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This Is What Happened When I Reincarnated
Why did this happen?

No, really, why did this happen?

It was a white room.

The ceiling was white, the floor was white, the walls were white. The space was about the size of a gymnasium. There was myself and one other person.

She was a beautiful woman dressed in something like an Indian sari, with a bindi on her forehead. You could call her a woman of peerless beauty.

"Umm, my condolences. You have died."

She told me this sympathetically.

There had been a major disaster.

I was caught up in it.

I saved many people, and in the end, my strength gave out.

"Honestly, the strength of your tempered soul is magnificent. Because you saved so many people in that situation, you will be able to start your next life with a considerably large Gift."

Reincarnation exists, she told me. Come to think of it, who is she? Could she possibly be a god?

"No, I am merely a General Administrator. In Japanese terms, I might be considered one of the myriad of gods, though just a minor one."

Returning to the topic, she continued.

"You will be reincarnated into another world."

I was surprised.

When I asked if I couldn't return to Earth, she explained with a regretful expression.

"Currently, there are too many humans on Earth. Even if we tried to reincarnate you, a strong soul like yours would be rejected. Furthermore, washing away the memories engraved in a soul requires a great deal of power."

She said something I couldn't let slip by.

"Yes, if you reincarnate to another world at our request, you can be reborn while retaining a certain degree of your memories. It's not that unusual in that world, and many people have already been reincarnated there from Earth."

I see. Then what kind of world would I be reincarnating into?

"I cannot say in detail, but it is a world of swords and magic."

Swords.

My heart stirred. Memories resurfaced.

Skills I had spent roughly my entire life polishing.

Swinging a bamboo sword, swinging a wooden sword, swinging a blunted katana, training with a spear. Dancing with a short blade.

In that peaceful Japan, I had fought to the death twice by my own choice. Both were mortal struggles, and they were fulfilling times.

Yes, that was how I had lived. It was ironic that someone who had honed the art of killing ended up saving many lives at the end.

If it was a world at war, this time I would surely take the lives of others.

Magic was somewhat intriguing, but everything would come after I was reborn.

"You seem to have no objections? Then, please select your Gifts."

In that world, there appeared to be things called Gifts and Skills.

Gifts are, as the name suggests, abilities bestowed at birth, while Skills are acquired later in life.

The former ranged from straightforward things like a constitution that builds muscle easily, to resistance against poison and disease, and even things like immortality.

The latter was simple. Swordsmanship techniques, magic techniques. These could only be gained through effort after birth, but reincarnators had their memories, so they already had an advantage.

"Your Gift Points total 1012. Please go ahead and choose."

A semi-transparent screen appeared before my eyes. It displayed various items that seemed to be Gifts, with numbers beside them. These were probably the required points.

Physical enhancement, magic enhancement. There were also levels next to these, indicating the degree of strengthening. The 1012 points I had received was quite substantial. For example, even if I took physical enhancement to the maximum, it would only consume about ten percent.

The screen scrolled just by thinking. Along the way, I saw things like eternal youth and disease immunity. Even those would only cost just over half my points. There was also something like natural talent for swordsmanship, but I ignored it. In a world at war, talent with swords alone would not be that important.

And then I came to entries that cost 1000 points, and my jaw dropped.

Demi-God. Immortal. Revolution. Ascension. Seed of the Overlord. These were the Gifts that could be acquired for 1000 points.

However, the Gifts available for acquisition differ based on the quality of one's soul, so this apparently wasn't the complete list.

"The strength of your soul, tempered in life, the bonus for reincarnating to another world, and the lives you saved just before death. Your Gift Points are exceptional."

Ordinary people apparently had around 50 points at most. I wondered if it was really okay to receive such a bonus, but she said nothing more. Well, I would accept what was being offered.

And there was one more, among the Gifts that required 1000 points.

Dragon's Bloodline

"You would be born into a lineage that inherits the blood of dragons. Physical robustness, vast magical power, and various other merits besides. It's like multiple Gifts combined into one."

However, she explained belatedly, this Gift would not manifest immediately at birth, but only after going through a process. There were also cases where mastering Skills could produce effects equivalent to Gifts.

For now, I had decided on the Gift I would acquire.

"Are you sure? You could take many Gifts with fewer points, and I think there are other Gifts that might suit your preferences better."

According to her, Japanese people who reincarnated recently tended to choose more carefully. Some even took an entire day without finishing, and the administrators assigned to such people had it rough.

But this sort of thing should be chosen by intuition.

"Is that so? Then, for your remaining 12 points, allow me to give you some special advice."

She smiled brightly. It was a friendly smile, not befitting a goddess.

"Please use 2 points to raise your vitality and endurance by 1 each. Then use 10 points to take the Self Check Gift. You can also acquire this as a Skill, but having it from the start is definitely convenient."

She also explained how it was convenient.

"It's the ability to perceive all of your abilities. How much has your strength increased? How much has your swordsmanship improved? How much stamina do you have left? If you know these things, you can understand how advantageous it would be in battle."

Indeed, clearly knowing the results of training was certainly an advantage.

"Well then, it is time for your reincarnation. Unfortunately, I cannot answer many questions. That in itself is part of the Gift, you see."

Having information was indeed a benefit. When I nodded, the room began to fade as if shrouded in mist.

"I pray that your next life fulfills your wishes."

The goddess said this at the end.

"You gave her divine protection? How generous of you."

In the room where no one should have been, another person — no, another god — had appeared at some point. Though possessing a beauty so striking one might mistake him for a woman, his true nature was that of a War God.

"It was nothing much. Just a token of thanks for finishing the reincarnation process so quickly."

Indeed, not wasting a god's time earned a small divine protection. Rather than painstakingly selecting lesser Gifts, this was a far greater blessing.

"However, what brings you here?"

"Well, I had given that person divine protection in the life before last. I was a bit curious."

The life before last. Normally, souls are bleached clean after each life ends and recycled. Some wear away and disappear, and new souls are born, but that cycle is long.

"What kind of divine protection was it?"

"The Divine Protection of War, of course. It seems to have been used quite effectively. Unfortunately, that person died young from illness."

It was an ordinary divine protection, one might say. But it would undoubtedly be useful in the next world. Divine protection is carved into the soul, so it does not disappear even through reincarnation.

"Oh? Then combining my guardian's protection, the Divine Protection of War, and that Gift…"

"Hmm, might become a terrifyingly powerful monster. This life was unfortunate for that one, but the next should be interesting. That world is approaching another Millennium, after all."

As the male god laughed heartily, the goddess furrowed her elegant brows.

"For reference, what was that person's name?"

Abruptly, the male god stopped laughing, and his movements froze as well.

"Hm? Did you perhaps forget?"

"N-no, I am certainly the God of War, but I'm not like those so-called muscle-heads! I used my wits in the Kumaso subjugation too… Yes! Right! It was a samurai from where the Kumaso were! Wait! If I use the mirror, I'll definitely remember!"

"No, you don't have to go that far to remember… I was simply curious."

With a single sigh, the goddess bestowed an additional Divine Protection of Intelligence upon the soul she had just sent off.

Within the void of consciousness, there was only the desire to sleep and the desire to eat.

This continued and repeated… and when I finally became aware of the passage of time, my memories began to replay.

My previous life. And the conversation with the god. My thoughts finally began to work properly, and then came a sense of wrongness.

Sleep, eat, excrete. Even for a baby whose life consists almost entirely of these three things, perhaps due to experience from a previous life, I acquired the language quite quickly.

A sense of wrongness.

And then, certainty.

"Alri～ght Ria, let's change your diaper～"

(W-WHAAAAAAT! I've become a womaaaaaaaaaan!!!!)

Why did this happen?
Mother-sama is a Witch
Riana Crystal. Ria for short. That was her name in this life.

That's right, her.

The stoic man who had spent over forty years doing nothing but tempering his body and skills had been reborn as an utterly adorable little girl.

(I definitely… never asked what would happen with gender… Maybe it was determined by the Gift…)

She hadn't been shaken when told she had died, nor when told she would reincarnate into another world. But being reborn as a woman? That was too much.

After all, the son who had accompanied her for so many years was gone…

She was depressed when she realized it. Sleep, eat, excrete, then get depressed again.

Looking through world history, there were hardly any renowned female warriors.

In Japan, perhaps Tomoe Gozen of the Genpei War was famous?

Since this world was described as one of swords and magic, there were probably many battles to be had.

Walking the path of martial arts as a woman, with all the physical disadvantages that entailed, would surely be difficult.

Setting that aside… time to assess the current situation.

First, her mother's name was Agatha. Her occupation: running a magic shop.

Black hair and dark eyes. The same as Ria, apparently. Perhaps it was just a daughter's bias, but she was quite the beauty.

She owned a combined shop and residence, primarily selling magical medicine. She also offered magical healing and fortune-telling.

Judging by conversations with customers, she seemed to be quite skilled.

There was no father. She was apparently a single mother.

The topic never even came up.

There was one other person living with them.

Her name was Fei. A girl in her mid-teens. Her hair was a color that didn't exist on Earth: blue.

She was both an employee and an apprentice at Agatha's shop, and also helped take care of Ria.

From Ria's room, that was about all the information she could gather.

For now, she slept, drank mother's milk, excreted, cried, and was occasionally washed with hot water as the days passed by.

Even with memories from a previous life, there was nothing she could do in a baby's body. Her desire to sleep was overwhelming to begin with, and she spent most of each day asleep.

The turning point came six months after birth.

"Hmm, this is strange."

Placing a finger to her lips, Agatha stared at Ria. They were at the shop's counter.

"What's wrong, Manager?"

Fei asked while dusting a shelf. She usually addressed Agatha as 'Manager.'

"Even when I use Identify magic, I can't see her Status."

"Oh, maybe she has a Gift like that?"

Gifts were rare, but Fei herself had one. Though compared to Agatha's Gift, it probably didn't seem all that valuable.

Being unable to have one's abilities seen by others could be quite useful depending on the situation, couldn't it?

Meanwhile, hearing this, Ria was holding her head at her own carelessness.

From birth until now, she hadn't once checked her own abilities.

(Self Check… do I just have to think about it?)

A semi-transparent screen floated before her eyes. It showed abilities, skills, and Gifts. Since they were called Gifts, they were probably under Gifts.

[Dragon's Bloodline] [Self Check] — these were fine. These were fine, but…

[Divine Protection of the Goddess]

[Divine Protection of the War God]

(What the heck?)

She had only chosen two Gifts. Yet there were clearly two entries here she had no memory of.

(Divine Protection of the Goddess… did I receive something like that? And what's this Divine Protection of the War God…)

Could it be that the obviously indoor-type goddess was actually also a god of war?

While pondering such thoughts, Ria focused on the Divine Protection of the Goddess.

[Divine Protection of the Goddess]

Slight bonus to defense. Slight bonus to intelligence.

Thinking back on her exchange with the goddess, she did seem to have held some goodwill toward her.

She didn't know how much effect it would have, but it was certainly something to be grateful for.

(The problem is this other one…)

[Divine Protection of the War God]

Raises the morale of soldiers under your command.

Greatly boosts the abilities of soldiers under your command.

Will not be struck by stray arrows or stray bullets.

Bird's-eye view of battlefield situations.

Weather becomes favorable for your army.

Allied morale does not decrease even in disadvantageous situations. Etc.

(What is this?)

These effects were practically telling her to go to war. And in a commanding position, no less.

Female warriors were rare, but weren't female commanders even rarer?

Was she supposed to become someone like Joan of Arc from the West?

"Still, her magic power is quite high, isn't it?"

Agatha and Fei's conversation continued.

"Yes. It's already about the same as mine, and it's stable without going out of control. I'd say she has considerable talent."

The two were having that sort of conversation. Incidentally, [Dragon's Bloodline] contained something called [Insight Resistance], which seemed to be blocking the Identify magic.

"The Millennium is ending again soon… the Demon Lord's revival should be close."

After muttering something ominous, Agatha raised her head sharply and declared:

"I've decided! I'll make this child into a top-tier mage and have her join the hero's party!"

… How did it come to this?
Evolution into a Dragon
This world has no name.

Of course, the gods gave it a name for convenience's sake, but those living in this world don't know it. Thus, this land is called:

The Dragon Bone Continent.

Located in the northwestern part of the continent is the Kingdom of Casalia. Agatha's Magic Shop stood in the lower district of the royal capital, Anaias.

It was a shop that also served as a residence, complete with a garden. Agatha had bought it with the treasure earned from ten years of adventuring—a small but comfortable home.

Early in the morning, Agatha would wake in her room on the second floor and check the garden visible from her window. There, a scene that had become routine awaited her.

"… I wonder how she ended up like that…"

In the modest garden was the figure of her beloved daughter, swinging a wooden sword of her own making.

Riana Crystal, 5 years old. Her mornings began before dawn.

Changing into clothes easy to move in, she would head out to the garden with her handmade wooden sword. She had crafted it herself using a mithril knife borrowed from her mother, carving it from a branch of the Black Steel Tree—a wood harder than most metals.

Once in the garden, she would start with stretching exercises. A child's flexibility was remarkable; the stretches that had been such a struggle in her previous life were laughably easy, quickly warming up her body.

After swinging the sword through basic movements, she would move against an imaginary opponent.

This world has magical beasts.

There are dangerous wild animals like wolves and bears, of course, but at the apex stand dragons. Dragons.

According to Agatha, upper-tier dragons possess the power to easily destroy an entire nation.

And Ria possesses the power of those dragons.

(That said, how am I supposed to use it?)

Despite her appearance, she already had tremendous strength and stamina.

Through [Self Check], she could examine the Gifts within [Dragon's Bloodline].

So far, she had confirmed [Herculean Strength], [High Speed Regeneration], [High Speed Recovery], [Robust Health], [Keen Senses], and [Heat Resistance]. Of these, [Heat Resistance] had manifested while drinking hot soup; the others had manifested during training.

As for skills, those acquired in her previous life had been largely reproduced.

The highest was [Swordsmanship] at Lv 7. According to her mother, Lv 7 was master level. It was gratifying to know that the training from her previous life had paid off.

But for the power of dragons, said to rival the gods themselves, it still felt rather underwhelming.

(I suppose I have no choice but to keep raising my level?)

Ria's current level was 5. It had risen through training. For comparison, Agatha was level 35.

It seemed she had been quite the reckless adventurer in her youth.

Agatha was also teaching her magic. At first, Ria had been completely lost, but once she understood that "magic power" in this world was similar to the "ki" from her previous life, her progress accelerated.

Agatha had learned Fire Magic, Wind Magic, Water Magic, Physical Magic, and Principle Magic evenly, and teaching them to Ria had become part of their daily routine.

Ria was studying alongside Fei, but while her control lagged behind, she had surpassed Fei in magical output in no time.

"Talent… is so cruel…"

Fei had remarked. Ria agreed. This body simply had absurdly high specs. Her memory and other faculties were clearly superior to her previous life.

Magic practice was divided into three stages: starting with incantation-based casting, then magic script, and finally silent casting by constructing the spell entirely in one's mind.

Incantation was the easiest method for activation, but it took time. Magic script required either writing the characters on the spot or carrying an item with them pre-written.

Mental construction was the fastest, but it demanded a precise image.

When it came to forming precise images, reincarnators from Japan had an advantage.

You had to visualize the magic script in your mind, but its composition was similar to Japanese. The meaningful characters were like kanji, while the connective elements resembled hiragana. Ria keenly appreciated just how advantageous having been Japanese in her previous life truly was.

The very first magic Ria was taught was [Identify]. According to Agatha, "If you don't know your enemy, you'll die."

This magic revealed the opponent's Gifts, skills, and abilities. Of course, there was magic to counter it, but it apparently worked on basic monsters. Knowing your enemy's capabilities was certainly important.

It seemed unusable if the level gap was too great, but it had worked when she used it to examine Agatha's abilities.

Beyond this, Agatha prioritized teaching magic that would be useful in actual adventures—spells like Ignite, Purify, Heal, and Detoxify. Ria hadn't learned any offensive magic yet.

Ria was interested in body enhancement magic, but for now, her Gifts more than sufficed.

"Maybe you'll even be able to use Space-Time Magic someday, Ria."

Agatha said it jokingly, but Space-Time Magic apparently stood at the pinnacle of the magical system.

Ria would later learn that the ultimate magic was called Creation Magic. It was said to exist only in theory.

Now then, having finished her morning training, Ria drew water from the well to wipe off her sweat, but…

(Sigh…)

She looked at her face reflected in the water.

