain the summon, Artier had to continuously supply mana.
    

    
      “Let’s fight together.”
    

    
      “Okay!”
    

    
      BOOM! KABOOM!
    

    
      Before long, Artier could see the party.
    

    
      Hellmorphs were swarming towards the party, which had formed a circle.
    

    
      ‘It doesn’t seem like a difficult battle… but for some reason, everyone looks tired.’
    

    
      The reason could be seen from the numerous potion bottles piled up at their feet.
    

    
      For some reason, it seemed they were without a healer.
    

    
      Collie, let’s change the plan.
    

    
      What is it?
    

    
      Join the party immediately and use a healing skill. It seems there’s no healer right now.
    

    
      Really? Understood.
    

    
      Artier, who had made contact, looked at Por.
    

    
      “What should we do now.”
    

    
      “Can I burn everything?”
    

    
      Por asked.
    

    
      There was no malice in that question, only pure curiosity.
    

    
      “Can you do it?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Then do it.”
    

    
      “Okay!”
    

    
      As soon as Artier gave permission, Por immediately kicked off the air and ran.
    

    
      “Strange things! I’ll burn them all!”
    

    
      [Por uses a skill.]
    

    
      Fire Storm (Lv.1): Creates a fierce flame storm that burns everything around the caster.
    

    
      “Ugh?!”
    

    
      Mana was sucked out at an unbearable level.
    

    
      It was to the point where he momentarily lost his balance.
    

    
      ‘Almost all my mana is gone!’
    

    
      But the effect was certain.
    

    
      “What is that?”
    

    
      Gerard, who was casting a Shield on his allies from the rear, witnessed a giant tornado that had formed in the air.
    

    
      The vortex grew larger and larger, then suddenly became engulfed in flames and began to burn everything around it.
    

    
      “Reinard, fight with your mana in mind!”
    

    
      “That is not my magic.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      Kwoooosh!
    

    
      Everything that touched the storm of fire turned to ash.
    

    
      Hellmorphs, infected trees, membranes, everything without exception.
    

    
      Before long, the vortex, which had sucked in its limit, exploded and scattered sparks in all directions.
    

    
      “I burned it! I burned a lot!”
    

    
      Por licked his lips and spun around in the air.
    

    
      Artier barely caught his breath and stood up.
    

    
      “Haa…”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “No, you did well…”
    

    
      You could have told me before using something like this!
    

    
      The words rose up to his throat.
    

    
      But what could he do? It was Artier who had given permission, and the karma was also Artier’s.
    

    
      “Can you control your power a bit now?”
    

    
      “Power? Control?”
    

    
      Por kept tilting his head.
    

    
      The atmosphere was turning strange.
    

    
      Artier hastily added an explanation.
    

    
      “Just use relatively weak techniques.”
    

    
      “Then I can’t burn everything. I don’t want to!”
    

    
      “What do you mean you don’t want to? Por, wait a minute!”
    

    
      Before Artier could stop him further, Por flew back into the enemy lines.
    

    
      Artier, who confirmed his rapidly depleting mana, hastily took out a mana potion from his inventory.
    

    
      What on earth is going on?
    

    
      It’s because the master allowed him to burn everything at the very beginning.
    

    
      What? That was a metaphorical expression.
    

    
      Spirits take human language literally. Moreover, fire spirits are stubborn. He probably won’t stop until he has truly destroyed all the Hellmorphs here.
    

    
      Artier’s complexion grew paler and paler as he listened to Collie’s thoughts.
    

    
      It was because it wasn’t an amount that could be handled with just one potion.
    

    
      “Por, come back!”
    

    
      “I don’t want to!”
    

    
      [Por uses a skill.]
    

    
      Fire Bolt (Lv.1): Fires a blazing flame orb.
    

    
      Bang! Bang!
    

    
      Por flew around, shooting flames in all directions.
    

    
      A round hole was formed where the flames had exploded.
    

    
      [Por uses a skill.]
    

    
      Fire Wave (Lv.1): Creates a wave of fire that burns enemies in front and reduces their defense.
    

    
      Fwoooosh!
    

    
      As Por set his four paws on the ground, a wave of lava erupted from the ground and engulfed the Hellmorphs.
    

    
      ‘My mana…!’
    

    
      Artier barely held on to his dizzying mind.
    

    
      There was really not much mana left.
    

    
      Even the mana that protected his mouth was gradually weakening.
    

    
      “Damn it! Por, I said come back!”
    

    
      Artier shouted harshly as he felt the toxic gas approaching.
    

    
      Then, the divine power that had been stirring within him moved for the first time.
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      Por’s body, which had been running wild with excitement, stiffened.
    

    
      Then, just like when he first appeared, he flickered out and disappeared.
    

    
      What on earth did you do?
    

    
      As Collie’s thoughts were heard, Artier raised his head.
    

    
      “…Huh?”
    

    
      The presence of Por that he had felt just before could not be felt anywhere.
    

    
      What did I just do?
    

    
      The master just forcibly cut off Por’s summon. Is that alright? There must have been a backlash on your body.
    

    
      Backlash? I’m fine.
    

    
      Artier immediately checked his body.
    

    
      The stirring divine power had returned to its original place.
    

    
      His mana was still at a pittance, but what was certain was that his body did not hurt.
    

    
      Is that so? Still, please be careful from next time.
    

    
      Alright.
    

    
      Artier touched his head and looked ahead.
    

    
      Over there… was literally a sea of fire.
    

    
      The remaining Hellmorphs were fleeing after grasping the situation on the battlefield.
    

    
      “Heh…”
    

    
      To think that all this was the work of one spirit.
    

    
      Artier let out a hollow laugh and began to descend the hill.
    

    
      “Artier!”
    

    
      The party, which still had a bewildered expression, greeted Artier very warmly when he appeared.
    

    
      “What was that cat just now? Was that you?”
    

    
      “What happened under the lake?”
    

    
      “Are you okay? Are you alright?”
    

    
      A flood of questions in an instant.
    

    
      Artier smiled and did what he had to do first.
    

    
      “I’ll explain later. What’s the current situation?”
    

    
      “We couldn’t find two people.”
    

    
      “…Who?”
    

    
      “Angelina and Vince.”
    

    
      Angelina was the healer of Reinard’s party.
    

    
      And Vince was the name of the warrior who used a two-handed sword.
    

    
      ‘To lose two people here.’
    

    
      “Have you searched for them?”
    

    
      “We did. But the more we widened the radius, the more Hellmorphs appeared.”
    

    
      “Communication?”
    

    
      “Communication in the area has started to be jammed. It’s now impossible to confirm their life or death through communication.”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      Everyone’s expression was not good.
    

    
      At that time, when only silence occupied the surroundings, it was surprisingly Reinard who opened his mouth first.
    

    
      “We must continue to advance towards the ruins.”
    

    
      “Are you sure? They’re your party members.”
    

    
      “If they were in a crisis, they would have used Holy Magic. It’s the most effective way to annihilate the enemy while revealing their location.”
    

    
      But during their search, Holy Magic was not used anywhere.
    

    
      Reinard seemed to have already made a decision in his heart.
    

    
      “The golden time has already passed. If we delay any longer, it will affect the entire expedition.”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      “We can only hope that they will join us directly, like you, Leader.”
    

    
      Artier looked at the others.
    

    
      Reinard’s party members seemed to have a lot to say.
    

    
      But even as they clenched their fists, they did not defy his words until the end.
    

    
      “Leader, what he said is right.”
    

    
      “Reinard always talks like crap… but he’s rational.”
    

    
      “Then let’s move to the ruins.”
    

    
      Far away, a giant spire, presumed to be the ruins, could be seen.
    

    
      Just a little further to go.
    

    
      Everyone took one last look at the ruined surroundings and slowly began to move forward.
    

  
    Chapter 101: Chapter 101

    
      Chapter 101 - Who are you (1)
    

    
      “So this is the ruins of the old cultists.”
    

    
      It took less than half a day to cross the lake and arrive at the ruins.
    

    
      “I can only see a cave?”
    

    
      “This is the entrance to the ruins.”
    

    
      The ruins were located in the center of a small basin.
    

    
      And the peaks of the mountains surrounded the ruins without a single gap.
    

    
      “Climbing the mountain is an option, but it would be faster to use the tunnel the cultists dug.”
    

    
      “And we can avoid the cold as a bonus.”
    

    
      Tersion shrugged at Reinard’s explanation and stepped inside.
    

    
      “The problem is whether you can call this a tunnel.”
    

    
      After following Tersion inside, Gerard understood what she meant.
    

    
      “It looks like a natural cave.”
    

    
      “That’s right. We have to wander through this maze to find the real path the cultists dug.”
    

    
      Just then, Collie sniffed the air and his ears perked up.
    

    
      “I can feel traces of black magic.”
    

    
      “So they did come here?”
    

    
      “Then what’s there to think about? Go, Bow! Find their traces!”
    

    
      Tersion raised her middle finger in a gesture of thanks to Jeina, who confidently extended her arm.
    

    
      “Being a pain is a disease…”
    

    
      Tersion quickly began to survey the surroundings.
    

    
      “Strange? There are too many traces.”
    

    
      “What do you mean?”
    

    
      “There are many recent traces of movement. More than a hundred people.”
    

    
      “Does that include the traces of undead?”
    

    
      At Reinard’s question, Tersion shook her head.
    

    
      “No, purely humans, a hundred of them. There seem to be about twenty summoned creatures.”
    

    
      “……?”
    

    
      The Imperial expedition team consisted of two parties, just like theirs.
    

    
      Who were the other ninety people, excluding the ten?
    

    
      The answer to that question was revealed a short while later.
    

    
      “Hold on.”
    

    
      While advancing along the confirmed traces, Gerard stopped everyone and pointed forward.
    

    
      “I see why there are so many traces. I can feel illusion magic.”
    

    
      “Someone blocked the open path.”
    

    
      Artier finally nodded his head.
    

    
      “Just as I thought. There should be a passage around here, I was wondering why there wasn’t one.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      “Hm? What’s wrong?”
    

    
      “Leader, have you been here before?”
    

    
      ‘Ah.’
    

    
      Only after feeling Gerard’s piercing gaze did Artier hastily add.
    

    
      “Uh, yeah. I have?”
    

    
      “Then it would be nice if you could just guide us.”
    

    
      “What? You knew and were making us find the way?”
    

    
      The gazes from the others felt quite sharp.
    

    
      Making excuses here would only make me more of a sinner.
    

    
      Artier hurriedly stood at the front.
    

    
      ‘Geez… Did my brain stop working because my mana is low.’
    

    
      The mana I had consumed in the previous battle was still depleted due to the environment’s influence.
    

    
      It was because everyone was low on potions from the fierce battle.
    

    
      Collie, unable to watch any longer, shared some of his mana, but it was just a temporary fix.
    

    
      “There should be a three-way path here, from here, go to the center and then left again.”
    

    
      “You, you’re more talented at being a guide than I thought?”
    

    
      When Tersion asked, Artier just grinned.
    

    
      “I just wandered around a lot.”
    

    
      “Where? These old ruins that have nothing?”
    

    
      “There’s no better place to gain experience than ruins.”
    

    
      “You went in and out of ruins just to train? I’ve seen all sorts of strange weirdos.”
    

    
      “Haha.”
    

    
      Of course, by her standards, it was strange, but to Artier, it was common sense.
    

    
      Ruins were dungeons with a high probability, and dungeons were excellent sources of experience points for players.
    

    
      “If I touch this…”
    

    
      As Artier tapped something, the illusion that was covering it disappeared.
    

    
      Then, a trail of footprints, which looked obvious to anyone, continued towards a hill.
    

    
      “Hmm?”
    

    
      As they proceeded along the path, Artier discovered something new that was not in his memory.
    

    
      “What is this?”
    

    
      It resembled an elongated grain of rice, but it was a giant egg, the size of a person.
    

    
      The three attached eggs were rooted to the cave wall, hanging in the center of it.
    

    
      “Is it a monster egg?”
    

    
      “But it looks like it already hatched?”
    

    
      When Jeina touched the egg, it crumbled instantly like brittle paper.
    

    
      “It’s a dangerous one,”
    

    
      Gerard said.
    

    
      “An egg of this size means the adult would be almost the size of a building.”
    

    
      “A giant that big would come into a narrow cave like this to lay eggs?”
    

    
      “Then there’s only one answer. It’s small but dangerous.”
    

    
      Artier, who was listening to their conversation, asked Reinard.
    

    
      “Have you ever seen an egg like this?”
    

    
      “Not at all. Besides, my major isn’t monster studies.”
    

    
      “Hmm…”
    

    
      “Artier? Do you have any idea?”
    

    
      “I feel like I remember something… but I’m not sure.”
    

    
      He was currently trying to recall the eggs of numerous monsters.
    

    
      ‘What was it? Mermaids? Gnolls? No, Gnolls aren’t born from eggs. Is it an Acid Slime? Ugh, I feel like I’m about to remember.’
    

    
      He kept wracking his brain, but his mind did not easily reveal the answer.
    

    
      “Hey, what are you going to do?”
    

    
      “……Let’s move forward for now. We need more information.”
    

    
      Soon, the party arrived at a large bridge.
    

    
      The natural cave ended, and beyond the tunnel they had dug, the ruins they had been searching for came into view.
    

    
      “There are eggs here too.”
    

    
      Traces of eggs were scattered all over the corners of the tunnel.
    

    
      Collie, who was scanning the surroundings, lightly touched his nose to a shell and said.
    

    
      “The eggs here hatched later than the one we found earlier.”
    

    
      “Does that mean the creature that laid these eggs could be inside the ruins?”
    

    
      “There’s a high possibility.”
    

    
      At that moment, something came to Artier’s mind.
    

    
      “Right, I think I know. This is…”
    

    
      “Ugh.”
    

    
      At the familiar sound from behind them, everyone turned their heads.
    

    
      “……Ben?”
    

    
      While the eight of them stood in the middle of the tunnel, Ben was watching them from the entrance.
    

    
      His complexion was so pale that he looked like he could faint at any moment.
    

    
      “Ben, what’s wrong?”
    

    
      “I don’t know. My body suddenly… hurts…”
    

    
      Jeina, confirming the cold sweat running down his chin, immediately strode forward.
    

    
      But an arm stopped her.
    

    
      It was Gerard.
    

    
      “Looks like there’s something here after all.”
    

    
      “Gerard, move. He says he’s in pain!”
    

    
      “Think about it.”
    

    
      Gerard did not hide his frustrated expression.
    

    
      “I clearly confirmed that he was fine until a moment ago. But as soon as he came inside, his condition worsened to the point where he could barely move?”
    

    
      “Please stop being so stubborn! Ben is just coincidentally sick at this moment!”
    

    
      In the end, Jeina’s expression contorted as she roughly pushed Gerard’s arm away.
    

    
      “There are things like miracles in the world!”
    

    
      “What did you say?”
    

    
      “Was I wrong? You couldn’t protect them, so you just concluded that you couldn’t. The leader was always like that. You never even looked for the benefactor who raised you your whole life!”
    

    
      “……Don’t do something you’ll regret, Jeina.”
    

    
      The atmosphere was getting more and more hostile.
    

    
      Artier felt the need to resolve this situation quickly.
    

    
      “Both of you, calm down for a…”
    

    
      “No, Jeina. You’re right.”
    

    
      Ben was still sweating profusely, half-collapsed on the floor.
    

    
      Ben, who was panting heavily, continued to speak in a dying voice.
    

    
      “My body… is strange. This place is so comfortable… and familiar. There’s no way it should be.”
    

    
      Ben, trembling, suddenly grabbed his own left arm as it shot out.
    

    
      The left arm, as if mocking him, shook it off and pressed a device hidden on a pillar.
    

    
      A frustrated Ben shouted.
    

    
      “Everyone, run!”
    

    
      Kwarreung!
    

    
      As soon as he finished speaking, cracks began to form in the place where they were standing.
    

    
      “Everyone, run to the other side!”
    

    
      Artier, who grasped the situation, was the first to turn his body.
    

    
      But before he could even take a step, the floor was already falling.
    

    
      In an instant, a dizzying sensation consumed his entire body.
    

    
      ‘The floor…!’
    

    
      Surprisingly, when the floor collapsed, there was an endless darkness.
    

    
      A space of pure nothingness.
    

    
      Anyone could tell that this was not a normal phenomenon.
    

    
      “Everyone, be careful!”
    

    
      Artier almost reflexively grabbed a nearby arm.
    

    
      Because, according to what he remembered, this was the only chance.
    

    
      Hook!
    

    
      The moment darkness covered his eyes, Artier lost consciousness.
    

    
      [You have stepped on a magic trap.]
    

    
      [You will be moved to a random location.]
    

    
      ***
    

    
      “Heok!”
    

    
      Artier opened his eyes.
    

    
      He had fallen inside a cave with a complex structure.
    

    
      “Is everyone okay?”
    

    
      Artier said as he got up, but there was no one around him.
    

    
      …Except for one person.
    

    
      “Jeina?”
    

    
      It seemed she was the closest person he had grabbed.
    

    
      Artier carefully shook her awake.
    

    
      “Ugh, my head.”
    

    
      Even after waking up, Jeina couldn’t grasp the situation for a while.
    

    
      “What in the world is going on? Ben was being controlled by something. Right?”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      Artier shook his head.
    

    
      Jeina’s expression immediately hardened.
    

    
      “Are you suspecting him like Gerard?”
    

    
      “It’s not that I’m suspecting…”
    

    
      “Phew, that’s a relief.”
    

    
      “……It’s more like I know.”
    

    
      One should always listen to what people have to say until the end.
    

    
      Artier sighed and swept his hair back.
    

    
      “Jeina, listen carefully. From now on, you can’t trust anyone except me.”
    

    
      “What? What are you talking about?”
    

    
      “I remembered what kind of monster the egg on the wall belonged to.”
    

    
      He said in a cold and firm voice.
    

    
      He wanted to laugh at his past self for not remembering this sooner.
    

    
      A bizarre monster whose larva and adult forms were almost the same size.
    

    
      Its size was ordinary, but it was very dangerous and specialized in toying with humans.
    

    
      And it could survive well enough even in a place full of Hellmorphs.
    

    
      That monster was none other than…
    

    
      “Doppelganger.”
    

    
      “Doppelganger? The monster that changes its appearance?”
    

    
      Artier nodded his head.
    

    
      Doppelgangers appeared quite frequently in <Cross Destiny>, but they were not memorable monsters.
    

    
      That was because Doppelgangers were not very threatening monsters to humans.
    

    
      Who are you?
    

    
      The one on your left. You moron.
    

    
      Didn’t the people of this world use communication like the whisper function in games?
    

    
      By relying on the voice they heard and just stabbing with a knife, no matter how identical the appearance was and even if they used the same abilities, they were bound to be caught.
    

    
      “But communication isn’t working right now. There’s no way to distinguish anyone who comes.”
    

    
      “But Ben clearly tried to resist at the end. Is that really a Doppelganger?”
    

    
      “If it were Ben, what do you think he would have done when his body wasn’t moving according to his will?”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “Right?”
    

    
      Even after Artier corrected her, Jeina could not erase her dazed expression.
    

    
      “No, it can’t be… We talked just last night. He said he missed Dina!”
    

    
      “Jeina.”
    

    
      “Damn it! You don’t have to be like this too!”
    

    
      She slapped Artier’s arm away and started running somewhere as if escaping.
    

    
      “Jeina!”
    

    
      Artier hurriedly chased after her.
    

    
      If she disappeared from his sight, he could no longer trust even her.
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      ‘It must be hard for her to accept.’
    

    
      Artier couldn’t shake his uneasy expression even as he chased after Jeina.
    

    
      Even he thought that what he had just said was quite harsh.
    

    
      Nevertheless, he had no choice.
    

    
      She was the most vulnerable person in this kind of situation.
    

    
      “Don’t follow me!”
    

    
      Jeina was terrified to see Artier sticking to her like a ghost no matter how much she ran.
    

    
      With her stats, she couldn’t shake off Artier who was determined to run.
    

    
      “It’s dangerous to get separated here.”
    

    
      “Go away, Artier! I’m going to find Ben.”
    

    
      “Then do that.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Why?”
    

    
      “You’re not going to stop me?”
    

    
      Jeina’s question was reasonable.
    

    
      Of course, Artier had a plan.
    

    
      ‘Jeina will only believe it when she sees it with her own two eyes.’
    

    
      And Artier also sympathized with Jeina’s words to some extent.
    

    
      He couldn’t confirm that Ben was a Doppelganger just because he had acted out of character here.
    

    
      If it’s not 100%, never believe blindly.
    

    
      This saying was even circulated among the users of <Cross Destiny>.
    

    
      “There’s also the possibility that he’s under the influence of a parasitic monster or mind control magic.”
    

    
      “Artier……”
    

    
      “But promise me. If it’s revealed that he’s a Doppelganger, you’ll let go of any lingering feelings.”
    

    
      Jeina stared at the hand Artier held out for a long time.
    

    
      She seemed to be hesitating, but Artier couldn’t compromise any further.
    

    
      “……Alright.”
    

    
      In the end, Jeina answered in a weak voice.
    

    
      Artier immediately grabbed her arm and looked around widely.
    

    
      “If we meet up with Collie, we can increase our numbers, but he’s a bit far away right now.”
    

    
      “Can’t you just summon him?”
    

    
      “Reinard and Bow are with Collie.”
    

    
      At this point, the only ones Artier could trust were Collie, whose soul was connected to him through a contract, and Jeina, whom he had confirmed himself.
    

    
      If he summoned Collie here, he wouldn’t be able to trust the other two.
    

    
      “So for now, let’s walk as much as possible to meet up. It’s that way.”
    

    
      Artier moved forward, following Collie’s faint presence.
    

    
      While holding onto her arm.
    

    
      “W-wait! Are you going to keep going like this?”
    

    
      “I can’t help it. I can’t move behind you.”
    

    
      “What if I stand in front?”
    

    
      “Then Jeina won’t be able to see me.”
    

    
      “What if we tie ourselves with a rope?”
    

    
      “Do you have one?”
    

    
      When Artier asked, Jeina quietly looked away from him.
    

    
      Unfortunately, Jeina was in charge of food, so she didn’t have camping supplies like ropes.
    

    
      “Then let’s go.”
    

    
      “Wait! You always carry all sorts of things with you!”
    

    
      “I have one, but I wonder if it’s usable.”
    

    
      “What do you mean?”
    

    
      Artier sighed and opened his inventory.
    

    
      Seeing the rope that appeared, Jeina immediately screamed.
    

    
      “Ugh! How did you manage this?”
    

    
      Mud, sand, dust, and blood.
    

    
      No matter how you put it, the rope was far from being in a usable state.
    

    
      “……I didn’t think I’d need to tie someone’s hands.”
    

    
      He said that, but there was another reason.
    

    
      ‘I’ve never even used a rope in the game.’
    

    
      Camping was skipped by the system, and most things were handled with telekinesis.
    

    
      There was almost no reason for a player to use a rope in this game.
    

    
      That’s why even Artier, who maintained all sorts of items, had forgotten to manage the rope and left it neglected.
    

    
      “Should I tie it?”
    

    
      “Hmm, wait a moment.”
    

    
      Jeina took the rope and placed it between her thumb and forefinger.
    

    
      “Hup!”
    

    
      When she exerted force, dust and sand fell off.
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      Surprisingly, she had scraped off all the dirt from the rope with her fingers.
    

    
      “Let’s tie it now!”
    

    
      “Ah……”
    

    
      “Is it still dirty? Should I wash it with water?”
    

    
      “That should be enough.”
    

    
      A sufficiently strong physical ability is indistinguishable from magic.
    

    
      Artier was able to learn such a lesson.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      A little later.
    

    
      Artier, who was continuing through the cave, suddenly retracted the leg he was extending.
    

    
      There was already something in the spot where he was about to step.
    

    
      “This is……”
    

    
      A bone, and a human one at that.
    

    
      Jeina frowned but knelt down to examine it.
    

    
      “This looks a bit strange.”
    

    
      “I know……”
    

    
      The two, looking at the skeleton, spoke at the same time.
    

    
      “It’s full of evil energy, but it’s not an undead, right?”
    

    
      “A recent corpse has nothing but bones?”
    

    
      What are you talking about?
    

    
      The two looked at each other.
    

    
      “What do you mean by that?”
    

    
      “Literally, it met the conditions to become an undead, but it didn’t.”
    

    
      Artier had been dealing with undead while wandering through abandoned cemeteries for the past month.
    

    
      Perhaps because of that, he knew which of the neatly arranged skeletons would suddenly stand up.
    

    
      “Normally, this skeleton should have stood up and attacked us as soon as we approached. But it didn’t.”
    

    
      “Ew… what’s that? I don’t like it…”
    

    
      “What did Jeina mean?”
    

    
      “Ah, there was a little bit of flesh attached to the corpse.”
    

    
      Where Jeina pointed, there was indeed a small piece of flesh that still looked fresh.
    

    
      “This person died not long ago. But there’s no flesh or muscle, only bones?”
    

    
      “Died not long ago, only bones left, full of evil energy, but didn’t become undead…?”
    

    
      Muttering, Artier soon realized something.
    

    
      “This person is a black magician. That’s why it was full of evil energy but didn’t become an undead. Because they already had a high resistance to black magic.”
    

    
      “But then, who in the world flayed all the flesh off this black magician?”
    

    
      “We’ll probably find out if we go beyond this.”
    

    
      It was foggy ahead.
    

    
      The inability to see beyond, no matter how much he concentrated, felt quite familiar.
    

    
      “It’s a darkness created by magic.”
    

    
      Without high-level clairvoyance magic, one could not see inside this darkness from the outside.
    

    
      “Should we just go back?”
    

    
      “This is the only way to go in this direction…”
    

    
      In the end, the two entered the darkness.
    

    
      Thump, thump.
    

    
      They continued to move forward.
    

    
      Artier was on high alert, concentrating all his senses on his surroundings.
    

    
      “……?”
    

    
      However, there was no ambush, and the only sound they heard was their own.
    

    
      ‘What?’
    

    
      Artier quietly drew his sword.
    

    
      This was not something to be happy about for being safe.
    

    
      His long-standing intuition was telling him that this was actually more dangerous.
    

    
      “Watch our rear.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “Jeina?”
    

    
      Artier turned his head.
    

    
      The rope was still connected to his left arm.
    

    
      Jeina, found by following the rope, was staring straight ahead with a blank expression.
    

    
      “Jeina.”
    

    
      “Who the hell are you?”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “You’re not Artier… are you?”
    

    
      Jeina muttered so and then suddenly raised her axe and swung it at Artier’s forehead.
    

    
      Thwang!
    

    
      The axe only hit the ground.
    

    
      Artier’s expression, as he got up from the floor, hardened.
    

    
      It was because all his comrades had suddenly appeared around him.
    

    
      ‘I was deceived! It’s an illusion!’
    

    
      The gazes of his comrades were all the same.
    

    
      The eyes of someone looking at a traitor.
    

    
      “What did you do to Artier.”
    

    
      “Give him back… give him back!”
    

    
      The illusion magic had amplified the small anxieties that Artier held in his subconscious.
    

    
      They were all fake, but at the same time, they were all real.
    

    
      Confirming that a mana bullet was flying towards him, Artier immediately ducked his head.
    

    
      Pow!
    

    
      “Keuk?!”
    

    
      But the mana bullet changed direction and hit him directly in the back. A mace and an axe were swung at Artier, who had fallen to the ground.
    

    
      Kkang! Kkaang!
    

    
      The weapons were knocked back faster than they had approached.
    

    
      ‘Perfect Counter isn’t activating.’
    

    
      Artier massaged his throbbing arm and caught his breath.
    

    
      Something was strange about the illusion.
    

    
      Evasion was impossible, but blocking was possible. But Parrying wasn’t working.
    

    
      ‘This is disadvantageous for me!’
    

    
      Jjeong! Jjeong!
    

    
      Each time he deflected the flying arrows, mana bullets, and weapons, Artier’s entire body shook unsteadily.
    

    
      His health and mana were decreasing in an instant.
    

    
      “How are they attacking?”
    

    
      “What are you looking for!”
    

    
      Jjejeok!
    

    
      Artier, who blocked the axe swung by the illusion, was sent flying before stopping with a jolt.
    

    
      Hastily regaining his balance, Artier looked at his left arm and realized something.
    

    
      ‘I see! The rope is still connected…!’
    

    
      The rope was pulling him taut.
    

    
      The real Jeina was heading somewhere.
    

    
      Grasping the situation, Artier immediately grabbed the rope and pulled it with all his might.
    

    
      “Ugh?!”
    

    
      With a scream, the rope fell backward.
    

    
      As soon as he confirmed that, Artier sheathed his sword and quickly drew it again.
    

    
      [Activating Flame Cleave (Lv.5).]
    

    
      Kwang!
    

    
      As the crescent-shaped flame swept forward, the illusions disappeared in an instant.
    

    
      They soon reappeared, but in that brief moment, Artier was able to check his surroundings. 
    

    
      And he was able to identify them.
    

    
      ‘They were bugs, right?’
    

    
      Rustle, rustle. Crunch, crunch.
    

    
      They were beings formed by a swarm of pure white bugs.
    

    
      On the walls, the floor, and the ceiling.
    

    
      Thousands of bugs, positioned everywhere, were now targeting them.
    

    
      [Lv.7 Darkworm Larva (Tiny)]
    

    
      “If they’re bugs, it should be easier to deal with than I thought.”
    

    
      However, the target himself just smirked and sheathed his sword.
    

    
      “Jeina, I don’t know if you can hear me, but never come in front of me.”
    

    
      Artier took out an item from his inventory.
    

    
      Inside a glass bottle sealed with a cork stopper, a churning flame was swirling.
    

    
      [Alchemist's Flame (Normal) (Consumable)]
    

    
      Can be used by throwing.
    

    
      Option: When thrown, creates a flame in a 7m radius that cannot be extinguished by conventional means for 60 seconds.
    

    
      As he threw it straight ahead, the flame that burst out in an instant engulfed the entire passage.
    

    
      “Kieeeek!”
    

    
      The creatures screamed in unison as if they were a single body.
    

    
      As they fell off, the corpses they had been devouring were revealed.
    

    
      Just like the one before, only bones remained, except for a small amount of flesh.
    

    
      ‘Four here alone… One of the parties from the Imperial expedition team was completely taken out by these guys.’
    