(Cute.)

Ten out of ten people would probably call her adorable. Plump lips. Almond-shaped eyes. Skin like white porcelain. A well-defined nose.

But that was her. That was me.

She had already asked Agatha if there was magic to turn her into a man.

"There is," was the reply.

"Illusion magic would be the simplest. But if you want to actually change your body, you'd need transformation magic."

Oh, so such magic existed—though apparently the body's functions wouldn't change. There was also a time limit.

In other words, Agatha didn't know a way to become a true man.

Sighing, Ria continued wiping her body. The average household in Anaias had running water and sewage, but baths were another matter entirely.

As she briskly scrubbed away sweat with the towel, Ria noticed something.

Her chest felt hard.

It was clearly different from normal skin. Looking closely, just above the pit of her stomach, there were four scale-like formations. They were black.

(Huh? Huh?)

Even she was startled by this.

"Mom!"

"What… is this?"

"Maybe she has some lizardman blood mixed in?"

"Lizardmen and humans can't interbreed, so I don't think that's it."

Agatha and Fei discussed while examining the scales.

"A dragonkin… perhaps? Or it could be some kind of illness."

"Manager, what's a dragonkin?"

Agatha raised her index finger and began to explain.

"It's someone who has formed a contract with a dragon and received a portion of that dragon's power. As proof of the contract, dragon characteristics appear on part of their body, but…"

"She hasn't made any contract, right?"

"That's right…"

Wondering if it might be some kind of illness, they rushed to the temple. In this world, temples often doubled as medical facilities.

"I don't understand. Or rather, the Identify magic isn't having any effect…"

They were promptly turned away.

The three trudged away from the temple, but partway home, Agatha stopped abruptly.

"It's come to this, so we have no choice but to resort to the last measure. Fei, please take Ria and head home ahead of me."

Sweeping her robe, Agatha turned back the way they had come. Watching her go, Fei sighed and looked at Ria.

"Let's head back. Don't worry—if we leave it to Manager, she'll figure something out."

"Okay."

Though Ria appeared downcast, she had more or less grasped the situation. Agatha's initial guess was probably correct.

Ria hadn't formed a contract with a dragon, but she did possess the gift of Dragon's Bloodline. There was little doubt it was connected to this.

However, saying that would mean revealing what she had been hiding all along.

A reincarnated child with memories of a previous life—memories of being a man. By any standard, it would be unsettling.

Moreover, Ria had taken advantage of being a child to thoroughly enjoy both Agatha's ample bosom and Fei's more modest one.

Being shunned would be one thing. But being abandoned…

(No, I could probably manage somehow?)

She could go to the temple and enter the orphanage, helping out with healing magic. Once she grew a bit older, she could find work making use of her sword skills.

In this world, female mercenaries were fairly common.

Just as Ria was starting to take a pessimistic view of her future, the day ended uneventfully. Agatha simply had her practice magic as usual.

The next day also passed without incident, leaving Ria feeling anticlimactic, but the day after that brought a change.

Ria was dressed in her finest clothes, ones she had never worn before, while Agatha donned quality robes that made her look every bit a proper mage.

Leaving the shop in Fei's care, the two arranged for a carriage and headed toward the city center.

"Mom, where are we going?"

"The castle. I'm not exactly thrilled about it, though."

The castle!

"Huh? Why the castle? Don't tell me you're actually some noble's daughter, Mom?"

"No, no, I'm just a commoner from an ordinary farming village. But I have some connections with a court mage, so I thought I'd have him take a look at you."

Ah, so that explained the formal attire.

The carriage stopped before a massive gate, and from there the two proceeded on foot. Since arrangements had been made in advance, they entered without incident.

"Wow…"

Ria couldn't help but exclaim. Beyond the castle walls, which rose over twenty meters high, stone buildings lined the interior.

Though she hadn't been familiar with foreign architecture in her previous life, it reminded her less of European cities and more of Islamic architecture.

"Ria, this way."

Agatha walked on without hesitation. She clearly knew exactly where she was going.

Eventually, they arrived at a building with minimal ornamentation, resembling a library.

"This is the Kingdom of Casalia's Ministry of Magic. This is where Sage Rufus-sama resides."
Call Me Princess!
"Hoho, so this is your child?"

Deep within the Ministry of Magic, in a room buried in books and documents, dwelled Master Rufus.

Completely bald. A rich, white beard. Despite standing at the apex of magicians in the Casalia Kingdom, he put on no airs whatsoever. His age: an astounding 310 years. High-ranking magicians have long lifespans, after all.

"It has been a long time."

Agatha bowed her head politely. Ria followed suit with a bow of her own.

"So I just need to use Identify on this girl?"

"Yes, please start with that."

"Hmm."

Rufus nodded and raised his staff, then for some reason struck a dramatic pose.

"Identify!"

He shouted.

"… Hmm, no good."

"… Please take this seriously."

Agatha let out a deep sigh, and Ria nearly fell over.

"I am taking it seriously. The magic itself activated, so she must have Identify Resistance at level 8 or higher, or a Gift of similar nature."

"If she has one, could it be the Gift of Identify Nullification?"

"A Gift that powerful… it's possible, with the Millennium drawing near…"

At Rufus's grave murmur, Agatha spoke with a slight tremor in her voice.

"Could it be… is this child a hero?"

A hero. An existence beyond common sense that appears throughout history to battle the demon race.

Whether a sudden mutation, or one summoned from another world.

In the battles against the demon race during the Millennium, one invariably appears.

"She may well be one of the heroes. Her magic power alone already surpasses yours."

Separate from Identify, there exists a skill called Magic Sensing. While it doesn't provide precise numerical values, it allows one to perceive the relative magnitude of magic power, and Agatha had acquired it as well.

Ria didn't have it yet.

"Using analysis magic doesn't change anything either. But what should we do?"

Rufus groaned in thought. Agatha timidly spoke up.

"Um, while the fact that Identify doesn't work is certainly a problem, there's something else I'd like you to see."

"Oh?"

Agatha opened the chest of Ria's clothes, revealing four scales. Rufus, while eccentric, was not a pervert, so he had no reaction to a little girl's chest.

"These are… scales? But then… a dragonewt? No, even so…"

"When speaking of famous dragonewts in history, there's the Empire's Militant Emperor Ryuke Riana-sama and Casalia's founder Leyte Anaia-sama."

Both were legendary great figures, and both were women.

"I've heard that dragonewts are occasionally born in Leyte Anaia-sama's bloodline. This child might also…"

"Hmm. To think that divination would lead to such a result…"

Somehow the conversation was progressing into matters Ria knew nothing about. Ria herself, left with nothing to do, gazed at the spines of the books lining the room, when a wonderfully ominous title caught her eye.

(Necronomicon… I feel like I've heard that somewhere before…)

She rather wanted to read it, but was quite certain she wouldn't be given permission.

"As I thought, we have no choice but to speak with His Majesty about this."

"Yes. Reluctantly so."

The atmosphere had become rather unsettling.

From there, several more days passed peacefully.

Ria swung her wooden sword every morning and received magic lessons from Agatha.

But the content had changed somewhat. A seriousness that hadn't been there before had emerged. She could feel a killing intent from her teacher.

It was a familiar sensation. In her previous life, whenever she glimpsed the depths of swordsmanship, her masters would invariably emit that same aura.

What Agatha taught was truly magic for survival. Where before it had been convenient magic, valuable for daily life, this was magic essential for combat, purely for staying alive.

Magic for emergencies: body enhancement, continuous healing, paralysis resistance, poison resistance, underwater breathing.

Perhaps in response to this, Dragon's Bloodline also activated. A large number of physical enhancement Gifts awakened, and Gifts for increasing vitality were added one after another.

The dragons of this world were existences equal to gods, and a glimpse of that was certainly manifesting.

Half a month passed.

The signs had been apparent for some time.

On that particular day, a more extravagant dinner than usual was prepared, and Agatha and Fei were clearly nervous. And they were trying not to let it show.

This was as good as announcing that something was happening.

If she really were to be abandoned, she might be able to survive, but she would probably cry.

"Mother, did something happen?"

Even when she asked with her best innocent act, Agatha only smiled vaguely.

"Nothing at all. We're going out again tomorrow, so eat plenty."

Ah, I see, Ria thought with understanding.

This was probably her last supper.

She likely wouldn't be abandoned. But she might be sent somewhere… perhaps to a hero training facility or something similar.

Given how things had been going, that prediction wasn't far-fetched.

Something pressed against her heart. Even with memories from her previous life, this body was still only five years old. Her emotions were sensitive.

Even so, she shoveled down the feast to satisfy her appetite, though forcing herself somewhat.

When she thought about it, Agatha had been a kind mother. Even when Ria enjoyed swinging her wooden sword, her mother would smile with a troubled expression.

Fei had been like an older sister. If anything, Fei had looked after Ria more than Agatha had.

To think she would be separated from those two…

(Well, wherever I end up, I can just escape and come back.)

It was all about how you looked at things. Surely she wouldn't be thrown into a prison. If that was the case, she could always come visit.

Once she made up her mind about that, she simply focused on stuffing herself with food. Whatever happened tomorrow, you can't fight on an empty stomach.

The next day, before noon, Ria was once again dressed in her best clothes, swaying in the carriage alongside Agatha.

She had thought they might be heading to some facility in the outskirts, but the route was the same as before, leading toward the royal castle.

However, where they got off was different.

"Oh, good of you to come."

Waiting for them was once again the bald sage Rufus. The difference this time was that two knights appeared to be escorting him.

"Your magic power has increased even more since the other day."

"Is that so? When you see someone every day, you don't notice."

While conversing, they entered the castle. The interior, decorated with white marble, was adorned with lavish ornaments in abundance.

"Whoooa…"

She couldn't help but exclaim. Surely the royal palaces of Europe in her previous life must have been like this.

But being actually in use made all the difference in its grandeur.

The adults watched with warm smiles as Ria proceeded deeper with her mouth agape.

The group climbed the stairs and stepped into the innermost part of the royal palace.

"Welcome."

It was not an audience chamber lined with rows of courtiers… but rather something like a reception room, and a man was waiting there.

Rufus bowed his head, Agatha knelt, and the knights stood at rigid attention. Ria bowed her head for the time being.

"Be at ease. It has been a while, Agasarte."

"Y-Your Majesty also seems to be in good health."

Your Majesty. If he was called Your Majesty, he must be the king.

He looked to be in his early thirties. Blond hair and blue eyes were common in this country. His features were refined.

"And you must be Riana."

"Nice to meet you, Your Majesty."

She gave a small, childlike bow. She thought that acting gracefully here would actually have the opposite effect.

"Oh, what a good child."

That judgment proved correct, as the king's expression melted into a broad smile. He was positively doting.

"Such a lovely child. Her face greatly resembles her mother's."

The king, dressed in simple but clearly expensive white clothing, crouched down in front of Ria.

"Five years old, is it? That would make her the third. I wonder if her eyes look like mine?"

That was certainly a feature that didn't resemble Agatha.

The king's face… was similar to hers.

Following the flow of this context.

"Could it be… Your Majesty, are you my father?"

The king nodded magnanimously.

"That's right, Riana. I'm sorry for the hardships you've endured until now."

Eh.

Ehhhhh?!

I haven't really had any hardships, but more importantly, does this mean I'm a princess?!

Ria's eyes went wide as she screamed internally.
Picked Up a Half-Elf
Her name changed.

Members of the five royal families that trace their lineage to the imperial line prefix their names with the holy title "Ryuke." The current king of Casalia, Neyas, is formally addressed as Ryuke Neyas on official occasions.

In Ria's case, she became Ryuke Riana Crystal Casalia. Since the kingdom's founding, not a single member of the royal family had been named Ryuke Riana. Out of deference to the Militant Emperor Ryuke Riana from two thousand years ago, no one had dared give that name.

Setting that aside, Riana was not an uncommon name among commoners. In fact, Agatha had taken it from a character in a story.

Ria was Neyas's third child and his only daughter. However, she was not granted succession rights to the throne. Her mother was neither a concubine nor nobility, but merely a commoner. Still, perhaps because Neyas felt pity for not raising his only daughter himself, she grew up showered with his affection.

Agatha had been offered a place in the inner palace on this occasion, but she declined. That was simply not how she wanted to live her life.

As for how her parents met, only Rufus seemed to know the details, and even he wouldn't tell her. He probably just thought it was too early for her to hear. Ria wasn't particularly interested anyway.

Ryuke Riana Crystal Casalia, ten years old.

That day, she woke up early.

She habitually woke early enough to finish training before sunrise, but with gifts like Sleep Reduction and High Speed Recovery, she woke even earlier than usual that day.

Her Night Vision gift let her see perfectly in the dark room. She quickly stripped off her clinging nightclothes and changed into her training outfit.

Fitted black trousers with a decorative skirt. A black tunic, topped with black leather armor. She did like the color black, but it also had the practical benefit of not showing bloodstains.

She ran her fingers through her hair in front of the huge full-length mirror.

"Mm, cute today too."

She belted on the wooden sword and knife from the corner of her closet, threw on a sand-colored cloak, and her preparations were complete.

She opened the window and leaped down from the fifth floor.

She caught herself on the tiny protrusions along the wall and landed softly. Then she dashed across the garden and cleared the five-meter wall separating the inner palace from the main castle without any assistance.

Her destination was the twenty-meter castle wall. Even she couldn't clear that in a single bound. Instead, she used the sparse handholds to leap nimbly upward.

Surveillance and magical barriers guarded the top of the wall, but she broke through by sheer force. Speed that brooked no argument. Magic power that silenced all objections. Her father the king had long since given up trying to stop her.

She took a running start and leaped, magnificently clearing the twenty-meter-wide moat. Beyond it lay the streets of Anaias.

Ria sprinting through was nothing short of a black whirlwind. Had this been night, urban legends would surely have been born.

That day, Ria had a goal.

To slaughter some goblins.

In a world of swords and magic, monsters naturally exist. Why they happened to be goblins and orcs, creatures famous even on Earth, was a mystery, but there was no helping what existed.

Word at Agatha's shop during one of her visits home was that these goblins were breeding in a forest a few days' journey from the capital. Even in stories, goblins were treated as small fry, and in this world they were considered somewhat dangerous pests.

To lose her killing virginity in this world, Ria had decided to exterminate these goblins.

Incidentally, legend had it that a small community of virtuous goblins lived somewhere deep in the mountains.

In any case, Ria dashed through the city, effortlessly vaulted the massive city walls that could withstand even giants, and touched down outside Anaias.

From there, she went all out. Using body enhancement skills and magic, she exceeded human limits.

She crossed the granary region surrounding Anaias, followed the relatively safe road through the forest, and by the time the morning sun had fully risen, she emerged onto an undulating path with towering mountains at her back.

"Hm?"

There was someone collapsed on the road ahead.

The sand-colored clothes were probably due to dirt. It was a woman with a small pack on her back and long golden hair. She held a staff in her hand.

"Hello～? Are you alive～?"

No response. Just a corpse, it seemed.

"… So… hungry…"

Actually, she was alive.

She couldn't very well abandon her, so she tried to turn her face-up. That's when distinctive long ears appeared from between the golden hair.

An elf. The forest race known for their beauty. There had been some in the capital too, but only male elves. This was her first time seeing a female elf, and she was as beautiful as the stories said.

"Chew well before you swallow～"

When she softened some travel rations with water and offered them, the elf devoured them at an incredible pace. Apparently she'd had nothing but flower nectar for five days.

She was supposed to have brought plenty of food, but she'd gotten lost in the forest while trying to take a shortcut.

Getting lost in the forest? You're a forest fairy.

"No, I'm a half-elf."

The half-elf introduced herself as Lulu and began telling her brief life story.

Most elves live in forests, but many young ones get restless and set out to see the outside world. Lulu's father was one of them, and during his adventures he met the human woman who would become Lulu's mother. Skipping the details, Lulu was born.

On their way to inform her maternal grandfather of his grandchild's birth, her parents fought to protect a village from a horde of monsters. Her father died. Her mother was wounded and passed away shortly after returning to her hometown. Lulu was raised by her magician grandfather.

Her grandfather was an ordinary magician who made his living in the village by producing potions and such. He too had passed away recently, and with the youthful longing for city life, Lulu had set out for the capital.

"You've got energy to spare, but do you have any connections in the capital?"

"No, I was thinking I'd earn money doing street healing. Fortunately, I know some magic."

"Street healing, huh. I think you'd be better off helping out at a temple. You'd have a place to sleep too."

"No, elves are atheists."

That's very elf-like.

"Street healing is… there are territories to worry about, and besides, you're beautiful, so it might be dangerous, you know?"

She seemed naive, and with this elf's characteristic beauty, she'd probably get kidnapped.

"Cities are scary, aren't they."

"They sure are～. Becoming a prostitute would be easy enough, I suppose."

"Absolutely not."

Well, obviously.

"Hmm, I could introduce you to a job, but an elf…"

"Even though I'm only half, will I still be persecuted?"

"No, it's more likely you'd be targeted by elf enthusiasts."

Otherwise, she could just introduce her to her mother's shop without hesitation.

"Well, I do know someone who might hire you."

"Really!?"

She recalled Rufus-jiichan saying something about wanting "a beautiful assistant." Still not withered past three hundred years old. Impressive.

"Well then, let's go. Hop on my back."

"No, I can manage to walk somehow."

"Walking normally, it'll still take two more days, you know? Don't worry, I can use enhancement magic."

With that settled, Lulu climbed onto her back, and Ria took a firm grip on her bottom before breaking into a run.

"Wha- s-so fast～!"

Even though she slowed down considerably, the two arrived in Anaias by evening.

The goblin massacre would take place one week later.
Preparations for Battle
Ryuke Riana Crystal Casalia, thirteen years old.

A turning point had arrived for her - the girl called the most beautiful in the country.

"It's about time we started thinking about your marriage partner…"

The moment her father said that at the breakfast table, Ria crushed the fork in her hand.

Though the maid behind her wore a strained expression, Ria opened her mouth with an emotionless face.

"Father, I believe I've said this before, but…"

At first she had called him things like "Daddy," but her manner of address changed after she began training alongside the knights.

"I. Like. Women."

How many times had she made this declaration now? After eight years of being taken in, she had no more reservations.

And so Neyas held his head in his hands.

"How did it come to this…"

"It's alright, Father, it's not your fault. I was simply born this way."

Her tone was gentle, but the content was anything but.

There was a reason the topic of Ria's marriage had come up in the first place.

First, there was the death of Master Rufus half a year ago.

Rufus had lived a full life of 318 years, but the impact of his death was significant.

For one thing, the Kingdom of Casalia lost its strongest magical combat power. Including his knowledge, it was an enormous loss. As an advisor to generations of kings, Rufus had contributed greatly to Casalia's prosperity.

Then, several months later, an epidemic struck the royal capital and spread even to the court, causing Neyas tremendous suffering.

The disease - which Rufus could likely have prevented - claimed the lives of his eldest son and second child.

In the eight years since Ria had entered the court, Neyas had gained three more children. And since each had a different mother, factions naturally formed. Until then, the eldest child born to the queen had been the natural choice for crown prince, but that arrangement had fallen apart.

As the eldest child, Ria might seem uninvolved since she had not been granted succession rights, but she was undoubtedly royalty. Anyone who married Ria would gain increased influence within the court.

The leading candidate for that was an older man - her younger brother's uncle.

Thirteen years since being reborn as a woman. Having gone through puberty, she had adapted to being female to some extent, but that was simply too much.

"I suppose it's time…"

Her days in the court had been enjoyable. Training together with the knights, attending Rufus's lectures, lightly harassing the cute maids, groping Lulu's surprisingly ample breasts for a half-elf.

All of it had been truly fun.

Even getting poisoned food and gaining Poison Resistance - now a fond memory.

"But there's one thing I regret."

Ria changed into her training clothes and headed to the training grounds. On her way through the palace to those facilities, she felt many gazes upon her.

"Ah, it's Ria-sama."

"Again, dressed like that…"

"Ahh, she's lovely today too!"

Despite being this beautiful, her reputation among the men was not favorable. Exactly as intended, though.

Normally she would whisper something suggestive into the ear of one of her entourage of court ladies, but she didn't have much time left.

Under the brilliant sunlight, the kingdom's elite knights clashed with blunted weapons. It was time for one-on-one combat training.

Ria headed straight for the half-elf man supervising them.

"Reyas, how are things?"

"Ah, Princess."

The knight gave only a slight bow. He was in the middle of training. That was proper etiquette.

The Vice-Captain of Casalia Kingdom's knight order was a long-lived half-elf and the strongest swordsman in the order.

"I thought today might be the day I finally score a point against you."

"I see. Allow me to be your opponent."

And Reyas readied his wooden sword and shield.

After dozens of exchanges, Ria had her wooden sword knocked from her hands.

Her breathing was rough - more from mental fatigue than physical. Reyas was also breathing heavily, but not as much as Ria.

"Ahh, lost again."

Ria sat down on the sand. Even with forty years of training counting her previous life, she still couldn't defeat a half-elf who had been swinging a sword for over half a century.

"You've improved remarkably compared to just a month ago. In another year or so, you'll likely surpass even me."

Using magic and skills for enhancement would be a different matter, but Reyas could do that too.

He surpassed her in pure technique. As expected of someone with Level 8 Swordsmanship. She was using skills like Mind's Eye and Evasion, but without body enhancement skills, she didn't seem able to win.

"How about it? Want another round?"

"That sounds good, but I have things to do today."

Waving goodbye to the knights, she headed for the Ministry of Magic.

Walking confidently through the familiar interior without a guide, she found Lulu sitting alone at the librarian's desk in the library.

Since Rufus had passed away, her workload had grown light. You could say she had been relegated to an idle position. She herself didn't seem to mind much, though.

"Hey, Lulu."

"Princess, please be quiet in the library."

Ria quickly circled behind Lulu as she gave her warning in a hushed voice, and gently groped her chest.

"P-Princess!"

"Lulu, please be quiet in the library."

Gently, ever so gently, she massaged and massaged, savoring them for a while before releasing her.

Lulu's porcelain-white complexion had turned bright red.

"So, what brings you here today? I may be idle, but I'm not completely without work, you know."

"Yeah, there's something I'd like to ask of you."

She whispered into Lulu's long ear. An elf's ears aren't actually an erogenous zone.

That sculpted beauty's face was colored with surprise.

"… Are you serious?"

"Of course. I couldn't joke about something like this."

Ria affirmed with a smile. After three years together, they had come to understand each other fairly well.

"I see. Very well. But in that case, I have a condition of my own."

The condition Lulu presented was unexpected even to Ria.

That day, Ria also visited her family home in the lower town and had a long conversation with Agatha.

When evening came, she went to the public bathhouse and admired the naked bodies of women young and old.

(Ahh… women really are wonderful…)

The discomfort of not having her 'son' still lingered, but she could also appreciate that being a woman was a wonderful thing.

Her modestly swelling breasts. Her slender, graceful limbs. The smooth curves from her shoulders to her waist. These were things impossible for a man to have.

As the town fell into complete darkness, Ria returned to the royal castle.

People walked quickly. Another day was coming to an end. This town, where she had lived her entire life since birth. She had grown attached to it.

But an irrepressible urge had been building within her.

She wanted to leave this town, this country.

She wanted to see the world and meet every strong person out there.

Her blood boiled. An incurable affliction carried over from her previous life.

Ria's adventure was about to begin.
The 13-Year-Old's Departure
The bokken and wooden sword clashed head-on, locking in a stalemate. However, the bokken held with both hands gradually built up more power.

Reyas swung his shield to try and knock Ria away, but she had already released the bokken before he could.

His movements halted for just an instant at the unexpected action. It was a fatal opening.

She slipped inside his guard, seizing the arm that held his sword. When she slammed her shoulder into the plate mail covering his abdomen, he braced himself to counter.

Just as planned!

The next moment, with Ria's body as the pivot, Reyas was rotated and slammed onto the ground on his back.

"Guhah-!"

She picked up the bokken she had discarded on the ground and pressed its tip against his neck. Without question, it was Ria's victory.

"… No way… To think you would abandon your sword right then…"

Reyas finally stood up after a while and gave a complicated smile.

In pure swordsmanship, she still couldn't beat Reyas. However, in terms of one-on-one combat, it was Ria's victory.

Since combat in this world primarily consisted of fighting monsters and warfare, unarmed martial arts - particularly throwing techniques and joint locks - had not developed.

In her previous life, Ria had held second dan in both karate and judo, and had also studied Chinese martial arts and jujutsu. As a skill, her Taijutsu was Level 6.

At any rate, with this, one of her goals had been achieved.

As usual, Ria slipped out of the royal palace and made her way to Agatha's shop.

"I'm home～"

Even now, while living in the royal palace, this was always her greeting when entering the shop. Fei, who was minding the store, and Lulu, seated on a stool at the counter, turned to look at her.

"Welcome back."

That was Fei's reply. Lulu smiled gently.

"Lulu, I beat Reyas!"

When Ria announced this brimming with confidence, it was Fei who looked surprised.

"Reyas-sama, the King's Sword?"

"That's right. Well, I'd say I finally managed to score one win."

She sat down next to Lulu. That filled all the stools at the counter.

"Where's Mother?"

"The manager went to submit a request at the guild."

"More importantly, Ria, if you've beaten Reyas-sama, then…"

Lulu asked hesitantly. The two people here knew of Ria's resolution. She had even asked Lulu to prepare for their departure.

"Yeah, I'm thinking of leaving as soon as preparations are ready."

Lulu let out a small sigh.

"In that case, we could depart as early as tomorrow."

Lulu had already resigned from the Ministry of Magic. For the past while, she had been helping out at Agatha's shop.

The supplies needed for travel, starting with food, had been gathered using the allowance Ria had saved up.

And Lulu, too, would be accompanying Ria on her journey.

"I know I'm the one saying this, but are you really sure? This is nothing like goblin extermination, you know?"

Since Ria had once picked her up and saved her life, she wanted to confirm her intentions.

"It's probably my parents' blood. I had been wanting to go on a journey myself."

The half-elf who had once been on the verge of starving to death on the roadside had grown into quite an impressive person.

Indeed, as a traveling companion, Lulu was an ideal choice.

The magical abilities she had cultivated under Rufus's tutelage were likely at a considerable level even within the country.

Above all, she possessed what Ria lacked - things like caution and timidity.

Eventually Agatha returned, and the four of them gathered around the dining table. Fei, who had already married and started a family, stayed at the shop that night as a special occasion.

Ria returned to the royal palace in the middle of the night, received a scolding from a lady-in-waiting, and then went back to her room.

When she opened the door to the walk-in closet attached to her bedroom, one entire wall was decorated with weapons.

First, she prepared her magic bag. It was a precious item enchanted with space-time magic that could hold everything in this entire room. She carefully selected what to put inside.

Dresses were completely unnecessary. She would pack as many precious metals that could be converted to cash as possible.

She would carry just one ring and one dagger bearing the royal family's crest.

The problem was weapons.

In this world, where bladed weapons were still actively used in combat, blacksmithing techniques were extremely advanced. Even Japanese swords made after the Edo period - mass-produced blades - probably couldn't compete, quite literally.

In her previous life, she had opportunities to appreciate national treasures and important cultural properties, but when it came to swords, older was always better. Of course, she had only actually tested modern swords for cutting, but older swords were more beautiful. Moreover, she had heard from people who had actually performed test cuts that older swords were superior.

The reason was that the methods for producing steel and forging swords hadn't been passed down as secret traditions. Ria had thought it terribly wasteful in her previous life as well.

She would take as many iron swords as possible. She would also take swords made of mithril, but in terms of strength, resilience, and sharpness, steel swords were often superior. Mithril was a metal with high affinity for magic.

And not just katanas, but also Western-style swords. Furthermore, she would take as many war hammers, battleaxes, spears, knives, and such as possible.

While Ria didn't have much of a collecting habit, weapons had been the one exception in her previous life.

She had no regrets about dying, but she did wonder what had happened to that sword collection. She hoped it had ended up in the hands of someone who understood its value.

The famous Nagasone Kotetsu blade in particular couldn't be obtained with money alone. For a week after acquiring it, she had gazed at it while grinning to herself. Looking back now, even she found it rather creepy, but Japanese swords possessed that kind of bewitching allure.

The next day, Ria woke before dawn, dressed in her usual traveling attire, and slung the magic bag across her shoulder.

As always, she jumped from the window and entered the streets of Anaias. In the plaza on the main street, Lulu was waiting with a donkey. Agatha was beside her as well.

"Mother."

With just that one word, they embraced.

"I know it's pointless to say, but please don't do anything reckless. And don't cause trouble for Lulu."

"Don't worry. I won't do anything that would put Lulu in danger."

Yes, Lulu would serve an important role as a restraint. In fact, that was her main purpose.

"I'll be back within two years."

"Send letters, okay?"

"I will."

They waved goodbye to each other and parted. The main gate opened at dawn, and the two left Anaias, blending in with the merchants.

"Well then, shall we go?"

"The labyrinth city first, right?"

They had discussed this beforehand. The purpose of their journey as well.

By the way, in Ria's room at the royal palace, a single note had been left behind.

"I'm going to meet those stronger than me."
Combat Skills
Three days passed without incident.

They advanced along a well-maintained stone road. Ria walked in front on foot, while Lulu swayed on the donkey's back behind her.

It was a peaceful journey. Though they had decided on a destination, there was no particular rush. They savored the true pleasure of traveling while enjoying the surrounding scenery.

"Since you called this a warrior's training journey, I thought you'd be in more of a hurry."

"Hm? Since we have the opportunity, let's take our time. Even if I call it training, we can't stay on edge the whole time."

Ria was in high spirits. Just walking along was enough to put her in high spirits.

The reason was the swords at her waist.

Neither wooden swords nor replica blades, they were a genuine matched pair of katanas, long and short. In Japan, weapons like these alone would be illegal.

Walking openly with them during the day. Just this made her happy. After all, up until now she had been using a wooden sword as her main weapon.

Traveling with Japanese katanas at one's side was a man's romance. Of course, Lulu, being neither male nor a warrior, couldn't understand this.

By the way, the wooden sword for bludgeoning was also in the magic bag. Katanas were too good for the likes of goblins. Maintenance was a lot of work too.

And so, after finishing their meal of travel rations and spending a peaceful morning into afternoon, a shadow suddenly crossed overhead.

"Oh, a dragoon."

"Pursuers, do you think?"

Dragoons were soldiers who rode wyverns. While wyverns were technically classified as sub-dragons, they were actually completely different creatures that just somewhat resembled dragons. The difference between dragons and sub-dragons was apparently about the same as the difference between humans and mice.

The dragoon circled in front of the two, then returned the way it came. In a straight line toward the royal capital.

"We've been spotted."

"Yeah, looks like it."

"Think they'll come to bring us back?"

"If they do, I'll turn the tables on them."

"I'd prefer a peaceful resolution."

"Then I'll turn the tables on them peacefully."

Ria smiled brightly, but she wasn't joking.

First of all, she was confident she could wound most opponents moderately and make them give up.

But events would exceed Ria's expectations.

After that, the group's pace remained unchanged. Only Lulu occasionally glanced back.

Sensing no disturbance from the luggage on its back, the donkey plodded on silently.

Before dusk, the sound of hoofbeats reached Ria's ears, enhanced by her Keen Senses gift.

"They're here. Three of them."

"You can tell? I should have good hearing too…"

Half-elf though she was, an elf was still an elf. Her eyes and ears should have been superior to a human's, but Ria surpassed even that. Such was the Dragon's Bloodline.

"What should we do? Hide and let them pass?"

"No, that might work this once, but we've passed many travelers already, and if they search with magic they'll find us eventually. Better to give them a painful lesson here."

She folded her arms and stood in the middle of the road. Fortunately, no other travelers seemed likely to come by for a while.

Before long, three mounted knights came into view. But…

"Ugh, Reyas."

"Ugh, Carlos."

For different reasons, both women's faces twisted.

She never expected the vice knight commander himself to come after them in pursuit. And the other knight was Lulu's bane.

As for the remaining one, he was of no consequence.

"Carlos the Elf-Lover, huh…"

"That man is always staring at my ears."

He was the most skilled among the young knights, with impeccable family background and personality, but his obsession with elves was well known. He was turning twenty this year, if memory served.

Incidentally, Lulu was turning twenty-four this year. Being a half-elf, she looked much younger than that.

Lulu also dismounted from the donkey to await the pursuers' arrival.

Reyas, in the lead, dismounted at a slight distance. The other two followed suit.

"Princess…"

Reyas opened with an exasperated expression, showing no will to fight.