    
      Before long, the darkness that had been swirling around them disappeared.
    

    
      Artier found Jeina lying on the ground and approached her.
    

    
      “Jeina, are you okay?”
    

    
      “Ughh… What in the world happened.”
    

    
      “It was all fake, created by the Darkworms.”
    

    
      The Darkworms were a type of summoned creature controlled by a Doppelganger.
    

    
      They used illusion and darkness magic to disrupt their enemies, making it easier for the Doppelganger to infiltrate.
    

    
      “If we hadn’t tied the rope, one of us would have been replaced.”
    

    
      “Ugh, my head still hurts because of them.”
    

    
      “Your head?”
    

    
      “Yeah. They suddenly slammed me onto the floor. Do they know how to use telekinesis too?”
    

    
      “Ah……”
    

    
      Artier quietly averted his gaze.
    

    
      It was then.
    

    
      “Who goes there.”
    

    
      A familiar voice was heard from beyond the flames.
    

    
      It was Gerard’s voice.
    

    
      “Identify yourself. Is that you, Artier?”
    

    
      “Gerard?”
    

    
      At Jeina’s response, Gerard lightly jumped over the flames and landed in front of them.
    

    
      His robe and face were covered in dust, as if he had been in a fight.
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      “Gerard.”
    

    
      Artier couldn’t treat the Gerard in front of him comfortably.
    

    
      Perhaps reading his mind, Gerard did not approach them any further.
    

    
      “It seems there was a big fight.”
    

    
      “Just now.”
    

    
      “Did I appear at too perfect a moment? Alright, I won’t get any closer.”
    

    
      Artier quietly stared at him.
    

    
      ‘Even if that’s a Doppelganger, if it copied Gerard, its close-combat ability won’t be that high.’
    

    
      The only offensive skill he had was Arcane Barrage.
    

    
      He could use holy magic, but so could Jeina next to me.
    

    
      ‘But it’s also true that I’m weakened by that much.’
    

    
      My mana was at rock bottom, and my health was precarious.
    

    
      The karma from the lake was slowly catching up. It seemed best to avoid combat as much as possible right now.
    

    
      ‘For now, should I play along and buy some time?’
    

    
      Artier thought so and took out a potion from his inventory.
    

    
      “There’s no way to prove if you’re the real Gerard right now.”
    

    
      “I suppose so. It would be able to think everything the original could.”
    

    
      “But we can’t conclude that you’re a fake either, so for the time being, let’s keep each other in sight while we move.”
    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    
      After drinking the potion, Artier couldn’t hide his bitter expression.
    

    
      ‘I should have gotten at least one expensive one. I was too complacent because we had a healer.’
    

    
      He was walking with that thought.
    

    
      “By the way, is there a reason we’re going this way?”
    

    
      Gerard suddenly asked a question.
    

    
      Artier answered as calmly as possible.
    

    
      “To meet up with Collie.”
    

    
      “I see. So you can feel each other’s location… But there’s a problem.”
    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    
      “This is a natural cave. If you just rely on direction, you’ll eventually hit a dead end.”
    

    
      Indeed, in places like mazes or caves, if you just head straight for the exit, you often end up at a dead end.
    

    
      “From what I’ve seen, this path is blocked. It would be better to go that way.”
    

    
      Gerard pointed to a fork in the road next to him and said.
    

    
      Artier stared at it for quite a long time.
    

    
      ‘That should be a dead end.’
    

    
      An abandoned cave that could be accessed through a magic trap set by the cultists. Of course, Artier had also memorized the geography of this area.
    

    
      ‘And this path won’t be a dead end.’
    

    
      …He was getting a feeling.
    

    
      The being in front of him was not Gerard.
    

    
      ‘What should I do? Should I pretend to be deceived for now? Or persuade him with words? I need to buy time somehow.’
    

    
      It was when Artier was frantically racking his brain.
    

    
      “Are you worried about something?”
    

    
      At Gerard’s question, Artier took his eyes off the fork in the road.
    

    
      His lips were slightly turned up in a subtle smile.
    

    
      “When you’re seriously troubled, you have a habit of touching your sword.”
    

    
      Artier hastily lowered the hand that was touching his sword.
    

    
      [Gerard is using Tactical Command (Lv.4).]
    

    
      A brilliant crown appeared above his head.
    

    
      Normally, it should be reassuring. But right now, nothing was more chilling than that.
    

    
      “What’s wrong all of a sudden?”
    

    
      Gerard didn’t answer Jeina’s question.
    

    
      Instead, he lightly touched his grimoire, and immediately, mana bullets poured down on them.
    

    
      “!”
    

    
      Jeina immediately stood in front of Artier and blocked the mana bullets.
    

    
      “Just as I remember.”
    

    
      That was no longer Gerard.
    

    
      The being with a red glow in its eyes was looking at Artier with a sneer.
    

    
      “Looks like you have no intention of hiding anymore.”
    

    
      “There’s just no need for it anymore.”
    

    
      “Heh.”
    

    
      With a scoff, a sword was drawn.
    

    
      No matter how bad his condition was, there were two of them and only one of him.
    

    
      “It seems you couldn’t completely copy Gerard.”
    

    
      “It would be best to confirm that for yourself.”
    

    
      With those words, the three immediately clashed.
    

    
      The Doppelganger, after deflecting Jeina’s axe with a Shield, sent dozens of mana arrows flying towards the approaching Artier.
    

    
      [??? uses Arcane Barrage (Lv.3).]
    

    
      ‘This much is nothing.’
    

    
      Artier lightly twirled his sword as he watched the incoming attack.
    

    
      He felt he could deflect this much even without a skill.
    

    
      “Hmph.”
    

    
      The Doppelganger read Artier’s expression and snapped its fingers.
    

    
      Pat! Pat! Pat!
    

    
      ‘What?!’
    

    
      Dozens of magic circles appeared above Artier’s body.
    

    
      Then, the flying mana arrows were all guided towards the magic circles.
    

    
      Artier hurriedly swung his sword.
    

    
      [Perfect Counter has been activated!]
    

    
      [Perfect Counter has failed!]
    

    
      Kwakwang! Kwang!
    

    
      “Keuhak!”
    

    
      He had hurriedly used a skill and deflected a large number of them, but there was a limit.
    

    
      Arrows pierced his leg, abdomen, and shoulder. And those arrows exploded as they were, and Artier fell flat on the ground.
    

    
      “Artier!”
    

    
      Kwajik!
    

    
      Jeina immediately swung her axe and shattered the Doppelganger’s Shield.
    

    
      “Is that Taunt.”
    

    
      A red aura surrounded her axe.
    

    
      The Doppelganger hurriedly dodged the axe’s trajectory and then immediately rose into the air.
    

    
      “That is certainly dangerous. How does it work? The original owner was always curious about it.”
    

    
      “Leave us alone and get lost!”
    

    
      “I can’t do that.”
    

    
      The taste of iron filled his mouth.
    

    
      When he spat, it was a deep crimson.
    

    
      Artier barely managed to get up and took out another potion.
    

    
      ‘I didn’t expect Gerard’s abilities to have developed this much…’
    

    
      He had already controlled dozens of mana bullets from Arcane Barrage when he fought the Hell Soul Collector a long time ago.
    

    
      Gerard’s fighting style was fundamentally similar to Artier’s. The type to make up for a lack of offensive ability with innate talent rather than stats.
    

    
      There was no need to mention how hard he must have worked.
    

    
      ‘Jeina can’t beat Gerard alone. I have to get up quickly, no matter what!’
    

    
      Artier, who was about to drink the potion, suddenly felt his whole body stiffen.
    

    
      ‘This is?’
    

    
      A thin membrane. A translucent membrane that enveloped his entire body.
    

    
      He remembered it. He had seen it on the ship heading to Gigas Hall.
    

    
      “You know, don’t you? It breaks with even a small impact. Don’t try any funny business.”
    

    
      “……You!”
    

    
      “Thank you. Thanks to you, I think I’ve figured out how to use defensive magic offensively.”
    

    
      The Doppelganger had been looking only at Artier from the very beginning.
    

    
      Jeina, who understood his condition, was enraged but could no longer swing her axe.
    

    
      “Why are you doing this to us!”
    

    
      At her question, the Doppelganger returned to a cold, expressionless face. It was the expression Gerard often made, but Artier thought it was somehow awkward.
    

    
      “Are you asking for a reason… Strange. Are you asking why you eat the bread on the table.”
    

    
      “What did you say?”
    

    
      “Isn’t that right? This is our home. And you are our food. The food came to our home on its own, is there any reason not to hunt it?”
    

    
      Grind.
    

    
      Jeina gritted her teeth at the Doppelganger’s question.
    

    
      It was impossible for her to refute Gerard with her words.
    

    
      “Even if we weren’t hungry, we couldn’t let you go.”
    

    
      “Why……?”
    

    
      “An order was given. An order to kill all humans who come here.”
    

    
      The Doppelganger was relaxed.
    

    
      It had completely subdued Artier, and Jeina could no longer swing her axe recklessly. Wasn’t it a completely advantageous situation without even needing to use Gerard’s brain?
    

    
      “At first, I didn’t think there would be any humans who would come this far. But it seems nothing is absolute.”
    

    
      “Who on earth gave such an order?”
    

    
      “The new god of this world.”
    

    
      “God……?”
    

    
      Jeina couldn’t easily understand the Doppelganger’s words.
    

    
      The Doppelganger sneered and added an explanation.
    

    
      “The one who will preside over the life and death of this star, and everything else.”
    

    
      “What? There’s no way such a thing exists.”
    

    
      “Are humans still in denial even after losing half of their country?”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      The being that burned half of the empire?
    

    
      Wasn’t there only one?
    

    
      “You serve… the Hellmorphs?”
    

    
      At Jeina’s trembling voice, the Doppelganger smiled. At the same time, mana arrows began to form all around.
    

    
      “You should not have come here.”
    

    
      The number was about to exceed a thousand.
    

    
      No matter where he looked, there was no place without an arrow.
    

    
      “Then, farewell.”
    

    
      “Don’t make me laugh!”
    

    
      [Jeina uses Silent Roar (Lv.2).]
    

    
      Pat!
    

    
      At her thunderous shout, the mana arrows that were being created disappeared.
    

    
      The Doppelganger also staggered and began to descend from the air.
    

    
      “Hyaap!”
    

    
      Kwang! Jjeong! Kung!
    

    
      Jeina did not miss that moment. The fiercely spinning axe shattered the surrounding walls and floor.
    

    
      The Doppelganger hurriedly rolled to avoid them.
    

    
      ‘I have to get out of here during this chance!’
    

    
      Even though the Doppelganger was silenced, the Shield that had trapped Artier did not disappear.
    

    
      Artier lightly tried to exert force but immediately gave up. If the shield that was pressed against his body broke, it would be an immediate fatal wound.
    

    
      Collie! Where are you?
    

    
      We’ve almost arrived!
    

    
      In the end, Artier could only watch the fight between Jeina and Gerard.
    

    
      “Ugh!”
    

    
      At first, she seemed to have the upper hand. But when the silence wore off, the situation immediately turned.
    

    
      Gerard cast all sorts of support magic on himself, then laid a magic trap at her feet while simultaneously pouring down mana bullets.
    

    
      Like a tanker, she endured all the attacks. But magic was constantly being created.
    

    
      ‘Something is strange…’
    

    
      ‘Something is strange?’
    

    
      The two thought at the same time.
    

    
      Even for Gerard, he couldn’t continuously use this much magic without a break. Wasn’t this a place where mana recovery was impossible?
    

    
      ‘Could it be that the Doppelganger can replenish mana even in this environment?’
    

    
      Jjejejeong!
    

    
      “Ugh!”
    

    
      Artier’s uneasy premonition became a reality.
    

    
      The mana the Doppelganger had already used had long since surpassed a normal level.
    

    
      Jeina couldn’t withstand the unbearable number of mana arrows and was sent flying.
    

    
      “I wasn’t just talking without any thought.”
    

    
      The Doppelganger sneered and drew the sword at its side. It was the sword Artier had given him in the past.
    

    
      “You had no chance of winning from the beginning.”
    

    
      He slowly approached.
    

    
      Towards the frozen Artier.
    

    
      Jeina staggered and blocked his path, but the Doppelganger kicked her away as if annoyed.
    

    
      “Keok!”
    

    
      “I even watched over your axe skills.”
    

    
      “Don’t make me… laugh. You’re not the leader.”
    

    
      “No, now I am the leader.”
    

    
      The Doppelganger, holding the sword in its left hand, looked straight at Artier.
    

    
      The tip of the sword was aimed precisely at his heart.
    

    
      “The past leader, the current leader, it will all be the same.”
    

    
      The sword came in an instant.
    

    
      It felt as if time had stopped.
    

    
      His heart was pounding as if it would burst.
    

    
      Artier hurriedly tensed his entire body.
    

    
      He was planning to get out of the shield even if it meant taking a fatal wound.
    

    
      [Tersion uses Arrow Ray (Lv.3).]
    

    
      Teong!
    

    
      Just then, a flash of light directly shattered the Doppelganger’s wrist. The sword grazed past Artier’s chest by a hair’s breadth.
    

    
      [Collie uses Ice Wall (Lv.4).]
    

    
      [Reinard uses Explosion (Lv.3).]
    

    
      Clear ice enveloped Artier and Jeina, followed by a massive explosion that engulfed the entire space.
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      “Master! Are you alright!”
    

    
      When the aftermath of the explosion subsided and the ringing in his ears stopped.
    

    
      Artier could hear the voice he had so longed to hear.
    

    
      “You’ve come, Collie.”
    

    
      “Aaaah?! Master’s arm!”
    

    
      “Arm?”
    

    
      At those words, Artier looked down at his own arm.
    

    
      The guard on his wrist was torn to shreds, and blood was flowing profusely.
    

    
      ‘Ah, so I broke the shield after all. Still, it’s a relief that only my left arm is injured.’
    

    
      There was no pain, as if all the nerves were dead.
    

    
      But he couldn’t even muster any strength.
    

    
      As Artier collapsed to the floor, Collie took out his staff with a whimper.
    

    
      “J-just hold on a little… I will treat you immediately.”
    

    
      “Okay. Please.”
    

    
      Reinard and Tersion were still looking beyond the dusty space.
    

    
      “He’s not the type to die from just this.”
    

    
      “That’s right. Since he copied a magician who focused on defense rather than offense.”
    

    
      Pat! Pat!
    

    
      As soon as those words were finished, homing magic circles appeared on Tersion and Reinard’s bodies.
    

    
      “They’re coming.”
    

    
      [Reinard uses Fire Shield (Lv.2).]
    

    
      The shield of burning flames incinerated the mana arrows, and Tersion immediately shot an arrow.
    

    
      “Reinforcements at the perfect moment. Were you buying time?”
    

    
      A wounded Doppelganger walked out of the dust.
    

    
      The creature, speaking even with its arm blown off and its neck bent, seemed to have no intention of imitating a human anymore.
    

    
      “It really is a Doppelganger.”
    

    
      “Even Doppelgangers feel pain. What a tough bastard.”
    

    
      Snap.
    

    
      The Doppelganger set its bent body back in place with its own hand and smirked.
    

    
      “You got me.”
    

    
      “If you submit quietly, I’ll let you go without pain.”
    

    
      “What a joke. Do you think that means anything to me?”
    

    
      The creature raised the grimoire with its one remaining arm. It intended to attack at any moment.
    

    
      Tersion sighed and shot an arrow.
    

    
      Kwang! Pepeong!
    

    
      The fight did not last long.
    

    
      The surprise attack was fatal, and Tersion’s Arrow Ray was a bad match for Gerard. As a skill that ignored defense, it pierced through Gerard’s Shield as well.
    

    
      “Everything will be as Gortera wills. The empire is already…”
    

    
      With those last words, the Doppelganger returned to its true form.
    

    
      Its grayish-white skin and abnormally long limbs once again reminded them that it was not a human but a monster.
    

    
      “……That’s a name I’ve never heard before. Could that be the leader of the Hellmorphs?”
    

    
      “Hey, are you two alive?”
    

    
      Tersion ignored Reinard’s mumbling and immediately looked for the two.
    

    
      “Miss Jeina is fine. But master’s wound will require holy magic.”
    

    
      Collie looked like he was about to cry.
    

    
      Artier realized something and said firmly.
    

    
      “It’s not your fault, Collie.”
    

    
      “But…”
    

    
      “You did your best. Don’t blame yourself.”
    

    
      “Doesn’t it hurt?”
    

    
      “No. Not at all.”
    

    
      Artier looked at his ruined left arm.
    

    
      ‘Of course that’s a lie.’
    

    
      Even if he held it in, he couldn’t stop the trembling.
    

    
      Still, it was bearable.
    

    
      The throbbing pain, the feeling of his blood growing cold, was no longer awkward.
    

    
      He was adapting to this world.
    

    
      “A single injury cannot represent the whole, so if the whole is intact, the single part is also intact.”
    

    
      [Collie uses a skill.]
    

    
      Paat!
    

    
      As a brilliant light caressed Artier’s body, the wounds on his body slowly disappeared as if being rewound.
    

    
      When all the wounds were healed, Collie collapsed, panting, and pouted.
    

    
      “Lies don’t work on me, sir.”
    

    
      “You’re right.”
    

    
      Artier couldn’t help but chuckle.
    

    
      “So what are you going to do?”
    

    
      Tersion asked.
    

    
      “Are we going to keep going or go back? To be honest, whichever we choose, we need to rest for a while.”
    

    
      Everyone agreed with her words.
    

    
      They were low on stamina, and almost everyone’s mana was at rock bottom.
    

    
      “I’ll set up a camp here, so let’s rest for now.”
    

    
      “We have no choice.”
    

    
      Artier barely managed to set up a magic circle by scraping together his comrades’ mana.
    

    
      Thanks to that, they were able to avoid the poison gas, but mana recovery was slow. It was because this was an underground cave, not the surface.
    

    
      “The mana recovery speed is about half as slow as on the surface.”
    

    
      “Can’t be helped. We’ll just have to rest twice as long.”
    

    
      The party, gathered around the campfire, talked about what to do next.
    

    
      “The fact that monsters have allied with the Hellmorphs is a serious problem. We should report to the Papal State immediately and return.”
    

    
      Reinard said.
    

    
      “It’s just that monsters have been added to the list of enemies. I understand reporting, but what’s the reason for insisting on returning?”
    

    
      “Because we are not prepared.”
    

    
      “What do you mean?”
    

    
      “We only came prepared to fight Hellmorphs. We didn’t come prepared to fight Doppelgangers. An unprepared battle results in more losses than gains.”
    

    
      Besides, Doppelgangers were high-level monsters.
    

    
      They were in a different league from the Gnolls Artier had faced in the past.
    

    
      “I have a different opinion.”
    

    
      Tersion also touched her mask.
    

    
      The fact that her pose was the same as Reinard’s was clearly intentional.
    

    
      “They’re definitely hiding something here.”
    

    
      “What’s your evidence.”
    

    
      “That thing said it earlier. That there was an order to kill all humans who come here. Usually, you don’t do that in a place with nothing.”
    

    
      “I don’t think it’s that important a statement. In the first place, the order to kill enemies who have infiltrated our territory is extremely common.”
    

    
      “Isn’t the scale too large for a common response? Besides… this is the rearmost area for you humans, like the southern part of the empire.”
    

    
      Indeed, the Hellmorphs they had met so far were much weaker than the ones they had met on the front lines.
    

    
      Until they met the Doppelganger here.
    

    
      “This is practically like they knew about us and prepared.”
    

    
      “How could that be possible. We decided to come here on the day we were isolated by the snowstorm. Even if there was a spy at that time, there would have been no way to contact them.”
    

    
      Flinch.
    

    
      As Ben’s existence was mentioned, Jeina’s whole body momentarily stiffened.
    

    
      Artier hurriedly opened his mouth.
    

    
      “They weren’t after us.”
    

    
      “Hmm?”
    

    
      Reinard was looking at him.
    

    
      Artier quickly racked his brain.
    

    
      Even if it wasn’t them, there was one other visitor the Doppelganger could have predicted.
    

    
      “……The Imperial expedition team.”
    

    
      They must have departed from the empire. And their destination must have been clear.
    

    
      If only one condition was met, it was highly possible that they knew about this in advance.
    

    
      “I think they already have their eyes in the empire.”
    

    
      At his words, the atmosphere turned cold.
    

    
      “Is there any evidence.”
    

    
      “There’s no clear physical evidence. But isn’t it strange? Look at the empire’s actions now. In Condestraden County, the count even tried to make a deal with them.”
    

    
      It could just be that the evil nature of humans was revealed.
    

    
      It might be more of that, but the question of ‘what if?’ was certainly plausible.
    

    
      “Leader, if there is no clear evidence, it is better not to report to the Papal State.”
    

    
      “No, even if it’s just a guess, it’s right to report this. That way, the Papal State can also be careful.”
    

    
      Artier said so and took out the communication orb.
    

    
      When he infused it with a little recovered mana, the communication orb began to send a signal.
    

    
      “That’s a relief. It’s transmitting to the Papal State.”
    

    
      “It’s really useful, except for the ridiculous price, huh?”
    

    
      10 seconds passed since the signal was sent. Artier continued to stare at the crystal orb.
    

    
      After 15 seconds, a new face appeared in the crystal orb. It was someone Artier didn’t remember.
    

    
      Communication received from the Papal State. What is it, Leader Artier?
    

    
      ……It seems the communication officer has changed. Who are you?
    

    
      I am Bishop Herman.
    

    
      A person with chubby cheeks, a rare sight in this world. A person with golden curly hair that was truly eye-catching.
    

    
      At his answer, Artier tilted his head and asked back.
    

    
      Are you really a bishop?
    

    
      In the Rata faith, the position of bishop was an incredibly high rank. The only positions above it were cardinal and pope.
    

    
      From the outside, the man looked too young to hold the title of bishop.
    

    
      ……Actually, I’m still an acolyte priest.
    

    
      As expected, he immediately bowed his head at Artier’s questioning.
    

    
      I was temporarily managing this place at the bishop’s request.
    

    
      Ropin was not the type to entrust his work to others. Feeling anxious, Artier hurriedly asked more questions.
    

    
      Where is Ropin?
    

    
      The bishop went to the imperial palace this afternoon.
    

    
      The imperial palace? For what?
    

    
      He was asked to give a congratulatory speech on the crown prince’s birthday.
    

    
      A congratulatory speech…?
    

    
      Tersion, who was listening to the story from behind, was dumbfounded.
    

    
      “They’re having a birthday party at a time like this? Is the empire really that thoughtless?”
    

    
      “On birthdays, they hold a banquet throughout the capital, albeit briefly. It could be for the sake of public sentiment, but…”
    

    
      “What a load of crap. Are all the people in the capital idiots?”
    

    
      “Of course not. The rumors have already spread as much as they can.”
    

    
      Artier was troubled.
    

    
      Was it okay to convey important information to someone he didn’t even know?
    

    
      What was the possibility that he was a Doppelganger?
    

    
      Is there anything you wish to convey? I will pass it on to the bishop.
    

    
      ……No. I think I should deliver it myself. I’ll contact you again later.
    

    
      In the end, Artier ended the communication with those words.
    

    
      ‘Because this is a situation where you can’t easily trust anyone.’
    

    
      The party was watching him put away the crystal orb.
    

    
      Now that things had come to this, their next move depended entirely on Artier’s decision.
    

    
      “What are you planning to do.”
    

    
      Reinard was on the side of returning, while Tersion was of the opinion to go deeper inside.
    

    
      Artier found himself looking at Jeina.
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      She said nothing.
    

    
      She seemed to have a lot on her mind. It seemed that after experiencing several incidents, her blood was also gradually cooling.
    

    
      “For now, let’s find our remaining comrades.”
    

    
      Artier decided to postpone the decision.
    

    
      “Whether we move forward or not will be decided by a majority vote later.”
    

    
      “But how do you plan to find out? The people here could be distinguished thanks to the spirit creature you have a spiritual contract with, Leader, but it won’t be the same for others.”
    

    
      “I just thought of a way. I think we can get Collie’s help again this time.”
    

    
      “Eh?”
    

    
      Collie, who had no idea what was going on, became a fool.
    

    
      “How do you plan to use me?”
    

    
      “You have the ability to distinguish lies.”
    

    
      It was something he had casually mentioned when Artier was getting his wound treated earlier.
    

    
      Collie, being a Spirit Creature, was better at reading the flow of mana than others, so he could see through lies.
    

    
      “It’s possible, but… will that work on Doppelgangers?”
    

    
      “It will. In fact, it will work because they are Doppelgangers. They copy the host’s abilities exactly.”
    

    
      “That makes sense.”
    

    
      Tersion said.
    

    
      “If you can see through them, that’s great, and even if you can’t, it’s still strange enough. It’s rare for there to be a human you can’t see through. Right?”
    

    
      A smile spread across the lips of Collie, who had realized something.
    

    
      Artier also grinned.
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      Tok!
    

    
      As a drop of water fell nearby, Gerard immediately opened his grimoire and turned around. 
    

    
      The instantly created mana arrow was spinning fiercely, as if ready to be shot at any moment.
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      However, since there wasn’t even a single ant in sight, Gerard sighed and closed the book.
    

    
      ‘Strange. I’ve been walking for a long time, but I can’t see an exit.’
    

    
      It had already been three hours since he had gotten lost in the maze made of stone bricks.
    

    
      After coming to his senses, Gerard had immediately searched the area for his comrades, but he couldn’t feel any presence.
    

    
      ‘Did I fall into a different place by myself.’
    

    
      This conclusion was naturally drawn.
    

    
      He stopped walking and began to organize his thoughts.
    

    
      ‘Mana is limited, and communication is blocked. The surrounding environment is full of poison gas. If I can’t get out of here within the time I can stay conscious, I’ll die.’
    

    
      The durability of the walls was too strong to break through. With his abilities, it was difficult to even make a small hole.
    

    
      In that case, the only way was to escape the maze directly.
    

    
      ‘I was told that if you keep your right hand on the wall and move, you can escape.’
    

    
      Right after saying that, Gerard looked to his side. On the stone bricks, the traces of him walking with his hand on the wall spread out endlessly.
    

    
      ‘Can I really get out before I collapse?’
    

    
      Thump… Thump…
    

    
      Just then, a sound was heard from up ahead.
    

    
      He couldn’t see it, but the footsteps were getting closer.
    

    
      ‘Who is it?’
    

    
      Gerard held his grimoire and did not let his guard down.
    

    
      ‘The footsteps sound familiar…’
    

    
      The footsteps were getting closer.
    

    
      At the same time, light began to appear in the bent passage ahead.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      “Ah……”
    

    
      Artier let out a dry laugh when he saw the tense Gerard in front of him.
    

    
      He had already seen this sight for the third time.
    

    
      “Is Gerard perhaps loved by Doppelgangers?”
    

    
      “A Doppelganger’s ideal type, isn’t that the worst?”
    

    
      Tersion pretended to gag.
    

    
      Then, Gerard frowned and replied.
    

    
      “I am not a Doppelganger.”
    

    
      “That’s a lie.”
    

    
      “On what grounds…”
    

    
      Pow!
    

    
      The fake Gerard’s words were not finished.
    

    
      Tersion, who had accurately lodged an arrow in his forehead, fired three more arrows in succession into his neck, chest, and abdomen.
    

    
      “It seems their communication isn’t that smooth, huh? For the information about Collie to not have spread this much.”
    

    
      “That’s probably it. Originally, Doppelgangers are not monsters that move in groups.”
    

    
      “This means this situation is a first for them too.”
    

    
      The fake Gerard died without even putting up much of a fight.
    

    
      It was a surprisingly empty death.
    

    
      [You have hunted a Doppelganger.]
    

    
      [Karma Points have increased by 5.]
    

    
      Every time he caught a Doppelganger, Artier’s Karma Points increased slightly.
    

    
      It meant that these creatures were that dangerous to humans.
    

    
      “By the way, what are you going to do?”
    

    
      Tersion pulled out the arrows from the dead Doppelganger.
    

    
      “I’ve searched this entire cave, but I can’t find him.”
    

    
      At those words, Artier’s expression darkened rapidly.
    

    
      ‘Gerard, where did you go.’
    

    
      After resting enough, Artier wandered around the cave looking for the remaining party members.
    

    
      He managed to find one warrior and one archer belonging to Reinard’s party. In the process, he had killed over ten Doppelgangers as a bonus.
    

    
      Collie’s ability was more effective than he thought. No matter how real the lies the Doppelgangers told, Collie could see through all of them.
    

    
      This was because the Doppelgangers themselves were aware that they were disguised beings and that they were Doppelgangers.
    

    
      ‘If they forget their own identity and become deeply immersed in the person they’re copying, I won’t be able to tell them apart either. But a Doppelganger that goes that far is not a dangerous being to us in the first place.’
    

    
      ‘Why?’
    

    
      ‘At that point, it’s no longer a Doppelganger but closer to a human itself. It has forgotten how to return to its original form and lost its instinct to prey on humans, so there’s no reason for us to fear it.’
    

    
      Was Collie’s statement true? Or was it because the information hadn’t been passed on to them?
    

    
      The Doppelgangers continued to fall for the same trick afterwards.
    

    
      “Didn’t he go to the surface by himself? We already found the exit.”
    

    
      Jeina’s words were quite persuasive.
    

    
      “Bow, can you find any traces of him going outside?”
    

    
      “Impossible. Even I can’t distinguish the traces of a Doppelganger.”
    

    
      It seemed there were things that even Tersion couldn’t do.
    

    
      “Their footprints are exactly the same as ours. Right now, I can see five of that magician and about ten barbarians. How am I supposed to distinguish them?”
    

    
      “Wow, how many are you?”
    

    
      “Just shut up for a bit.”
    

    
      Jeina giggled as usual and then immediately wiped her expression.
    

    
      Somehow… I didn’t know because she always seemed thoughtless, but it was all over her face when she was pretending to be okay.
    

    
      “Ben isn’t here, is he?”
    

    
      “You think he would be?”
    

    
      Tersion, who had answered sharply, glanced at Jeina and said in a softer voice.
    

    
      “In the first place, he would be inside the ruins. We’re the only ones who fell down here.”
    

    
      In the end, it was time to make the choice that had been postponed.
    

    
      Artier carefully observed the scale in front of him. The scale was still being maintained tensely.
    