"Please return as soon as possible. His Majesty is worried about you."

"They say to let a beloved child journey, you know. Can't you convince him for me, Reyas?"

"I'm not familiar with that saying. Besides, when you disappear leaving only a note, we have no choice but to search for you."

"I'm heading to the Labyrinth City for now, so please tell him not to worry."

Reyas let out a sigh.

"With all due respect, Princess, do you understand the current situation at court?"

"I do. That's precisely why I left the capital—so I wouldn't be used."

At those words, a look of admiration crossed Reyas's face.

"That's unexpected. I was certain you had no interest in such matters."

"Well, getting involved against my will would be unfortunate."

Ria shrugged. The atmosphere was peaceful.

"Even so, I must ask you to return for now. I don't mind accompanying you to the Labyrinth City myself."

"With Grandpa Rufus gone, having the kingdom's strongest knight disappear too would be problematic."

"We have a difference of opinion on that point."

The air grew heavy.

"Even if I have to make you suffer a bit, I'll bring you back."

"Right, I appreciate the directness."

Reyas drew his sword. Not the wooden sword usually used for training, but a blade gleaming with the luster of mithril.

If cut by it, she would of course bleed. Wearing only leather armor, the blade would easily reach Ria's body.

But honestly, Ria could see nothing but victory ahead.

She couldn't find a single element of defeat.

First, his choice of weapon was poor. With a mithril magic sword, there was no room to hold back. While Ria's Iron Body skill could stop an ordinary blade at her skin, Reyas didn't know that.

In other words, he would have to aim for the ends of her limbs, avoiding vital points. A wooden sword would have been better for that.

No matter how much he talked about making her suffer, he couldn't afford to seriously injure the princess. He was already at a major disadvantage.

Ria, on the other hand, could go so far as to kill Reyas in an extreme case. Of course she had no intention of killing him, but attacking his vitals was an option she had.

"I'll tell you this, Reyas. In all our training sessions until now, I've never once been able to demonstrate my true abilities."

It wasn't about holding back or the nature of training. She simply hadn't been able to use her techniques at all.

"I wasn't being serious either, including when I lost the other day."

Reyas was actually quite competitive, but that wasn't the point.

"If I win, return to the capital obediently. I'll leave convincing Father to you."

"Very well. In the first place, if I lose to you, there's no one who could stop you anyway."

With Rufus gone, those words were correct. Though Rufus had no intention of stopping her to begin with.

"Then, shall we begin?"

With those words, Ria pulled a spear from the magic bag.

A spear. A jumonji spear.

"Eh?"

"Eh?"

"Eh?"

"Eh?"

Even Lulu, an outsider to close combat, found this unexpected.

When you thought of Ria, you thought of katanas. When you thought of katanas, you thought of Ria. That image was firmly established in the royal palace.

Without a word, she stepped forward and thrust the spear.

Reyas's shield blocked it. The spear was pulled back and thrust at his feet.

"Kuh—"

He stabbed his sword into the ground to block it. The spear immediately swung toward Reyas's face. Again, his shield blocked it.

With almost nothing but thrusting attacks, Reyas was completely on the defensive.

Because until now, he had never once seen Ria use a spear.

But Ria had the Spearmanship skill at Level 6. While her Swordsmanship was slightly higher, the fact that spears were fundamentally stronger than swords was common knowledge in her previous life, and Ria had trained with the spear as seriously as with the katana.

In this world too, the main weapon of infantry in war was the spear. Even Reyas used long-hafted weapons when fighting mounted.

But the reason he mainly used swords for ground training was their ease of handling and portability.

In this battle too, if he had known from the start that anything went, the fight wouldn't have been so one-sided.

That, in Ria's view, was Reyas's naivety. You could call it a difference in mental preparation.

This world lacked the concept of constant readiness for battle. Even martial artists in modern Japan, where carrying weapons was forbidden, possessed the resolve to immediately shift into combat—and Reyas simply didn't have that.

Ria had it. Even in the royal palace, when she had neither her katana nor even a dagger, she possessed both the resolve and the technique to kill if attacked.

Between Ria and Reyas, in nearly every stat Ria's abilities surpassed his, except for level.

Reyas desperately used magic to enhance his body and strengthen his armor and shield's defense, but these were immediately dispelled by Ria's superior magic power. When comparing their stats, the largest gap was actually in magic power.

If there was anything Reyas surpassed Ria in, it was only his experience in war. But this was not a battlefield. And when it came purely to experience in killing, Ria—who slaughtered monsters whenever she had free time—was not particularly inferior.

In the end, Reyas was forced to employ the strategy of sacrificing flesh to cut bone.

He held his shield perpendicular to the thrusting spear, letting it pierce through on purpose.

"Guh—!"

The spear pierced the back of his left hand, the tip reaching flesh. Even so, he rotated his elbow from there, catching the spear with his shield.

Ria released the spear easily. Though she lost her weapon, the shield pierced by the spear was now difficult to maneuver. Reyas too had lost one means of defense.

However, while Reyas was wounded on his left hand, Ria was unscathed.

Reyas's advantage here was that he already had his weapon in hand. Ria, on the other hand, needed one extra motion to draw her katana and take a stance.

Given this, it was only natural that Reyas would swing his sword one-handed at Ria.

But Reyas didn't know.

Ria had the Swordsmanship skill at Level 7. But she had another skill at the same level.

Iai.

The moment Ria's right hand touched the katana at her waist, the blade had already been drawn and swung.

Reyas's right arm, severed at the elbow, flew through the air, sword and all.

With a return stroke, Ria slipped past Reyas's side. She cut through the metal armor, slashing his side.

"Guh—"

With a groan like air escaping, Reyas fell to his knees.

Ria kept her distance, carefully confirming her opponent had lost combat capability, and only then lowered her katana.

"Lulu, treat him."

"Y-yes!"

Lulu hadn't seen what happened—only the result—but she understood he needed treatment.

Together with the attendant knight, she removed Reyas's armor, first performing basic treatment on his side wound before reattaching the severed right arm.

Fortunately, the side wound hadn't reached his internal organs, and with the arm cut so cleanly, it would reattach without issue.

"Princess… were you… always holding back?"

From his prone position, Reyas asked in a small voice.

The gap between himself and Ria was overwhelming. It was nothing like what he felt in their usual training. Rather, even now he believed his swordsmanship was superior.

"That's not quite it. I was always serious. But, how should I put it—the techniques you use in training and the techniques you use in mortal combat are different, aren't they?"

"Is that how it is…"

Reyas wasn't convinced, but in any case, Ria was stronger than him. The gap in ability was just enough for her to precisely strip him of his combat capability.

"I'll report to His Majesty appropriately. Either way, as I said before, we have no means of bringing the Princess back now."

"Sorry. Thank you."

Ria bowed her head honestly.

"However, there is a condition."

Reyas turned his face toward the man known throughout the knight order as the Elf-Lover.

"Carlos, accompany the Princess. Don't think of it as guarding her. When traveling, there will always be times when a man's help is needed."

"Eh, is that really okay!?"

Carlos asked happily. Lulu wore a complicated expression.

"Princess, is this acceptable?"

"I don't mind, but…"

Her gaze went to Lulu. Being an Elf-Lover was a kind of affliction. How would Lulu, a half-elf, feel about this? That was the question.

"Well, it can't be helped. I'll need someone to protect me while the Princess is fighting."

At those words, Carlos spontaneously dropped to one knee.

"On my honor as a knight, I shall protect you!"

Everyone present smiled wryly. Naturally, a knight should protect the princess of the royal line, but it couldn't be helped when the one to be protected was so much stronger.

And thus, the traveling party increased to three.
The Golden Horse
Ria liked cats.

She loved their freedom. And yet, she couldn't resist when they would occasionally indulge her with their capricious affection.

However, she had never kept one while living in the royal palace. At best, she would occasionally pet the ones other nobles kept.

In her previous life, she had fed stray cats.

There was a path the cats used in the corner of her garden, and she would leave food there.

She'd had a long relationship with one particular cat, but she wondered what had happened to it after she died.

It was a stray, so she hoped it was living strong.

And next to cats, Ria liked horses.

She had learned horseback riding as a hobby, had even studied some classical equestrian arts, and above all, she loved caring for them.

When she was young, she had worked at a ranch in Hokkaido for several years. It definitely wasn't because the ranch's four beautiful sisters had dazzled her.

"I want a horse too!"

On the seventh day after departing the royal capital, Ria shouted.

"You want a horse…"

Lulu muttered in exasperation from atop her donkey.

"You're faster running than riding a horse, aren't you?"

That was true. When layering body enhancement skills with enhancement magic, Ria could travel at a hundred kilometers per hour for half a day.

Even that was based on her experience so far; she had never actually tested her limits.

"If you'd like, you could ride my horse…"

"Johnny is Carlos's horse. I want my own. I want to brush it and comb its mane."

While most of the horse's care was left to attendants, daily brushing was a knight's duty. Without that kind of communication, horses simply wouldn't obey.

"Ria, you're acting like a spoiled child, you know?"

When the three had decided to travel together, what to call Ria had become an issue.

In the end, Lulu continued calling her Ria, while Carlos decided on "Ojou."

"Well, I don't mind if you buy a horse, but around here you'll only find draft horses at best. There should be a horse market near the border, though."

Bringing the knight Carlos along had been the right call. He possessed this kind of everyday knowledge. Considering that, Reyas must have had him accompany them for exactly this reason.

"The border? That'll take ten days."

"No, more like double that. Roads don't match the map."

Those were the words of a man who had actually traveled the route, but Ria was an exception.

"If we go at the pace of Lulu's donkey, that is. If it were just me, I could get there in a day."

"That's ridiculous."

"No, it's true. When Ria was ten, she carried me on her back and ran a two-day journey in half a day."

"Are you really human, Ojou…?"

No, I'm a dragonkin.

The journey was enjoyable.

Security was good within Casalia; bandits rarely appeared, and dangerous animals and monsters were limited to certain regions.

Surprisingly, Carlos provided the most conversation topics. After all, he was an ordinary talented person. Though born into nobility, he was merely the second son of a viscount family. He had struggled through both martial and academic training before joining the knight order.

In Lulu's case, she had lived as a shut-in in a remote mountain village until adulthood. After coming to the capital, she had often been dragged along by Rufus's unreasonable demands, but that was common knowledge in the court.

As for Ria, her heroic tales had taken on a life of their own and couldn't be stopped now. The goblin settlement massacre incident, the orc army annihilation incident—all the rumors had grown exaggerated tails.

No matter how you looked at it, a kingdom's princess having the epithet "Bludgeoning Ria-chan" was going too far.

"One of the rumors was 'Won't break even if a dragon steps on her,' right?"

"Ah, that one's true. When I fought that pack of earth dragons, I slipped up a bit. Being stepped on hard enough to sink into the ground really did hurt."

Ria laughed, adding, "One of my favorite swords broke too." The other two could only manage strained smiles.

Crossing the river at the border, gentle mountains spread out before them, and in a basin there lay a settlement made up of countless tents.

"Ooh…"

The two young women, leaving their country for the first time, let out sounds of admiration. Carlos, on the other hand, had been here before with the knight order.

"Besides Cordova and our country, merchants from several other small nations gather here. They trade all sorts of things besides horses."

"Alright! I'll go on ahead. You two follow slowly!"

So saying, Ria slid down the steep cliff. Carlos looked back and forth between Lulu and Ria in a panic, but he lacked the skill to ride his horse down such a cliff.

In the end, he followed the gentle path along with Lulu, though his gaze kept drifting toward Lulu's ears.

As Carlos had said, the place was filled primarily with open-air stalls selling all manner of goods.

From food to daily necessities to folk crafts—the variety was wide, and there were even weapons for sale, which caught Ria's eye.

The main items traded were things like swords and spears, but nothing particularly impressive.

What she picked up was something classified as a concealed weapon in this world—what was called a shuriken in her previous life.

(But the balance is off. Without proper forging, they're no good after all.)

Shuriken techniques were one of the classical martial arts.

Taking detours, she made her way to the edge of the settlement.

Hundreds of horses were gathered there, forming groups and herds.

People from nearby small settlements had brought their horses here to sell. The smell from so many large animals was overwhelming.

From small ponies to draft horses, various types were for sale.

Of course, what Ria wanted was a warhorse, but it also needed the endurance to withstand travel. There were no horses like the Thoroughbreds of her previous world.

"Little lady, if you're buying a horse, you should start with a pony."

A horse trader called out to her, but that wasn't what she needed right now.

"How about this white one? It's perfect for a little lady like you."

She wasn't going to decide based on appearance alone.

"I want one that's finished its initial training, around two to three years old."

"In that case, this way."

Apparently recognizing that she had some discernment, the man led her to a section with about twenty horses, all stallions, he said.

Here, Ria secretly used Identify magic.

She wanted a horse that was sturdy, had stamina, and above all was clever. She examined them one by one.

There were horses with bent legs. Horses with thin hindquarters. But what Ria looked at were the horses' eyes.

And then she found one—a horse with exceptionally clear eyes.

Its coat was bay. It had a stocky build, well-balanced but with nothing particularly noteworthy about its appearance.

"That one's pretty good. It's not fast, but it can run long distances, and it's gentle—perfect for a girl. Already trained, clever, and patient. The only thing is, it's a bit of a neat freak. If you don't wash its feed bucket properly, it won't eat its fodder."

The man was honest enough to mention its shortcomings—probably an upright merchant. If you consider trust to be paramount, that made sense.

"Two years old?"

"That's right. The price is a bit high—seven gold coins."

Ria had already decided to buy without any intention of negotiating. But there was one thing she needed to confirm first.

"Will you let me ride you?"

Her eyes met the horse's. After a moment, the horse slowly nodded.

"Sold. I'll need a full set of tack as well."

And so, by the time Lulu and Carlos caught up, Ria had already secured her mount.

"Hmm, this one was seven gold coins? Well, it does look sturdy, but…"

Carlos sounded dubious. From a knight's perspective, this horse probably looked entirely ordinary. Even considering it was only two years old, its build wasn't exactly magnificent.

But Lulu understood. After all, she could also use Identify magic.

"Double the vitality… three times the stamina, and double the endurance. The muscle strength is considerable too, and its mental resistance far exceeds the human average."

"What?! Is this really a horse?!"

Ria was humming as she fitted the horse with its tack. Her good mood rivaled—no, perhaps surpassed—how she felt when maintaining her favorite sword.

"Its potential is far higher than even Reyas-sama's horse. In fact, its intelligence is higher than a human's… and it's two years old?"

"Whaat?! I-it's smarter than me?!"

Carlos-kun was by no means stupid, but he wasn't exactly wise either. At least not in terms of ability scores.

"Higher than me, even. Only slightly lower than the princess."

"What?!! The princess's intelligence is that high?! You're joking!?"

"Hey now."

Ria's gaze turned cold at his shock, but the horse whinnied, and her mood recovered.

"Ria does have high intelligence. But… this was true of Master Rufus as well—just because someone has high intelligence doesn't mean they can live their daily life wisely."

In very measured words, Lulu evaluated her master.

"I'm aware that I'm a fool. A person who knows they're a fool is far wiser than someone who mistakenly thinks themselves clever."

That's called "knowing one's own ignorance."

"You are wise… You're too wise and don't know your limits, which is why everyone around you has trouble…"

Lulu muttered with a tone of resignation.

"Ah, well, anyway, nice to meet you. This here is Johnny, my horse. So, Ojou, have you named this one yet?"

Ria, who had been stroking its mane, stopped and thought for a moment.

"Orfe… was kind of stupid… Rudolf had temperament issues, apparently… Brian was timid…"

Muttering to herself, Ria's memories gradually traced back through her previous life. Eventually, she arrived at a name that would be meaningless to the people of this world.

"I've decided! Your name is Matsukaze!"

This was the moment the famous horse Matsukaze was born.
The Boy Magician
"Ahahahaha!"

A girl's laughter echoed across the hilly terrain. Chasing after her was a swift horse clad in supple muscle.

"Come on, come on, try and catch me!"

She would stop every now and then, only to dodge away right in front of the horse's nose. The scene was almost like a painting… or was it?

"She's seriously playing tag with a horse, that Ojou-san."

"And without even using magic, no less."

Though only two years old, Matsukaze's running ability had already blossomed considerably.

Even so, the horse still couldn't catch up to Ria. It had been chasing her for hours now.

"Rather, I think it's more impressive that the horse can keep running like that."

"Is that thing really a horse? Maybe it's actually a unicorn with a broken horn?"

"Unicorns apparently die if their horns break, so I don't think so…"

When Ria played with Matsukaze, her mental age clearly seemed to drop.

"So Ojou can make that kind of face too, huh."

"She's like that when she's at Master Rufus's place, or outside the castle."

The party trudged along, crossing the hills and gradually making their way down a road where the trees grew dense.

According to the merchant's stories, the number of monsters flowing down from the north had been increasing. Normally they would travel with a caravan, but they had Ria with them after all.

They could move faster this way, and it was judged to be less dangerous.

Ria and Matsukaze went ahead, walking side by side along the road.

It was Matsukaze, with his wild hearing, who noticed it first.

He snorted roughly. Shortly after, Ria noticed it too.

On the road through the forest. Far ahead, out of sight, she could hear footsteps.

"Matsukaze, go back to those two."

With that, Ria shot off like a gale.

Far ahead on the straight road, she spotted a figure.

Chasing after a small child was an obvious humanoid monster. It was an Orc-san, the kind she had beaten to death countless times before.

The child fled from the orcs with an almost comically rapid leg movement, occasionally turning back to throw something. Each time, an orc would fall, their numbers gradually decreasing.

(A mage?)

That strange leg speed made sense if that was the case. However, even from a distance, she could tell from the child's expression that there was no composure left and exhaustion had set in.

Still, it was a lucky kid.

"Hang in there! Just a little more!"

When she called out, the child seemed to notice her. Still with those unusually rapid legs, the child ran desperately toward her.

Placing her hand on the katana at her waist, Ria ran past the child.

The magnificently built orc was holding a club. It raised the weapon to swing at Ria.

But before the club could come down, Ria slashed across the orc's flank as she ran past.

A thin red line appeared, and from there the orc's innards spilled out. It wasn't dead yet, but its combat capability was gone.

Ria moved on to the next orc. Their completely uncoordinated movements made them easy targets.

She cut off its leg before it could attack. After dodging an attack, she cut off another's neck.

Neither wound needed to be fatal. The point was just to take away their ability to chase the child.

She incapacitated over ten orcs with a single stroke each. The only one left at the end was an orc with a physique one size larger than the rest.

An individual called a High Orc or Orc Leader. Even facing an enemy with abilities superior to regular orcs, Ria didn't drop her relaxed posture.

"Got quite a bit of grease on it. This is why I don't like orcs."

She looked at her blade, averting her gaze from the orc. The orc had enough combat instinct to see this as an opening.

But not enough experience to recognize it as bait.

The orc swung its club with speed, but met no resistance. Ria had stepped back by mere millimeters, reading the attack perfectly, and silently thrust her katana through the orc's neck.

Even with their high vitality, orcs couldn't survive having their central nervous system destroyed.

All that remained was the simple task of granting swift deaths to the orcs lying and groaning on the ground.

"Th-thank you, Nee-chan."

The child, still breathing heavily, called out. About ten years old, perhaps. With a well-featured, intelligent-looking face.

"Yeah, glad you're safe. But more importantly…"

Ahead where Ria was looking, in the direction the child had come from, over ten orcs lay fallen with fatal wounds.

"That wasn't done with a weapon. Are you a mage?"

Those obviously fast-moving legs. They must have been enhanced with magic.

"Yeah. Orcs started building a nest near the village, so I tried to exterminate them, but I underestimated them a bit."

The child stared at Ria intently. Not with the eyes of someone looking at something beautiful, but…

"Nee-chan is a mage too… right?"

If they were both mages, the child should be able to sense Ria's magical power. But Ria hadn't used any magic at all aside from body enhancement before reaching the battlefield.

Resorting to close combat once battle began was one of Ria's bad habits.

"A magic swordsman. Though I use a katana, so I suppose 'sword' isn't quite right."

She wiped the grease from the blade clean, checking that the edge hadn't chipped.

"Even so, that was impressive. Being able to defeat this many orcs at your age."

Just as their conversation reached that point, Lulu and Carlos finally arrived, led by Matsukaze.

"Whoa～. Ojou, even if your opponents are just orcs, could you please fight a bit more carefully?"

"It couldn't be helped. I was saving someone."

"You're Nee-chan's companions, right? Thanks for saving me. I'm Serge. I live in the village up ahead."

"I'm Ria. That's Carlos, and the one with the staff is Lulu."

Seeing Lulu after she removed her hood, Serge let out an excited cheer.

"An elf! Amazing! It's my first time seeing one! Wow～, this is so fantasy～!"

Was it really that surprising? Ria surveyed the aftermath of the battle with a wry smile.

"Still, cleaning this up is going to be a pain. Should I char them with fire magic and scatter them in the forest?"

"Ah, it's fine. Leave it to me."

Saying that, Serge placed his hand on an orc corpse and began muttering something.

An instant later, the corpse had completely vanished.

"Oh?"

Ria couldn't help but voice her surprise. But Lulu's reaction was something else entirely.

"C-could that be space-time magic?!"

The highest difficulty of magic, used by a boy in this rural backwater. It was unbelievable to Lulu.

With a proud expression, Serge disposed of the corpses. It took only a few minutes.

"I'll bury these in a corner of the village later to use as fertilizer. Hey Nee-chan, could you give me a ride to the village? I used the acceleration magic a bit too much and I'm almost out of magical power."

While Lulu continued muttering "How can he use space-time magic…" in a daze, Serge made his request to Ria.

"Sure, no problem. Matsukaze, give this kid a ride."

Matsukaze nodded with a whinny.

But this time, it was Serge whose face showed surprise.

"Matsukaze?"

"Yeah, that's this one's name. What do you think? A fine horse, isn't he?"

But Serge's eyes went wide, his lips trembling with excitement.

"Could you possibly be… a reincarnator?"

The words that spilled from Serge's lips.

They were unmistakably in Japanese.
Two Reincarnators
Riding on Matsukaze's back, Ria and Serge conversed in hushed voices.

"I never thought I'd be saved by a fellow reincarnator. Is the reason Identify doesn't work on you also because of a Gift you received?"

Serge casually revealed that he could use Identify.

"Yeah. I've heard that even perfect Identify magic can't see my status."

When she had lived in the royal capital, Ria had known of several reincarnators, but she had deliberately avoided them.

Partly because this life was a new life, and being bound to her past life seemed somehow wrong. But also, more pragmatically, because getting involved with them seemed to offer no benefit.

The other reincarnators had only vague memories of their previous lives. Even with knowledge from another world, one could potentially achieve considerable accomplishments in fields like science, but according to Rufus, there was no one who possessed such clear memories.

However, this boy seemed different.

"Even if you manage to reincarnate, without a Gift related to memory, apparently you forget most of it while you're still a baby."

"That's news to me."

She had been told properly. That she would be reborn with a certain degree of her memories intact.

"Huh～? But Ria-san, you clearly remember everything, right?"

"I don't know if it counts as a memory-related Gift, but Dragon's Bloodline includes various Gifts within it. It's probably because of that."

"Dragon's Bloodline, huh. That sounds like such a cool Gift. How many points did it cost?"

"One thousand points."

"Whaa-!?"

"One thousand points. By the way, there were other options at the same point cost, like Demigod and Egg of the Overlord… and a few others, I think."

"Whaaat-! Whaaat!? One thousand!? They told me my two hundred points was already quite a lot, so what on earth did you do in your past life!? Commit mass murder!?"

The two following behind made puzzled faces at the boy shouting in an incomprehensible language.

"Lulu-san, what are they saying?"

"My specialty wasn't ancient languages, so…"

Lulu couldn't even distinguish Japanese from an ancient language.

"That's a terrible thing to say about someone. The goddess said it was because my soul's strength was high, and because I helped a lot of people, so I got more points."

"Huh～, so that increases your points too? In my case, I happened to run into a serial killer and we ended up killing each other."

That was quite something in its own way.

"So the Gifts I got were: Magic Talent at one hundred, Identify at fifty, Space-Time Magic Aptitude at thirty, Disease Resistance at ten, Poison Resistance at ten, Memory Organization at ten, Appearance at five, and after asking various questions, it totaled two hundred twenty-two points."

"Is Identify really that necessary? Can't you learn it pretty easily with magic?"

"With magic-based Identify, it won't work if the target has resistance. But with my Identify, unless they have See-Through Nullification or countering magic, I can see through them. More importantly, what else does Ria-san have?"

Serge asked with eager anticipation. Ria answered, feeling somewhat embarrassed.

"Just Dragon's Bloodline and Self Check. The rest I spent on raising my stats."

Serge's jaw dropped. His astonished expression gradually shifted to one of understanding.

"By any chance, Ria-san, are you the type who doesn't play games? You don't read light novels either, do you?"

"I played Dragon Quest up to III. As for books… I liked Futaro Yamada."

Given that she had delved into ninjutsu and traditional martial arts in pursuit of real strength, Ria's depth of obsession was probably greater.

After that, the two shared stories from their past lives. Surprisingly, Serge had died at the young age of twenty.

In exchange, he had abundant knowledge of games and the internet, so he had approached this reincarnation with considerable planning.

Rather than Gifts for close combat, he sought the romance of magical talent. And considering infant mortality rates, he had acquired Poison Resistance and Disease Resistance. He had certainly thought things through.

"In reincarnation novels, Identify and Item Box are essential skills. That's why I got Identify first, and then got Space-Time Magic so I could use Dimensional Storage."

Indeed, he was knowledgeable. A stark contrast to Ria, who had chosen based on intuition.

This Dimensional Storage magic had a fixed capacity like the magic bags that Ria and Lulu possessed, but the upper limit expanded based on the user's magic power, and furthermore, time didn't pass for items stored inside. Its performance was considerably different.

"Other common templates include getting points to acquire skills later, stealing other people's skills, or creating weapons you imagine."

"Creating imagined weapons sounds nice. Machine guns or nuclear missiles would be overpowered technology."

"But there are plenty of monsters that wouldn't be fazed by something like a machine gun, and there are even spells at the nuclear missile level."

"No, I want the sword from my past life. If I could create it from imagination, I've had good long looks at Masamune and Muramasa."

"So Ria-san is a sword-wielding protagonist? Well, I do admire Japanese swords a little too."

"I actually cut off an arm in my past life, you know."

Serge made an ambiguous expression. She understood how he felt.

"It was in traditional martial arts. I was practicing swordsmanship, and it turned into an actual duel. It wasn't a fight to the death, so when I cut off my opponent's arm, the witnesses stopped us."

"What kind of life did you lead? I mean, you killed those orcs so easily, but you're not even twenty yet, are you?"

"I'm thirteen. The first time I killed a goblin was when I was ten."

In this world, death was ever-present. Since people often butchered their own meat, taboos against killing were virtually nonexistent.

Even so, Ria's killing record was unthinkable compared to others her age. But since goblins and orcs were treated as vermin, there was no problem.

Continuing such conversations, the group arrived at Serge's village.

By the way, Carlos, who had been talking with Lulu the whole time, looked blissful.

From there, the proceedings were quite simple.

The orc corpse was brought out before the village chief and buried on the outskirts by the villagers. In a few years, it would make excellent fertilizer.

Serge received some praise but was thoroughly scolded by his parents. The fact that he maintained a calm expression throughout was impressive.

Then Carlos, deliberately presenting himself as a knight, stepped forward to negotiate with the parents.

The plan was to have Serge join as a traveling companion.

This had been proposed by Serge himself, and Ria had agreed.

Lulu and Carlos were opposed at first, but since they had seen Serge's magic, they understood he could be an asset in battle. Still, their objection was that he was too young.

"When I was ten, I was already raiding goblin settlements."

"Please don't compare others to yourself."

But Ria insisted firmly. What loomed in the background was the approaching Millennium.

In preparation for the crisis facing humanity, she needed to nurture as many potential fighters as possible.

Since their destination was the labyrinth city, the two were finally persuaded. That place was indeed ideal for safely raising one's level.

Negotiations with Serge's parents also concluded swiftly.

Carlos, a proper aristocrat of the Kingdom of Casalia, had expressed his wish to take Serge along as his attendant. Additionally, Serge himself was willing, and the village mage who had become Serge's master also supported this.

There was nothing more he could teach Serge. That's what the elderly mage said. Moreover, being a third son, Serge had never quite fit in with the other village children.

The next day, the group departed from the village.

"By the way, Nee-chan, are you actually a Casalian noble?"

"I hadn't mentioned it, had I? I'm royalty. My father is the king, but since my mother isn't even a concubine, I have no claim to the throne."

"Oh… what a cheat…"

Swaying on the backs of horse and donkey, the group headed toward the labyrinth city. Between here and there stretched lands inhabited by non-humans.

As they ventured into the territories of beastkin and demi-humans, the group found themselves growing increasingly excited.
The Ogre Village
Labyrinth City Shashmeer. Located in the northwestern part of the continent, this city has a labyrinth attached to it, just as its name suggests. Rather, it might be more accurate to say that the city developed around the labyrinth.

It was discovered roughly one thousand years ago. Further to the northwest lies what is called the most brutal dungeon on the continent, the Dark Labyrinth, but aside from that, there are no particularly notable cities or ruins in the surrounding area. Nevertheless, many people visit Shashmeer. Why is that?

It's because of a characteristic unique to Shashmeer's Labyrinth on the entire continent.

Also called the Immortal Labyrinth or the Trial Labyrinth, no one dies within it.

Those who should have died are teleported outside the labyrinth.

While there are various other features as well, this single point is what draws explorers to Shashmeer's Labyrinth in unparalleled numbers.

On a night just a few days away from that labyrinth city, the party was having a meal around a campfire.

"So what does Nee-chan want to do? Level up? Get treasure? Or is it the wish-granting thing?"

Even with Serge's knowledge, he knew that much. It's said that those who reach the deepest part of the labyrinth can either obtain vast treasure or have one wish granted.

However, knowing Ria's personality, there was also the possibility that she simply wanted to fight strong opponents.

Even Lulu hadn't been told her purpose. She had tagged along of her own accord. She intended to wait until Ria chose to share it naturally.

"Well, all of those are certainly true… but yes, it would be having a wish granted."

She wanted to become a man again. Or at least learn how to do so. This had been Ria's wish ever since she was born.

But she couldn't say that.

"Is there anything you would wish for, Ria? If it's about getting stronger, you'd put in the effort yourself."

Even Lulu, who had known her the longest, hadn't been told. The only ones Ria had ever asked whether magic to become a man existed were Agatha and Rufus.

"If it's Ojou, wouldn't it be wanting some really great weapons?"

Ria's katana collecting habit was something everyone in the knight order knew about.

"It's a secret. If it comes true, you'll find out naturally. Besides, there are apparently some wishes that can't be granted."

Despite it being safe to die inside the labyrinth, legend has it that resurrection of the dead outside is impossible.

"I've looked through the literature, so we'll think about the strategy in detail once we reach the town. What I need to tell you beforehand is… ah, only groups of up to six people can enter at a time. Since Serge joined, we now have seven, which is a problem."

Everyone exchanged glances. Seeing their puzzled expressions, Ria tilted her head in confusion.

Serge served as the representative to ask, but the way he asked was the problem.

"Nee-chan, do you know how to count? There are four people here, you know? Four is less than six, you know?"

"You… what do you think I am? We can't just leave the horses behind, can we?"

"Eh?"

"Eh?"

"Eh?"

"Eh? Wait, what do you mean 'eh'?"

Carlos served as the representative to answer this time.

"Ojou, horses normally aren't taken into labyrinths. You leave them at an inn."

This was unexpected for someone whose knowledge stopped at Dragon Quest III.

Half a month had passed since crossing the border, and what Ria keenly felt was just how safe Casalia Kingdom had been.

Of course, there were bandits in the frontier, and forests where monsters roamed were scattered about. But that was simply a matter of avoiding those areas. However, outside of Casalia, unpaved roads became more common, and the danger of camping outdoors increased dramatically.

With her Sleep Reduction Gift, Ria had drawn the short straw in that regard.

"There's a big village tomorrow, so we can rest there."

When it came to the geography around here, Serge, being a local, was naturally well-informed.

"I've never been there myself though. It's an ogre village."

"Ogres, huh. That sounds exciting."

Ria's fighting instincts were stimulated.

To begin with, ogres were once demi-humans who served as part of the demon forces. Long ago, they were called man-eating oni.

The one who subjugated them and integrated them into human civilization was Ria's ancestor, Leyte Anaia. This happened nearly one thousand years ago.