    
      ‘What should I do? If I recklessly try to rescue Gerard, everyone might be in danger.’
    

    
      It was when he was deep in thought.
    

    
      Can you hear me.
    

    
      Gerard’s clear voice echoed in everyone’s ears.
    

    
      Collie, who had frozen stiff, opened his mouth.
    

    
      “The communication jam… has been lifted.”
    

    
      Artier immediately received the communication.
    

    
      Gerard?
    

    
      I knew you were there. I knew you’d pick up right away.
    

    
      Where are you now?
    

    
      I believe I’m inside the ruins. Fortunately, I don’t see any Doppelgangers.
    

    
      Many of the people who confirmed the communication let out sighs of relief.
    

    
      However, Artier’s expression was stiff.
    

    
      After a moment of silence, he immediately opened his mouth.
    

    
      Who are you?
    

    
      What do you mean? It’s Gerard.
    

    
      Gerard wouldn’t know that there are Doppelgangers in these ruins yet, would he?
    

    
      …….
    

    
      After a brief silence, the voice changed to that of a completely different person.
    

    
      Impressive. As expected of the leader of the humans.
    

    
      A vein on his forehead throbbed.
    

    
      Artier almost accidentally scattered the mana that was protecting the corner of his mouth.
    

    
      ‘This is why the impression of Doppelgangers changes so drastically in the later stages.’
    

    
      They could copy appearances and memories, but they couldn’t copy some magic. At some point, they started copying that too.
    

    
      Communication, inventory, and even some special skills.
    

    
      From that point on, Doppelgangers become another source of fear after the Hellmorphs.
    

    
      Let me praise you first. I didn’t know you would be able to see through us there.
    

    
      You didn’t know about Collie’s ability?
    

    
      It was a rather interesting method. But the same method won’t work when we meet next time.
    

    
      There won’t be a next time. You will be eliminated by them someday too.
    

    
      Think what you want. You who do not know the truth.
    

    
      What’s the purpose of your visit.
    

    
      When Artier sneered, the unidentified voice let out a sinister laugh.
    

    
      Congratulations on saving everyone except one person. But… did you really save everyone?
    

    
      What do you mean by that?
    

    
      Kung!
    

    
      The moment Artier asked back, a loud noise echoed from behind them.
    

    
      Everyone simultaneously drew their weapons and stared at the spot, but no one appeared.
    

    
      “……Wait. Where did Jeina go?”
    

    
      Tersion said.
    

    
      Jeina, who had been by their side just a moment ago, had vanished without a trace.
    

    
      “Jeina?”
    

    
      Uneasy.
    

    
      The moment Artier muttered, another communication came in.
    

    
      Isn’t it really fun?
    

    
      What did you do to Jeina.
    

    
      I don’t know what you’re talking about.
    

    
      I asked what you did!
    

    
      Hoho, we haven’t done anything to the Jeina there?
    

    
      The one there…?
    

    
      The meaning of the creature’s words was clear.
    

    
      Was the Jeina here a Doppelganger?
    

    
      ‘But how?’
    

    
      He had been holding onto her from the moment they fell into the trap.
    

    
      Of course, it was possible that she was switched out when she was unconscious.
    

    
      But the probability was low. They didn’t harm the unconscious me at all and just took Jeina?
    

    
      “……Ah.”
    

    
      No.
    

    
      There was definitely something he was missing.
    

    
      ‘When everyone was scattered at the lake.’
    

    
      There was definitely a time then when everyone could have been alone.
    

    
      Jjeong!
    

    
      An unknown wind scattered explosively around Artier.
    

    
      “Hey, calm down.”
    

    
      “……Collie. Are Reinard and Bow real?”
    

    
      “They should be. At least I didn’t feel anything strange when we talked.”
    

    
      “Okay. That’s enough.”
    

    
      It was a mistake not to have Collie confirm them just because he was sure.
    

    
      In the first place, this was the middle of enemy territory, so why did he think they would be living together in the ruins?
    

    
      You have only two choices.
    

    
      The arrogant voice continued.
    

    
      To leave this place in exchange for two people. Isn’t that a rather cheap price?
    

    
      What’s the other one?
    

    
      Naturally, for everyone to die. Choose well, leader of the humans.
    

    
      Click.
    

    
      The communication ended there.
    

    
      For a while, Artier couldn’t lower the hand that was holding his ear.
    

    
      “Hey.”
    

    
      It was Tersion who broke the long silence.
    

    
      “What are you going to do.”
    

    
      “……We have to go up.”
    

    
      “We can’t.”
    

    
      Reinard’s gaze was anything but kind.
    

    
      “We can guess from the contents of the communication. They have prepared for a fight with us.”
    

    
      “But it’s also true that there seems to be something inside the ruins for sure.”
    

    
      “Unfortunately, we don’t have to enter in our current state. We can return to the temple and bring more knights with us.”
    

    
      His expression as he adjusted his glasses was particularly cold.
    

    
      He was emitting a chill that could rival Artier’s.
    

    
      “Think wisely. Are you planning to put everyone left in danger to save two people.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “You are no longer the leader of a single party, Leader. I advise you not to risk your life for the sake of a mission.”
    

    
      Reinard had already lost two comrades. And he had voluntarily given up on their rescue.
    

    
      Only for the sake of the mission.
    

    
      And now he was demanding the same from Artier.
    

    
      ‘That’s right. It’s dangerous to enter from here now.’
    

    
      This was only the entrance to the ruins.
    

    
      The law of the game. The deeper you go, the stronger the enemies become.
    

    
      Artier knew that too. That’s why he couldn’t easily refute Reinard’s words.
    

    
      “Hey.”
    

    
      Just then, Tersion approached.
    

    
      She strode over and suddenly grabbed Reinard by the collar.
    

    
      “It’s funny to listen to you, stop pushing your burdens onto others, will you?”
    

    
      “What do you mean by that.”
    

    
      “Should I quote what that barbarian said? Don’t rationalize your choice, you brat.”
    

    
      She seemed to be really pissed off.
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      Chapter 106 - Crossroads of Choice (3)
    

    
      “A young punk like you is spouting nonsense about rationality and means.”
    

    
      Tersion said, pushing Reinard away as if throwing him.
    

    
      His body swayed precariously, but the look in his eyes remained unchanged.
    

    
      “Don’t force the choice you made on others as if it’s advice. It might be the right answer for you, but not for everyone else.”
    

    
      “I was merely suggesting the best course of action in the current situation.”
    

    
      “Better? That’s hilarious. You just arbitrarily judged the usefulness of the two who disappeared. Isn’t that right?”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “There are quite a few guys like you. The kind who throw people away the moment they don’t meet your standards or you disagree with them.”
    

    
      Jeina, who cared for her comrades excessively, continued to show signs of wavering toward Ben, who had returned alive.
    

    
      Gerard expressed opinions that opposed Reinard’s at every turn.
    

    
      To Reinard, they were clearly a nuisance. They must have seemed like nothing more than obstacles to the expedition’s mission.
    

    
      “That’s why you’re wary of threats you can’t confirm. Because your circle is filled only with people within the scope of your understanding.”
    

    
      “I believe it’s better than recklessly charging at unknown beings.”
    

    
      “I suppose so. But you’ll continue to encounter beings you know nothing about. And you won’t be able to solve it.”
    

    
      With those words, she looked at Artier. Then she uttered her final words.
    

    
      “So watch carefully. This is the way of someone who accomplishes what you can’t.”
    

    
      She took something out of her inventory and held it out.
    

    
      It was a small, blue pill.
    

    
      “What’s this?”
    

    
      “It’s an Elven mana potion. It should be more effective than the human ones.”
    

    
      “Why are you giving this to me?”
    

    
      “Because you won’t give up.”
    

    
      There were two pills.
    

    
      Tersion placed them in Artier’s hand.
    

    
      “Try to rack your brain somehow. I’ll play along.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      Artier put the pills into his inventory.
    

    
      And he closed his eyes.
    

    
      [Tactical Command is activated.]
    

    
      Flash! Flash! Flash!
    

    
      Tactics emerged and vanished.
    

    
      Numerous information windows hovered around him.
    

    
      But this time, he knew nothing of the enemy’s scale or their tricks.
    

    
      [Creation of tactics is impossible due to lack of information.]
    

    
      It was only natural.
    

    
      Artier was a person who knew a part of the future, not a prophet who knew all of it.
    

    
      Even he couldn’t predict the future of something he was experiencing for the first time.
    

    
      ‘Can I do it?’
    

    
      There was something Tersion didn’t know. That the only time Artier had jumped into a matter he knew nothing about was the Kelta Castle incident.
    

    
      Even then, that was a matter concerning only himself, but now, many people were by his side.
    

    
      ‘But I can’t lose Gerard and Jeina like this.’
    

    
      In the first place, there was nothing absolute in this world.
    

    
      One could get infinitely close to 100%, but a final gap was bound to remain.
    

    
      And what filled that gap was nothing but pure confidence.
    

    
      “Let’s go.”
    

    
      Artier opened his eyes and began to walk.
    

    
      A brilliant light was descending from beyond the cave’s entrance.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Gurgle. Gurgle.
    

    
      Throughout the ruins, Hellmorph membranes were being cultivated by the hands of the doppelgangers.
    

    
      They were throwing in the corpses of beasts they had hunted or their victims to provide nutrients for the membranes.
    

    
      After swallowing the chunks of meat, the membrane would suddenly swell up and then tear apart, spitting out a small Hellmorph minion.
    

    
      ‘Now this is a rare sight.’
    

    
      Monsters raising Hellmorphs.
    

    
      It was a scene even Artier, who had played the game for a long time, had rarely seen.
    

    
      “Everyone, listen up.”
    

    
      He felt there was a risk of the communication being wiretapped.
    

    
      Artier whispered softly so that only his party could hear.
    

    
      “We’ll buy time with Reinard’s Holy Magic, then quickly enter and escape before reinforcements arrive.”
    

    
      “They will surely use Holy Magic as well.”
    

    
      “They won’t be able to.”
    

    
      Holy Magic had a fatal flaw: if one did not possess a holy relic, it was used at the cost of one’s lifespan.
    

    
      The doppelgangers, who had no holy relics, would have to practically risk their lives to use offensive Holy Magic.
    

    
      “I see. In the end, they are monsters too.”
    

    
      However, there might be one that would just use it, figuring it would die whether it did or not.
    

    
      But that was to not know the nature of monsters at all.
    

    
      The most prominent characteristic of the beings defined by humans as monsters was their lack of a sense of community. Of course, there were monsters that lived in groups, but even they could never escape this rule.
    

    
      The law of the jungle.
    

    
      If one dies, they are weak; if one lives, they are strong.
    

    
      There was no way such creatures would sacrifice themselves to save others.
    

    
      “Collie, have you checked?”
    

    
      “There are two narrow passages. If we collapse these, we should be able to hold out for at least 30 minutes.”
    

    
      “Good. Let’s split up and block the passages.”
    

    
      The group scattered.
    

    
      Reinard was left at the front, while Tersion and Collie headed to the left passage, and Reinard’s two party members went to the right passage.
    

    
      Once everyone was in position, Reinard lightly waved his staff to create a Holy Light.
    

    
      “What’s that?”
    

    
      The doppelgangers, sensitive to such presences, immediately tensed up and rushed toward the location.
    

    
      However, upon seeing just one person standing there, they cackled and mocked him.
    

    
      “Has he given up on everything?”
    

    
      “It’s understandable.”
    

    
      They didn’t immediately connect Reinard with Holy Magic.
    

    
      It was because Reinard was hiding the Holy Light behind his back.
    

    
      “Wait… that aura?”
    

    
      “This bastard!”
    

    
      Of course, even if he hid it visually, it was impossible to hide the Holy Light that was overflowing with Divine Power.
    

    
      But that brief moment was enough time for Reinard to chant his spell.
    

    
      “You’re unpleasant. Would you please disappear now.”
    

    
      [Reinard uses a skill.]
    

    
      [Holy Magic: Divine Phoenix Drive (Lv.1): Summons a phoenix of hot flames, formed by the flow of divine energy, for 60 seconds.]
    

    
      Screeeech!
    

    
      A flaming bird whose heat could be felt just by looking at it.
    

    
      As it shrieked and descended from the sky, the land was engulfed in a sea of fire.
    

    
      The doppelgangers at the very front were turned to ash by the phoenix’s wingbeat and vanished.
    

    
      “Was I… wrong?”
    

    
      Reinard muttered, lightly twirling the staff floating in mid-air.
    

    
      The doppelgangers before him had long since left his field of interest.
    

    
      “That’s impossible.”
    

    
      “Kill that bastard!”
    

    
      The remaining doppelgangers charged at Reinard.
    

    
      Their hands were filled with weapons they were familiar with.
    

    
      “Now.”
    

    
      At Artier’s signal, everyone rose from their hiding spots.
    

    
      Soon, various magics and skills poured onto the weak walls, and the passages collapsed with a thunderous roar.
    

    
      “Block this area. Use Holy Magic if necessary.”
    

    
      “We can’t hold out for long. So bring them back as quickly as possible.”
    

    
      Artier and Collie entered the central passage.
    

    
      Inside the empty temple, membranes squirmed and recognized Artier, but no additional doppelgangers were in sight.
    

    
      “Collie, tell me immediately if you sense anything.”
    

    
      Bang!
    

    
      The door, kicked open, swung violently.
    

    
      There, Artier found three people bound in chains.
    

    
      Gerard and Jeina. And…?
    

    
      ‘Huh?’
    

    
      Someone familiar was tied up in chains.
    

    
      A person who only Artier among the party would likely know.
    

    
      [Lv.15 Oron Cranman (Leader)]
    

    
      “Collie, can you free those two?”
    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    
      After sending Collie, Artier stared at the man before him.
    

    
      He placed a hand on the man’s shoulder and infused a little mana, and the man’s closed eyes opened.
    

    
      “……You are?”
    

    
      Upon seeing Artier, Cranman let out a sigh.
    

    
      “So you’ve come after all. Fine, kill me. Whatever I say won’t get through to you, I suppose.”
    

    
      “Excuse me? What are you talking about?”
    

    
      “Aren’t you here to kill me? If you’re going to, I’d appreciate it if you made it quick.”
    

    
      Artier pondered for a moment before shattering his chains with his sword.
    

    
      The man rubbed his wrists, unable to hide his bewilderment.
    

    
      “What is the meaning of this?”
    

    
      “Count Cranman, I am not here to kill you.”
    

    
      Count Oron Cranman.
    

    
      A mastermind who survives until the latter half of the story, supporting the protagonist before betraying and getting killed by him.
    

    
      However, because he was an NPC who gave many rewards before that, he was known among players as a pushover who was ‘sucked dry and then automatically discarded.’
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      The count’s eyes widened at Artier’s words, and he was speechless for a while.
    

    
      The voice that barely managed to escape was trembling lightly.
    

    
      “……You weren’t sent by the Empire?”
    

    
      “That’s right.”
    

    
      “Who sent you doesn’t matter. If you escort me to the Empire, I promise a great reward.”
    

    
      Cranman’s eyes couldn’t stay still for a moment.
    

    
      “A significant portion of the Empire’s leadership has been taken over by doppelgangers. I will soon be next. If things continue like this, we will lose the Empire to the monsters without being able to do a thing.”
    

    
      “What did you say?”
    

    
      “I was inspecting the area near my fief when I was kidnapped by them and brought here. Soon, a doppelganger that has copied my appearance will arrive in the capital. We must stop it before then!”
    

    
      Artier’s complexion also turned pale as he grasped the situation.
    

    
      Count Cranman, while not a marquis, was a high noble with a large fief near the capital. 
    

    
      What could happen with a single point of the count’s finger?
    

    
      Artier had already witnessed that in the Condestraden County.
    

    
      Flash!
    

    
      [A quest has been generated.]
    

    
      [Without your knowledge, Count Cranman was on the verge of being replaced. If you had not discovered him by chance, that would have truly happened. Taking him to the capital might help you understand the Empire's questionable actions thus far.]
    

    
      [- Reward: +550 Favorability with the Cranman Family]
    

    
      Reading the quest that appeared before his eyes, Artier nodded.
    

    
      “Understood. I will escort you to the capital.”
    

    
      “Good. Then lead the way.”
    

    
      “Before that, just a moment……. Collie!”
    

    
      At his call, Collie trotted over.
    

    
      Naturally, he had to check if the count was a doppelganger as well.
    

    
      “How are the two of them?”
    

    
      “They’re both fine, aside from being a little startled. However, both of them are out of mana, so fighting is out of the question.”
    

    
      It was an expected result, as they likely hadn’t been able to rest.
    

    
      “Revert to your original form and protect the three of them.”
    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    
      The five of them then ran down the long corridor and started heading back to the entrance.
    

    
      Boom!
    

    
      Their steps had to stop before long.
    

    
      An unusual plume of smoke was rising into the sky in the distance.
    

    
      Artier, we have an uninvited guest here!
    

    
      At Tersion’s urgent communication, Artier drew his sword.
    

    
      After sprinting at full speed, he soon arrived at the source of the smoke.
    

    
      The party, covered in wounds, was surrounded by numerous skeletons, catching their breath.
    

    
      ‘Skeletons? Don’t tell me…’
    

    
      His ominous feeling immediately became reality.
    

    
      Two figures wearing purple robes walked out from between the clouds of dust, glanced at Artier who had emerged from the entrance, and spoke.
    

    
      “There was another rat.”
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      Chapter 107 - Divine Conversion (1)
    

    
      Their whereabouts had been a mystery until now.
    

    
      Artier had confirmed that one party was annihilated, but the Imperial expedition was composed of two parties.
    

    
      ‘I thought we’d meet eventually.’
    

    
      But why were they attacking us?
    

    
      The answer came from the mouth of the count who followed behind him.
    

    
      “Cease your attack! They are not enemies!”
    

    
      At the count’s shout, the movements of the two who seemed ready to charge at any moment came to a halt.
    

    
      “Is that you, Count Cranman?”
    

    
      “Yes, it is I.”
    

    
      “We will verify your identity.”
    

    
      The one with the low, dry voice took out what appeared to be a nameplate from his bosom.
    

    
      When he aimed it at the count, a wave of mana swept over him.
    

    
      “……Confirmed. You, imperial citizens, hand over the Count to us. That is an order.”
    

    
      “Who are you to order us around?”
    

    
      As soon as Jeina asked back, Artier swung his arm in front of her.
    

    
      And he snatched a shuriken that was flying toward her.
    

    
      Thwip!
    

    
      A sticky liquid was on the shuriken.
    

    
      As the leather glove that touched the liquid turned white, Artier dropped the shuriken in disgust.
    

    
      “What is the meaning of this?”
    

    
      “I will not ask a second time. If you do not hand him over, you will die.”
    

    
      “Shouldn’t you also prove that you’re not a doppelganger for us to believe you?”
    

    
      “You’re hastening your own death.”
    

    
      Whoosh!
    

    
      In the time it took to exhale, the man was already right in front of him.
    

    
      Shurikens aiming for his heart were flying in from all directions.
    

    
      [Perfect Counter is activated!]
    

    
      Clang, clang, clang! Clang!
    

    
      A slight lapse in concentration and he would be pierced. Realizing this, the sword he swung naturally became fiercer.
    

    
      Artier’s sword, which had deflected ten shurikens at once, was now aimed at the man’s neck.
    

    
      “……What?”
    

    
      The man’s voice was calm, but the emotion he felt was clear. He must not have expected his surprise attack to be thwarted.
    

    
      ‘He’s strong. Does he have the skills to have made it this far?’
    

    
      On the other hand, Artier couldn’t just smile either. The man’s movements and judgment were certainly not ordinary.
    

    
      Even though he had aimed for a counterattack with Perfect Counter, no wounds were visible on the man’s body.
    

    
      “Are you in the mood to talk now?”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      The man dropped his dagger and stepped back.
    

    
      Then, the count spoke.
    

    
      “What is your objective?”
    

    
      “To rescue you, my lord Count.”
    

    
      “Who gave the order?”
    

    
      “It is an order from Marquis Calendar.”
    

    
      “His Excellency the Marquis?”
    

    
      The count’s expression was complex and subtle.
    

    
      Artier felt he knew the reason why.
    

    
      ‘Marquis Calendar belongs to a different faction from Count Cranman. It’s natural to be suspicious.’
    

    
      It was a natural principle for various groups to form when people gathered.
    

    
      The Empire was no different. All nobles who entered politics formed various factions and were wary of one another.
    

    
      “Our mission is to rescue you, my lord Count, and acquire information on this place.”
    

    
      “I see. Are you the only survivors?”
    

    
      “That is correct.”
    

    
      “How did you survive?”
    

    
      “……We were lucky.”
    

    
      The count nodded his head.
    

    
      “Let us leave this place first.”
    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    
      As the man bowed his head, the woman who had been watching from a distance also came down and bowed.
    

    
      [Lv.40 Ropa (Assassin)]
    

    
      [Lv.39 Ruta (Mage)]
    

    
      ‘Their levels are high.’
    

    
      Even after sheathing his sword, Artier continued to finger the hilt. At this point in time, a level 40 NPC was among the highest-grade he could meet.
    

    
      The problem was whether they were truly allies.
    

    
      “Collie, what do you think?”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      Collie stared intently at Ruta.
    

    
      Something is strange.
    

    
      Strange?
    

    
      She is overly calm. To the point of having no emotional changes.
    

    
      Collie’s ears twitched slightly.
    

    
      She seems to be professionally trained to hide her emotions. She’s not a doppelganger, but something more……. Dangerous!
    

    
      Twitch!
    

    
      At that moment, Ruta’s scythe quivered ever so slightly.
    

    
      Then, mana chains materialized all around.
    

    
      [Ruta uses a skill.]
    

    
      [Binding Chain (Lv.1): Binds all enemies within range and puts them in a silenced state.]
    

    
      It all happened in an instant.
    

    
      “Keuk!”
    

    
      “Kyak!”
    

    
      Gerard, Jeina, Reinard, and anyone who seemed to be injured were all captured without exception.
    

    
      The count was no different.
    

    
      “What is the meaning of this!”
    

    
      As Tersion ground her teeth and shouted, Ruta silently spun her weapon, a scythe.
    

    
      “It would be best to eliminate all witnesses, right?”
    

    
      Ropa picked up the dagger he had dropped on the ground.
    

    
      “Eliminating all witnesses is the principle. Don’t let anyone live, even by mistake.”
    

    
      “I get it, so stop nagging.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      The count, caught in the chains, ground his teeth.
    

    
      He seemed to be shouting a lot, but the sounds only echoed inside his throat.
    

    
      “You’ll have to die here with the count.”
    

    
      “We won’t go down that easily.”
    

    
      Artier said in the most relaxed tone he could manage.
    

    
      Even so, his eyes were rapidly scanning the surroundings.
    

    
      ‘This isn’t good.’
    

    
      The undead that had been lingering at the entrance were slowly approaching.
    

    
      They were necromancers.
    

    
      There was no one more advantageous in small-scale skirmishes than necromancers. They could simply crush their opponents with an overwhelming number of summons.
    

    
      ‘Besides, Tersion is a bad match against the undead.’
    

    
      Of course, for an archer, she was good at taking down undead.
    

    
      But it wasn’t to the point of reversing the type disadvantage.
    

    
      Collie, is there any way?
    

    
      If I use Holy Magic, I might be able to block the undead in the front to some extent. The problem is that we don’t know what kind of techniques they will use.
    

    
      Coming to the northern part of the Empire wasn’t possible just by having a slightly higher level.
    

    
      Just like the offensive Holy Magic Artier’s party possessed, it was safe to assume they also had a similar ultimate skill.
    

    
      The two of us will handle them, so you block the undead.
    

    
      Will that be alright?
    

    
      We have no choice. I’m counting on you.
    

    
      Artier spoke to Tersion.
    

    
      “Bow, can you handle that mage one-on-one?”
    

    
      “One-on-one? That’s a necromancer. There’s no way that’s possible.”
    

    
      “What if I make it possible?”
    

    
      “……Of course, I’d tear her apart.”
    

    
      Was it just his imagination that an eerie glint could be seen from the eyeholes of her mask?
    

    
      “Good, Collie!”
    

    
      At Artier’s words, Collie lifted his head and let out a low, long howl.
    

    
      Awoooo!
    

    
      The Holy Light split into countless pieces and ascended upwards.
    

    
      Soon, a beautiful night sky began to appear on the temple’s ceiling.
    

    
      [Collie uses a skill.]
    

    
      [Holy Magic: Holy Star Fall (Lv.1): Creates a holy meteor shower for 60 seconds. Can attack a wide area or be guided to a specific target.]
    

    
      Soon, as an aura shone in the created sky, the stars that had risen began to fall.
    

    
      It was a beautiful sight.
    

    
      Though for some, it would have been hell.
    

    
      Boom! Boom!
    

    
      The moment the meteors hit the ground, nothing remained. Only the melted stone floor and a little dust were left.
    

    
      Even zombies, known for their considerable durability, couldn’t withstand two hits.
    

    
      “What is that?”
    

    
      Ruta, who had deflected a meteor with her shield, barely dodged an arrow that pierced right through it.
    

    
      At its point of origin stood Tersion, holding a burning beam of light.
    

    
      “If I pierce you, will these disgusting things disappear?”
    

    
      “My, how rude.”
    

    
      Ruta swung her scythe around and created black magic swords around her.
    

    
      “But I wonder if you can even kill me?”
    

    
      Boom! Crack!
    

    
      Even as the temple trembled and dust filled the air, Artier couldn’t take his eyes off the man in front of him.
    

    
      “You’re using cheap tricks.”
    

    
      “Same to you.”
    

    
      Ropa was now holding daggers in both hands.
    

    
      His cold gaze leisurely scanned Artier.
    

    
      ‘He’s probably trying to gauge my true level.’
    

    
      In fact, Artier was also assessing Ropa’s level.
    

    
      In a more direct way, that is.
    

    
      [Lv.40 Ropa]
    

    
      [Title: Orion Empire Special Division Soldier]
    

    
      [Class: Assassin]
    

    
      [Strength: 25]
    

    
      [Agility: 82]
    

    
      [Intelligence: 25]
    

    
      [Available Skills:]
    

    
      [Attack Skills (4) (Close)]
    

    
      [- Black Sign: Shadow Pierce (Lv.2), Ambush (Lv.5), Flurry (Lv.2), Venom Toss (Lv.2)]
    

    
      [Support Skills (1) (Close)]
    

    
      [- Stealth (Lv.2), Detoxify (Lv.1)]
    

    
      [Defense Skills (2) (Close)]
    

    
      [- Substitution (Lv.2)]
    

    
      ‘He only has skills that seem like a pain in the ass to deal with.’
    

    
      Among his skills, the one to be most wary of was undoubtedly the Ambush skill, which was at the highest level.
    

    
      The Ambush skill, which had the effect of dealing additional damage while in stealth, was a dirty skill that could critically injure even a tanker in a single blow.
    

    
      And the second was a skill called Black Sign.
    

    
      ‘Why would a level 40 assassin have learned that? Is it because he’s a special forces member?’
    

    
      Black Sign was a title given only to the strongest skills in the black magic category.
    

    
      It conferred side effects on the body, but its effects were just as powerful. It might even be stronger than Holy Magic.
    

    
      ‘The moment I let him activate that, I lose. But bigger skills have bigger openings, so I can block it.’
    

    
      Fwoosh!
    

    
      Artier’s body shot forward.
    

    
      In just two breaths, sparks scattered in all directions.
    

    
      [Ropa uses Flurry.]
    

    
      [Perfect Counter is activated!]
    

    
      [Flame Cleave is used.]
    

    
      [Ropa uses Substitution.]
    

    
      [Ropa uses Venom Toss.]
    

    
      [Ice Wall is copied and used.]
    

    
      Ropa’s daggers were indeed fast.
    

    
      The moment Artier blocked his blades, he kicked off into the air, leaped over him, moved behind his back, and even threw poison.
    

    
      But Artier was no pushover either.
    

    
      He was nullifying Ropa’s disruptions with just the necessary skills at the perfect timing.
    

    
      ‘How is he so fast?’
    

    
      ‘Why is he so fast?!’
    

    
      Funnily enough, both were thinking the same thing at the same time.
    

    
      Since their reflexes were similar, neither had taken any damage yet.
    

    
      “This method won’t work.”
    

    
      Clang!
    

    
      With a rather large spark, Ropa once again switched places with a nearby object.
    

    
      And then he vanished on the spot.
    

    
      ‘Stealth skill!’
    

    
      As soon as he confirmed it, Artier hastily heightened all his senses.
    

    
      But a high-level assassin was different. No matter how much he concentrated, Ropa’s presence could not be felt anywhere.
    

    
      Slit!
    

    
      A wound appeared on his forearm.
    

    
      Starting with that, invisible daggers began to relentlessly stab at Artier from all directions.
    

    
      ‘It’s okay. As long as I avoid a fatal wound. The important thing is to block that skill.’
    

    
      A cold pain tormented him from all sides. His breath caught in his throat, and he would unwillingly lose his strength.
    

    
      But despite that, Artier did not fall.
    

    
      [Flame Cleave is used.]
    

    
      Fwoosh!
    

    
      Artier spun his whole body and swung his sword.
    

    
      As the flames spread in a circle, Ropa’s figure was finally revealed.
    

    
      “Found you!”
    

    
      “Impressive. But you’re too late.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      Upon hearing those words, Artier felt the shadows flicker unsettlingly.
    

    
      [Ropa uses a skill.]
    

    
      [Black Sign: Shadow Pierce (Lv.2): Attacks all beings with a shadow within range. The caster is also included.]
    

    
      His own shadow and the shadows of his bound comrades were trembling.
    

    
      As if they were afraid.
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      Chapter 108 - Divine Conversion (2)
    

    
      Powerful skills show significant signs before they are used.
    

    
      Commonly, the skin tingles, and in the case of weapons, one naturally assumes a stance that uses all muscles to gather power.
    

    
      So, activating an ultimate skill in a one-on-one fight was a difficult thing to do. It should have been.
    

    
      [Ropa uses a skill.]
    

    
      [Black Sign: Shadow Pierce (Lv.2): Attacks all beings with a shadow within range. The caster is also included.]
    

    
      ‘How?’
    

    
      Artier felt a chilling energy instantly engulf his surroundings.
    

    
      From the fear that rose up to his chin, he could tell for sure. The skill was already complete.
    

    
      “I can discern your intentions just by looking at your eyes.”
    

    
      Shwaaak!
    

    
      A jet-black hand shot up from Ropa’s shadow.
    

    
      As soon as the hand emerged, it quickly circled the area and then elongated its fingers, shooting them out into the surroundings.
    

    
      “Trying to have a direct confrontation here is a foolish act.”
    

    
      Kaang!
    

    
      Artier hurriedly ran toward his comrades who were nearby.
    

    
      [Perfect Counter is activated!]
    

    
      With the flash of light, five shadows were severed.
    

    
      But the severed fingers became new hands. And they immediately extended their fingers toward the surroundings again.
    

    
      “Keuk!”
    

    
      [Perfect Counter is activated!]
    

    
      Even when he swung his sword again, it was the same.
    

    
      The black fingers kept multiplying.
    

    
      After cutting them down about five times, it became impossible to handle even with Perfect Counter.
    

    
      ‘I was… wrong.’
    

    
      As the entire area filled with black hands, Artier had to admit it.
    

    
      His thinking had been wrong from the start.
    

    
      A game is just a game.
    

    
      Reality doesn't need to care about balance like a game does.
    

    
      Why did he ever think an assassin would use an ultimate skill in such a flashy way?
    

    
      ‘It’s my mistake, so I have to make up for it.’
    

    
      His grip on the sword tightened.
    

    
      His eyes were still tracking the trajectory of the fingers.
    

    
      [Perfect Counter is activated!]
    

    
      The sword struck down ten of them.
    

    
      But twenty still remained.
    

    
      Stab!
    

    
      “Keuk!”
    

    
      Two of them grazed his shoulder and thigh.
    

    
      ‘I have to block them.’
    

    
      Thwack!
    

    
      ‘Otherwise, the people who are tied up will die…!’
    

    
      Stab! Stab!
    

    
      His left leg rattled.
    

    
      An excruciating pain he had never experienced in his life seized his entire body.
    

    
      When his sword could no longer keep up, Artier reached out his hand without hesitation. 
    

    
      Even though he knew what price it would exact.
    

    
      “Por! Fire Storm to the front!”
    

    
      [Por uses Fire Storm (Lv.1).]
    

    
      Kwaaaaaang!
    

    
      Perhaps it read Artier’s desperate heart.
    

    
      Por appeared and, without a word, charged forward and unleashed a torrent of flames.
    

    
      The surging flames clashed with the shadow hands.
    

    
      Darkness swallowed the light, and light illuminated the darkness.
    

    
      The two forces, which could never coexist, did not spare any power to annihilate each other.
    

    
      Gulp!
    

    
      Artier shoved the mana pill Tersion had given him and all the potions he had into his mouth.
    

    
      ‘I’ll make up for the level gap with consumables!’
    

    
      Artier said so as he caught his breath, but it was truly an unbearable act.
    

    
      His mana repeatedly hit rock bottom and then recovered. His mind was hazy as if he had been drinking, and his whole body felt like it was on fire.
    

    
      Screeech!
    

    
      In the end, the long battle concluded with the mutual destruction of both sides.
    

    
      As the shadow and the flame died down simultaneously, Artier, who had been barely holding on, fell to his knees.
    

    
      “Ugh… I have no strength left…”
    

    
      Por disappeared with a regretful voice.
    

    
      It seemed he didn't even have enough mana left to maintain the summon.
    

    
      “So you held on by force.”
    

    
      Ropa slowly approached. Blood was flowing from his entire body, but his voice was calm.
    

    
      “But the result won’t change.”
    

    
      Shadow Pierce also inflicts damage on the caster.
    

    
      But in the current situation, all he had to do was cut down Artier and then heal. He was a man accustomed to straddling the line between life and death like this.
    

    
      ‘……Move.’
    

    
      Artier barely held onto his fading consciousness.
    

    
      If he closed his eyes here, truly nothing would be left.
    

    
      But it wasn’t easy.
    

    
      ‘Mana is the power to think. So concentrate. As long as I can keep thinking, even if only a speck of mana remains, I can move.’
    

    
      Visually, Artier had fewer wounds.
    

    
      So, if he could just move, it would be fine.
    

    
      Rattle.
    

    
      His sword was shaking slightly, but…
    

    
      “I acknowledge your mental strength.”
    

    
      Ropa was already right in front of him.
    

    
      He trampled on the sword that was slowly rising and lightly swung down his dagger.
    

    
      ‘Ah.’
    

    
      He was angry.
    

    
      Why couldn't he block such an obvious attack?
    

    
      He had come here, speaking confidently to everyone.
    

    
      There was no death more futile and insignificant than dying like this.
    

    
      ‘Move!’
    

    
      Artier repeated the thought until his head felt like it would explode. He forcefully pulled up his consciousness, which was continuously trying to sink.
    

    
      Then, the Divine Power that had been dormant deep within his body began to stir.
    

    
      Thump!
    

    
      It started with a small tremor. A tremor so small that even Ropa, who was right in front of him, would have had difficulty noticing, but the Divine Power had fully awakened and spread to Artier’s right arm.
    

    
      Clang!
    

    
      Ropa looked bewildered as his foot and dagger were sent flying by Artier’s sword.
    

    
      “Were you hiding your strength?”
    

    
      As Ropa leaped back, Artier slowly rose to his feet.
    

    
      A golden light flickered all over his body, and his torn skin was knitting back together.
    

    
      [Your power of thought transcends your existing mana.]
    

    
      [Your abnormal mental strength has caught the world’s attention.]
    

    
      ‘What just happened?’
    

    
      [You are the protagonist who shapes the destiny of the world.]
    

    
      [The will of the world is your will.]
    

    
      [You have learned Holy Magic: Divine Conversion.]
    

    
      Artier didn’t try to understand the information windows that kept popping up before his eyes.
    

    
      The detailed circumstances and reasons could be checked later.
    

    
      The important thing was that his entire body was overflowing with power.
    

    
      [Holy Magic: Divine Conversion (Lv.1): Divine Power can be converted into health and mana. Holy Magic can be cast without Holy Light.]
    

    
      The amount of Divine Power Artier had accumulated in his body until now was quite substantial.
    

    
      This was because Artier rarely used even the common Holy Light. And the Divine Power gathered in this way was converted into mana, filling Artier’s insides to the brim.
    

    
      [Flame Cleave is used.]
    

    
      Boom!
    

    
      Ropa’s body was pushed back as he blocked the flame.
    

    
      “Keuk!”
    

    
      Even a lightly swung sword was imbued with flames.
    

    
      No matter how much mana he used, his Divine Power would stir and convert into mana again.
    

    
      At least at this moment, it was to the point where it could be considered an infinite power.
    

    
      “How do you still have such power……. Did you go berserk at the cost of your life?”
    

    
      “Who knows.”
    

    
      He said so, but he wasn’t actually sure.
    

    
      That’s how overwhelming the power that had suddenly appeared was.
    

    
      ‘Don’t tell me.’
    

    
      Artier checked his body’s condition once more, just in case.
    

    
      Fortunately, there was no pain, nor did he feel like he couldn’t endure. On the contrary, it would be harder to find a better condition than his current one.
    

    
      “I cannot fail the mission.”
    

    
      With those words, Ropa disappeared from sight once again.
    

    
      Even in his heavily injured state, his stealth was perfect, to the point where even the falling blood was barely visible.
    

    
      “Are you planning to use that skill again?”
    

    
      Artier looked around and lightly spun his sword.
    

    
      It seemed the level difference was absolute, as it was impossible for his senses to detect the stealth first.
    

    
      However, that didn’t mean he was out of options.
    

    
      If he couldn’t find him, then he just wouldn’t look, right?
    

    
      “……!”
    

    
      Ropa, who was hiding and waiting for an opportunity, hastily looked around when Artier suddenly disappeared as well.
    

    
      ‘Did he have a stealth skill too?’
    

    
      Even when he heightened his senses, Artier’s presence could not be felt.
    

    
      It was natural. He wasn’t there in the first place.
    

    
      [Ichi Summon is activated.]
    

    
      After arriving next to Collie, Artier immediately rushed towards Tersion and Ruta, who were fighting fiercely nearby.
    

    
      “Oh my?”
    

    
      Ruta, who had been relentlessly firing necromantic attacks made of skulls, was not flustered even upon seeing the suddenly appeared Artier.
    

    
      ‘As expected, Tersion was being pushed back a little.’
    

    
      Tersion had no particular injuries, but it was visible that she was a bit tired.
    

    
      It was due to frantically dodging Ruta’s relentless magic attacks.
    

    
      [Ruta is currently using a skill.]
    

    
      [Black Sign: Master of Necromancy (Lv.2): Sacrifices life force to temporarily become an avatar of necromancy. Black magic-type skills do not consume mana, and their power is enhanced.]
    

    
      With a single gesture of her hand, fifteen skull-shaped spirit bullets were created. And with two gestures, they all flew towards Artier.
    

    
      While the spirit bullets were flying, she was already in the process of creating more.
    

    
      “Be careful.”
    

    
      “Don’t worry.”
    

    
      That endlessly cast magic didn’t even consume mana. In a hopeless war of attrition like this, it was understandable that she would be pushed back.
    

    
      But Artier was different.
    

    
      ‘If I knew it was this type of skill, I should have fought her myself.’
    

    
      [Flame Cleave is used.]
    

    
      Boom! Boom!
    

    
      “Ah……?”
    

    
      Ruta couldn’t comprehend Artier, who had instantly shattered all the spirit bullets and approached right in front of her.
    

    
      She immediately fired off spirit bullets and retreated, but the distance didn’t widen.
    

    
      ‘As expected, imbuing Divine Power directly into a weapon is highly effective against black magic.’
    

    
      Glittering golden powder was falling from Artier’s sword.
    

    
      The Divine Power, which had always been as unmoving as a stone, now felt as if it had become one with his body.
    

    
      Crumble!
    

    
      “Ah……”
    

    
      Until the moment her body was split in half, Ruta couldn’t understand why she was dying.
    

    
      Clang!
    

    
      It was after that that Ropa’s dagger fell.
    

    
      Artier looked at Ropa, who was sent flying helplessly.
    

    
      The meteor shower disappeared, and Collie approached his side.
    

    
      The people who had been knocked down were also getting up one by one.
    

    
      “Your mission has failed.”
    

    
      “……Is that so.”
    

    
      Ropa staggered to his feet and dropped his dagger.
    

    
      “To fail just like this……”
    

    
      “That plan was doomed to fail from the start.”
    

    
      The count said.
    

    
      “Isn’t it strange? Sending you to kill me, who is trapped in a den of monsters?”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “You were all used. Originally, both you and I were supposed to die here, and then be used as temporary identities for the doppelgangers.”
    

    
      “Is that so.”
    

    
      Ropa bowed his head and replied.
    

    
      He looked as if he had given up on everything.
    

    
      But a moment later, Ropa’s eyes, when he lifted his head, were still filled with a chilling murderous intent.
    

    
      “None of that matters. I am merely a tool that follows orders. A soldier has no need for questions.”
    

    
      Thrust!
    

    
      Ropa thrust his hand into the ground.
    

    
      [Ropa uses Black Sign: Shadow Pierce (Lv.2).]
    

    
      “You crazy son of a……!”
    

    
      “Stop! You’ll die too!”
    

    
      The surrounding shadows began to tremble.
    

    
      He didn’t flinch at Gerard’s and Jeina’s shouts.
    

    
      “Glory to the Empire.”
    

    
      “……Everyone, step back.”
    

    
      Artier had the party move back and stepped forward.
    

    
      He gripped his sword with both hands and took a stance.
    

    
      Crack! Crunch!
    

    
      Ropa was being mercilessly stabbed by the shadow hands he had created.
    

    
      He was becoming covered in blood, but his eyes were calm.
    

    
      ‘According to Ropin, all offensive Holy Magic skills use the same incantation at first. From there, the appearance and effect change according to the user’s will.’
    

    
      He hadn’t been able to try it until now, but attempting an offensive Holy Magic skill now was well worth the try.
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      Fwaaat!
    

    
      As he gathered his mind and concentrated, a bright light began to swirl around Artier.
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      Chapter 109 - Divine Conversion (3)
    

    
      Usually, when using Holy Magic, the Divine Power clustered in the Holy Light unravels like a skein of thread and envelops the caster.
    

    
      But since Artier was emitting Divine Power from within his body, his appearance was different from others.
    

    
      “What is that?”
    

    
      “It’s Holy Magic… right?”
    

    
      The Divine Power seeping out from his neck and back enveloped him not as a skein of thread, but as a wide sheet of cloth.
    

    
      The formless light swirled around his sword.
    

    
      [The world responds to your will.]
    

    
      The Divine Power led by Artier was unstoppable.
    

    
      Though it was his first time treading this path, he showed a familiarity as if he had repeated it hundreds of times.
    

    
      Crack!
    

    
      In the meantime, the shadow hand, which had finally devoured its own summoner, licked its lips and looked towards Artier.
    

    
      Although it had swallowed numerous bones and a lot of blood, it seemed the creature was not yet satisfied.
    

    
      Its fingers slowly extended, and when Artier didn't react, they finally lunged for his heart.
    

    
      “Artier! Be careful!”
    

    
      At someone’s shout, Artier opened his eyes.
    

    
      And he pushed the last of his Divine Power into the incantation.
    

    
      [The world has recognized your will.]
    

    
      [The bestowed Divine Power takes form.]
    

    
      Thump!
    

    
      The light enveloping his surroundings pulsed with a mighty beat.
    

    
      [It takes on the strongest form within your subconscious.]
    

    
      Artier felt armor and a sword made of light envelop him.
    

    
      Its form was one he was all too familiar with.
    

    
      ‘Scorching Runic Saber, Coat of the Free Wind, Cloak of Gracious Nature…’
    

    
      They were the end-game items Artier had always cherished.
    

    
      Artier smiled as he looked at his transformed sword. Even though it was the first time he was seeing it in person, he felt a comfort as if he had returned home.
    

    
      ‘This will do.’
    

    
      Slice!
    

    
      Artier cut down the approaching fingers.
    

    
      As if waiting, the fingers duplicated and targeted him again, but…
    

    
      Slice! Slice! Slice!
    

    
      A small line remained on the path Artier’s sword had traced.
    

    
      They became invisible blades and cut down the duplicated fingers again.
    

    
      The fingers continued to multiply, but Artier’s sword was multiplying just the same.
    

    
      [You have learned Holy Magic: Divine Blade Encounter.]
    

    
      [Holy Magic: Divine Blade Encounter (Lv.1): Can only be used when encountering an enemy. Annihilates the enemy with infinite blades.]
    

    
      “Is this… Artier’s Holy Magic?”
    

    
      Gerard stared at the fingers being swiftly cleared away.
    

    
      Was that creature, which was being so helplessly defeated, really the same monster that Por had to burn with all his might earlier?
    

    
      “It’s just as expected from the one who created the biggest Holy Light among us.”
    

    
      At some point, Artier was no longer swinging his sword.
    

    
      It was because the entire passage had become filled with invisible blades.
    

    
      Now, no matter how the fingers divided, there was no gap for them to pass through.
    

    
      In contrast, the speed at which the fingers divided was gradually decreasing.
    

    
      Crumble!
    

    
      Eventually, the last finger turned to dust and vanished.
    

    
      Artier dispersed the Divine Power and sheathed his sword.
    

    
      “Is everyone okay?”
    

    
      “A little tired, but no fatal wounds.”
    

    
      “……No, there are two.”
    

    
      Tersion glanced at the two people lying on the ground.
    

    
      As if by fate, it was Reinard’s comrades again.
    

    
      “Healing magic will be difficult. We’ll need to use Holy Magic.”
    

    
      Collie, who was sniffing the air, drooped his ears and shook his head.
    

    
      The warrior who used the mace already had a glazed look in his eyes.
    

    
      “……I shall use Holy Magic.”
    

    
      “No, I’ll do it.”
    

    
      Artier extended his hands towards the two.
    

    
      For some reason, even right after using Holy Magic, his body was still full of vitality.
    

    
      ‘Everyone else is not in good condition right now. It’s right for me to do it.’
    

    
      He had long since memorized the incantation for basic Holy Magic.
    

    
      Casting it was an extremely easy task for Artier.
    

    
      [You have learned Holy Magic: Divine Healing.]
    

    
      Flash!
    

    
      The warrior, who had been on the verge of falling asleep, suddenly sat up with a bewildered expression as all his pain vanished and his mind became clear.
    

    
      The sword wound that had split open his abdomen had disappeared without a trace.
    

    
      “Uh……”
    

    
      “Wow! It’s healed up perfectly!”
    

    
      Gerard couldn’t understand the situation.
    

    
      “Artier, don’t overdo it.”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      “Using Holy Magic twice in a row. Even for you, the side effects later on will be severe……”
    

    
      Gerard lost his words and shut his mouth.
    

    
      It was because even from his perspective, Artier’s condition was perfectly fine.
    

    
      “How did this happen?”
    

    
      “Hmm?”
    

    
      Artier extended his hand to the archer who was lying down.
    

    
      Once again, with a bright light, her wounds healed cleanly.
    

    
      “What’s wrong?”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      Gerard seemed to be captivated by Artier’s natural expression.
    

    
      The same was true for Collie and Reinard.
    

    
      “To be perfectly fine after using Holy Magic, which requires a long rest after just one use, three times in a row…”
    

    
      “That, I don’t think that’s on a human level.”
    

    
      “Wow! My little brother is the best!”
    

    
      Only Jeina, who lacked related knowledge, had sparkling eyes as she patted Artier’s back.
    

    
      Artier forced a smile and avoided everyone’s gazes.
    

    
      ‘I know it’s weird too. But what can I do if it works.’
    

    
      In truth, Artier was also worried. It was as if his power had gone berserk.
    

    
      “I think it’s because of this skill called Divine Conversion.”
    

    
      “Divine Conversion?”
    

    
      At the center of all the problems was this skill.
    

    
      It wasn’t an infinite feeling like at first, but just by converting the Divine Power coming in through the ground into mana, he could use twice as much mana as usual.
    

    
      “Strange. There was no mention of such Holy Magic in the library.”
    

    
      “I have not been educated on it either.”
    

    
      Gerard and Reinard were lost in thought for a moment, then spoke simultaneously.
    

    
      “I think it would be best to tell Sir Ropin about this after we return.”
    

    
      “Let’s confirm the conditions under which it was obtained and, if necessary, find a way to pass it on to the members of the knight order.”
    

    
      “R-Right.”
    

    
      Why did he feel a sense of greed in both their eyes?
    

    
      Artier tried his best to swallow his unease.
    

    
      “For now, let’s get out of here quickly. More enemies might come.”
    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    
      After sheathing his sword, Artier briefly stared at the two corpses.
    

    
      Funnily enough, no fear could be felt from their expressions. There was only calmness and bewilderment.
    

    
      ‘Come to think of it, these guys had the title of Orion Empire Special Division Soldier. They weren't an ordinary expedition, were they?’
    

    
      If so, wouldn’t they have some special items too?
    

    
      As he rummaged through the inventory with anticipation, an unexpected item was caught in his hand.
    

    
      “Huh……?”
    

    
      [Skill Book (Rare)]
    

    
      [Embedded Skill: Shadow Pierce (Black Sign)]
    

    
      [Option: Acquires the embedded skill upon use]
    

    
      [Usage Restriction: Fulfill special conditions or possess a physical attack skill of Lv.8 or higher]
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      The power of Shadow Pierce had already been proven.
    

    
      Hadn’t Artier suffered immensely because of it?
    

    
      Although there was the penalty of getting hurt himself, considering its power, it was well worth the risk.
    

    
      “I suppose I should forgive them.”
    

    
      “Excuse me? What are you suddenly talking about?”
    

    
      “……It’s nothing.”
    

    
      Artier hastily put the book away before anyone could see.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      “To think it’s not here either.”
    

    
      Ropin let out a sigh.
    

    
      ‘The most recently recorded work content is from a whopping 6 months ago……. And there’s nothing unusual about it.’
    

    
      He was currently in the palace’s document storage room.
    

    
      Beside him, parchments detailing how the Empire handled its affairs were piled up like a mountain.
    

    
      ‘Any more of this would be a waste of time.’
    

    
      Ropin got up from his seat and massaged his stiff back.
    

    
      “As expected, it’s not easy.”
    

    
      Except for the first day he gave his congratulatory address, Ropin had been practically living here every day. The Crown Prince didn’t seem to care what he did anyway.
    

    
      Today was already the third day.
    

    
      ‘Well, if they had condoned or tried to use the Hellmorphs, they wouldn’t have stored the evidence in a place like this.’
    

    
      It seemed another method was needed to uncover the Empire’s secrets.
    

    
      Ropin got up from his seat and stared at one side.
    

    
      There was a door with ‘No Entry’ written in large letters.
    

    
      “It would be great if I could check that place…”
    

    
      However, that place was a restricted area where only the scribes in charge of records could enter.
    

    
      Even Ropin couldn’t carelessly enter there.
    

    
      “Hmmmm……”
    

    
      “Is something troubling you?”
    

    
      Ropin, who had been racking his brain, turned his head at the familiar voice.
    

    
      There stood Simon, holding a tray with tea and refreshments.
    

    
      “I heard you haven’t eaten anything today.”
    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    
      Thirst and hunger hit him belatedly.
    

    
      Ropin picked up a teacup and a cookie.
    

    
      “Then I shall take my leave……”
    

    
      “Simon.”
    

    
      “……Is there something you need?”
    

    
      Was his head starting to work after the sugar kicked in?
    

    
      Or did he just want to grasp at even the smallest clue?
    

    
      “What do you do when you have to enter a place you cannot enter?”
    

    
      “A place I cannot enter, you say.”
    

    
      Simon answered immediately.
    

    
      “I break in.”
    

    
      “I can’t do that. I can’t get caught.”
    

    
      “Then you have to pick the lock and go in.”
    

    
      “Wouldn’t I get caught if I pick the lock?”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      Simon couldn’t hide his bewildered gaze.
    

    
      What in the world did this old man want from him?
    

    
      In the first place, mercenaries would charge in expecting a fight if they were caught, unlike assassins who would slip in and out without a sound.
    

    
      “Then…… wouldn’t you bribe someone.”
    

    
      In the end, Simon brought out the last resort he could think of.
    

    
      “Bribe?”
    

    
      “Bribing them with money or various conditions.”
    

    
      “A bribe……”
    

    
      Ropin began to consider it quite seriously.
    

    
      ‘That’s not something a priest can do.’
    

    
      Simon couldn’t fathom the intentions of the old man in front of him.
    

    
      In the first place, weren’t all the methods he suggested far from what a priest would choose?
    

    
      As if he knew his thoughts, or perhaps not, Simon gave a bright smile.
    

    
      “Thank you, Simon. You’ve been a great help.”
    

    
      “I’m glad to hear that.”
    

    
      Simon was about to get up from his seat, but Ropin immediately stopped him as he was about to leave.
    

    
      “Simon, there’s a place you need to accompany me to.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      This felt ominous.
    

    
      Very ominous.
    

    
      “If you require an escort, it would be better to take the leader……”
    

    
      “No. Sir Trophin is too large and draws too much attention.”
    

    
      ‘I also draw an enormous amount of attention from humans.’
    

    
      For reference, Simon was a beastman.
    

    
      In broad daylight, he could probably be distinguished from 500 meters away.
    

    
      “I’d prefer it if the process wasn’t long. It would be noisy if a large group wanders around, wouldn’t it?”
    

    
      The soldier guarding the entrance blocked the way with his spear as Ropin approached.
    

    
      “I apologize. Even for you, Father, entry to this place is not permitted.”
    

    
      “I am sensing a deep darkness from that place right now.”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      Ropin completely erased the gentle expression he had just a moment ago and spoke seriously.
    

    
      “An evil spirit may have hidden itself inside. It must be purified immediately.”
    

    
      “B-But that requires the permission of the head scribe……”
    

    
      “Can you take responsibility if the evil spirit escapes while you’re doing that? This is the Imperial Palace. I shudder to even say what would happen if an evil spirit were to visit His Majesty the Emperor’s chambers.”
    

    
      The soldier’s complexion grew paler and paler as Ropin continued to speak.
    

    
      “Understood. Please enter. But do not touch anything, and you must not speak of entering this place anywhere.”
    

    
      “Do not worry. I swear on the name of the stars to keep this a secret.”
    

    
      Ropin said so and lightly took the soldier’s hand before letting it go.
    

    
      Seeing the gold coin placed in the soldier’s hand, Simon stared blankly at Ropin.
    

    
      He’s a priest… right?
    

    
      Simon had such an impious thought.
    

  
    Chapter 110: Chapter 110

    
      Chapter 110 - The Animal Hater (1)
    

    
      Two weeks had passed since then.
    

    
      That was the time it took for Artier’s party to return to the capital from the northern ruins.
    

    
      Although they hadn’t reached their destination, Baron Rice’s fief, what they had gained from this expedition was substantial.
    

    
      “My lord Count, we have been waiting!”
    

    
      As soon as he passed through the Teleport gate, Artier could see dozens of knights surrounding the area.
    

    
      “Father!”
    

    
      “Copin, you survived. Well done.”
    

    
      The count’s eldest son, who was among the knights, was moved to tears upon seeing Count Cranman.
    

    
      “It is nothing. Let us go, I have prepared a carriage.”
    

    
      “Yes. I wish to wash this filthy body at once.”
    

    
      The count brushed off the dust and boarded the prepared carriage.
    

    
      “I will not forget this kindness.”
    

    
      “You will keep the secret, won’t you?”
    

    
      “I swear on my honor to remain silent. Supreme-Grade Mercenary Artier.”
    

    
      With those words, the count disappeared.
    

    
      ‘It was unavoidable, but will the count really keep the existence of the Sacred Knights a secret?’
    

    
      Gerard, who had read Artier’s subtle expression, approached and said.
    

    
      “To nobles, honor is as important as life itself. He will surely keep silent.”
    

    
      “I hope so.”
    

    
      “We have to report this situation anyway. His Holiness the Pope will then devise a countermeasure.”
    

    
      “Right.”
    

    
      Artier moved his feet without delay.
    

    
      “Let’s return to the Papal State for now.”
    

    
      As it had been an itinerary of over a month, there was no one who wasn’t exhausted.
    

    
      “I’ll be at a nearby inn, so call me if you need anything.”
    

    
      “Alright. I’ll call you soon.”
    

    
      “Sooner would be better. The Council is starting to get restless.”
    

    
      After seeing Tersion off, next was Reinard.
    

    
      “I will be going on ahead.”
    

    
      “What are you going to do?”
    

    
      “I plan to go to the market.”
    

    
      Artier realized what he was about to do.
    

    
      He had already experienced it with Gerard’s party.
    

    
      “How about we do it together?”
    

    
      “It is a matter for our party. We will handle it ourselves.”
    

    
      “What do you mean? We’re all part of the same expedition.”
    

    
      “Leader, this is not the time for you to be held back by us.”
    

    
      “Held back! How can you say something so harsh? It’s the process of sending off our precious comrades!”
    

    
      “We cannot render the information obtained through such means meaningless.”
    

    
      Even when Jeina shouted, Reinard remained unmoved.
    

    
      “The enemy also knows of our existence. So now, it’s a battle against time. The future of the Empire will be decided by who moves first.”
    

    
      “Alright. I’ll go and report as quickly as possible.”
    

    
      Artier sent Reinard’s party off.
    

    
      There was nothing wrong with his words.
    

    
      Having moved forward while shedding blood, there was no turning back.
    

    
      Afterward, upon arriving at the Papal State, Artier told the party to rest (the three of them fled to the bathhouse as if escaping), and immediately went to find Ropin.
    

    
      Knock, knock.
    

    
      “Come in.”
    

    
      It wasn’t Ropin’s voice.
    

    
      When Artier opened the door and went inside, Acolyte Priest Herman was organizing documents.
    

    
      “Have you returned? Welcome back.”
    

    
      “Where is Sir Ropin?”
    

    
      “I believe he is at the Imperial Palace with Sir Trophin’s party to celebrate the Crown Prince’s birthday.”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      Artier doubted his own ears.
    

    
      As far as he knew, Ropin had left for the Imperial Palace when he was in the doppelgangers’ den.
    

    
      “There’s no way the birthday banquet would last for two weeks.”
    

    
      “Ah? Is that so?”
    

    
      Herman, who asked back naively, had an outstanding talent for rendering one speechless.
    

    
      If he just took one step outside the Papal State, he would be able to see the capital, which had returned to its daily routine.
    

    
      “Then perhaps he headed somewhere without returning?”
    

    
      “Do you have any idea where he might have gone?”
    

    
      “Well…”
    

    
      While the priests of the Rata faith did go on training periodically, it wasn’t like Ropin.
    

    
      He frequently went on training, to the extent that in severe cases, the time he spent at the Papal State in a year did not exceed two weeks.
    

    
      “Still, since he has to handle the affairs of the Sacred Knights, I don’t think he would have left the capital. He’s probably somewhere in the city, don’t you think?”
    

    
      “……Understood.”
    

    
      Artier left the Papal State just like that.
    

    
      Although he desperately wanted to wash up, a feeling of unease lingered.
    

    
      ‘I need to share this information quickly.’
    

    
      The number of trustworthy people in the capital could be counted on one hand.
    

    
      It wasn't that Artier didn't know anyone, but there was one thing that bothered him. It was the fact that they were all people he would meet in the latter half of the game.
    

    
      ‘I’ve felt this for a while, but whenever I try to deviate from the set story, completely unknown variables arise.’
    

    
      Artier's greatest weapon was his knowledge of the locations of various items and dungeons, and above all, his knowledge of the future.
    

    
      But recently, events he didn't know about had been occurring continuously.
    

    
      It was because Artier had kept changing the results of the future that he didn't want.
    

    
      Those who should have died did not die, and enemies who should have lived died.
    

    
      In the game, there was a set story no matter what happened, but in reality, that was not the case. As if trying to maintain a balance, the enemies' momentum was also gradually getting stronger.
    

    
      ‘Of course. They wouldn't just foolishly let themselves be beaten.’
    

    
      So, although it was a bit late, he was searching for Ropin, thinking that perhaps he should follow the original story now.
    

    
      ‘He’s not answering his communications…’
    

    
      The easiest method had failed.
    

    
      Ropin didn't respond to his communications at all, which was a very strange situation since he was unlikely to be unconscious or dead.
    