Since then, ogres have served as allies of Casalia, with a proven history of defending against monster invasions from the north.

While they have aggressive, war-loving natures, they also have the virtue of keeping their promises once made.

"Even so, there are a lot of demi-humans and beastkin around here. Don't dwarves and halflings make up more than half the population?"

In the village where Serge lived, there were also several dwarf, beastkin, and halfling families.

"It's because there are lots of forested and mountainous areas. There are supposedly elf settlements too."

"Then is Lulu-san's father also from around here?"

"No, my father was apparently from the Great Forest."

The Great Forest refers to the vast forested region occupying the northeastern part of the continent, with elf settlements said to be deep within its interior.

"According to what I've heard, he was descended from Grand Elder Quorfos."

"Whoa, that's one of the legendary great heroes!"

Serge shouted excitedly. Though it was a figure from two thousand years ago, for elves that was probably quite recent.

"If we're going there, my ancestors include the Saint Emperor Ryuke Shifaka, the Militant Emperor Ryuke Reiana, and the Founder Leyte Anaia."

Ria said teasingly. The point being that if you trace anyone's ancestry back far enough, you'll find at least one famous person.

"Rather than being a celebrity's descendant, I think someone who can use space-time magic is far more valuable. I had absolutely no aptitude for it myself."

"I'll teach you if you'd like. In exchange, I'd like Lulu to teach me various things too."

"Ah! Lulu-san! Then please teach me too! A knight needs to at least know healing magic!"

For some reason, there was an elf-loving man competing with a child.

"Wow, they're so big."

The one who let out such an honest exclamation of admiration was Ria.

The party had entered the ogre village as planned.

Though it's called a village, the population is around two thousand. And above all, everything is big.

It's not just that the village itself is large, but the buildings are big. The ogres walking the streets are big.

Their average height probably exceeds two meters. On top of that, the female ogres have big breasts.

"I wonder if there's a public bathhouse."

Ria unconsciously muttered such a thing. Lulu, who could read her thoughts perfectly, sighed.

"First, we need to find an inn. Could that place be one?"

Generally, inns also served as dining halls, and the building ahead of the party appeared to be such an establishment.

But suddenly, the door blew off violently, and a massive ogre came tumbling out.

"Oooh, amazing. The ogre country is a land of carnage."

With Serge's leisurely mutter at her back, Ria leaped from her horse and hurried to the scene with an excited expression.

Another ogre emerged from the inn's broken entrance. It was a relatively small ogre, it seemed. Even so, it was still two heads taller than Ria.

The ogre who had been blown away stood up and lunged at the smaller ogre with a growl.

And then a brawl began.

Punch, kick. Punch, kick.

A simple slugfest, but the force was tremendous. The surrounding onlookers hurled irresponsible jeers.

Not a single person tried to stop them. Even if non-ogres tried to stop it, they probably wouldn't be able to.

However, the fight didn't last very long.

The smaller ogre overwhelmed the larger one with rapid-fire punches.

(Like Mike Tyson.)

Though Ria was thoroughly impressed, the battle was already nearing its end.

The large ogre had lost his will to fight and looked about to collapse at any moment.

But the smaller ogre's fists wouldn't allow it. Jabbing at the forward-leaning ogre appropriately, striking him upward, not letting him fall.

"Hey, isn't that enough already?"

Since no one was stopping them, Ria reluctantly called out, but the smaller ogre didn't stop.

The surrounding people might have noticed the abnormality, but they weren't trying to stop it. Perhaps they couldn't.

Can't be helped, Ria thought.

If no one's going to stop it, I have no choice but to do it myself, Ria thought.

It really can't be helped, Ria thought with a delighted expression as she stepped in to stop it.

Her slender-looking hand stopped the ogre's fist.

It happened in that single instant when power was least applied, the moment when he tried to pull back his extended fist.

The ogre wore an expression of shock. His other arm extended toward Ria, trying to separate her.

She grabbed that hand in reverse, and when she released the hand she had been holding, the ogre naturally lost his balance and staggered forward.

Grasping the opponent's right hand with both hands, she threw him with sheer force in a one-armed shoulder throw.

With a heavy thud, the ogre was slammed to the ground.

The one who was thrown didn't understand what had happened. The throw was done in a way that caused surprisingly little pain.

"Has your head cooled down?"

She asked gently, but she wasn't letting her guard down. There was a possibility he might fly into a rage and attack from here.

After all, she hadn't dealt any damage at all.

But the situation exceeded Ria's expectations in an unexpected direction.

The ogre jumped up and bowed his head, shouting in a relatively high-pitched voice.

"Anego, please make me your disciple!"

Gig the Ogre.

He was twelve years old at this time.
The Ogre King
"How did it come to this…"

Carlos held his head in his hands.

For once, Lulu actually felt sympathetic toward him. So she placed a hand on his shoulder and spoke.

"Just give up. If you're going to stick with Ria, you'll need to get used to things like this."

"Haah…"

With a sigh, Carlos turned his gaze forward.

This was the great plaza of the ogre village. In the center, watched by a large crowd, stood two figures.

One was an ogre among ogres: the Ogre King. In his hands he held a massive warhammer.

The other was the girl Carlos was originally supposed to protect: Ria. She wore a katana at her side, but only one. She had removed her leather armor, dressed light and unencumbered.

Honestly, how did it come to this?

Rubbing the bridge of his nose, Carlos recalled the events from two days ago.

Even after being told all that so suddenly, the party followed the ogre to the eatery.

When they heard the small ogre's name there, Ria's response was a bit off the mark.

"I'm not old enough to be called Anego, though…"

"Oh, sorry about that. It's hard to tell human ages, so I thought you were an adult."

The ogre named Gig apologized with surprising candor, but they were all shocked to hear he was only twelve years old.

The opponent he had pummeled in that fight had apparently been an adult ogre.

"If you're that strong at your age, isn't that good enough?"

"But Anego's even stronger, right?"

So Anego had stuck after all.

When asked why he sought strength so desperately, Gig explained his circumstances.

Among ogres, strength was paramount, and the strongest became clan chief. The current chief was Gig's grandfather, who united the tens of thousands of ogres in the surrounding area. However, given his advancing age, he had announced his intention to choose a successor.

Being the strongest warrior was an ogre's pride, and naturally Gig aspired to that as well. But as the earlier fight had shown, there was no one left in this settlement who could match him.

When asked about his grandfather, the Ogre King, Gig said he refused to train anyone, including family, in order to ensure fairness.

"Even so, we're in the middle of a journey."

"Then take me with you! The selection isn't for three years anyway. I want to catch up to Gramps even a little by then!"

"Ahh…"

As Ria racked her brain for how to decline, Serge tugged at her sleeve.

"Nee-chan, let's make this guy one of us."

Since he whispered, she replied in a low voice as well.

"Hey now, he's still twelve even if he's huge. I'm not sure about taking him along on a dangerous journey."

"I used Identify on him, and he's seriously strong. His ability scores are all high, and he has Fist-fighting and Heavy Weapons at level 6. Plus some other stuff."

With level 5 being the benchmark for first-rate, level 6 was exceptional. And he wasn't even a reincarnator like Ria or Serge.

Incidentally, Ria rarely used Identify. She could generally gauge someone's strength from their bearing without it.

"He might be useful as a fighter, but he's still a child…"

"Speaking of which, what's the age of adulthood for ogres anyway?"

That was the crux of the matter. In Serge's case, his appearance aside, he was thirty years old including his previous life. That was why Ria had no particular objection to him.

"Hey Gig, Nee-chan's worried about your age. She thinks twelve is too young to leave home."

Serge moved the conversation forward on his own. Gig bared his fangs in a grin.

"An ogre's an adult once they can hunt. Age doesn't matter."

"See, Nee-chan? We wanted two more companions anyway, so isn't it fine?"

Serge smiled triumphantly, but Lulu and Carlos looked uneasy. That was understandable. Ogres had once been enemies of humanity, and they remained warlike even now, as they had just witnessed.

Still, they left the decision to Ria.

"For now, go talk it over with your family. We'll be here until noon tomorrow."

Ria found herself speaking in a tone like she was lecturing a child.

Having a bed with a roof over it for the first time in a while, Ria fell completely asleep at ease.

Even so, she woke before sunrise. When she went to the inn's courtyard to swing her katana, Carlos eventually got up and joined the training.

Incidentally, the one among them worst at mornings was Lulu. From her habit of working as Rufus's assistant, she would inadvertently indulge in sleep until the sun rose.

While eating breakfast in the first-floor eatery, early travelers were already leaving the inn. Since they had their arrangement, they had nothing to do until noon. They found themselves at loose ends.

Only Lulu had work to do. Street healing.

Ogres were a race with superior bodies, but except for extremely rare individuals, they couldn't use magic.

She examined ogres with minor injuries and illnesses, including other residents of different races, and even the adult ogre Gig had beaten senseless the day before.

"I can use simple healing magic too."

Saying this, Serge helped Lulu as well. His goal seemed to be learning magic like disease cure, invigoration, and detoxification.

Village mages typically learned practical magic useful for daily life, but Serge's repertoire was skewed toward combat magic. The spell he had used when they first met was apparently Dimensional Slash from the space-time school, a magic that could slice enemies along with the space around them.

"It feels strange for me to be teaching magic to someone."

Though Lulu doted on Serge, Ria knew his true nature was that of an old man and kept him in check.

Given the chance, Serge would cling to Lulu and relish her breasts. He was an enemy to both Ria and Carlos.

Incidentally, the night before, Ria had shared a room with Lulu and feasted her eyes on Lulu wiping down her body.

Around the time the sun reached its zenith, Gig finally arrived at the inn. However, his expression showed confusion.

"What happened? Did they say no after all?"

But Gig shook his head and stared at Ria.

"Gramps says if you're really that strong, he wants to fight you…"

This was a development Ria hadn't anticipated.

But it was exactly what she wanted. If anything, she wanted to request it herself.

Ogres possessed far greater power than humans. And he was the strongest warrior among them, called their king.

Her blood began to boil. The corners of her lips naturally lifted into a smile.

"By all means, please. Lead the way."

The house was located quite far north from the settlement's center. It was a large building made of stone.

It wasn't a noble's estate or anything like that. It was about the same size as her parents' home in Anise.

In a room devoid of any ornamentation, the man was there.

He was tall. Not quite three meters, but a massive figure that certainly hadn't existed in her previous world.

And the amount of muscle was proportionally immense. His wrist was as thick as Ria's waist.

"Sorry for calling you out here, Ojou-san."

His voice was deep and rich, yet pleasant to hear. If he sang, he would surely have a wonderful singing voice.

"Not at all, Chief. It's a pleasure to meet you. I am Riana Crystal."

"Hmm, just call me Chief. When I took this position, people stopped calling me by name. Now then, I apologize for doing this right away, but…"

At that instant, the pressure in the air changed.

The Coercion skill, she judged in a flash, and in that same moment Ria released all the tension from her body. Like a willow bending in the wind, she let the pressure flow past her.

Behind her, Gig had fallen on his backside. No surprise there. It was an intimidation that could probably make even wild beasts lose their footing. More terrifying than an earth dragon.

Ria knew of only one other person who could project such overwhelming presence. The late Rufus.

When that old mage had used attack magic in earnest, she had felt this same sensation. That was when he had exterminated an abnormal swarm of several thousand wyverns north of the royal capital.

"I see, you possess fearsome power. I don't know what Gift you've received, but…"

The Chief smiled. It was the smile of a beast.

"Shall we?"

"Let's."

Ria wore the same smile.
Shura
When I told my companions that I was going to fight the Ogre King, their reactions varied.

"Huh? Why did it come to that!?"

Carlos had the most normal reaction.

"Ah, well, it's Ria after all."

Lulu had already given up.

"Yeah yeah, template template."

I had no idea what Serge was talking about.

"Still, Nee-chan, you really do love fighting. Weren't you born with a tail or something?"

"I didn't have one when I was born, but one might grow from now on."

Though if one did grow, it would be a lizard's tail rather than a monkey's.

The rules were anything goes. Fainting, surrender, death, or failure to stand up within a ten count meant defeat. It was a dangerous format. Without any witnesses present, it was even worse than a proper duel.

"So I'm on healing duty again…"

"This is different from when I fought Reyas. I might die."

"No no no, you can't go dying on me!"

Carlos tried to stop me in earnest, but if that were enough to stop me, I wouldn't be Ria.

"No no no, this is seriously bad, Nee-chan."

Serge also realized it when we were about to fight in the plaza.

Ogre King-san. I noticed after using Identify on him.

Level 125.

For reference, Carlos was level 35, Lulu was 32, and Serge was 25.

"Level isn't everything."

"No no no, sure, if it were a difference of 5 or 10 you could say that, but his skills are ridiculous too, you know?"

Heavy Weapons Level 9.

"I see. Level 9, huh…"

"On top of Physical Enhancement, Bone Strengthening, Herculean Strength, Intimidation, Roar, Fortitude, and Iron Body, he's got all kinds of resistances and high magic resistance too, plus various combat skills. Honestly, he's got last boss level strength, you know? Like, if all of us attacked together, we might somehow manage, that kind of level?"

"Sounds fun."

Ria smiled. It was a smile from the bottom of her heart.

What was fun about fighting the weak? It was precisely in battles with no chance of winning that one could truly fight with everything they had.

"Are you serious?"

"He knows how to fight, and he's someone I can go all out trying to kill without worry. Sounds incredibly fun, doesn't it?"

She was completely serious.

The crowd buzzed with noise. Ria handed her leather armor and short sword to Lulu, along with her magic bag since it would be troublesome if it tore, then stood at the center of the large plaza.

The Ogre King was already fully prepared, his weapon resting on his shoulder.

The Ogre King drew in a breath.

(Here it comes!)

An explosive sound that shook the air erupted from the Ogre King's mouth.

More than half of the spectators who had come to watch lost their footing, and nearly half of those fainted.

In that instant, Ria had already closed the distance. The Ogre King's face twisted in shock.

He hadn't sensed her approach. No, he had never seen movement like that before.

It was a footwork technique unique to ancient martial arts, one whose initiation couldn't be detected.

And without assuming a stance, a quick draw.

A sharp metallic clang.

Both fighters separated instantly.

The spectators had no idea what had just happened.

A chipped piece of the Ogre King's warhammer fell to the ground.

But Ria's katana had also been damaged.

She had used her best blade, but it still couldn't completely cut through the thick lump of metal.

She might have been able to sever the handle, but the Ogre King didn't allow it. He had defended with the thickest part.

Without a moment's hesitation, Ria swung her katana. The Ogre King intercepted.

A continuous barrage of clashing sounds.

Ria's katana was invisible to the eye. Yet the Ogre King blocked every single slash.

"Hah!"

The warhammer swung.

She dodged. Her clothes tore at the shoulder from the grazing blow.

(If only I had Kotetsu.)

With that Japanese sword, she could have cut through the lump of metal and all. If reinforced with this world's magic, that would have been the end of it.

But there were no Japanese swords in this world. There were similar weapons, but the steel itself was different. That said, a mithril katana lacked the necessary strength.

A battle begins with preparing one's weapons. One must fight with what they have. That was simply the way of things.

She opened the distance. There would be no ending this in a single breath. But in that brief exchange, she had already burned through a significant amount of magic power and stamina.

"You're an interesting human. This is only the second time in my life I've enjoyed myself this much, since that man."

"That man?"

She steadied her breathing, speaking to buy time for recovery.

"He appeared to be a human male. His skill with the sword and magic were both remarkable. I've been defeated twice in my life, but losing to a human was only that once."

It was astonishing to learn that a human existed who could defeat this monster.

"What was his name?"

"He called himself Ars. He should be in Karasli Kingdom, so if you're still alive when this fight is over, you should go meet him."

With that, the Ogre King grinned.

"Have you recovered?"

High speed recovery of magic power and stamina was one of Ria's hidden cards.

"You're certainly relaxed."

"No, I'm simply enjoying myself. You still have a trump card, don't you?"

"Well, that remains to be… seen!"

She sank low as she closed in, slashing upward in a reverse diagonal.

And once again, the exchange resumed.

Ria dodged by the narrowest of margins, while small wounds gradually accumulated on the Ogre King's skin.

From the first attack, the warhammer had been slightly chipped. That subtle imbalance became the difference in their exchange.

Yet even so, it wasn't a decisive blow. Cutting through just the outer layer of skin did nothing to trouble an ogre's vitality.