    
      “Father Ropin? I saw his escorts buying groceries near the market district last time. Why don’t you ask them?”
    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    
      The next method Artier chose was to ask the people around. Ropin was a well-known priest, after all.
    

    
      After asking around and following the trail, he came across a familiar face.
    

    
      “Trophin.”
    

    
      “Oh, Artier!”
    

    
      Trophin, who had a build as large as Jeina’s, looked just as he had before.
    

    
      “You look like a complete mess! Did you just get back?”
    

    
      “Yes. Bishop Ropin wasn’t at the Papal State.”
    

    
      “Ah, follow me.”
    

    
      Trophin led Artier to a plain and simple inn.
    

    
      ‘Why is he in a place like this instead of the perfectly fine Papal State?’
    

    
      Creak.
    

    
      As he entered the inn, a hollow-faced Ropin was buried in a pile of documents, frantically moving his quill pen.
    

    
      “What is all this……”
    

    
      “Well, you see.”
    

    
      Trophin explained the situation to Artier.
    

    
      It all started when a disgruntled-looking Simon and Ropin were looking for their accommodation.
    

    
      ‘Pack your things.’
    

    
      ‘Pardon?’
    

    
      ‘Let us leave the palace. I can’t seem to concentrate here at all.’
    

    
      Ropin, who immediately left the Imperial Palace with Trophin’s party in tow, had asked them to find a quiet place where he wouldn’t be disturbed.
    

    
      And so, until today, he had been continuously deciphering the contents of the documents.
    

    
      “What are those?”
    

    
      “I don’t know for sure either. Simon avoids answering when I ask him.”
    

    
      “Hmm.”
    

    
      Artier approached Ropin’s side.
    

    
      The documents were filled with characters Artier couldn’t understand.
    

    
      ‘It’s the code used by the Imperial family. It should only be used for confidential documents.’
    

    
      He was roughly getting the picture.
    

    
      “Ropin.”
    

    
      “Oh? Is that you, Artier!”
    

    
      Ropin only reacted after Artier had come right up to him.
    

    
      “You’ve come at a good time! What happened with the expedition? What was the identity of the Hellmorphs? What was the Imperial expedition doing?”
    

    
      “Well……”
    

    
      “You brought the being called Ben, I trust? Where is he now? Did you bring him with you? Or is he at the Papal State?”
    

    
      “Please ask one question at a time……”
    

    
      Ropin’s condition was clearly not normal.
    

    
      The dark circles under his eyes looked like they would drip down at any moment, his hair was disheveled, and most importantly, the look in his eyes was not normal.
    

    
      “For now, please get some rest.”
    

    
      “What are you talking about. There’s no time for that. There’s no time. Didn’t I say there’s no time. There’s no time……”
    

    
      “Ropin?”
    

    
      Artier hastily caught Ropin, who suddenly slumped down.
    

    
      With his eyes wide open, Ropin was muttering the words ‘there’s no time’ as if possessed.
    

    
      “Ropin! Get a hold of yourself!”
    

    
      “Leave him be. He’s fallen asleep.”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      Trophin chuckled heartily as he closed Ropin’s eyes and prepared the bedding.
    

    
      “It’s not easy for an old man to stay awake for two weeks, is it?”
    

    
      “You should have tried to stop him……”
    

    
      “I don’t have the authority to stop him, and he’s not the type to listen even if I did, is he? Hahaha!”
    

    
      Even with the booming laughter, Ropin showed no reaction.
    

    
      Artier unconsciously placed a hand under Ropin’s nose, and only after feeling a faint breath could he be relieved.
    

    
      “Anyway, how was the expedition? Tell me about that until the Bishop wakes up.”
    

    
      “Is this room soundproof?”
    

    
      “Of course, the Bishop himself installed a soundproofing magic circle.”
    

    
      Artier pondered for a moment before nodding.
    

    
      Since they were also members of the Sacred Knights, it was better to share what information he could.
    

    
      “I’ll prepare a spot, so wait a bit. There’s a Magic Stone over there, so use that to dust yourself off.”
    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    
      [Magic Stone (Magic, Consumable)]
    

    
      [Embedded Magic: (Cleansing Magic) Removes dust from the target object and makes it clean.]
    

    
      Ssssh!
    

    
      As he crushed the Magic Stone, the soot and stench disappeared.
    

    
      It felt like he had wiped his whole body with a wet towel.
    

    
      ‘It doesn’t have the refreshing feeling of washing with water. I see why people prefer bathhouses.’
    

    
      Looking around, Artier’s gaze fell on the documents Ropin had deciphered.
    

    
      He must have been in such a rush that the documents were scattered all over the place.
    

    
      “There should be no problem in reading them.”
    

    
      Artier picked one of them up and read it.
    

    
      [Imperial Calendar Year XXX, Month 0X, Day 17]
    

    
      [Projected Invasion Route: Condestraden County]
    

    
      [Support is denied at the request of His Highness the 5th Prince.]
    

    
      [Confirmed that mercenaries refer to the unidentified creature by the name ‘Hellmorph’.]
    

    
      [This will be designated as the official name.]
    

    
      ‘Huh.’
    

    
      In the original story, Hellmorphs were called monsters until the very end.
    

    
      But perhaps due to Artier’s influence, Hellmorph had become the official name.
    

    
      “……By the way, who is His Highness the 5th Prince?”
    

    
      Artier filed the information away in his head and checked another document.
    

    
      [Imperial Calendar Year XXX, Month 0X, Day 04]
    

    
      [Tax Adjustment Proposal: Increase by 25% compared to the previous year.]
    

    
      [Activation of Conscription System: Under review.]
    

    
      [Continue to execute the plan.]
    

    
      [DHLQNDML WJRDMF DLDYDGO TPRMA DLSTKDDP WJDEKDTJDDMF QNDUGKSEK…….]
    

    
      Unfortunately, the document he picked up had not been fully deciphered yet.
    

    
      As he was putting down the document in disappointment, Artier felt a strange sensation.
    

    
      “Why is this in the alphabet?”
    

    
      Other documents had characters he couldn’t read at all, but this was definitely English.
    

    
      It was strange. English was not used in this world.
    

    
      ‘It seems they left room for the player to interpret it.’
    

    
      Looking closely, an information window was faintly superimposed on top of the document. It was exquisitely hiding the original characters and displaying the English letters.
    

    
      If so, there must be a way to solve it.
    

    
      “But how do I solve this without any hints……”
    

    
      As he muttered, Artier suddenly realized something.
    

    
      The lack of a hint was the hint itself.
    

    
      “It means it’s a cipher that can be decrypted even without a hint?”
    

    
      What on earth could that be…?
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      “Damn it.”
    

    
      About 30 minutes later.
    

    
      Realizing its identity, Artier almost threw the documents as they were.
    

    
      ‘They just had the Korean/English key set the wrong way!’
    

    
      Justify the tax increase by using an external enemy.
    

    
      This was the phrase Artier had deciphered.
    

    
      The damn system had given him such a cipher without even providing a virtual keyboard.
    

    
      ‘Shouldn't they be a little more considerate in things like this?’
    

    
      Artier had to desperately recall the keyboard layout from the depths of his memory.
    

    
      “I didn't know you had a talent for this kind of thing?”
    

    
      “I'm not doing it a second time.”
    

    
      As Artier placed the documents down while touching his head, Trophin chuckled and tore into a piece of beef jerky.
    

    
      “Anyway, the Empire is really something else. To think of using the Hellmorphs to their advantage in the midst of all this.”
    

    
      “It's a very noble-like way of thinking. They probably think they’re smart.”
    

    
      Half of the Empire had been blown away, yet they were trying to use that to collect more taxes.
    

    
      To Artier, who knew the future, it was just laughable. No matter how much they greedily collected, they would meet their doom before they could even spend half of it.
    

    
      “And the thing you brought isn't ordinary either.”
    

    
      Trophin said gravely.
    

    
      “For the Doppelganger to be able to copy all skills and side with the Hellmorphs. At this rate, how are we supposed to tell who to trust…”
    

    
      “There is a skill to identify Doppelgangers.”
    

    
      “Really?”
    

    
      Medical Scan was an auxiliary skill mainly learned by healers.
    

    
      Although it was originally a skill to check one's physical condition, it could also be used to identify Doppelgangers.
    

    
      Even if their outward appearance was the same, they didn't copy the internal body structure.
    

    
      “The problem is that you can't cast it on so many people every single time.”
    

    
      “That’s also true.”
    

    
      Trophin was lost in thought for a moment, then closed the door. He then plunged his hand into the pile of documents.
    

    
      “Ugh, where was it.”
    

    
      “What are you looking for?”
    

    
      “It should be around here…”
    

    
      When Trophin pulled his hand out, the pile of documents he had stacked came tumbling down.
    

    
      However, he didn't even pay it any mind as he approached Artier.
    

    
      “After hearing what you said, something bothers me a bit.”
    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    
      “Look at this. It's a document the Bishop decrypted three days ago.”
    

    
      Artier unfolded the document Trophin handed him.
    

    
      Imperial Calendar XXX, February 25th
    

    
      Operation execution variables confirmed. Additional operation established.
    

    
      Operation Name: Animal Hater
    

    
      To be executed in 30 days.
    

    
      Refer to the operation outline for details.
    

    
      “Animal Hater…?”
    

    
      The date written on the document was recent.
    

    
      When he lifted his head, Trophin had a grim expression.
    

    
      “What kind of operation is this?”
    

    
      “We don't know what kind of operation it is either. We just assumed it was related to animals, as the name suggests. But based on the news you brought, something clicks.”
    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    
      “Artier. Do you know about the Shape Shift skill?”
    

    
      Artier nodded his head at his question.
    

    
      It was a skill his summon, Collie, had possessed in the past.
    

    
      “It's a skill that changes one's appearance.”
    

    
      “The conversation will be easier since you know. There are some beastmen who learn it as a racial skill. They're the ones who resemble raccoons and foxes, and they're also good at noticing when others are disguised.”
    

    
      “Ah…!”
    

    
      There are things that those of the same kind understand.
    

    
      As Trophin said, the beastmen who resembled raccoons and foxes indeed had a passive skill that was advantageous in detecting disguised beings.
    

    
      And Artier had just found out who those disguised beings were.
    

    
      “Are you saying the beastmen might be in danger?”
    

    
      “If what you found out is correct, then yes.”
    

    
      Something clicked.
    

    
      Artier tried to recall the process of the main story.
    

    
      ‘There is.’
    

    
      The content of that quest was still vivid.
    

    
      [A quest has been generated.]
    

    
      The beastmen have rebelled against the Empire. In the name of His Majesty the Emperor, show them no mercy.
    

    
      Reward for annihilation: Karma Points -50, Empire Favorability +1650
    

    
      A burning city.
    

    
      Fleeing beastmen.
    

    
      With that quest as a starting point, the different races and humans crossed a river they could never return from.
    

    
      There was nothing to gain even if the quest was completed, and nothing changed even if it was abandoned.
    

    
      At that point, there was nothing a single individual could do to change things.
    

    
      I remember that the roaring smoke and the blood splattered everywhere were quite shocking to see, even through a screen.
    

    
      No one there was a victor.
    

    
      ‘If I leave it like this, that quest will repeat itself.’
    

    
      Having grasped the situation, Artier stood up from his seat.
    

    
      “Where are you going?”
    

    
      “There's something I have to do.”
    

    
      He had to do something only he could do.
    

    
      “Could you also pass on what I told you to Ropin-nim?”
    

    
      “I'll tell him when he wakes up.”
    

    
      “Thank you. Then.”
    

    
      Leaving the inn and walking down the street, Artier realized something a moment later.
    

    
      ‘Come to think of it, I need to tell him about my physical condition too.’
    

    
      Ropin’s condition was such a mess that he couldn't even bring it up.
    

    
      After contemplating for a moment, he continued on his way.
    

    
      ‘The other priests at the Papal State didn't say anything either. For now, let's solve the urgent matters first.’
    

    
      Returning to the Papal State, Artier first called for Collie and Gerard.
    

    
      “Collie, Gerard.”
    

    
      “You called?”
    

    
      “Is the report finished?”
    

    
      Artier explained what he had been through.
    

    
      By the time he finished speaking, the expressions on both of their faces were unusual.
    

    
      “…The possibility is, honestly, very high.”
    

    
      Gerard was the first to speak.
    

    
      “Even I would have first thought of blocking any skills and methods that could identify Doppelgangers. The beastmen who have that as a racial skill would certainly be annoying.”
    

    
      “I guess so, right?”
    

    
      “It’s not just the beastmen who are in danger.”
    

    
      At the trembling voice, the two turned around.
    

    
      Collie couldn't figure out where to look and kept wringing the hem of his clothes.
    

    
      “The Spirit Creatures are also in danger. The Doppelgangers couldn't have missed it. Wasn't I the one who went around identifying the Doppelgangers myself?”
    

    
      Artier could feel Collie's inner self shaking precariously.
    

    
      The air of the whole world was simultaneously crushing the boy.
    

    
      “It's not your fault.”
    

    
      Artier hurriedly grabbed Collie's shoulder.
    

    
      “Even if we hadn't stepped in, they would have found out eventually.”
    

    
      “It’s, it’s because of me. I… all of my kin…”
    

    
      The boy, who had been muttering weakly, finally collapsed and began to sob.
    

    
      Artier and Gerard couldn't bring themselves to say anything. The karma that had befallen the boy was that heavy.
    

    
      “There are less than 20 days left. Is there a way to solve this?”
    

    
      Gerard looked at the stiffly frozen Artier with a pitiful expression.
    

    
      “No matter how much of an Emperor he is, His Majesty wouldn't annihilate two races without any justification. A plausible incident will surely occur.”
    

    
      “I have to go and warn both sides.”
    

    
      “It's not a problem to be taken so lightly.”
    

    
      “I know.”
    

    
      The beastmen were a different race, like the elves.
    

    
      Like other different races, they didn't like humans interfering in their lives.
    

    
      “I think I know a way. Collie, follow me.”
    

    
      “Wouldn't it be better to give him some time?”
    

    
      “If we hesitate and fail to save them, that's a bigger problem. Isn't that right?”
    

    
      As Artier said that and looked back at Collie, Collie wiped his tears and stood up.
    

    
      “…You're right.”
    

    
      “Gerard, if something urgent comes up, let me know through communication.”
    

    
      “Got it.”
    

    
      Artier immediately left the Papal State and headed somewhere.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      “Master, I have brought him, sir.”
    

    
      As Collie stepped aside, a man approached and bowed his head.
    

    
      “I heard you were looking for me.”
    

    
      “I need your help, Simon.”
    

    
      Simon.
    

    
      The only beastman in Trophin's party.
    

    
      And also the only beastman Artier knew.
    

    
      “What help can I offer?”
    

    
      “I'd like you to be a witness so I can enter Ker Tupa.”
    

    
      “Pardon? Where is Ker Tupa?”
    

    
      “It's a city exclusively for beastmen located in the south.”
    

    
      “A city exclusively for beastmen…”
    

    
      Simon's eyes wavered, then he immediately drooped his ears and shook his head.
    

    
      “I'm sorry, but I've lived apart from my tribe since birth. I cannot help you with matters related to my race.”
    

    
      All the different races in Trophin's party were slaves rescued from the black market. By the time they opened their eyes and looked at the world, all they could see were cold iron bars.
    

    
      They were only different races in appearance; they were no different from humans.
    

    
      “Don't worry. I'm not asking you to make contact with the beastmen.”
    

    
      Artier shook his head and took out a piece of paper.
    

    
      It was an entry permit that allowed one to travel to and from the cities of the different races.
    

    
      [You have received an entry permit with the help of the Count's family.]
    

    
      [As a price, 200 favorability is paid.]
    

    
      ‘I'm not too keen on getting help from Count Cranman so soon, but I have no choice.’
    

    
      Right now, he couldn't afford to save his cards.
    

    
      “Simon, what would you do if your friend was standing next to someone you didn't like?”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      “Just tell me what comes to your mind.”
    

    
      Simon thought for a moment and then answered immediately.
    

    
      “I would warn them that it's dangerous.”
    

    
      “It was useless. They weren't in a state to communicate.”
    

    
      “Then I would have to secretly separate them.”
    

    
      “What if the opponent was too strong for that to work?”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      Simon stared blankly at Artier.
    

    
      For some reason, he felt a sense of déjà vu…
    

    
      “Then… I suppose there's no choice. Wouldn't you watch over them for a while?”
    

    
      “Right? That's what I'm trying to do.”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      Artier stroked his sword and smirked.
    

    
      “You just have to be the friendly friend who isn't persuaded.”
    

    
      Whether Simon had knowledge related to beastmen or not was unimportant. What was important was that Simon was a beastman.
    

    
      As long as he could get into Ker Tupa, that alone was a great help.
    

    
      “I'll take care of the rest. Ah, though I might have to do a little cleanup afterward.”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      Simon felt very ominous.
    

    
      Really, very ominous.
    

    
      “If that's the purpose, it would be better to hire another beastman mercenary from the Mercenary Guild.”
    

    
      “I don't know what might happen, so I needed a greater relationship of trust than that.”
    

    
      ‘Since when were we that close.’
    

    
      For a moment, Simon was so dumbfounded that he almost glared at Artier.
    

    
      “If it's such a long journey, you should consult with our leader.”
    

    
      “Ah, that?”
    

    
      When Artier put his finger to his ear, Trophin's voice echoed in Simon's ear.
    

    
      Simon! Have a good trip!
    

    
      “Pardon? What is that…?”
    

    
      I heard the gist of the situation. How much do we owe Artier, just go this once.
    

    
      “Leader, we are currently on a mission to escort the Bishop.”
    

    
      It's fine, it's fine. It's not a big deal for one person to be missing anyway… Ah, I got it. I'll be there soon, so wait!
    

    
      “Leader, where are you right now? I can hear the sound of you chewing food.”
    

    
      Oh my, I'm a bit busy. I'm hanging up now!
    

    
      Click.
    

    
      Simon looked at Artier as if he couldn't believe it.
    

    
      “What… did you do?”
    

    
      Artier smiled silently and avoided his gaze.
    

    
      “I just bought him a meal, that's all?”
    

    
      The way of the mercenary is sometimes convenient.
    

    
      Especially in situations like this.
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      “Don't think too much about it. I'll take care of your food, clothing, and shelter while you're away.”
    

    
      “Under…stood.”
    

    
      Simon's tail and ears drooped as if they would touch the ground.
    

    
      He looked just like a betrayed puppy.
    

    
      “Collie, have you talked with your seniors?”
    

    
      “Yes, but it seemed like they already knew.”
    

    
      “I see.”
    

    
      Considering the mystery of The First Beast, it was somehow understandable.
    

    
      Perhaps, like last time, they were following them in the form of mice.
    

    
      “It seems they will prepare for it one way or another, so the problem is indeed this side.”
    

    
      Artier stood in front of the Teleport Gate and looked up at the sky.
    

    
      The sky today was especially clear and bright. This way, he would arrive at his destination accurately without getting motion sickness.
    

    
      “Master, but how do you plan to meet the leader of the beastmen?”
    

    
      Collie's question was valid.
    

    
      Even if he could enter the beastmen's village, meeting their leader was a completely different story.
    

    
      After some thought, Artier answered.
    

    
      “I have a few things in mind, but I don't know the beastmen well either.”
    

    
      The beastmen were a famous death squad in <Cross Destiny>.
    

    
      They were hunted by the Empire, killed by Hellmorphs, or sometimes they just died in civil wars among themselves for no particular reason.
    

    
      Above all, unlike the elves who enabled the use of useful artifacts or the dwarves who provided equipment reinforcement, the beastmen were not a race that gave players clear benefits.
    

    
      Naturally, they were also ignored by the users, and occasionally they were recruited as companions based on their stats.
    

    
      “Let's just go for now. Whatever it is, we can do it once we arrive.”
    

    
      The three of them stepped into the Teleport Gate.
    

    
      “To Ker Tupa.”
    

    
      [Warning: The area is a lawless zone.]
    

    
      [You may be attacked unprepared in the town and cannot receive help from the guards.]
    

    
      [Do you really wish to enter? Y/N]
    

    
      Artier let out a dry laugh at the information window that appeared before his eyes.
    

    
      It was because the information window that appeared only when entering the front lines had popped up.
    

    
      ‘That's how dangerous Ker Tupa is, I guess.’
    

    
      “Let's enter.”
    

    
      There was no turning back now.
    

    
      With the embrace of a blue light as the last thing he saw, Artier closed his eyes.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      ‘Wow, this is really no joke.’
    

    
      Could it be that he had arrived at a monster's habitat by mistake?
    

    
      The scenery that appeared before him was so unique that Artier thought so.
    

    
      What surrounded him was clearly a city wall, but the buildings inside were all tents made of huge fangs and leather.
    

    
      It was like looking at a giant prison that had locked up nomads.
    

    
      “This is strange. Why is there no one around?”
    

    
      Collie and Simon looked around, but not a single ant could be seen around the Teleport Gate.
    

    
      In fact, as if it had been neglected for some time, various bushes and weeds grew densely around the gate.
    

    
      “The beastmen don't use the Teleport Gate.”
    

    
      The magician who was guarding the Teleport Gate answered Collie's question.
    

    
      He was a cat beastman whose fur was all black.
    

    
      “You, what are you? Why did you bring a human?”
    

    
      Sharp cat eyes flashed.
    

    
      At the magician's question, Simon hesitated for a moment before speaking.
    

    
      “He is my companion.”
    

    
      “A companion? You're not from around here, are you? Are you from some remote tribe?”
    

    
      The magician sighed and scratched his ear vigorously, then climbed a nearby tree.
    

    
      Then, he lay down on the tree and gestured for them to go.
    

    
      “It's a hassle… I don't know what you're trying to do, but do it quickly and leave. The people here don't welcome humans.”
    

    
      Artier glanced at the magician who no longer paid him any attention and started to go down the hill.
    

    
      ‘The reaction is colder than I expected.’
    

    
      For even a magician who receives a salary from the Empire to react like that.
    

    
      It was obvious how the common people would react without even seeing it.
    

    
      “It seems I'll have to use the first plan.”
    

    
      “What is that?”
    

    
      “Collie, return to your original form.”
    

    
      “Eh?”
    

    
      “Beastmen serve Spirit Creatures. I think they'll lower their guard a lot if they see your true form.”
    

    
      “Mmm, I understand.”
    

    
      Poof!
    

    
      As Collie returned to his giant form, Artier jumped up lightly and got on Collie's back.
    

    
      “Simon, you walk next to us. You'll act as a sort of groom.”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      “Simon?”
    

    
      Simon was staring blankly at the transformed Collie with a dazed expression.
    

    
      His two ears were perked up, and his tail was wagging frantically from side to side.
    

    
      “Simon?”
    

    
      “You called.”
    

    
      “What's wrong with you?”
    

    
      “I, I don't know what you're talking about.”
    

    
      ‘Say that after you stop your tail.’
    

    
      Did he notice Artier's gaze?
    

    
      Simon hurriedly grabbed his own tail with his hands. And as if he was quite embarrassed, he drooped his ears and looked away.
    

    
      “I'm sorry. I don't know why I'm like this either…”
    

    
      “What's causing it?”
    

    
      “When I look at Collie-nim's true form, for some reason my heart pounds and my blood feels like it's getting hot.”
    

    
      “…What did you say?”
    

    
      “What on earth does that mean?”
    

    
      Collie and Artier stared at Simon at the same time.
    

    
      Simon hurriedly poured out excuses like a mountain.
    

    
      “It's not that I love him or anything like that! It's clearly different!”
    

    
      “…Right.”
    

    
      “Master, what does love mean?”
    

    
      “You don't need to know.”
    

    
      Artier glanced at Collie's eyes and couldn't help but laugh.
    

    
      This guy Collie… he was pretending not to know when he knew.
    

    
      “Eeh, please tell me, sir. Simon-ssi is saying he loves me.”
    

    
      “I said you don't need to know.”
    

    
      “If you keep this up, I'll search your head, Master.”
    

    
      “Was that possible?”
    

    
      “Aha, so this is what love meant?”
    

    
      “I told you it wasn't like that!”
    

    
      The silly conversation finally stopped when Simon shrieked.
    

    
      The sound of Artier and Collie's giggling filled the forest for a while.
    

    
      “So what on earth was that?”
    

    
      “A kind of… respect.”
    

    
      “Respect?”
    

    
      “Yes. It felt like respect was forcibly boiling up.”
    

    
      Simon said so and then turned his head away sharply.
    

    
      It seemed he wouldn't open his mouth for a while.
    

    
      ‘If Simon, who has received no education from the beastmen, shows such a reaction… is respect for Spirit Creatures not education, but engraved in the race's blood?’
    

    
      If so, this first plan might yield surprisingly good results.
    

    
      And as they went down to the village, that prediction became a reality.
    

    
      “What's that? Who's coming down from the back mountain?”
    

    
      “Gasp… that form?”
    

    
      “It's a Spirit Creature! A Spirit Creature-nim has come!”
    

    
      Beastmen flocked from all directions.
    

    
      Bears, dogs, cats, and various other animals' gazes were all focused solely on Collie.
    

    
      “Th-this is overwhelming…”
    

    
      “He spoke. As expected of a Spirit Creature-nim!”
    

    
      “But why is he carrying a human on his back?”
    

    
      The gazes sharpened in an instant.
    

    
      Artier felt like his whole body was being pricked by needles.
    

    
      ‘Why is the treatment so different?’
    

    
      In their gazes, he felt several negative emotions.
    

    
      Underneath the fear, anger, and bewilderment, hatred was very thickly laid.
    

    
      ‘This is the karma of the human race.’
    

    
      It couldn't be helped even if it was unfair.
    

    
      This was a stigma that he could not escape even if he wanted to.
    

    
      As long as he did not give up on being human, he would never be able to remove this label.
    

    
      ‘There's no time right now. I'm sorry, but I'll have to use Collie a bit.’
    

    
      Having made his decision, Artier conveyed his thoughts to Collie.
    

    
      Collie, call me Master so that others can hear.
    

    
      Pardon?
    

    
      Please. I think the residents' vigilance is too excessive.
    

    
      Collie heard Artier's thoughts and thought for a moment before speaking.
    

    
      “Master, where should we go now?”
    

    
      “Master?”
    

    
      “He called a human Master?”
    

    
      The surrounding beastmen immediately started to murmur.
    

    
      “Let's go to the Merchant's Guild. Our business is there.”
    

    
      “I understand. Simon-ssi, please follow along as well, sir.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      Thud, thud.
    

    
      The sound of footsteps echoed unusually loudly. As Collie moved forward, a path naturally opened up.
    

    
      No one obstructed them until they reached the center of the city.
    

    
      “Master, but why did you do this?”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Honestly, there was no need to appear so openly, was there? If you wanted, it would have been enough to visit secretly or just send me, sir.”
    

    
      Collie's words were valid. In the first place, if he had sent either Collie or Simon, this commotion would not have happened.
    

    
      Nevertheless, Artier insisted on following them to Ker Tupa.
    

    
      Artier scratched his cheek and smiled awkwardly.
    

    
      “Since it's something humans started, shouldn't humans be the ones to clean it up?”
    

    
      “Hmm… is that so?”
    

    
      “That's right. And I wanted to see Ker Tupa in this state once.”
    

    
      “Pardon? What does that mean?”
    

    
      “It's just something.”
    

    
      The Ker Tupa that Artier had always seen was only a burning image.
    

    
      The resentful gazes of the beastmen were also incomparable to now.
    

    
      ‘So it was originally such a peaceful village.’
    

    
      Children were riding horses and playing in the streets, and on the streets, there were wooden pillars with signs that said "for claw maintenance."
    

    
      Sheep were grazing peacefully, and between them, shepherd dogs and beastmen children were joyfully running.
    

    
      ‘The survival rate is only 5%… Even I could count on one hand the number of times I saw the ending with the beastmen alive, I wonder what will happen this time.’
    

    
      Soon, they arrived at the Merchant's Guild.
    

    
      However, Artier, who got off Collie's back, could not go any further. A large number of beastmen were blocking the entrance to the guild.
    

    
      “It seems the rumor has spread.”
    

    
      “What are you going to do?”
    

    
      “Don't worry. I have a plan for this too.”
    

    
      As Artier walked alone, leaving Collie behind, the beastmen's expressions grew more and more hostile.
    

    
      “Stop!”
    

    
      “…I didn't come to eat you.”
    

    
      Artier forced a smile and opened his mouth, but it didn't have much of an effect.
    

    
      “Just state your business, human.”
    

    
      “Can I meet the guild leader?”
    

    
      “Grrr… What right do you have?”
    

    
      Artier took out a piece of paper from his inventory.
    

    
      “I have a letter of recommendation.”
    

    
      [Letter of Recommendation]
    

    
      In the name of Cranman, this is to inform that the bearer of this letter of recommendation is a guest of the Count's family.
    

    
      Oron de Cranman
    

    
      It was the letter of recommendation Artier had obtained while saving the Count.
    

    
      The Cranman family crest clearly stamped at the bottom could not be replicated by any magic in this world.
    

    
      “A letter of recommendation?”
    

    
      But a moment later, the guild member snorted and replied.
    

    
      “So what about this?”
    

    
      “…Pardon?”
    

    
      To show such a reaction even after seeing the Count's family's letter of recommendation?
    

    
      The guild member threw the letter of recommendation and said.
    

    
      “Listen up, human. This is our territory. We're not some small country that listens to the Empire's trivial commands!”
    

    
      “No, that's not what I meant by showing it…”
    

    
      “Get lost! Or I'll make you pay the price for fearlessly setting foot in our territory!”
    

    
      As soon as the guild member finished speaking, all the beastmen in that spot drew their weapons or claws.
    

    
      The street was instantly engulfed in a ferocious atmosphere.
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      “What are you going to do now?”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      Walking down an alley, Artier remained silent despite Collie's question.
    

    
      “Master, just walking around won't solve anything, you know.”
    

    
      “I know that too.”
    

    
      Artier stopped walking and let out a deep sigh.
    

    
      ‘I can't believe I'd be blocked from even entering the guild.’
    

    
      He had thought that even if something got blocked or a problem arose, it would be after meeting the guild master. His plans were to prepare for that time.
    

    
      But now, those plans had become meaningless.
    

    
      “What on earth is your tribe thinking? No matter how much autonomy they have, blatantly ignoring a guest of an imperial noble will lead to big trouble!”
    