And each time she deflected the Ogre King's attacks, the durability of Ria's katana diminished further.

"What on earth is happening? Is Ria winning?"

Lulu couldn't follow the exchange between the two. Even Carlos, who had trained in swordsmanship more than most, was in the same boat.

"I think they're even. But at this rate, the katana's going to give out."

"You can see what's happening?"

"I've got acceleration magic on my eyes."

Serge said it proudly, but the situation was grim.

Even though he had focused the acceleration specifically on his nervous system, keeping up with their battle was the best he could manage.

Compared to warhammers that crushed their targets, katanas were fundamentally cutting weapons. Of course, being a metal rod, you could use it to exchange blows, but that would ruin the blade. Serge happened to possess such useless knowledge.

Of course, Ria understood this as well as Serge did.

Even when she couldn't fully evade with footwork and had to deflect, she avoided using the tip and the striking portion where the edge was sharpest as much as possible. But there was no doubt it would break eventually. This katana was probably done for.

She searched for a way to break the stalemate.

Magic? Useless. The level of offensive magic Ria could use wouldn't work on him, and she had already spent too much magic power on body enhancement.

Then, it would have to be that again.

She forced the katana into an unnatural trajectory, driving it into the warhammer's shaft.

With a clear ring, the katana snapped.

She barely dodged the Ogre King's overhead swing. The impact cratered the ground, and the warhammer broke off at the handle.

A katana broken from halfway down. An Ogre King who had lost his weapon.

The Ogre King's right fist came for Ria's face. She swung the broken katana, now lighter, to sever it.

The dulled blade still reached the Ogre King's bone.

But the fist didn't stop. Its trajectory shifted, but it struck Ria's left shoulder dead on.

The joint dislocated, bones shattered.

The impact sent her flying about twenty meters. She had let go of the katana.

Being thrown into the spectators saved her. The ogres' muscles made for a perfect cushion.

"Oww…"

Even with pain tolerance, pain was still pain. Casting her own healing magic, she returned to the plaza.

The Ogre King easily pulled out the katana lodged in his fist, then assumed a guard stance, empty-handed yet vigilant.

With that wound, his right hand's movement should be somewhat restricted.

But Ria's left arm wouldn't move properly either. When bones were crushed to a pulp like that, simple healing wouldn't fix it.

"You've wounded my enhanced body."

"I had magic enhancement on my weapon too."

That same enhancement had let her sever Reyas's arm through his armor, but it hadn't worked on the Ogre King.

"Lulu! My sword!"

A human couldn't hope to match an ogre without a weapon. At Ria's cry, Lulu threw the short sword she had been holding onto.

But the Ogre King wasn't about to let that opening pass.

Ria reached out toward the air. Aiming at her, the Ogre King swung his left fist.

But that was exactly what Ria was counting on.

The Ogre King, having committed to a big swing, was full of openings.

Ignoring the short sword entirely, Ria slipped into his guard in one fluid motion.

(If this doesn't work, I lose!)

She stepped in. The impact cratered the ground.

She thrust out her uninjured right palm, pressing it against the Ogre King's abdomen.

"Haaah!"

She channeled all the force of her step, adding the rotation of her hips, driving it deep past his rock-hard abdominal muscles.

First, several bones in her right leg broke from exceeding their limits.

Her right arm shattered. Muscle fibers tore, capillaries burst, and blood sprayed from her skin.

The Ogre King wasn't moving. Ria couldn't move.

After several seconds, it was the Ogre King who fell backward.

Ria was clearly the one with more severe injuries, yet the girl still stood. Not only that, she moved slowly over and picked up the thrown short sword with her left hand.

But she had no strength left for a finishing blow. She couldn't use either arm properly. Dragging her feet was the best she could manage.

She kept casting healing magic, but it was barely functioning as a blood-staunching measure.

"Ria!"

"Jii-chan!"

Lulu and Gig burst out from the crowd. Carlos and Serge followed.

"Stay back!"

Ria's shout stopped them in their tracks.

"It hasn't been ten seconds yet."

If you couldn't stand up within ten seconds, you lost.

After a full ten count, Ria dropped onto her bottom.

"Lulu, treat him. His internal organs took damage, so leaving it alone would be bad."

"But you're seriously injured too, aren't you?"

"It looks worse than it is. Nothing life-threatening."

At those words, Lulu went to treat the Ogre King.

Serge came over instead.

"Nee-chan, that last move, was that Chinese martial arts?"

"Ancient martial arts. It's also called armor-piercing—a technique for scrambling someone's insides. Well, I couldn't actually use it in my previous life though."

With Serge's healing, her right arm mended. Her own magic power was depleted. She really needed to study how to use magic more efficiently.

"Ria…"

"Oh, Lulu, use restoration magic on my left shoulder. It seems like it might fuse in an odd shape with just healing."

Ria closed her eyes and lay back.

She could feel cells rapidly repairing inside her body. But that further drained her remaining stamina.

She had somehow managed to win. An unprecedented sense of satisfaction welled up within her.

When she noticed a shadow fall across her face, the Ogre King stood there, supported under both arms, looking down at her.

"Well fought, warrior."

The Ogre King's voice, too, carried a deep satisfaction.

To have fought such a battle, and for both of them to still be alive, was a joy.

They could fight again.

"If we fought again, I'd probably lose."

"Most likely. But the one who won today was you."

He straightforwardly acknowledged his defeat. They smiled at each other.

Ria's stomach growled. Her regenerating body demanded sustenance.

Gahaha! The Ogre King laughed aloud.

"Everyone, prepare a feast! To our meeting with a warrior!"

The entire crowd erupted in cheers.

End of Departure Arc
The Labyrinth City
In the end, they ended up staying in the ogre village for a week.

That was how long it took for Ria's wounds to heal and for her to recover.

And so Gig joined the party as a companion.

As a parting gift, the Ogre King gave Ria a letter of introduction to an influential person in the Labyrinth City, along with a katana he had obtained from the labyrinth long ago.

"When I was young, I challenged it with five companions. We made it to the ninth floor, but the other five died by then."

Thinking about carrying back their equipment and the treasures they'd gathered up to that point, he had no choice but to give up on going further.

Even so, he had confirmed what the boss of the ninth floor was, but judged it was impossible.

"A Hydra."

It was a creature that would earn you the title of hero for defeating it. And that was only the ninth floor. Supposedly it ended at the tenth floor, but if something was stronger than a Hydra, the only thing that came to mind was a dragon.

They were also able to gather various other information, making it an unexpectedly productive time.

The journey progressed smoothly. Monsters did appear, but Serge mainly used magic to turn them into delicious experience points.

Ria was playing with Matsukaze, but when goblins showed up, Matsukaze would trample them to death with his hooves.

"Matsukaze's level went up…"

Serge was surprised, but of course a horse could level up too.

Beyond the gentle hills they crossed, the Labyrinth City came into view.

"Ohhh, it's huge!"

Serge exclaimed in admiration. The Labyrinth City had a population of roughly 100,000. Half of them were explorers.

It had massive walls comparable to Anaias, partly to defend against invasion from outside, but also to prepare for monsters overflowing from the labyrinth. Though apparently such a thing had never actually happened.

After paying a fairly steep entry fee of one silver coin per person, they entered and immediately felt the overwhelming heat and bustle.

"Wow, adventurers!"

Setting aside the excited Serge, the group headed toward the address of the person they'd been introduced to.

Heading north through the town, the foot traffic gradually decreased, while the attire of passersby became more ordinary.

The buildings also became clearly more luxurious along the way. The address they arrived at was a grand mansion occupying an entire block.

"Gig's gramps sure has amazing connections!"

The Labyrinth City was an independent city not belonging to any nation, but the person the Ogre King had introduced them to was essentially its mayor.

"I'm happy we can let Matsukaze and the others relax."

While Ria said such carefree things, Carlos, who had been pushed forward as their representative, was sweating nervously.

As a knight of a major nation, he was certainly easy to see as a leader, after all.

"Pleased to meet you. I am Klaus, the mayor of this city."

"Carlos Lushen, of the First Division of the Casalia Royal Knights."

Gesturing toward Ria standing behind him:

"This is my liege—"

"Ryukereiana Christor Casalia. While in this city, I'll go by Reiana Christor."

Klaus's expression at that moment was something to behold.

"… Surely you jest."

"In Casalia, impersonating royalty is a crime punishable by death. It's understandable you find it hard to believe, but it is the truth."

Carlos said this with an utterly expressionless face.

Klaus turned to look at Ria's face, blinked several times, then spoke.

"Well, well… During your stay, please allow us to offer you our finest hospitality."

"I appreciate it. We intend to dive into the labyrinth, so please look after the horses while we're gone."

Klaus's expression froze in surprise again.

"The labyrinth… you say?"

"Yes. We came here for training, after all."

For the time being, Carlos and Gig would train with the mansion's guards.

Lulu would also stay behind as their healer. Though she was worried Carlos might get himself hurt on purpose.

Ria and Serge set out together to sightsee around town.

Serge had said he wanted magic books, and Ria had the goal of looking for weapons.

"Still, this is pretty fantasy-like. Since I only knew countryside towns until now, I'm a bit moved."

"Anaias is even more urban. When we get back, I'll show you around."

While chatting, they visited various shops, and Serge managed to get his hands on several desired grimoires.

Ria didn't buy a katana, but she did purchase several throwing knives.

"Guess I'll have to teach the Japanese katana forging methods and have a dwarf make one."

"Nee-chan, do you actually know how to make a Japanese katana?"

"I've never actually forged one, but I know the process. Well, there are many techniques that have been lost to time, though."

Then Ria began sharing her knowledge about Japanese katanas. While a bit exasperated, Serge responded with appropriate reactions.

They bought meat skewers from a street stall and ate while walking. In a festival-like mood, the two arrived at a plaza, and that was when they happened to see it.

"Ugh."

"A slave market, huh. Casalia has slavery too, but at least it's properly regulated…"

There were criminal slaves and debt slaves, but they had something close to human rights. That was the kind of country Casalia was.

However, slaves in Shashmeer were apparently treated as objects rather than people.

Covered in dust, covered in blood, wearing nothing but a scrap of cloth, they were put up on the stage.

For two people with modern Japanese values, it was hard to look at directly.

"What's Casalia's system like?"

"In Casalia, slave prices are properly fixed. There's no auction-style bidding like this, and they're paid wages. If you carelessly hurt them, it's treated as a normal assault crime."

Muscular combat slaves, beautiful pleasure slaves—one after another, they were auctioned off.

"Nee-chan, let's go. This is in bad taste."

"You're right."

So if that slave had been put up for auction just one item later—

"Now, the next slave is a cat beastman female, 12 years old. She has labyrinth exploration experience and possesses Fairy Eyes—quite a bargain!"

A small, dejected cat beastman was brought up onto the stage.

Black fur all over her body. Golden eyes.

The bidding started at 12 gold coins and quickly rose to 15.

Ah. That cat is—

"16 coins!"

Among the deep voices of the bidding men, Ria's voice rang out clearly.

The crowd's attention gathered on her. In contrast to Serge, who was flustered and panicking, Ria stared straight at the slave.

That black cat was not a domesticated cat. She was an elegant, cunning, defiant stray.

A black-furred cat with golden eyes.

In the end, Ria won the slave for 20 gold coins.

"Now then, shall we proceed with the slave contract?"

The merchant smiled pleasantly while rubbing his hands together.

Ria didn't look his way at all, instead observing the cat beastman who had become her slave.

Disheveled fur, a scar on one ear. No strength in her eyes, head bowed, not trying to look this way. Her whiskers drooped.

"No, I'll take her home as is."

"Huh? But, that carries the risk of escape…"

"It's fine. You, what's your name?"

For the first time, the cat beastman raised her face.

To Serge, it was hard to tell the age of beastkin, but she certainly still had traces of youth.

Her expression held confusion. The perfectly natural question of a person treated as a slave.

She said she would take the slave without a contract. What would she do if the slave ran away?

"Your name. Do you understand?"

The outstretched hand made the beastman flinch. But Ria's hand was stroking her head with surprising gentleness.

Not caring about the filth or the smell.

Eventually, the beastman raised her face and looked directly at Ria.

"It's Maal."

"I'm Ria. Nice to meet you."

It was the gentlest voice Serge had ever heard from Ria.
Six Explorers
"First things first, a bath."

Returning to the mansion, Ria borrowed the bathroom in the middle of the day, and amazingly with her own hands, she effortlessly carried barrels brimming with water to fill the bathtub. Then, using fire magic she could manage to some degree, she heated the water in no time.

Closing off the room, Ria stripped down in one smooth motion, going completely naked.

She grabbed Maal, who was blinking in confusion, and stripped her clothes off just as vigorously.

"Awawawa"

She poured warm water over the confused Maal.

"Hold your ears closed so water doesn't get in."

"Y-yes."

Using the provided soap, she lathered up Maal's fur thoroughly. Of course, she made sure to carefully wash her squishy paw pads.

After rinsing off all the bubbles, she lifted Maal from behind and got into the bathtub together.

"Phew～, baths wash away life's troubles."

While saying that, Ria stroked Maal's body all over, enjoying her soft, short fur.

"Now then, my goal is to conquer the labyrinth, but…"

"Haa."

Maal had already given up and gone completely limp.

"Once my wish is granted, I'll set you free. Even if it isn't, after two years you can go wherever you want."

Maal's ears twitched.

A cat beastkin's ears speak as loudly as words.

"But until then, I want your cooperation. This labyrinth apparently only allows up to six people to enter together, and now we have exactly that number."

"Haa…"

"Maal's role is as my companion and body pillow!"

Hugging her soft, limp body, Ria declared.

"I think it's a good idea. Stealthy movement, keen hearing, lockpicking—she's got all the skills a scout needs at a competent level."

Having appraised her, Serge was in favor from the start. He had thought all along that this party lacked a scout.

However, Lulu and Carlos were opposed, though only passively.

"Are you going to take such a cute child into the labyrinth?"

"That's right. A small child like this should be made into a maid at the mansion."

It seemed the elf-lover was also a furry. He was a man of deep vice.

Lulu had already healed the scars on Maal's ears with magic and had grown attached to her.

In the end, Ria's opinion prevailed. The appraisal result showing Maal's level as 20 was decisive.

"Alright then, we'll gather equipment tomorrow morning and head into the labyrinth in the afternoon."

Ria's single declaration settled the matter.

That night, as declared, Ria used Maal as a body pillow.

She dragged Maal, who politely declined saying she'd sleep on the floor, onto the bed. Both in their underwear, she caressed Maal's fur.

"How did you end up becoming a slave, Maal?"

Having her head petted loosened Maal's tongue.

"I was living in a village to the southeast of here, but one day when I was out gathering herbs, I was caught by slave hunters…"

It was a tragic story, but apparently not uncommon in these parts.

Maal possessed an ability called Fairy Eyes that allowed her to visualize magical power, which made her useful in the labyrinth. She was bought by an explorer party and had been delving into the labyrinth for two years since then.

Then just recently, her party was wiped out inside, and to replace the lost equipment, Maal was sold once again.

"I see, you've had a hard time. But don't worry. I'm not in a position to be troubled by money."

That was apparent from the fact that she was staying in such a grand mansion.

"Speaking of which, Ria-sama's…"

"No need for 'sama.' If you really want to use an honorific, call me Ria-chan."

"Um, what exactly is Ria-chan's position?"

"You know there's a country called Casalia to the south of here?"

It was a major nation. Even Maal knew the name.

"My father is king there."

Maal's tail stiffened with tension.

"Casalia is a good country. There are slaves there too, but slave hunting would be a crime. I'd like to show you around someday…"

Being petted while being told such things, Maal drifted off to sleep.

It was the first peaceful sleep she'd had in a long time.

The next day, the group proceeded as planned. Serge, Lulu, and Carlos went out to buy consumables.

Serge's storage space had the convenient property of stopping time's passage. It could store several months' worth of fresh vegetables and meat for six people.

Meanwhile, Ria, Maal, and Gig as their escort went around looking at Maal's equipment and other things needed for the labyrinth.

Maal was equipped with black leather armor matching Ria's, two knives, and a crossbow as her weapon. She also had a set of lockpicking tools for opening treasure chests found in the labyrinth.

"Up to the fourth floor, there aren't any particularly dangerous monsters. Of course, it depends on your level."

Now, what exactly is a labyrinth?