    
      “…As I said before, I don't know much about my own people either.”
    

    
      “Hah, right. That was it.”
    

    
      Simon didn't understand it either.
    

    
      The beastmen could maintain their autonomy because the Empire wasn't interested.
    

    
      No matter how brave and strong the beastmen were, they had no way of standing up to the humans.
    

    
      “What do we do now…”
    

    
      “I will ask them.”
    

    
      Collie said confidently, tapping his paws.
    

    
      “Given the reaction people showed earlier, they will surely open the way for me, sir.”
    

    
      “Hmm, I don't think that'll work.”
    

    
      “Huh? Why not?”
    

    
      “If you were right, they wouldn't have chased me away in the first place.”
    

    
      Artier recalled a few guild members behind the one who had shouted at him, whose gazes were fixed only on Collie.
    

    
      Collie was certainly a cheat key for the beastmen, but there was a definite limit. They also distinguished between public and private matters.
    

    
      “In that case, I will request to enter by myself.”
    

    
      “That certainly sounds like a good idea, but…”
    

    
      Artier looked around.
    

    
      There was an ominous feeling that this wouldn't be resolved easily.
    

    
      “Master… I was rejected at the entrance, sir.”
    

    
      And that premonition soon became a reality.
    

    
      “They said the Guild Master is absent. They said I might have to wait for a long time, so I just came back.”
    

    
      “What? So they chased me away saying I couldn't meet someone who wasn't even there?”
    

    
      “I don't think that's it.”
    

    
      Simon was fixing his gaze on a building far away.
    

    
      “I can feel a sound from the highest room. It seems he is intentionally avoiding us.”
    

    
      The senses of the beastmen are truly amazing.
    

    
      Anyway, the problem was back to square one.
    

    
      “It seems they're wary because of me. I need to ease their guard before I do anything.”
    

    
      “What are you planning to do?”
    

    
      “Well, it's simple.”
    

    
      In <Cross Destiny>, there were three main ways to build intimacy with NPCs.
    

    
      Talk to them often, give them gifts, or do them favors.
    

    
      “First, let's gather information. Can you two look for a place that smells of food?”
    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    
      Artier first went around the market to check what kind of ingredients the beastmen mainly used.
    

    
      ‘They look like a nomadic tribe, but their staple food is monster meat. Why are they raising cows and sheep?’
    

    
      A minor question arose, but he decided to let it go for now.
    

    
      “I think I get the gist of it. Let's go outside.”
    

    
      Once outside the village, he found traces of a monster every five steps, and after another ten steps, he could find the monster itself.
    

    
      Swish!
    

    
      Artier found a suitable monster and felled it with a single stroke. Its level was low, so it was easier than splitting an apple.
    

    
      “Simon, do you happen to know how to butcher?”
    

    
      “I do… but are you going to do this alone?”
    

    
      “Of course not. If you teach us, Collie and I will help too.”
    

    
      Butchering the giant monster whole yielded meat far exceeding 100 servings.
    

    
      Artier put them in his inventory and went to every place where beastmen were gathered, offering it to them.
    

    
      “Here's a gift from Collie to all of you.”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      Collie's tail shot up. Naturally, this was the first he'd heard of it.
    

    
      “…Thanks.”
    

    
      The beastmen accepted the gift, albeit with suspicious expressions.
    

    
      They didn't have the guts to refuse a gift offered by a Spirit Creature.
    

    
      “Isn't this a scam?”
    

    
      “I'm trying to save these people.”
    

    
      “Does everyone become like this after joining the Papal State…”
    

    
      “What was that, Simon?”
    

    
      “It's nothing.”
    

    
      It took exactly 30 minutes for all the prepared meat to run out.
    

    
      “It seems to be having an effect.”
    

    
      “That's a relief!”
    

    
      “Hmm…”
    

    
      However, despite their positive reactions, Artier wore a subtle expression.
    

    
      ‘The effect is too small.’
    

    
      There was certainly a change.
    

    
      But at this rate, he couldn't guarantee anything even after two months, let alone 20 days.
    

    
      “I think we need a more effective method.”
    

    
      The next method Artier found was helping out.
    

    
      In short, quests.
    

    
      “Simon, if you see anyone who looks like they need help, let me know.”
    

    
      Artier told Simon to wander around the village, and he and Collie also searched for people in need of help.
    

    
      ‘This is difficult.’
    

    
      The process was not as easy as he had thought.
    

    
      Normally, NPCs who give quests have an exclamation mark above their heads, but the beastmen of Ker Tupa all had clean heads.
    

    
      Artier came up with two hypotheses about this phenomenon.
    

    
      The first was that his favorability was too low, so the quest markers weren't appearing. If so, that was a relief. It just meant they were hidden, not non-existent.
    

    
      The problem was the second one.
    

    
      ‘I think I remember reading a post a long time ago that there might not be any prepared quests in Ker Tupa…’
    

    
      If this were the case, it would be dizzying.
    

    
      The easiest way to raise favorability would disappear entirely.
    

    
      Artier could only hope that the post was a baseless rumor.
    

    
      “I miss the Mercenary Guild at times like this… I could just look at the request board.”
    

    
      “That's what I'm saying.”
    

    
      “Damn it, who was it!”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      Did something finally happen?
    

    
      At the loud voice coming from nearby, Artier stopped in his tracks.
    

    
      “The tail hair bandages are all gone!”
    

    
      The owner of the voice was a general goods merchant.
    

    
      A brown fox beastman who looked quite old was fuming as he looked at his empty stall.
    

    
      “Are there pickpockets in this village too?”
    

    
      Artier mulled over the situation for a moment.
    

    
      A quest to catch a thief…
    

    
      ‘It shouldn't be difficult.’
    

    
      A petty thief couldn't beat Artier, who was over level 30.
    

    
      “Collie, let's go.”
    

    
      Artier took Collie and headed to the general goods store.
    

    
      Like any other beastman, the shop owner's face scrunched up as soon as he saw Artier.
    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    
      “Is it common for bandages to disappear?”
    

    
      “No, they'd get a new one if they just gave me their tail hair, so why take the one for sale?”
    

    
      The tail hair bandage was also in Artier's memory.
    

    
      It was better quality than a normal bandage, and above all, it had high mana conductivity, so when combined with a potion, it had the effect of healing twice as fast.
    

    
      ‘To think it was actually made from tail hair.’
    

    
      “Would it be alright if I found the missing bandages for you?”
    

    
      Artier suggested carefully with the friendliest smile he could muster.
    

    
      But the shop owner just snorted.
    

    
      “How can I trust you?”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      Artier was at a loss for words for a moment.
    

    
      To have to prove his trustworthiness just to find some bandages.
    

    
      “If you don't trust me, shall I go and tell the guards?”
    

    
      “Forget it. Do you think I don't have hands and feet?”
    

    
      The shop owner closed the shop door and went to the guard post.
    

    
      Suddenly abandoned, Artier couldn't understand the situation.
    

    
      “Did I commit some great rudeness to them without knowing it?”
    

    
      “I don't know either…”
    

    
      After that, Artier approached a few other beastmen and spoke to them cautiously, but all he got back were questions like 'Why are you trying to help me?'
    

    
      Among them was even a beastman who had received meat from Artier.
    

    
      Soon, Artier realized something.
    

    
      ‘The beastmen have a habit of doing things themselves if they need something… That's why there are no common quests.’
    

    
      Cruelly, the second hypothesis was correct.
    

    
      Artier felt all the strength drain from his body.
    

    
      “Isn't there another way?”
    

    
      “There isn't. Giving too many gifts in a short period of time is counterproductive, and talking frequently is a method that takes too long. Unless some special event occurs…”
    

    
      Simon and Collie fell silent.
    

    
      They came to prevent a major incident from happening in Ker Tupa, but now they had to hope for a suitable incident to occur.
    

    
      “For now, let's take a little break and cool our heads.”
    

    
      “That's right. We've been walking around for about half a day now. Maybe something will come to mind if we get a bite to eat.”
    

    
      “Then shall we look for a nearby restaurant…”
    

    
      It was just as the three of them were about to move.
    

    
      Collie's and Simon's ears perked up at the same time, and they stopped walking.
    

    
      “What's wrong?”
    

    
      “I hear footsteps. Quite a few.”
    

    
      “I have a bad feeling about this.”
    

    
      As soon as the two finished speaking, what they saw were beastman guards carrying spears of the same shape and wearing helmets made of monster skulls.
    

    
      It seemed they had come for Artier.
    

    
      “Found him.”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      As the only shaman among them suddenly aimed his staff at Artier, Artier reflexively pushed back the sword he was about to draw.
    

    
      “What is going on here?”
    

    
      He asked, but no one answered.
    

    
      It seemed they hadn't intended to have a conversation in the first place.
    

    
      Still, Artier raised both his hands and tried to persuade them.
    

    
      “No matter how much of a human I am, surrounding me like this without reason is a bit…”
    

    
      “I feel it.”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      “I feel a skill book containing dirty sorcery in your inventory.”
    

    
      “Sorcery?”
    

    
      He had an idea of what it was.
    

    
      It was clearly the Shadow Pierce skill book that Ropa had dropped.
    

    
      “I think there's some misunderstanding…”
    

    
      “Shut up! You filthy black magician!”
    

    
      “How dare you control the great Spirit Creature-nim with sorcery?”
    

    
      Before he could even make a proper excuse, a spear flew at him.
    

    
      Artier dodged the spear with a nod of his head and explained with all his might.
    

    
      “I do have a black magic book, but I'm not a black magician, you know?!”
    

    
      Wow, that's really convincing.
    

    
      “There seems to be some misunderstanding.”
    

    
      “Everyone, please calm down!”
    

    
      Simon and Collie also spoke up, but it didn't have much of an effect.
    

    
      Rumors were exaggerated, and anger destroyed reason.
    

    
      The guards already saw Artier as a human who had to be torn to pieces.
    

    
      ‘I can't fight back, what should I do?’
    

    
      Continuously dodging spears, Artier couldn't wipe the troubled expression off his face.
    

    
      Holy Magic was counterproductive against different races. But dodging spears without fighting back was also reaching its limit.
    

    
      Master, for now, please run away.
    

    
      What? Me alone?
    

    
      Anyway, these people have no intention of harming us. Simon-ssi and I will stay here and try to persuade them.
    

    
      …If it gets dangerous, you have to move immediately.
    

    
      Thwack!
    

    
      After parrying a spear with his scabbard, Artier immediately kicked off a nearby wall and jumped up.
    

    
      Injecting explosive mana into his legs, his body was instantly crossing the city wall.
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      ‘How on earth did it come to this?’
    

    
      Artier thought as he walked through the empty forest.
    

    
      He had clearly tried to save the beastmen, so why had he become their enemy?
    

    
      Master, are you okay?
    

    
      I'm fine. How about over there?
    

    
      They took us to some kind of sanctuary, and the shamans are casting all sorts of magic, saying they'll undo the black magic.
    

    
      Does it hurt?
    

    
      It's boring. In the first place, I'd have to be under a spell to be affected or not, sir.
    

    
      Collie's calm and gentle thoughts were a source of comfort that calmed Artier's heart.
    

    
      Is there any chance our contract magic could be broken?
    

    
      There is not. That contract is a spell that The First Beast assisted with. Even Ropin-ssi would not be able to undo it.
    

    
      That's a relief.
    

    
      [Using Holy Magic: Divine Healing (Lv.1).]
    

    
      Fwaah!
    

    
      After neatly healing the wounds on his body, Artier slumped onto a large nearby rock.
    

    
      What should I do now.
    

    
      I think Master has done enough.
    

    
      What are you talking about. Nothing has been resolved yet.
    

    
      Master, conversations are meant to be had with people who will listen. What on earth do you expect from these people who discriminate against humans without reason?
    

    
      Collie's thoughts were filled with disillusionment.
    

    
      I honestly dislike these people. I don't even know why we have to save them. It's normal for a race that ostracizes the majority like this to be eliminated.
    

    
      But I can't abandon these people.
    

    
      Why is that?
    

    
      Certainly, the beastmen's hatred of humans was abnormal, even from a rational perspective.
    

    
      It was normal for him, who was caught up in it, to feel wronged, angry, and annoyed. He was branded as the axis of evil even though he hadn't done anything.
    

    
      But Artier was not an ordinary person.
    

    
      There's definitely a reason why they make irrational choices. A reason so strong that the mere sight of a human makes their skin crawl.
    

    
      Do you have any… grounds for being sure?
    

    
      Yeah. If they were truly hopeless, they would have been extinct before I even came.
    

    
      This world is not lenient.
    

    
      It's hard for the good guys to survive, but the stupid ones cannot survive.
    

    
      ‘A race living under the Empire not only ignored a guest of an imperial noble but also tried to kill them. If the target had been an ordinary NPC instead of me…’
    

    
      That fact would have reached the Empire, and the Emperor would be furious.
    

    
      It was hard to believe that they had lived for hundreds of years in their current state, openly displaying their hatred for humans.
    

    
      It's clear that their hatred for humans is a relatively recent thing. I'll look around the vicinity and find a way back, so you dig around for information over there.
    

    
      Understood.
    

    
      Click.
    

    
      Cutting off the telepathic exchange, Artier stood up and used his flight skill to rise into the sky.
    

    
      The surroundings of Ker Tupa were as clearly demarcated as if cut with a knife. It was a forest that followed the mountain, and a vast plain where nothing existed.
    

    
      Occasionally, monsters would run through the space between them, fighting over territory among themselves.
    

    
      ‘It's funny, but it's the perfect place to level up.’
    

    
      Artier chuckled and glided through the air.
    

    
      Of course, he had no intention of hunting in this situation.
    

    
      ‘The beastmen probably don't live only in Ker Tupa. There must be small villages nearby. Let's head there first.’
    

    
      Fortunately, once he left the village, there were no pursuers chasing him.
    

    
      To be precise, there couldn't be. There were no skilled individuals in the guard who could catch up to Artier.
    

    
      “Is that it?”
    

    
      How much time had passed?
    

    
      Artier discovered smoke billowing from near the middle of the mountain.
    

    
      ‘They'll be surprised if I land in the village, so I should walk from nearby.’
    

    
      As he was descending with that thought, Artier discovered something strange.
    

    
      The color of the smoke was a very turbid black.
    

    
      ‘What is it?’
    

    
      Soon, the acrid smell of something burning brushed past his nose. Feeling a sense of foreboding, Artier immediately kicked off the ground and ran.
    

    
      “What is this…!”
    

    
      Tents and wooden fences were on fire, and beastmen were collapsed all around.
    

    
      They were all dead.
    

    
      ‘This isn't the sign of a monster attack. Who was it?’
    

    
      Clank!
    

    
      The sound of metal clashing came from beyond.
    

    
      As he approached with a low posture, he saw a large wagon and four humans holding hunting crossbows.
    

    
      “Tsk, there are no good ones here.”
    

    
      “Can't be helped. We can't hit the jackpot every time.”
    

    
      “Let's load up quickly and head to the next village. If we don't meet our quota, we're having pig slop for dinner today.”
    

    
      Squeak!
    

    
      Artier realized that the beings they were putting into the wagon were young beastmen.
    

    
      Thick restraints were fastened around the children's necks and wrists, making it look difficult for them to even walk.
    

    
      ‘These guys… are slave hunters!’
    

    
      He had heard of slave hunters before.
    

    
      Wasn't Simon abducted by people like them?
    

    
      Artier quietly drew his sword.
    

    
      But there were still more shocking things to come.
    

    
      “But boss, how long are we gonna stick around here? If we get caught, won't we all be toast?”
    

    
      “That's right. But you don't need to worry.”
    

    
      The one called the leader among them put a large cigar in his mouth and spoke.
    

    
      “The Watch seems to be busy these days, 'cause they haven't shown their faces around here for six months.”
    

    
      “Huh? No wonder I've been seeing a lot of different races in the market lately!”
    

    
      “But the prices don't go down. There's always a shortage of young 'uns from other races. So let's make a big score while we can. Got it, boys?”
    

    
      “Yeah!”
    

    
      For a moment, Artier wondered what he had just heard.
    

    
      ‘The Empire's surveillance disappeared six months ago? Did they neglect this area because they were dealing with the Hellmorph threat? Then the other races have been defenselessly exposed to crime all this time.’
    

    
      He began to understand a little bit why they had come to hate humans.
    

    
      Wouldn't their fur stand on end at the mere sight of a human, when every human they met slaughtered them for profit and abducted their children?
    

    
      Moreover, the methods of slave hunters were diverse.
    

    
      There were cases like this where they openly attacked and kidnapped, but there were also scammers who approached kindly and then fleeced them.
    

    
      ‘To do such things even while the Empire is in chaos…’
    

    
      “Por, Overload on me as soon as I rush in.”
    

    
      Artier whispered so and dashed forward.
    

    
      Flames then erupted from his entire body.
    

    
      [Por uses a skill.]
    

    
      Overload (Lv.1): The target's all stats increase by 25%, but their body catches fire, taking continuous damage.
    

    
      “What the!”
    

    
      Artier immediately plunged his sword into the neck of the hunter in front of him.
    

    
      ‘Because of scum like you…!’
    

    
      Rage was also burning within him.
    

    
      ‘The world is heading for destruction even faster!’
    

    
      [Murder based on doctrine is acknowledged, and Karma Points will not decrease.]
    

    
      “Enemy!”
    

    
      The hunters seemed momentarily flustered that the suddenly appeared being was a human like them, but soon, as one of them fell, they simultaneously aimed their crossbows and fired arrows.
    

    
      [Perfect Counter is activated!]
    

    
      Clang!
    

    
      The arrow, powerful enough to pierce a tree, was deflected in vain.
    

    
      Artier didn't even notice the tingling in his arm.
    

    
      “I want to burn too!”
    

    
      “Only burn the humans.”
    

    
      “Okay!”
    

    
      Hunters popped out from all directions.
    

    
      Artier swung his sword without even checking them.
    

    
      With each slash, one of them fell.
    

    
      “It doesn't matter how many there are.”
    

    
      [Holy Magic: Divine Conversion is activated.]
    

    
      Ziiing!
    

    
      The divine power that was being pushed in through the soles of his feet turned into mana.
    

    
      His fading consciousness immediately became clear.
    

    
      ‘My mana won't run out until all of you are dead.’
    

    
      [Flame Cleave is activated.]
    

    
      “What the hell is that bastard!”
    

    
      The hunters looked at Artier, who was endlessly spewing flames and deflecting arrows, as if he were a monster.
    

    
      Their shabby leather armor couldn't withstand the counterattacks enhanced by Perfect Counter.
    

    
      “Shoot, I said shoot!”
    

    
      “It's not working! He's deflecting the arrows too!”
    

    
      “You idiots! Don't shoot one by one, shoot at the same time!”
    

    
      Swish!
    

    
      Three arrows flew towards his head at the same time.
    

    
      Considering the time it took to swing a sword, he was bound to miss at least one.
    

    
      But.
    

    
      ‘…The head, at the same time? Are they idiots?’
    

    
      Thwack! Thwack!
    

    
      As Artier ducked his head, all the arrows lost their target and stuck into the ground.
    

    
      “He, he dodged it!”
    

    
      “Let's end this soon.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      When he looked around, his companions were either charred lumps or split in half.
    

    
      “W-wait! What do you want? Money? If it's money, I have plenty…!”
    

    
      Swish!
    

    
      Heads with wide-open eyes rolled powerlessly on the ground.
    

    
      That was the end.
    

    
      After patting out the fire on his body, Artier proceeded to break the lock on the wagon.
    

    
      Crack!
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      The young beastmen did not come out immediately. They were merely baring their teeth at Artier, another human, on guard.
    

    
      This time, Artier could understand their feelings.
    

    
      “Por, can you melt the restraints a bit so the children can take them off without getting hurt?”
    

    
      “All those kids? I'll have to draw a lot of my friend's power?”
    

    
      “It's okay. Please.”
    

    
      Clang!
    

    
      All the restraints cracked and scattered.
    

    
      His mana scattered rapidly, but Artier simply clenched his fist and nodded. As expected, Divine Conversion was one of the most broken skills, even in his opinion as a veteran player.
    

    
      ‘I still have some to spare.’
    

    
      [Using Holy Magic: Divine Healing.]
    

    
      Fwaah!
    

    
      As the light swirled, the large and small burns that remained on his body healed.
    

    
      After a moment of thought, Artier also emitted light towards the beastmen children.
    

    
      ‘They're still children, so they probably aren't too wary of Rata.’
    

    
      As he expected, the children seemed to focus more on the warm and cozy feeling than their wariness of Rata.
    

    
      Realizing that their wounds had disappeared, they came out of the wagon and gathered around Artier.
    

    
      “Mister, are you a bad person?”
    

    
      “…No. Are you all from this village?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      All five children nodded their heads.
    

    
      Their ears and tails drooped powerlessly.
    

    
      It was a natural reaction, having lost their home in an instant.
    

    
      Artier looked at them and quietly fell into thought.
    

    
      ‘These children, I should probably take them to the entrance of Ker Tupa.’
    

    
      The deliberation was not long.
    

    
      They would surely try to kill him, but he could just run away.
    

    
      ‘Let's look for more slave hunters. This alone won't be enough to erase humanity's karma, but…’
    

    
      It was at the moment Artier was organizing his thoughts.
    

    
      Tug, tug.
    

    
      A girl was pulling on the hem of Artier's clothes.
    

    
      She had long, straight hair and the appearance of a fox.
    

    
      “What's wrong?”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      Despite Artier's question, the girl did not open her mouth. Instead, she kept pulling on his clothes as if to guide him somewhere.
    

    
      ‘Where does she want me to go?’
    

    
      Following her footsteps, Artier discovered the completely collapsed tent of a beastman.
    

    
      The girl knelt and pointed at the wreckage with a sorrowful expression.
    

    
      “Ugh…”
    

    
      From inside the wreckage, a very faint but audible sound could be heard.
    

    
      ‘A survivor!’
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      [Wild Protection is activated.]
    

    
      Blessing of the Chosen Boar: Strength increased by 5%
    

    
      Crack!
    

    
      A thick wooden pillar fell away.
    

    
      Artier panted as he cleared away the debris of the tent.
    

    
      “Friend, hang in there!”
    

    
      “…Can't you help a little?”
    

    
      “But I can't physically interfere in this world, can I? Or do you want me to burn it away with magic?”
    

    
      “No, absolutely do not burn it! Just stay still!”
    

    
      Thud!
    

    
      At first, he thought he could clear it easily since it was just a tent.
    

    
      But that was a huge miscalculation.
    

    
      The poles used for the beastmen's tents were all made of thick wood or the tusks of large monsters, so they were incredibly heavy.
    

    
      The weight was such that Artier, whose strength stat was close to 49, could barely move them even with all his might.
    

    
      Rattle!
    

    
      ‘Found him!’
    

    
      A moment later, Artier discovered a male fox beastman pinned under a large tusk.
    

    
      However, his condition was even more serious than he had thought.
    

    
      Bolts used for crossbows were embedded in his arm and shoulder, as if he had fallen while fighting the hunters, and his mouth was full of blood, suggesting internal injuries.
    

    
      “…Dad!”
    

    
      The girl beside him began to tremble.
    

    
      Her pitiful gaze turned to Artier.
    

    
      It was obvious what she wanted.
    

    
      ‘It's a miracle he's even alive at this point. In that case, probably…’
    

    
      As Artier thought that, a quest appeared before his eyes.
    

    
      [A quest has been generated.]
    

    
      You have encountered the girl's father. He seems ready to depart for the final land at any moment, yet he does not let go of his resentful gaze.
    

    
      Is it okay to save a being who resents you?
    

    
      The choice is yours.
    

    
      Upon salvation: Karma Points +50
    

    
      Upon neglect: Bonus Stat Points +3, Karma Points -20
    

    
      Grrrrr.
    

    
      After clearing the quest window, Artier realized that the man was still conscious.
    

    
      What he saw in his eyes was clear hostility.
    

    
      The moment he got up, he would attack him without hesitation.
    

    
      ‘Funny, if it were the old me, I would have neglected him for the reward.’
    

    
      With a smirk, Artier extended his hand.
    

    
      As the light enveloped the beastman, his broken bones began to mend, and the flowing blood began to stop.
    

    
      Holy Magic was certainly an amazing skill.
    

    
      The arrowhead he had forgotten to pull out was even pushed out by the regenerating flesh.
    

    
      [You have chosen to receive the resentment yourself. No one will understand, but at least the stars will remember it.]
    

    
      Reward: Karma Points +50
    

    
      Swoosh!
    

    
      Artier immediately dodged the sword flying towards him.
    

    
      The beastman, having regained consciousness, was glaring at Artier, grinding his teeth.
    

    
      “What trick is this!”
    

    
      “Calm down. What would you do if your daughter got hit by a stray sword?”
    

    
      “…Carol!”
    

    
      At Artier's cold words, the man finally looked back and forth between the girl and Artier with a bewildered expression.
    

    
      “If you don't want to lose her a second time, remember this.”
    

    
      With those words, Artier pushed Carol forward.
    

    
      The beastman, embracing the girl with one arm, hesitated for a moment before lowering his sword.
    

    
      “Carol, are you okay?”
    

    
      “I'm okay. Mister. He saved me.”
    

    
      “A human…?”
    

    
      At the disbelieving expression, Artier responded awkwardly.
    

    
      In fact, what shocked Artier more was something else.
    

    
      ‘Am I already old enough to be called mister?’
    

    
      According to the official setting, Artier was 22 years old.
    

    
      Of course, he was a proper adult in this world, but to be called mister already.
    

    
      While Artier was having such silly thoughts, the beastman male stood up and bowed his head deeply.
    

    
      “I'm sorry for attacking you.”
    

    
      “It's okay.”
    

    
      “Keias.”
    

    
      “It's Artier.”
    

    
      A moment later, Keias looked around the village with the children.
    

    
      “Our village…”
    

    
      Unfortunately, there were no more survivors. In the first place, it was a miracle that Keias had survived.
    

    
      Artier stepped aside for a moment for the shocked Keias.
    

    
      Collie, Simon, can you hear me?
    

    
      Yes, we can hear you.
    

    
      Is something wrong?
    

    
      After Artier's explanation, he could feel Collie's intense anger.
    

    
      It was an emotion sharper than any he had ever felt before.
    

    
      …So you're saying that because of the continuous appearance of slave hunters abducting children, their distrust of humans has reached its peak?
    

    
      Yeah, we just picked the wrong time. We can't help that. What's important is this. I'm going to create clear evidence that I have nothing to do with those people.
    

    
      Are you saying you're going to hunt down the human hunters?
    

    
      That's right, Simon. Wouldn't this show progress quickly in just a few days?
    

    
      That's a good method. If the testimonies of survivors continue to increase, they won't be able to ignore it either.
    

    
      But Master must also be careful. The hunters are not fools, sir. They might set a trap to catch you.
    

    
      Don't worry about that. I'm hanging up then.
    

    
      Artier ended the communication and quietly gazed at the setting sun.
    

    
      As expected, there was a way for a person to live. It felt like a path that seemed to be cut off was visible again.
    

    
      “But this won't be enough… How can I clear up people's misunderstandings.”
    

    
      “Misunderstanding? Is there one?”
    

    
      A familiar voice was heard.
    

    
      “Were you listening to everything?”
    

    
      “Our ears are very good. We can hear everything.”
    

    
      The girl pointed to her own ears and said.
    

    
      Artier saw the tails sticking out from behind the wall and couldn't help but laugh.
    

    
      He thought he had given them some space, but it was meaningless.
    

    
      “What misunderstanding?”
    

    
      The other person was a child who looked to be about ten years old.
    

    
      For the girl who was not good at the common language, Artier had to explain by breaking down the words as much as possible.
    

    
      “Mister is not a bad person. I can tell.”
    

    
      “Really?”
    

    
      “I know how to clear up misunderstandings.”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      The girl stood where Artier had been and pointed somewhere.
    

    
      It was a gloomy forest where not even sunlight reached.
    

    
      “There's something over there that the adults like.”
    

    
      “Over there…?”
    

    
      No matter how he looked at it, it seemed like a place with more things to dislike than like?
    

    
      For a moment, Artier thought she was playing a prank on him. But Carol's expression was firm.
    

    
      “It's really there.”
    

    
      “What is it that the adults like?”
    

    
      “A monster.”
    

    
      “A monster?”
    

    
      “A very strong monster. If you catch it, you get recognized.”
    

    
      As Artier continued to listen to Carol's explanation, he began to realize something.
    

    
      “A big chicken, but with a snake instead of a tail behind it… Could that be a Cockatrice?”
    

    
      “Cocka…? It probably is.”
    

    
      Cockatrice.
    

    
      A monster characterized by its petrifying gaze attack.
    

    
      On top of that, in <Cross Destiny>, it used ranged attacks that you had to see to dodge, making it a tricky opponent.
    

    
      “Dad and the hunters, they always go to hunt it but they couldn't catch it. If you catch that, you're a hero.”
    

    
      Catching a strong monster to gain the trust of the beastmen.
    

    
      ‘But this gives me two methods, what should I do?’
    

    
      The method he devised and the method Carol suggested.
    

    
      One required searching near the plains, and the other required going deep into the forest.
    

    
      Which one should he do first?
    

    
      ‘But… why is it. I feel like I can do them at the same time.’
    

    
      If he could accomplish both at the same time, there would be no need to worry in the first place.
    

    
      Artier touched the corners of his mouth, which were rising without him realizing it.
    

    
      ‘Of all things, a Cockatrice. I clearly remember where their habitat is.’
    

    
      No matter how much Artier knew about the game, it was rare for someone to have memorized even the habitats of monsters.
    

    
      Was this good luck? Or was this also a protagonist's ability?
    

    
      “Thank you, Carol. See you later in the city.”
    

    
      After gently stroking the girl's head, Artier headed straight for Keias.
    

    
      Keias accepted the request to take the children to Ker Tupa as if it were a matter of course.
    

    
      “It was something I was supposed to do from the beginning.”
    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    
      “Artier-ssi, you should be careful too.”
    

    
      It seemed Keias had also heard the entire conversation.
    

    
      Instead of answering, Artier began to slowly lift his body into the air.
    

    
      “Por, let's go!”
    

    
      Keias and the young children silently watched Artier disappear beyond the sunset.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Collie, who remained in Ker Tupa, was once again expressing his frustration with his whole body to the shamans who were surrounding him and racking their brains.
    

    
      “Is it still not over? You've already cast the same spell for the fifth time, sir.”
    

    
      “I'm sorry. I can't see anything…”
    

    
      The shaman seemed frustrated as well.
    

    
      Even so, they continued to use their skills, even drinking mana potions.
    

    
      Clang!
    

    
      A wave of mana passed by, but nothing rose from Collie.
    

    
      “Let's call another shaman. Maybe we'll see it then.”
    

    
      “What a terrible sorcery. How can it not appear even after all this?”
    

    
      “That's why I told you in the first place that there's no such thing as black magic!”
    

    
      Bang!
    

    
      In the end, Collie exploded.
    

    
      As he slammed his front paw on the floor, the shamans flinched and stepped back.
    

    
      “Why won't you listen to me! You say you respect me, but I don't understand why you don't listen to what I say.”
    

    
      “We understand how you feel, Spirit Creature-nim, but you must not trust humans.”
    

    
      “I think I trust you even less, sir.”
    

    
      It had already been three days since Artier had informed him that he had found a way.
    

    
      Collie was also looking for a way.
    

    
      The first key to that was the shamans right in front of him.
    

    
      “You said I must be encroached by black magic, but for three whole days, there hasn't been a single trace of it. Am I wrong?”
    

    
      “…That's.”
    

    
      “I already knew it would turn out this way. The reason I stayed quiet despite that was because I hoped you would realize it.”
    

    
      If the shamans revealed that they had no suspicion of Collie. Then the misunderstanding that had arisen about Artier would naturally be cleared.
    

    
      That's what Collie thought.
    

    
      But these ignorant shamans were attributing their inability to see the black magic to their own shortcomings.
    

    
      “It's because our level is insufficient. We've called a new shaman, so if you could just wait a little longer…”
    

    
      “No, I'll stop. Isn't this enough?”
    

    
      “Spirit Creature-nim! Please!”
    

    
      Collie stood up abruptly and was about to bare his teeth.
    

    
      It was then.
    

    
      “Collie-nim!”
    

    
      The door opened, and Simon rushed in.
    

    
      Simon was panting, with his tongue hanging out, as if he had run a long distance.
    

    
      “Simon-ssi?”
    

    
      “He is still under examination. Retreat at once!”
    

    
      The shamans hardened their expressions and shouted at Simon, but Simon paid them no mind.
    

    
      “Artier-ssi has returned.”
    

    
      “Pardon? Where is he?”
    

    
      “He seems to be at the village entrance right now. But the rumors are a bit strange. They say he came with an incredible number of monsters.”
    

    
      “Monsters?”
    

    
      Suddenly?
    

    
      As Collie tilted his head, the shamans raised their voices as if they had been waiting.
    

    
      “As expected! Is he bringing monsters to swallow the city after the village?”
    

    
      “You can't go. Even the Spirit Creature-nim might be swallowed by black magic!”
    

    
      “Pardon? What are you talking about?”
    

    
      Simon snorted and spat out his last words.
    

    
      “They are not alive, but dead monsters. I'm saying he has returned with the corpses of monsters.”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      The shamans became silent again.
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      The entrance to Ker Tupa was in an uproar.
    

    
      “It’s a Cockatrice!”
    

    
      “Are you telling me all of these are Cockatrices?”
    

    
      From the top of a hill piled high with dozens of Cockatrice carcasses, Artier watched the dumbfounded beastmen.
    

    
      Honestly, their stunned expressions were quite amusing.
    

    
      ‘Is this really that surprising?’
    

    
      In fact, objectively, it was a surprising event.
    

    
      Anyone would be startled if a tower made of monster corpses suddenly appeared at the village entrance.
    

    
      However, the beastmen’s surprise wasn't just because of that.
    

    
      “That’s…”
    

    
      “Slave hunters. They're slave hunters!”
    

    
      Surrounding the Cockatrices were dozens of slave hunters with their arms and legs bound.
    

    
      “Heave-ho.”
    

    
      Artier leaped down, landing lightly on the ground.
    

    
      He then walked forward and spoke.
    

    
      “Where are the guards? I’ve brought some criminals.”
    

    
      No one answered him. Not even the onlookers who were clearly holding spears.
    

    
      The one who did respond was someone who seemed completely unrelated.
    

    
      “Who are you?”
    

    
      That question contained a great deal of curiosity.
    

    
      After a moment of thought, Artier replied nonchalantly.
    

    
      “Just a passing adventurer.”
    

    
      He wasn’t part of the Empire, and he couldn’t reveal his affiliation with the temple either.
    

    
      This was the best he could do.
    

    
      “An adventurer?”
    

    
      “I’ve seen that person before. Isn’t he wanted by the guards?”
    

    
      “You mean he’s a criminal? But can they even catch a human who hunted all that?”
    

    
      Murmurs could be heard from all around.
    

    
      Some, their wariness having subsided, were looking at the spoils Artier had brought, while others, still suspicious, were glaring.
    

    
      Artier calmly waited for the situation to settle down.
    

    
      ‘It has to work this time. Surely, after all this, the misunderstanding won’t persist.’
    

    
      He had already anticipated things going wrong and had Por on standby outside the village. 
    

    
      So, if things got complicated, he could escape immediately.
    

    
      But Artier hoped that wouldn't happen.
    

    
      ‘There’s not much time left. If I’m blocked this time too, the only methods left are not very honorable.’
    

    
      From that point on, it would be a real crime.
    

    
      Wouldn't that render all of Artier’s efforts so far meaningless?
    

    
      He didn’t want that.
    

    
      “F-follow me!”
    

    
      One of the guards said, leading the way.
    

    
      Artier quietly followed him.
    

    
      The guard post he was led to was enveloped in a deathly silence.
    

    
      ‘I see some strong people.’
    

    
      Entering the captain’s office, Artier exchanged glances with a powerful beastman warrior standing beside the captain.
    

    
      Just meeting his gaze had an intensity that made the surrounding air boil.
    

    
      “Human, I heard you wish to clear up a misunderstanding. What is it you wish to clear up?”
    

    
      “It seems you misunderstand that I am using black magic to control the Spirit Creature.”
    

    
      “Are you saying that is not the case?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      Artier showed the black magic book from his inventory and explained the situation.
    

    
      A moment later, the captain, having understood everything, pounded his head as if he had a headache and spoke to the beastman warrior.
    

    
      “Have the shamans examine… no, never mind. You can tell just by looking. Who was the shaman who filed a false report?”
    

    
      “It was Goso.”
    

    
      “Tell that bastard to run three laps around the city. Magic is, of course, forbidden.”
    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    
      As the warrior left, the captain stood up and bowed his head deeply.
    

    
      His tone had become polite.
    

    
      “I apologize for the trouble we’ve caused. The wanted order will be lifted immediately.”
    

    
      “You believe me?”
    

    
      “It was our side’s mistake.”
    

    
      It seemed like a lighthearted remark, but in fact, the captain had a very complicated story.
    

    
      For three days, no trace of black magic was found on Collie or Simon. The only thing Artier had done in the city was offer gifts to the residents.
    

    
      Above all, for the past three days, the survivors had all been mentioning Artier’s name…
    

    
      At this point, the guards had no choice but to come to their senses.
    

    
      ‘We are the culprits. That is correct.’
    

    
      Let’s say the beastman who falsely reported that Artier might be a black magician was one thing.
    

    
      That shaman named Goso would surely be kicked out of the guards soon.
    

    
      “I apologize for the false accusation.”
    

    
      On the other hand, Artier, unaware of this fact, was only flustered by the captain who was suddenly apologizing with his face to the ground.
    

    
      ‘Can the treatment change this much just because they realized I’m a strong person?’
    

    
      Artier thought the reason they were apologizing was because they realized he was not just an ordinary human.
    

    
      And that was true, because if he were just a powerless merchant or a civilian, it would have been impossible to clear up the misunderstanding like Artier did.
    

    
      ‘If I had my way, I’d demand compensation… but not now. Let’s finish what I have to do first.’
    

    
      Coming to his senses, Artier was able to regain his calm expression.
    

    
      “I think the situation has been explained sufficiently. Could you please call Collie and Simon, and can I meet the guild master of the Merchant Guild?”
    

    
      “Understood. However, it may be difficult to meet the master of the Merchant Guild.”
    

    
      “Why?”
    

    
      Artier was not a saint either.
    

    
      As his tone became tinged with annoyance, the captain continued cautiously.
    

    
      “As you may have guessed from the city’s atmosphere, there are many of our kind who dislike humans themselves. The master of the Merchant Guild is one of them.”
    

    
      According to him, the master of the Merchant Guild had recently lost his only son to slave hunters.
    

    
      Since then, the master had been cooped up in his room for days, not engaging in any activities.
    

    
      “I’d like to wait for him, but I don’t have time.”
    

    
      Artier said firmly.
    

    
      “This is about your fate. Please make time as soon as possible.”
    

    
      “What did you say?”
    

    
      “Quickly. It doesn’t have to be the master of the Merchant Guild. Anyone who can be involved in exchanges with humans will do.”
    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    
      After sending the captain away, Artier was finally able to meet with Collie and Simon.
    

    
      Collie, who was wagging his tail excitedly for some reason, rubbed his face against Artier’s chest as soon as he met him.
    

    
      “Master, I missed you!”
    

    
      “What’s with you all of a sudden?”
    

    
      “As soon as it was revealed to be a misunderstanding, he started spewing all sorts of curses at the shamans. It seems he’s relieved his stress.”
    

    
      Simon said so, but Artier, connected to Collie by contract, could guess what Collie had done.
    

    
      To be sure, wasn’t Simon, who just described it as curses, an angel?
    

    
      “A young one should use pretty words.”
    

    
      “In human years, I’m long past being an adult, you know.”
    

    
      “You seem to only switch to human years when it’s inconvenient for you?”
    

    
      “Surely not?”
    

    
      Collie didn’t even try to hide it.
    

    
      Even when Artier poked his cheek, he just smiled with satisfaction.
    

    
      “Good grief… Anyway, you can’t do that anymore. Got it?”
    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    
      As their conversation ended, as if planned, the door opened and the captain entered.
    

    
      He didn’t know who he had contacted, but cold sweat was dripping from his fur.
    

    
      “W-we can go. I’ve delivered the message.”
    

    
      The three followed the captain.
    

    
      As they went out into the street, they could feel that the murderous intent that had been present until a moment ago had lessened considerably, though not entirely.
    

    
      It seemed the rumor had already spread in the meantime.
    

    
      “Isn’t the Merchant Guild that way?”
    

    
      Artier asked as soon as the captain took a wrong turn at the fork in the road.
    

    
      The captain flinched and answered cautiously.
    

    
      “Well… it seems the guild master is still unavailable. Instead, someone else has asked to meet you.”
    

    
      “Who is that?”
    

    
      “Our leader.”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      A truly unexpected person.
    

    
      On the one hand, he thought that was why the captain was so nervous. To him, he was the supreme commander, wasn't he?
    

    
      “After hearing about the situation so far, he said he wanted to meet you.”
    

    
      “Hmm.”
    

    
      After thinking for a moment, Artier nodded.
    

    
      In fact, for him, it was a better result.
    

    
      “Let’s go that way.”
    

    
      “Yes. This way.”
    

    
      The mansion where the leader was said to be was simple and shabby. It was hard to believe that the head of a race lived there.
    

    
      However, as he faced a beastman who walked out of the place, Artier instinctively felt that he was the leader.
    

    
      ‘He’s strong. Very strong.’
    

    
      Most of the beastmen he had met in Ker Tupa were weaker than Artier. It wasn’t that they were weak, but that Artier was strong.
    

    
      But with the person in front of him now, he wasn’t sure if he could win even if he used Holy Magic.
    

    
      He had the appearance of a white tiger and was wearing old glasses and a tunic with one sleeve that was particularly wide.
    

    
      His appearance was frail, but his aura was completely different.
    

    
      Just his gaze and actions made the surrounding nature obey and fear him. As if facing a ferocious beast.
    

    
      “Are you the supreme-grade mercenary, Artier?”
    

    
      As his mouth opened, Artier came to his senses.
    

    
      [Lv.62 Taust Juggernaut]
    

    
      “You know who I am.”
    

    
      “I just found out. If I had known earlier, I wouldn’t have left the situation like this.”
    

    
      As he inadvertently looked at his face, Artier was startled.
    

    
      He could feel a strong sense of annoyance that Taust couldn’t hide.
    

    
      “Recently, only humans who weren’t worth investigating have been visiting this place.”
    

    
      “…What exactly happened here?”
    

    
      Although he had a rough idea, Artier asked the question.
    

    
      Taust then took a giant pipe from his pocket and put it in his mouth.
    

    
      “There was a human woman who came here wanting to learn about our culture. She even married one of us, but two months ago, she stole a treasure called the Shaman's Holy Relic and ran away.”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      “There was also a human he brought himself. Said he was a comrade from his mercenary days. The one who brought him is no longer alive. The one he called a comrade skinned his own kind and sold it to a merchant.”
    

    
      “…!”
    

    
      After that, unimaginable evil deeds continued to pour out of Taust’s mouth.
    

    
      A human who mixed poison in food while pretending to do charity work.
    

    
      A scholar who cast a brainwashing spell while pretending to teach the common language and destroyed a family.
    

    
      Even an armor merchant who supplied cursed armor and clothes and made many people suffer.
    

    
      At first, Collie, who was listening with a sullen expression, was so shocked that he couldn't help but be astonished.
    

    
      “How could they… have they abandoned even the minimum of humanity?”
    

    
      “Well. I don’t know.”
    

    
      The tobacco in the pipe was running out.
    

    
      After taking a final puff, Taust looked at Artier a moment later.
    

    
      “It’s a real shame things turned out this way. I’m damn sorry.”
    

    
      “…Pardon?”
    

    
      What did he just say?
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      Just when did it start?
    

    
      Taust was radiating annoyance with his entire body.
    

    
      “It’s true we were pretty pissed off at humans. But that doesn’t justify burying someone in the ground. Do these bastards not know any limits?”
    

    
      “Ah, yes…”
    

    
      The dignity he had shown just moments ago was gone without a trace.
    

    
      At his tone, which had become as light as a feather, neither Artier nor Collie could wipe the bewildered expressions off their faces.
    

    
      “Taust-nim, please maintain your dignity…”
    

    
      “Ah, damn it, do I look like I’m in a position to do that right now?”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      “When I first heard the report, I thought they had all gone insane. I told you not to rely solely on your gut and to assess the situation a little, didn’t I? This is also Empire territory. Even if we don’t want to admit it, it’s Empire territory now!”
    

    
      Taust, thoroughly enraged, unleashed his anger on the nearby servants without mercy.
    

    
      “Even if I want to turn everything upside down right now, we can’t just treat humans poorly! Don’t you know that basic common sense?!”
    

    
      His momentum was so great that it eventually made the terrified servants hastily retreat.
    

    
      Only when all the servants had fled did Taust calm down a little, half-covering his face and avoiding his gaze.
    

    
      “Sorry. Can you pretend you didn’t hear what I just said?”
    

    
      “Yes… let’s do that.”
    

    
      “If I had my way, I’d give Goso a good scolding, but unfortunately, he’s probably already run off. I’ll apologize instead.”
    

    
      “Run off? What do you mean by that?”
    

    
      “Our race has a very good sixth sense. You humans call it a gut feeling, right? That guy probably feels a chill down his spine and wants to die right now.”
    

    
      Hearing that, Artier brought up the question he had been burying in his mind all this time.
    

    
      “Why didn’t you use that sixth sense on humans? If you had, you might not have gone through so many things.”
    

    
      “The sixth sense isn’t omnipotent.”
    

    
      Taust suddenly stared at Artier.
    

    
      “Besides, my sixth sense doesn’t activate on you at all.”
    

    
      “What do you mean by that?”
    

    
      “The sixth sense only activates on the negative side. To put it simply, you only feel it when you feel like you’ll be in big trouble if you mess with someone.”
    

    
      “Are you saying you didn’t feel anything because I wouldn’t harm the beastmen?”
    

    
      “That’s right.”
    

    
      Silence enveloped the surroundings.
    

    
      Only a thoughtless crow was cawing.
    

    
      “Master has been taken for a fool, sir.”
    

    
      Collie glared at Taust.
    

    
      He then hastily added an excuse.
    

    
      “But that doesn’t mean the ones who only trusted their instincts were right. I’m also the type who really hates that. We were definitely in the wrong.”
    

    
      “I understand. I’ll let it go for now.”
    

    
      Honestly, it was true that he was angry.
    

    
      But right now, there was something he had to do.
    

    
      “I heard you have something to say.”
    

    
      “Yes. There are Doppelgangers among the Empire’s leadership right now.”
    

    
      Artier was finally able to achieve his purpose for coming here.
    

    
      “They are targeting the beastmen who can see through their identities.”
    

    
      “Doppelgangers? Since when?”
    

    
      “I don’t know the exact time myself. But I found out recently. And I found out that they will be carrying out an operation related to the beastmen in a city near here in a few days.”
    

    
      Artier explained the process of how he found out briefly and concisely. About his journey to the north and the classified documents he found after returning.
    

    
      In the process, he had no choice but to reveal that he was a member of the Sacred Knights.
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      Taust, who was staring at the sacred light that appeared before his eyes, quietly crossed his arms and maintained his silence.
    

    
      He was telling him to say more.
    

    
      “An incident that will enrage the Emperor will occur soon. The responsibility for that will be placed on the beastmen. You must warn all beastmen who come into contact with humans and the people of the city, and be careful not to cause excessive friction with humans.”
    

    
      “Alright.”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      Artier was taken aback when Taust immediately agreed.
    

    
      “In summary, you’re saying to be careful, and we’ve learned that for sure from this incident. Thanks to someone.”
    

    
      “Are you talking about me?”
    

    
      “Yes. I didn’t know our kids were in such a brain-dead state. I’ll have to set aside a day later to properly educate them mentally. About the fact that they shouldn’t recklessly challenge humans.”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      In Taust’s eyes as he looked at Artier, a faint sense of love-hate could still be felt.
    

    
      Although he was sorry, it seemed he couldn’t abandon his hatred for humans.
    

    
      But Taust did not let his personal feelings interfere with public matters.
    

    
      The words he uttered after that were also invariably rational.
    

    
      “As the representative of the clan, I apologize for what happened this time. I don’t know if it will be a reward, but would you accept this?”
    

    
      As he snapped his fingers, a warrior ran over and offered something to Artier.
    

    
      It was a cloak made of light and sturdy leather.
    

    
      [Wanderer of the Wild Plains (Rare)]
    

    
      Defense: 20
    

    
      Options: (Wild) Life Steal 7%, (Plains) Movement Speed 5% increase
    

    
      Special Option: The cloak can be unfurled to deploy a shield. The shield's durability and duration are proportional to the mana consumed. If the shield is destroyed, it cannot be deployed for 60 seconds.
    

    
      ‘A rare-grade cloak…!’
    

    
      Artier’s eyes widened as he checked the information window.
    

    
      Life Steal, movement speed increase, and even a shield.
    

    
      None of the options attached were to be discarded.
    

    
      It wasn't the best, but it was good enough to use for a while.
    

    
      “Thank you. I’ll use it well.”
    

    
      It felt like all the hardships he had been through were melting away like snow.
    

    
      As Artier put the cloak into his inventory, Taust called the servants again.
    

    
      “I’ll tell the whole city, so you can stay as long as you want.”
    

    
      “Thank you for the offer, but since I’ve achieved my goal, I’m planning to leave.”
    

    
      “I guess even if we treat you well now, you wouldn’t want to.”
    

    
      “No. I’ll visit again on a better day.”
    

    
      “Before you leave, I want you to know this.”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      Taust seemed to be contemplating.
    

    
      His mouth opened quickly, but his voice was full of anguish.
    

    
      “I can somehow manage the affairs of the city. But my people don’t just live near Ker Tupa.”
    

    
      Taust looked at Simon.
    

    
      “You said your name was Simon.”
    

    
      “Yes. That’s right.”
    

    
      Simon, who was suddenly called upon, was clearly tense.
    

    
      “Like that friend, there are more of our kind who have left our hands and are captured by humans. We are… a popular race.”
    

    
      At Taust’s words, everyone’s expression hardened.
    

    
      The expression “popular race” that he used was by no means a good one.
    

    
      “No matter how much I crack down on security here, if the Empire decides to do something, an incident can happen at any time.”
    

    
      “That’s right.”
    

    
      “If that happens, I’ll protect my people. But I’m telling you clearly, you are not included in that.”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      Simon’s ears slowly drooped.
    

    
      His heart did the same.
    

    
      “Is that so.”
    

    
      He couldn’t get along well with the other members of his race in this city. His appearance was the same, but his core was different.
    

    
      He could clearly feel that he was an outsider while staying here.
    

    
      Grrr.
    

    
      Taust bared his teeth and let out a growl.
    

    
      “I’ve made it clear. So don’t try to force yourself to get along with us. There are others who are similar to you.”
    

    
      “…I understand.”
    

    
      “Then I’ll be on my way.”
    

    
      Leaving the mansion, Artier began to climb the back mountain he had first come down from.
    

    
      “He’s a really bad person.”
    

    
      “What is?”
    

    
      “Simon-ssi didn’t do anything wrong, did he? He just grew up in the Empire since he was young, that’s all. Isn’t it really mean to draw a line like that so sharply?”
    

    
      “…I guess so.”
    

    
      Artier looked at Simon.
    

    
      Simon didn’t answer Collie’s words and just stared at the ground. He didn’t show any reaction, as if he was deep in thought.
    

    
      “But it seemed like he really liked Simon.”
    

    
      “Pardon? Did you call me?”
    

    
      “No. Let’s go.”
    

    
      The Teleport Gate they met again was still overgrown with weeds, and there were spider webs everywhere.
    

    
      “What, I thought you went home, you’re still here?”
    

    
      The cat beastman in charge of the teleportation came down from the tree with a long yawn.
    

    
      Surely he hadn’t been sleeping here for three whole days?
    

    
      It was a silly thought, but Artier was finally able to laugh a little.
    

    
      “Please send us to the capital.”
    

    
      “Alright. Wait a moment.”
    

    
      Fwaah!
    

    
      With a blue light, the sight of Ker Tupa disappeared.
    

    
      And so, another incident came to a close.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      “Doppelgangers… It’s not that I didn’t know.”
    

    
      Inside the mansion that had regained its peace.
    

    
      Taust was lost in thought, continuously puffing out smoke.
    

    
      “Taust-nim.”
    

    
      “Ah, Torvus.”
    

    
      Where Taust turned his gaze, a beastman warrior was kneeling, waiting for him.
    

    
      It was the warrior Artier had seen at the guard post.
    

    
      “You called.”
    

    
      “Yes. Do you remember what I said last time? You personally select about 100 people and take a boat south.”
    

    
      “…Taust-nim.”
    

    
      “When you arrive, all communication and contact are strictly forbidden. Once I confirm that you’ve left, I’ll have a shaman erase my memories, so make sure you don’t accidentally contact me.”
    

    
      “There will be a more suitable person than me.”
    

    
      Torvus spoke with a heavy heart, but Taust was unyielding.
    

    
      “I hate moving on gut feelings without evidence. But this time, I’m doing this purely because of a bad feeling. And around here, you’re the only one who will move for such a reason.”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      “If you understand, then leave. There’s not much time.”
    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    
      As Torvus disappeared, Taust put down the pipe he was smoking and closed his eyes.
    

    
      “Still, it was a bit quiet when that human came.”
    

    
      Thump, thump.
    

    
      His heart trembled, and his muscles vibrated.
    

    
      His calmed body was becoming tense again.
    

    
      It was a sign of his sixth sense.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      “You’ve worked hard, Simon.”
    

    
      “I didn’t do anything.”
    

    
      “That’s enough.”
    

    
      Simon was bewildered, but Artier patted his back.
    

    
      “…You’re just like the leader.”
    

    
      “Was it similar?”
    

    
      “Are you really curious?”
    

    
      Are you serious? Simon’s expression said it all.
    

    
      At that, Collie and Artier couldn’t help but burst into laughter.
    

    
      “Anyway, go back and get some rest. I’ll tell Trophin, so don’t do anything today.”
    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    
      Simon bowed his head and quietly disappeared.
    

    
      His complicated expression showed that he still needed time.
    

    
      “What should we do now?”
    

    
      “More importantly, are you going to keep walking around in that form?”
    

    
      Poof!
    

    
      Collie hurriedly returned to the form of a boy.
    

    
      “I forgot.”
    

    
      “You’re the one who said you didn’t want to be found out by humans. You have to be careful.”
    

    
      “Hehe.”
    

    
      It was a good thing there was no one near the Teleport Gate.
    

    
      The two, who were relieved, suddenly realized that something was strange.
    

    
      “…Huh? Why is there no magician in charge?”
    

    
      The Teleport Gate was not supposed to be empty.
    

    
      Moreover, this was the capital with the highest population density. It wasn’t some shady back alley, so there was no way there would be no people here.
    

    
      To all the knights.
    

    
      At that moment, a communication came in.
    

    
      It was Ropin.
    

    
      Please return to the Papal State immediately. A state of emergency has been declared throughout the capital!
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      Artier and Collie ran through the deserted streets.
    

    
      Everyone they saw was carrying a weapon.
    

    
      ‘There should have been about three months left.’
    

    
      In just a few days, the atmosphere of the capital had turned desolate.
    

    
      The homeless and street vendors who used to roam the streets were all gone, and only weapon shops, general stores, and restaurants selling food continued to operate.
    

    
      ‘At least I came back just in time.’
    

    
      It was certainly an unexpected variable, but surprisingly, Artier was calm.
    

    
      Having been through so much, he seemed to have gotten used to this level of change.
    

    
      “I feel a little sorry for Simon. For this to happen as soon as I told him to rest.”
    

    
      “Still, it’s a relief that he won’t be physically tired.”
    

    
      Soon, the two arrived at the Papal State.
    

    
      As they entered through a secret passage, many knights were waiting for them. There were many familiar faces, but also some they didn't know.
    

    
      ‘It seems new members have joined in the meantime.’
    

    
      Artier first approached the most familiar face.
    

    
      “Ropin.”
    

    
      “Oh, Artier.”
    

    
      Ropin, whom he met after three days, no longer had dark circles.
    

    
      ‘Trophin did guarantee he would make him sleep… what did he do?’
    

    
      Whether he knew of his ominous thoughts or not, Ropin immediately continued speaking.
    

    
      “A Hellmorph was sighted at dawn the day before yesterday.”
    

    
      “Did they attack?”
    

    
      “No, not that, but isn't the fact that they were sighted a problem in itself?”
    

    
      Artier agreed with him. If a scout was seen, it meant the main force was also nearby.
    

    
      In his memory, an invasion always began within a week in the territory where a Hellmorph was sighted.
    

    
      “His Majesty the Emperor urgently declared a state of emergency and began to conscript soldiers. All citizens of the Empire must respond.”
    

    
      “I see. Then what about us?”
    

    
      “I suppose we’ll have to be conscripted as a single priest or soldier and wait for the right time. We still lack the justification and power to step forward.”
    

    
      Ropin’s expression was full of regret.
    

    
      They had just gathered enough people to be called a knightly order, but they were about to be scattered again without having done a single proper activity.
    

    
      “It’s regrettable, but it can’t be helped. Revealing our existence now would only result in staining the hands of many with blood. For now, let’s follow the Empire’s wishes.”
    

    
      “I understand.”
    

    
      Artier relayed Ropin’s words to the members of the order.
    

    
      Most seemed to understand, but it wasn’t without complaints.
    

    
      “To think I have to hide my Holy Magic after practicing it so hard…”
    

    
      “If I’m about to die in a fight, I can use it, right?”
    

    
      “Are you crazy? Are you trying to get us all killed?”
    

    
      “No, then what am I supposed to do. Just die?”
    

    
      The passing conversations were all amplifying their anxiety.
    

    
      Ropin immediately put his foot down.
    

    
      “If you are discovered using Holy Magic due to your mistake, the Papal State will announce that an individual has violated the doctrine and impose a punishment. Naturally, you will also be dishonorably discharged from the Sacred Knights.”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      The punishment for a priest who violated the doctrine was clear and devastating.
    

    
      It was excommunication, along with a ritual that sealed their Holy Magic.
    

    
      In the Empire, where the Rata faith was the state religion, there was no need to say how great an impact excommunication had.
    

    
      Once everyone’s mouths were shut, Ropin emphasized again.
    

    
      “If you are not confident in hiding it, participate as a priest, not a soldier. Remember that the place you belong to is not just a casual social group.”
    

    
      As the members who grasped the situation returned to their places, Artier headed towards those who were waiting for him.
    

    
      Gerard and Jeina looked quite tired, as if the effects of the last exploration still lingered.
    

    
      “Is everyone okay?”
    

    
      “Yeah! I’m perfectly fine!”
    

    
      “I treated my injuries with Holy Magic this morning, so I’m short on mana.”
    

    
      The only one who could use Divine Healing freely was Artier, who had the Conversion skill.
    

    
      The two who couldn't convert divine power into mana were limited to using it once or twice a day, and even then, it only healed a portion of their injuries.
    

    
      “I heard everything. What are we going to do? You’re not planning on just getting conscripted, are you?”
    

    
      “Absolutely not.”
    

    
      Artier immediately drew the line.
    

    
      Conscription, he never wanted to experience that.
    

    
      ‘Most importantly, if we’re conscripted, we’ll be randomly assigned to units and might get separated from our comrades!’
    

    
      In order to regroup their original party, they had to achieve merits and raise their rank.
    

    
      Of course, if they were unlucky, a comrade could die in the meantime.
    

    
      In the game, that probability was specifically set, but now that it was reality…
    

    
      “Most importantly, if we do it that way, Bow won’t join us.”
    

    
      “That’s a relief. Then you’re planning on using that method, right?”
    

    
      “That’s right.”
    

    
      “What is that method?”
    

    
      When Jeina asked, Collie immediately answered.
    

    
      “Since we’re not planning on running away, there’s only one way. To sign a contract as a private soldier of a noble family.”
    

    
      “…Isn’t that a bad thing?”
    

    
      As Jeina’s complexion immediately turned sour, Gerard, puzzled, asked back.
    

    
      “Why do you think that? When you think about it, we’re also working for money.”
    

    
      “A private soldier contract is something you do with the intention of staying for a long time. But nobles are a bit… aren’t they?”
    

    
      Look at the nobles we’ve met so far.
    

    
      Count Condestraden, who sold his territory to the Hellmorphs.
    

    
      Viscount Hol, who tried to sell the World Tree.
    

    
      Weren’t there so many crazy people even among the few nobles she had met?
    

    
      “I understand how you feel.”
    

    
      But despite Jeina’s reaction, Gerard’s expression remained firm.
    

    
      “But right now, this is the only way. If not this, we’ll be conscripted into the imperial army and scattered. Which is better?”
    

    
      “Ugh… I get it. We’d better find a decent client then.”
    

    
      “We’ll have to decide that after we meet up with Bow.”
    

    
      “Alright.”
    

    
      “Artier, can I have a moment of your time?”
    

    
      When he turned his head, Ropin was standing there.
    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    
      “There’s something I need to check for a moment. Could we possibly move to another location?”
    

    
      It wasn’t just anyone, it was Ropin.
    

    
      “Go on.”
    

    
      “We’ll go to the Mercenary Guild first.”
    

    
      “If you think it will take a long time, please let us know in advance.”
    

    
      “Got it.”
    

    
      Clack.
    

    
      As he followed Ropin into a room, Artier immediately smelled a strong scent of disinfectant.
    

    
      Bandages and potions were everywhere. There was even a large amount of holy water, which was hard to come by, next to them.
    

    
      ‘How much is all this?’
    

    
      As he was thinking that, Artier immediately put the thought away.
    

    
      Ropin’s expression was unusual.
    

    
      “Why did we come here?”
    

    
      “I heard from Sir Trophin about what you experienced in the north.”
    

    
      Ropin took off his hat and replaced it with a priest’s hat that was on the desk.
    

    
      “But there were many things I didn’t understand. So I’d like to hear the report from you directly, if you don’t mind?”
    

    
      “Ah, of course.”
    

    
      It’s all fine, but why in the infirmary of all places?
    

    
      Although he didn’t understand, Artier immediately started talking.
    

    
      About everything they had been through in the north.
    

    
      “Just a moment.”
    

    
      Ropin suddenly cut him off when Artier was explaining his battle with Ropa.
    

    
      “You were suddenly able to use skills without Holy Light?”
    

    
      “Yes. It’s a Holy Magic called Divine Conversion. I also don’t know how I got it…”
    

    
      “Do you really not know how reckless that is?”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      At Ropin’s sudden interjection, Artier was momentarily dumbfounded.
    

    
      “To think that something I didn’t mention because it was unnecessary to explain would become a stumbling block at a time like this.”
    

    
      Ropin pressed his temples as if his head was hurting and then opened his mouth.
    

    
      “Listen carefully. It is very dangerous to draw divine power directly from your body without Holy Light.”
    

    
      “Uh… why?”
    

    
      “Have you ever thought about it? Why we store the extracted divine power outside the body?”
    

    
      “…Now that you mention it.”
    

    
      Thinking about it, that was true.
    

    
      If the Holy Light was attacked, the divine power would scatter, and the method of using Holy Magic would disappear. This was a fatal weakness for a combat skill.
    

    
      “To stick to the old traditions? No. The most fundamental reason is that it’s impossible to improve.”
    

    
      “Impossible?”
    

    
      “That’s right. To explain, we must start from the source of the power called divine power.”
    

    
      Fwaah!
    

    
      Ropin created a Holy Light the size of a finger in front of Artier.
    

    
      “We are inhabitants of a star. By the star’s standards, we are closer to dust than a speck. Even if we lay out the entire life of a single being, it wouldn’t even reach the tip of the star’s history.”
    

    
      The planet that was the setting of <Cross Destiny> could be seen as a giant living organism.
    

    
      That being had lived for an unimaginably long time and was continuing the reincarnation of living things.
    

    
      “Let’s say you take a glimpse at the star’s thoughts for a very brief moment. A very short moment. But how long do you think that brief moment would be by human standards?”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      “The fleeting moment when divine power flows through the body, in that short time, just by perceiving the world, the body and mind will age. That is the reason why one’s lifespan is consumed when using Holy Magic.”
    

    
      The surrounding air grew heavy.
    

    
      Artier couldn’t understand what he had just heard.
    

    
      “Are you saying that if I keep divine power in my body, my lifespan will continue to decrease?”
    

    
      “That’s not it.”
    

    
      “Phew.”
    

    
      “Contact with divine power for that long is something a human’s lifespan cannot handle. You would die without being able to withstand the power, or your mind would be destroyed. Either way, you wouldn’t meet a good end.”
    

    
      “…What did you say?”
    

    
      You die if you keep divine power in your body?
    

    
      Then what on earth is this thing in my body right now?
    

    
      “Do you understand now? Divine power must be extracted as Holy Light as quickly as possible and separated externally. Otherwise, no matter how much help you receive from a holy relic, your body will not be able to withstand it.”
    

    
      “…Ropin.”
    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    
      “Then how can you explain my condition?”
    

    
      There were so many things he didn’t understand.
    

    
      But what came first, surpassing curiosity and doubt, was fear.
    

    
      The power that had been a source of support until a moment ago was now staring at Artier with a creepy smile.
    

    
      “What do you mean by that?”
    

    
      Ropin, who had heard all of Artier’s explanation, also couldn’t understand his words at first.
    

    
      “You’re saying you’ve been keeping divine power inside your body instead of drawing it from the earth?”
    

    
      “Look.”
    

    
      Fwaah!
    

    
      As Artier used Divine Healing in front of his eyes, Ropin stared blankly at the light with a dumbfounded expression.
    

    
      “How on earth?”
    

    
      Even in Ropin’s eyes, it was clearly Holy Magic.
    

    
      Moreover, there was no process of drawing divine power from the ground.
    

    
      Until now, it had been the product of an amazing skill.
    

    
      But now, neither Artier nor Ropin could bring themselves to be happy as they watched the scene.
    

    
      “Could you please check my current condition?”
    

    
      “Of course. Just a moment. I had only prepared for treatment, thinking your body would be injured.”
    

    
      Ropin hurriedly rummaged through a drawer and began to take out various tools.
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      Ropin's examination took about two hours.
    

    
      “Hah… I’ve never seen a condition like this in my entire life.”
    

    
      Clatter.
    

    
      Ropin, who had taken off his runic glasses, rubbed his eyes and removed the lenses from the glasses.
    

    
      He then put the lenses in a cupboard where other lenses were collected.
    

    
      “Your body is in top condition. You’re as healthy as can be.”
    

    
      “Then, am I okay?”
    

    
      “No, I can never say that.”
    

    
      Artier was frustrated, but Ropin seemed even more so.
    

    
      He took out various diagrams of the human body and examined them, while frantically scribbling notes with one hand.
    

    
      “Two abnormal phenomena are currently being observed in your body. One, as you know, is that divine power is stored inside your body, and the other is that the divine power is concentrated in your abdomen.”
    

    
      “Is that a problem?”
    

    
      “Divine power is, after all, a type of mana. Mana is usually stored in the head. Since we think with our heads.”
    

    
      Ropin showed him a diagram.
    

    
      It was a picture showing the passages through which a person’s mana circulated.
    

    
      “In other words, it’s as if you have a head in your abdomen as well.”
    

    
      “That’s a bit bizarre.”
    

    
      “This is important, so focus!”
    

    
      Ropin tapped the diagram with the staff he was holding.
    

    
      “The problem is, with my knowledge, I have no idea how you’re alive right now.”
    

    
      “Isn’t it because of the Divine Conversion skill?”
    

    
      “No, your skill has no function to protect your body from divine power.”
    

    
      Ropin said firmly.
    

    
      “The order is reversed. It’s not that you gained the skill and became able to hold divine power in your body, but because you were able to hold divine power in your body, you gained a skill that could utilize it.”
    

    
      Ropin said that in his eyes, he could see an unknown power enveloping the divine power in Artier’s body.
    

    
      “This is literally a miraculous state. But in my opinion, that state is currently unstable.”
    

    
      “What do you mean?”
    

    
      “Exactly what I said. The power is cracked and thin in places. It can’t withstand the force of the divine power being released and is slowly scattering.”
    

    
      Every time Artier used Holy Magic, or converted divine power into mana, the unknown power couldn't overcome the immense force and was slowly scattering.
    

    
      “If even a tiny hole were to be pierced in this power…”
    

    
      Ropin gulped and said with a groan.
    

    
      “You will slowly die. You might even affect those around you.”
    

    
      “Is that so.”
    

    
      Artier, who had been standing there blankly, opened his mouth a moment later.
    

    
      “So, for now, there’s no problem, right?”
    

    
      “That’s right.”
    

    
      “Then that’s fine.”
    

    
      He was the protagonist.
    

    
      And as far as Artier knew, there was no ending where the protagonist died for a reason other than combat.
    

    
      Of course, in all his many playthroughs, there was no instance where Artier had learned Holy Magic.
    

    
      But he wanted to believe.
    

    
      ‘Destiny revolves around me anyway.’
    

    
      Artier forcibly suppressed his creeping anxiety.
    

    
      “Is there no other way to know my body’s condition?”
    

    
      “Unfortunately, there is no place with better facilities than here.”
    

    
      Of course.
    

    
      This was the Papal State in the capital, after all.
    

    
      It was a place that had to care for the Emperor’s health, so it was natural.
    

    
      “But if you ask if there is a better physician than me, it’s not that there isn’t.”
    

    
      “Who is that?”
    

    
      “A close friend of mine.”
    

    
      At Ropin’s words, a person came to Artier’s mind.
    

    
      “Could it be Rototo-nim?”
    

    
      “That’s right. How do you know him? He doesn’t reveal his name publicly.”
    

    
      “There’s no way I wouldn’t know.”
    

    
      Rototo of Light.
    

    
      That’s what the users called the old man.
    

    
      And that was because his first impression was so strong.
    

    
      ‘You have a hole in your stomach.’
    

    
      As soon as he said that, the enemy, who had reflexively looked down at his stomach, really did have a hole in it.
    

    
      The scene of him, with his thin body, brandishing a huge spear and overturning a great mountain was so impressive.
    

    
      “…But I’ve never heard of him treating anyone.”
    

    
      Artier searched his mind to see if there was any instance of Rototo healing someone.
    

    
      But all the scenes that came to mind were of him brutally blowing away enemies.
    

    
      He had no connection to healing.
    

    
      “Ah, I suppose that’s inevitable.”
    

    
      Ropin neatly folded his priest’s hat and set it down.
    

    
      “Rototo is someone who has learned combat-oriented Holy Magic. You could say he’s the originator of the Sacred Knights.”
    

    
      “Ah?”
    

    
      “And it was Rototo who taught me the path of healing. He’s just hiding it now for some reason, but Rototo is definitely a more skilled healer than me.”
    

    
      It was a hard fact to believe, but Ropin wasn't one to lie in a situation like this.
    

    
      Artier decided to believe him for now.
    

    
      However, there was still a problem.
    

    
      “Isn’t Rototo-nim missing right now?”
    

    
      That was that Rototo’s main area of activity was the northeast of the continent.
    

    
      In fact, Rototo was an NPC who didn't appear in the story until he came to find the protagonist himself.
    

    
      “Of course, that’s true. But there must be a way. I can’t easily imagine Rototo dying, of all things.”
    

    
      Ropin, who said that, seemed somehow enlightened.
    

    
      “For now, I’ll look into this, so you go and do what you have to do in the meantime.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Just in case, don’t release any divine power for the time being. You know what I mean, right?”
    

    
      “I understand.”
    

    
      Click.
    

    
      The door to the infirmary closed, and Artier was left alone in the hallway.
    

    
      As he was walking quietly, he was suddenly startled by a sharp pain in his stomach and froze on the spot.
    

    
      Grumble.
    

    
      “Ah, I was just hungry.”
    

    
      …How long would he have to live with this feeling?
    

    
      The meaningless question made his chest feel empty.
    

    
      ‘How long will I be okay?’
    

    
      Until he saw the ending? Or maybe even shorter than that?
    

    
      ‘Should I not have learned Holy Magic?’
    

    
      There was a time bomb in his stomach.
    

    
      An unknown bomb that he didn't know when or how it would go off.
    

    
      ‘Let’s say, by a miracle, I’m okay until the ending… what about after that?’
    

    
      The future he knew was only up to the ending.
    

    
      But even after the ending, Artier would continue to live.
    

    
      What would happen to him then?
    

    
      The questions continued, one after another.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      It was late in the evening when Artier arrived at the Mercenary Guild.
    

    
      “Why are you so late?”
    

    
      Jeina, who had been slumped over the table, jumped up and approached with a bright smile.
    

    
      However, the moment she saw Artier’s expression, she erased her smile.
    

    
      “Little brother, did something happen?”
    

    
      At her words, Artier hastily shook his head.
    

    
      “Nothing happened. More importantly, is everyone here?”
    

    
      “We’ve been here for a while. We’ve already eaten, you know? Aren’t you hungry?”
    

    
      “I’m fine. I don’t have an appetite.”
    

    
      “Alright, alright. Sit here!”
    

    
      The atmosphere had already wound down.
    

    
      The plates were all empty.
    

    
      “What did you talk about up there that made you so late?”
    

    
      As he sat down, Tersion asked.
    

    
      “Huh? What are you talking about?”
    

    
      “Aren’t you coming from the Papal State? Collie said you were giving some kind of report.”
    

    
      “Ah, that…?”
    

    
      Should he talk about his physical condition?
    

    
      Surprisingly, the deliberation was short.
    

    
      ‘I can’t say that I might get weaker in this situation.’
    

    
      Morale has a great impact on war.
    

    
      Now that he was considered quite strong among the group, if not the best, information about his condition would be a sensitive topic for his comrades as well.
    

    
      “I was just confirming the expected date of the Hellmorphs’ advance. They said they would attack within a week.”
    

    
      Still, he couldn't lie.
    

    
      Instead, as he spat out the information he knew, everyone’s expression hardened slightly.
    

    
      “Then we have to finish the private soldier contract before that.”
    

    
      “Considering the preparation time, it has to be even faster than that.”
    

    
      “Hmm, but are there any good places?”
    

    
      Jeina pointed to the Mercenary Guild’s bulletin board.
    

    
      “I already looked over there, but it was full of names I didn’t know. Did our archer friend know any?”
    

    
      “I know a lot. But I don’t know which family treats their private soldiers well. There’s no reason for elves to investigate such trivial things, right?”
    

    
      Well, there was no reason for an elf to become a private soldier of a human noble, so it was natural.
    

    
      “I have information on which families were kind to our elves, want to hear it?”
    

    
      “Before I hear it, let me ask one thing. Are you going to reveal that you’re an elf when you join?”
    

    
      “Are you crazy?”
    

    
      “Then it’s useless!”
    

    
      In the end, the plan to use Tersion’s information was rejected.
    

    
      “What about Gerard?”
    

    
      “Hmm…”
    

    
      Gerard, who had been lost in thought, shook his head a moment later.
    

    
      “I can’t think of anything right now either. There’s a saying among mercenaries to avoid nobles if possible. I’ve been avoiding them in the first place, so I don’t have much information.”
    

    
      “In that case… I think there are about five options.”
    

    
      In fact, it might have been faster for Artier to name the nobles he didn’t know than the ones he did.
    

    
      He already knew which nobles would remain loyal to the end, and which families would betray them.
    

    
      “The first is the Cranman County family. You’ve all met them, right?”
    

    
      “Ah, that mister we saved? I like him!”
    

    
      “Mister?”
    

    
      “If he heard that, you’d be executed on the spot for insulting a noble, you know.”
    

    
      Jeina cheerfully ignored the glares from Tersion and Collie.
    

    
      “I’m against it.”
    

    
      “Why?”
    

    
      “That man knows our situation and abilities well. Therefore, he might try to use us as more than just ordinary private soldiers.”
    

    
      Nobles are cunning and clever.
    

    
      The only thing Count Cranman had promised on his honor was not to reveal their identities, but using them was not included in that.
    

    
      “The Pope has made preparations, but it’s a different case if we go directly under him. They can create loopholes as much as they want.”
    

    
      “I think so too.”
    

    
      As even Tersion agreed with that, Artier mentally crossed out the Cranman County family.
    

    
      “The second is the Domitri Marquis family.”
    

    
      “Ah, that’s a no-go.”
    

    
      Jeina drew the line before Artier could even finish his sentence.
    

    
      “They’ve already finished recruiting there. Three hours before you came?”
    

    
      “I guess so. Then what about the Corti County family?”
    

    
      “There too. In the first place, that place is famous, I hear?”
    

    
      “What? Then don’t tell me…”
    

    
      Every time Artier mentioned the names of a few families, Jeina shook her head.
    

    
      The private soldier recruitment for any decent family was already over.
    

    
      “Then how many families are left?”
    

    
      “Probably…”
    

    
      Every time he heard the names of the families Jeina listed, Artier reflexively shut his eyes tight.
    

    
      They were all either supporting families that were eliminated early on, or ones whose future was visible with their hopeless allowances.
    

    
      “It seems I was too late.”
    

    
      “It’s not your fault.”
    

    
      “That’s right. And there are still about two days left, right? More private soldier contracts might come in during that time!”
    

    
      Jeina and Gerard offered words of comfort, but it didn’t get much better.
    

    
      Tersion was making it clear that she was full of complaints, and Collie… was dozing off because he was sleepy.
    

    
      “You know about our promise, right? You have to do that quickly too. I think the council is starting to get upset.”
    

    
      “Really? Hah, I get it.”
    

    
      “You can do it, right? You have to finish the private soldier contract and resolve my promise within three days.”
    

    
      “Even if I can’t, I have to make it possible. I’m the one who started it.”
    

    
      He said that, but he couldn’t help the throbbing headache.
    

    
      With all these tasks suddenly coming in like a vine, he was at a loss as to how to solve them from the start.
    

    
      “Gerard, can you stay at the Mercenary Guild from today and let me know if any additional families are recruiting private soldiers?”
    

    
      “What if there are none?”
    

    
      “We’ll have to pick the best one from what we have now, what else can we do.”
    

    
      As Artier said that, Gerard was lost in thought for a while and then opened his mouth.
    

    
      “I have a proposal, would you like to hear it?”
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      “I know a family. A family I was once indebted to. They are not recruiting private soldiers separately, but if I ask, they might create a temporary position for us.”
    

    
      Gerard’s proposal was tempting enough for everyone.
    

    
      So much so that it aroused suspicion.
    

    
      “Why didn’t you say so earlier?”
    

    
      When Tersion asked, Gerard hesitated for a moment before answering.
    

    
      “That family doesn’t particularly like pure magic. The connection I made was also during my time as a swordsman.”
    

    
      “Ah, I think I know what you mean.”
    

    
      There were always eccentrics who revered the sword more than magic.
    

    
      Even though the skills used with a sword were also magic.
    

    
      “But Collie also knows how to use a dagger, so I don’t think there will be a problem except for me.”
    

    
      “It’s not like you gave up the sword because you didn’t want to use it.”
    

    
      “It’s not like I can’t use both arms. If I had trained with my left arm, I would have been able to be active, though not as much as before. But I wouldn’t have been as active as I am now.”
    

    
      It was a deliberately intended compliment.
    

    
      Thanks to that, Artier, who was listening, was able to smile.
    

    
      “So where is it?”
    

    
      “It’s the Dorian Barony.”
    

    
      “Dorian?”
    

    
      A family he didn't remember.
    

    
      Was it a supporting character family that disappeared in an instant?
    

    
      However, his companions' perceptions seemed to be different.
    

    
      “Why of all places?”
    

    
      “Awesome…!”
    

    
      “Is it a place everyone knows?”
    

    
      When Artier asked, he immediately felt sharp gazes from his surroundings.
    

    
      “How should I put it. I can’t even say in passing that they have a good relationship with elves. Half of the Empire’s meat is produced there.”
    

    
      “It’s a family I really like! Their sausages are especially exquisite!”
    

    
      “Can’t you be a little more considerate?”
    

    
      “Well, I can eat some meat…”
    

    
      “The problem is that they operate farms on a village scale to sell meat.”
    

    
      At Tersion’s words, a scene naturally painted itself in Artier’s mind.
    

    
      ‘Wow, if Tersion came to reality, she would reach the pinnacle of human-hating.’
    

    
      If she were shown modern mechanized farming facilities and livestock, she would immediately turn the place into a sea of fire.
    

    
      “Hah… is there really no other option?”
    

    
      Looking at the disgusted Tersion, Gerard belatedly summed up the situation.
    

    
      “I’ll check until tomorrow to see if any additional private soldier contracts appear. Think of the Dorian Barony as a last resort.”
    

    
      “I guess we have no choice. Artier, let’s leave tomorrow.”
    

    
      “Alright.”
    

    
      With those words, the party quickly dispersed.
    

    
      And the next morning, Artier and Tersion went to a nearby city.
    

    
      Ugh, you left me behind again. I’ll curse you.
    

    
      I told you, you overslept.
    

    
      I’ll curse you. I’ll curse you. I’ll fly to Master’s side right away.
    

    
      Calm down! To use Ichi Summon, you have to stay in the capital anyway!
    

    
      Since around noon, Artier had been relentlessly tormented by Collie’s resentful thoughts.
    

    
      “You look very tired. Can you get the artifact out in that state?”
    

    
      “I’m fine. Fortunately, this time I just have to take out what’s there.”
    

    
      There were many powerful artifacts in this area, but the reason he chose this artifact was because the difficulty of obtaining it was very easy.
    

    
      It boasted a very easy difficulty, where all you had to do was break through a maze and grab the artifact placed at the destination.
    

    
      “Are you sure you know the way?”
    

    
      “Don’t worry.”
    

    
      After that, Artier focused solely on finding the path in the maze for about 20 minutes without saying a word.
    

    
      ‘Two times to the right, left, right, then right, left, twice, right, left, straight. Two jumps and disarm the trap…’
    

    
      Emptying his mind and focusing on one thing.
    

    
      It was quite efficient.
    

    
      It only took them 30 minutes to get through the maze.
    

    
      “You find the way faster than a skilled hunter. Where did you really learn this?”
    

    
      “I just memorized the path.”
    

    
      “You always talk nonsense. Who memorizes a maze they just happened to visit again?”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      I'm on my 300th visit.
    

    
      Artier kept his mouth shut and averted his gaze.
    

    
      “By the way, I don’t know if you’ve heard.”
    

    
      And as if she was used to such an Artier now, Tersion immediately brought up the next topic.
    

    
      “News came from the Hol territory.”
    

    
      “Gigas Hall?”
    

    
      “Yeah, there. Most of it was nothing special, but there was one thing you needed to hear.”
    

    
      News from Gigas Hall that he needed to hear?
    

    
      Not much came to mind immediately.
    

    
      ‘Are they going to give me a reward I forgot?’
    

    
      Just as he was thinking that and getting his hopes up a little.
    

    
      What came out of her mouth was a more random, and more shocking piece of news than he had thought.
    

    
      “The Guardian Soldiers of the World Tree suddenly all died. About ten of them?”
    

    
      “What? Suddenly?”
    

    
      “The elves are also looking for the reason now, but they seem to be flustered because it’s an unprecedented situation.”
    

    
      The Guardian Soldiers who protected their god, the World Tree, were among the strongest of the elves.
    

    
      For such Guardian Soldiers to suddenly disappear en masse, the council had no choice but to be flustered.
    

    
      “The problem is that they don’t know the reason. There are no wounds, no traces of poison, and they weren’t even hit by magic. But ten of them closed their eyes at the same time. Isn’t that strange?”
    

    
      “That’s…”
    

    
      It was a strange thing.
    

    
      But Artier caught something strange. Why did he have to hear this?
    

    
      Did she sense his gaze? Tersion continued to speak, looking ahead.
    

    
      “The dead Guardian Soldiers were all the ones whose minds were shaken by Codis.”
    

    
      “Codis? Then to the Hellmorphs…?”
    

    
      “Yeah. The ones who moved according to Codis’s will and came back to their senses through Ropin.”
    

    
      Those who had been released from brainwashing suddenly died for no reason.
    

    
      Of course, the first thing to suspect was this.
    

    
      “I think they died from mental damage.”
    

    
      “Yeah. It was probably a backlash from the brainwashing being released. They were all drooling, so it’s certain.”
    

    
      “I see.”
    

    
      Just as he was trying to shake off his uneasy feeling, Tersion’s next words stabbed him in the chest.
    

    
      “And three of them are even stranger. They died as if they had suddenly aged drastically.”
    

    
      “Huh? What do you mean?”
    

    
      “They aged rapidly, like an old person who was almost 1,300 years old. So at first, they couldn’t even tell who they were.”
    

    
      Suddenly aging and having your mind destroyed?
    

    
      A cold premonition began to flow through his body.
    

    
      If this prediction that crossed his mind was correct, this incident had nothing to do with the Hellmorphs.
    

    
      “Did they all learn Holy Magic?”
    

    
      “Of course. They would have all received help from Codis.”
    

    
      “Can you find out if they used Holy Magic before they died, and what they looked like when they used it?”
    

    
      “That’s possible, but why?”
    

    
      “Please.”
    

    
      Tersion looked at Artier, who seemed somewhat desperate, as if he were strange, and then tried to communicate.
    

    
      A moment later, she lowered her hand and shrugged her shoulders.
    

    
      “They were treating the injured by order of the council.”
    

    
      “How did they use it?”
    

    
      “They probably just used it. The Fairy’s Eye also allows one to naturally master the method of using the skills one has obtained.”
    

    
      “Were there no white balls like this around at that time?”
    

    
      Fwaah!
    

    
      Artier created a Holy Light, but Tersion looked at it for a moment and then immediately denied it.
    

    
      “If it was this peculiar, I would have known right away, but there was no mention of such an object.”
    

    
      “…Hah.”
    

    
      “What’s wrong? Is it important?”
    

    
      Tersion seemed to have sensed something strange.
    

    
      Artier calmly turned his gaze away and let out a dry laugh.
    

    
      “Yeah. I think I know the reason.”
    

    
      The Fairy’s Eye allows one to master the method of using skills.
    

    
      But it didn’t make it possible to use skills that didn’t exist.
    

    
      ‘Originally, you shouldn’t be able to use Holy Magic without Holy Light. But it seems they were able to use the skill copied by the Fairy’s Eye. That became a poison.’
    

    
      It was a side effect that didn’t exist in the game.
    

    
      But what was more shocking was that even the elves, who lived for 1,500 years, couldn’t last for a few months if they used Holy Magic incorrectly.
    

    
      He understood why Ropin had freaked out and dragged him to the infirmary.
    

    
      Artier explained about the Holy Light to Tersion.
    

    
      By the time the story was over, cold sweat was dripping from behind her mask.
    

    
      “A skill that makes you age and die immediately if you use it wrong? What the hell is that?”
    

    
      “It seems the elves, with their longer lifespan than humans, lasted longer.”
    

    
      “I’ll have to tell the council about this. Then are you okay?”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      “You were also using Holy Magic without Holy Light, are you okay?”
    

    
      At her question, Artier was so surprised for a moment that he almost stumbled.
    

    
      ‘Calm down. It’s a question anyone would ask if they saw that, right?’
    

    
      Only after reminding himself of that could he clear his throat and speak calmly.
    

    
      “I have a special skill, so I’m fine.”
    

    
      “Really? Then that’s a relief.”
    

    
      Her answer was surprisingly light.
    

    
      So nonchalant that it made him feel stupid for worrying.
    

    
      “Then let’s go back now.”
    

    
      “Will there be any additional private soldier contract offers?”
    

    
      “No, of course not. Hah… I don’t want to go to the Dorian Barony.”
    

    
      After that, only truly trivial chatter continued.
    

    
      Artier smiled or responded a little, matching her mood.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      “Welcome.”
    

    
      When they returned to the Mercenary Guild, Gerard and Collie were waiting for them.
    

    
      “Where’s Jeina?”
    

    
      “She said she was bored and had a drinking contest with someone nearby, then passed out. She won against ten people, so she’ll be asleep for a while.”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      Even if she had nothing to do, a drinking contest in a situation like this.
    

    
      Just as a curse was about to come out of Tersion’s mouth, Artier hastily changed the subject.
    

    
      “What about the private soldier contracts? Have any come in?”
    

    
      “Unfortunately, no. The allowance for some of the remaining contracts went up, but it wasn’t a significant amount.”
    

    
      “I see. Then please contact the Dorian Barony.”
    

    
      “Understood. Then excuse me.”
    

    
      As Gerard disappeared from his seat, Tersion also stood up.
    

    
      “I’ll go with you. My throat is suddenly a bit parched.”
    

    
      “Throat? You smoked too?”
    

    
      “Do you think it’s common for elves not to smoke? After living for 100 years, most of them do.”
    

    
      “…Understood.”
    

    
      As Gerard and Tersion disappeared, only Collie remained.
    

    
      Artier, who was thinking of ordering a light drink and looking at the menu, could feel Collie’s gaze.
    

    
      “What’s wrong?”
    

    
      “I’ll be right back.”
    

    
      “Suddenly?”
    

    
      “I’m going to buy some consumables at the general store.”
    

    
      Collie’s nose was held high.
    

    
      “Hehe, I’m a fast learner, you know. Preparing consumables in advance and using them in the right places is the driving force behind Master’s ability to react quickly to situations every time! So I’ll prepare in advance too.”
    

    
      “You could just ask me to buy yours too.”
    

    
      “That’s not my way. And honestly, Master keeps too many useless things. I was shocked to see you have five different types of antidotes.”
    

    
      “…Is that a lot?”
    

    
      His eyes rolled around.
    

    
      However, Artier couldn’t understand Collie’s words at all.
    

    
      Collie, who was watching him, said with a confident voice.
    

    
      “I should definitely buy them my way. If I follow Master, I’ll end up broke.”
    

    
      “Alright, do as you please. Want some allowance?”
    

    
      “It’s fine. I have a lot of money saved up from quests too.”
    

    
      With those words, Collie disappeared like the wind.
    

    
      Artier, who was suddenly left alone, looked at the suddenly empty table.
    

    
      “So I’m the only one ordering?”
    

    
      It was the first time in a long time that he was choosing a menu alone.
    

    
      Artier glanced at his funds and then picked up the menu again.
    

    
      Rustle.
    

    
      That’s why he didn’t notice Collie, who was going out the door, suddenly fading and disappearing.
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