In this world, magic supports much of daily life instead of science. What serves as the material and fuel for magic tools are things called magic crystals.

These magic crystals are produced by refining magic stones obtained from monsters or from land with extremely strong magical power. However, wild monsters rarely possess these.

But labyrinths are different. The monsters that spawn there all possess magic stones without exception.

In other words, labyrinths are magical domains with dangerous monsters, but they're also mines that produce magic stones.

Furthermore, labyrinths for some reason also yield precious ores, and treasure chests contain weapons, armor, and magic tools.

It's said that the master of a labyrinth prepares these things, and these labyrinth masters are said to range widely from dragons to fallen gods to fairies.

Many labyrinths have structures that change completely each time you enter, and most remain unconquered.

The master of the Shashmeer Labyrinth is also shrouded in mystery.

Considering it appeared 1000 years ago, it's thought to perhaps be a survivor of the demon race. Yet for that, it's built in a way that's kind to humans.

After all, you don't die there.

Explorers who should have died are stripped of all but their minimum equipment and teleported to the surface.

At this time, their magic power and life force are drained, so treasures are probably created from that, but…

"And this is the Labyrinth Guild."

Guided by Maal, who knew the place well, the group had come to the west of the city, to the entrance of the labyrinth.

On a gentle hill, there was a massive gate. Beside it stood a large building.

"Explorers first register at the guild, then enter the labyrinth. They also buy magic stones obtained in the labyrinth, monster materials, magic tools, and such."

"Kuah～, I'm getting pumped～!"

Only Serge was openly showing his excitement, but Ria and the men were equally restless.

Labyrinth exploration is a man's romance.

Opening the door and entering the building, they were met with a space filled with the smell of sweat.

Among the rugged men, the occasional female explorer could be seen. Proportionally, warriors were more common, and as expected, mages were few.

Approaching the counter further inside, the receptionist raised her voice upon seeing Maal.

"Maal! You made it back?"

She probably knew the circumstances.

"Yes. This is my new master. We'll be going into the labyrinth, so please register us."

"Let's see… the ogre, the knight, and the elf are fine, but… two children?"

"Is there a problem?"

"There isn't, but…"

Looking at Ria's appearance, the receptionist guessed she was probably a noble.

It wasn't uncommon for noble children who admired heroes to recklessly challenge the labyrinth. This labyrinth, where no one dies, was perfect for that.

Without saying anything more, wooden identification cards were made for the five excluding Maal. For Maal, it was a reissue, which cost 10 copper coins.

Once you submit a certain amount of magic stones, the identification card becomes metal, and you no longer have to pay to enter and exit the city.

In any case, preparations were complete.

"Our exploration starts now!"

"Nah, bro, that's a 'series got cancelled' ending."

Serge retorted to Carlos.
First Labyrinth Exploration
Opening the huge gate and descending the long staircase, they arrived in a stone passage where the ceiling and walls glowed with a pale blue-white light. In front of them was something resembling a large metallic mirror.

"When you touch this and recite the incantation, you'll enter the labyrinth. Is everyone ready?"

Maal, who knew the place well, explained. So the six-person limit existed because of this — everyone understood.

Each person nodded and touched the mirror.

"Then, let's go. Labyrinth, open your gates before these explorers."

Waves spread out from where they touched, and their bodies were teleported elsewhere.

Before they knew it, they were standing in a similar passage that split left and right. Looking behind them, there was no mirror.

"How do we get back?"

Lulu asked nervously. If she hadn't said it, perhaps no one would have thought about it.

"There are several return mirrors along the labyrinth's outer perimeter. From here… it should just be a short walk."

Maal had nearly memorized the map up to the third floor.

"What shall we do? Should we look for monsters first to get used to the labyrinth? There are hardly any traps on the first floor, and there are many monsters I could defeat even by myself."

"Hmm," Ria folded her arms and thought it over.

Their goal was the deepest floor. There was no point in staying here beyond getting accustomed to things.

"First, let's decide our formation."

Serge said in his ever-excited tone. That was certainly important.

Ria had a plan for this as well.

"How about me and Maal at the front, then Carlos, Lulu, and Serge in that order, with Gig bringing up the rear?"

"You're putting Ojou in the front?"

Carlos showed reluctance, but there was a proper reason for this.

"First, Gig is at the back to respond to attacks from behind. Maal needs to guide us and watch for traps. The reason I'm walking beside her is because I can notice enemies easily. It's obvious that the mages should be in the middle, and when combat starts, Maal and Carlos will switch positions. Is there a problem?"

It was well-reasoned, so they decided to go with that for now.

After all, since this was a labyrinth where you couldn't die, experiencing death once might be a worthwhile experience.

"Come to think of it, Serge, can't you teleport us to the surface using space-time magic?"

She didn't add "like Evac" out loud.

"Unfortunately, no. I can only teleport myself, and only to places I can see. Plus it uses a lot of magic power, so it's hard to use in combat."

"Also, how long does it take to get to the second floor?"

"If we proceed carefully, about half a day. If we hurry, maybe half that."

"Alright, then let's go carefully while also adjusting our levels against these small fry."

The party formed up and began advancing.

The passage was wide enough for five adults to easily walk abreast. Occasionally, the sounds of clashing swords echoed from afar — probably other explorers.

"Couldn't we meet up with others after entering?"

"We could. But considering how vast it is, I think it would be difficult. The mirror's teleport location is random."

Apparently the deeper you go, the smaller the labyrinth's area becomes, but forming multiple parties with the strength to go that far is the hard part.

Before long, a presence crept toward them from deeper in the passage.

Ria and Maal noticed it quickly.

"Serge, stop its movement with magic. Maal, finish it off with an arrow. Let's raise our levels like this for a while."

This leveling thing was game-like, but your level would increase just from living an ordinary life.

Though you'd gain more experience through special practice or training, the fastest way was to defeat living creatures.

When you defeat a creature, the source of its magic — what could be called magical essence — is absorbed by nearby people and is said to strengthen them, though this remains just desk theory.

The main monsters were meter-long giant lizards, snakes, and human-sized insects. There were no goblins.

Those are technically considered to be among the demi-humans, so it was fine that killing them didn't yield magic stones.

"Treasure chest found. What should we do?"

The wall had a slight recess, and indeed a treasure chest was placed there.

Maal asked while flexing her hands eagerly. She probably assumed she'd be the one to open it, but Ria's decision was different.

"Let me give it a try."

"Eh, but it's locked and might be trapped, so it's dangerous…"

"True. Everyone stand back a bit."

Standing before the treasure chest, Ria placed her hand on the katana at her waist and drew it in a sinking motion.

The metal parts of the treasure chest were severed. When she opened it, smoke billowed up.

"It's poison! Cast a detoxification spell!"

Maal shouted in panic, but Lulu calmly stopped her.

"It's fine. Ria has poison resistance."

"Ahh, my tongue is tingling."

Saying that, Ria emerged from the smoke with no visible abnormalities. She held a small bottle that appeared to be a magic potion.

"Serge, what's this?"

"It's a magic potion. It says it restores a small amount of magic power."

At times like this, the Identify skill was convenient. Using magic for identification consumed magic power, making it surprisingly impractical.

After that, every time a treasure chest appeared, she dealt with it using the same brute-force method.

Maal began questioning her own reason for existence along the way, but Lulu consoled her.

"Ria is like that, so it can't be helped."

Traps were cleared in a similar fashion.

When Maal found a trap's location using Fairy Eyes, Ria would deliberately stomp on it.

Spears shot out, arrows flew at her, she fell into pit traps — but she emerged from everything unscathed.

One pit trap even had spears lining the bottom, but she simply grabbed them with her hands and kept them from reaching her body.

"These spears aren't great, but they could work as throwing weapons. And the arrows can just be added to our reserves."

After walking for about an hour, she knocked on the wall and said:

"Hey, can't we break through this to shorten the distance?"

She said something that ran directly counter to the very concept of a labyrinth.

"Break it? With a hammer or something?"

Toward the now thoroughly exasperated Maal, Ria shook her head.

"No, just like this."

She punched the stone wall with her fist, and it crumbled with a crash.

"Yep, it's not that sturdy."

"N-no! If you break the labyrinth passages, monsters will gather! We need to run quickly or—"

Placing her hand on the flustered Maal's shoulder, Ria spoke calmly.

"That's fine, isn't it? Let's raise our levels. Let's move to a passage with only front and back approaches."

According to Maal's common sense, this was absurd.

A labyrinth was supposed to be traversed carefully, solemnly, sneaking past traps and celebrating over treasure.

But Ria was different.

"I'll handle all the monsters coming from this direction, so I'm counting on you for that side. Oh, Maal, I'll leave them half-dead so please clean up after me."

In the straight passage, they split into two groups. Maal stood a little behind Ria. About twenty meters away, the other four formed their line.

Before long, the first wave arrived. Around twenty giant lizards.

Ria severed their limbs as if dancing, making them easy for Maal to finish off.

On the opposite side, with Carlos skillfully using his shield at the center, Gig and Serge's firepower overwhelmed the enemies.

Lulu occasionally used offensive magic as well. At first, she had been on standby for healing, but she began prioritizing reducing enemy numbers instead.

They killed over a hundred reptile and insect enemies before the wave finally receded.

Everyone except Ria was breathing heavily.

"N-Nee-chan, let's think a bit more before fighting next time…"

Serge had been using efficient fire magic attacks in addition to his space-time magic, but even he seemed exhausted.

"Did your levels go up?"

"Yeah, mine and Maal's went up by three, and Lulu and the others went up by two."

They collected the magic stones for now, stripped materials like insect carapaces and blades and lizard skins, then moved to a different location to rest.

Ria was wiping down her katana, but the blade showed no chips whatsoever.

"Strength aside, numbers are the problem. It's not like they disappear when defeated like in a game."

"You're right. Since I've always fought in wide-open spaces, I didn't account for that."

When she fought the orc army, it had been in a village square.

"If we'd fought in a wide-open area, we'd have been overwhelmed by their numbers instead."

Carlos said wearily. He was probably genuinely tired. His technique of using his shield to keep enemies from reaching the rear-line mages was effective.

"Then let's proceed along the regular route for the first floor, except where we can significantly shorten the distance."

"Before that, let's have a meal."

Everyone nodded at Lulu's words.

"Ugh, we're eating monsters?"

Serge grimaced, but giant lizards weren't much different from regular reptiles.

"But we have portable rations…"

Serge was the one who had specifically stored those.

"Of course, those are fine too. But let's save those for emergencies and eat what's in front of us."

"Even if we leave the corpses, the slimes will dispose of them anyway…"

Slimes were a small-fry monster made famous by a certain national RPG, but in reality they were terrifying enemies.

Being viscous, they crept up soundlessly and wrapped around their prey with their whole body to digest them.

Especially for mages who could only use magic through incantation, getting their face covered meant certain death.

"Mm, the lizard is delicious. These bugs too… yeah, they have a shrimp-like texture. They're pretty good with just salt."

If there was a poisonous part, her tongue would tingle and she'd know. Poison resistance was convenient.

Maal reached for the insects without much resistance. Apparently this was common in her previous party.

Surprisingly, Lulu also didn't mind eating insects. She said she ate them often back home.

Serge, whose past-life memories were strong, and Carlos, who was city-raised, felt disgust as expected, but once they tried a bite, they were fine.

"We did kill too many though. Let's have Slime-kun work hard."

Quenching their thirst with magically produced water, the party proceeded deeper into the labyrinth.

As planned, they broke walls to shorten the distance where they could.

Of course, monsters swarmed and attacked again, but they dealt with them the same way. With practice, their speed improved.

Without encountering any other explorers, they arrived at the first floor's center far ahead of schedule.

It was a wide room made of the same materials. There was only one path. On the opposite wall was a mirror, and in front of it waited the floor's guardian.

"Skeletal Swordsman, Level 35."

Serge gave his customary Identify. Even fighting head-on, it would be an easy victory.

"Swords seem like they'd be hard to fight against."

Carlos frowned. The skeleton wielding just a sword and shield did seem to be a bad match for him.

"Should I do it? It doesn't look like it has ranged attacks, and I can finish it in one shot."

The space-severing attacks of space-time magic would kill the opponent in one hit if they had no magic resistance.

However, this skeletal swordsman was a magical construct and probably had some resistance.

"Gig has the best compatibility. Go hit it lightly. Just in case, Lulu, prepare healing magic."

"Alright."

Unexpectedly, it was somewhat of a struggle.

The skeletal swordsman dodged Gig's brute-force warhammer attacks, caught them, and deflected them.

That good fight lasted only until Serge blew off one of its legs with magic.

"Magic stone, get～"

It was a magic stone of noticeably different size from regular monsters. The color was also a reddish-black.

"Amazing. Everyone is so strong."

Maal was impressed, but the road ahead was still long.

The party placed their hands on the mirror and teleported to the second floor.
A Steady Advance
The second floor was a labyrinth where grass grew on the floor and ivy twined around the walls.

The ceiling was actually brighter than the first floor's. The plants were probably photosynthesizing.

"There are many beast-type monsters on the second floor. The same monsters from the first floor also appear, but there are fewer insects."

The steady advance continued.

They progressed along the shortest path, breaking through walls as they went.

Wolves, tigers, and bears—wild animals that had become monsters—attacked them. Some had poison, others had grown horns.

They split into the same groups of four and two to defeat them.

As always, Ria tore off the beasts' limbs while Maal delivered the finishing blow with her crossbow.

Serge had noticed this as well—it was so-called power leveling, a method to raise Maal, who had the lowest level in the party.

The coordination of the group of four was also becoming more polished.

Basically, Carlos would block the enemy's first strike with his shield, or the rear guard would use magic to halt their movements.

While Gig used his power to hold them in place, Carlos's sword would pierce their vital points or Serge's magical blades would cut them down.

Since many of the monsters had fur, stripping it off was actually the more laborious task. Maal was quite skilled at this too.

Serge stored the pelts away, but there was still plenty of room in his storage.

"Still, just how much can that space of yours hold?"

"More than a hundred rocks bigger than Gig. I tested it before."

And apparently that storage capacity was constantly increasing.

"… If Serge died, what would happen to everything inside?"

"Probably, it would stay as is. I don't know about inside this labyrinth, but it would disappear into the space between spaces."

He seemed to understand this intuitively.

"So that means we need to prioritize protecting Serge above all else."

"Please do."

As they progressed through the labyrinth's passages, they emerged into a vast space.

Giant trees stood in rows, with birds flying between them.

"There are several large spaces like this on this floor. Be careful—there are strong monsters here."

Maal's previous party had apparently avoided these giant spaces. But she judged there would be no problem for this group of six.

"Visibility is limited. Let's advance in close formation."

Since this floor had few traps, Ria took the lead. They formed an arrowhead formation.

"Just watch out for ambushes. Especially from above!"

Even as she shouted, she had already drawn her katana.

The target of her iai strike was a leopard that had attacked from the treetops. Its face was cleanly bisected.

While the others stripped its fur, Ria maintained her katana. The blade given to her by the Ogre King had cut down many monsters, yet it neither chipped nor dulled.

(What a fine blade～)

Ria wore a grin as she wiped down the blade, looking every bit the dangerous person she was.

Just before reaching the center area with the mirror, Serge raised his voice in complaint.

"Sorry, I'm sleepy and tired. My magic power is at its limit too."

Just like outside, the light inside the labyrinth had dimmed slightly. It felt like dusk.

"It's already night outside. This floor won't get any darker than this, so we should start preparing to camp soon."

Here, Ria made an outrageous suggestion.

"Let's take a bath."

Those who had known her longer wore strained smiles, while those who hadn't looked puzzled.

"… There's no water or hot water springing up around here though…"

Maal's response was the most reasonable, but it didn't get through to Ria.

She gouged out the dungeon floor with earth magic, then hardened the walls of the resulting basin. She filled it with water using water magic, then heated it with fireballs.

"Behold, a pseudo open-air bath!"

Ria was pleased when Maal gave her soft little applause.

For now, she tossed the men, along with the half-asleep Serge, into the bath while she prepared dinner.

Maal took charge and cooked. Thanks to the magic bag, they had no shortage of ingredients, seasonings, or cooking utensils.

"Maal, you're quite good at cooking."

"Am I? I'm just average."

Lulu could only make the bare minimum of meals, and Ria didn't care as long as she could eat it. To those two, Maal's skill was like a mother's home cooking.

After finishing dinner, they raised the bath temperature again and the women got in. Ria was holding Maal.

"Taking a bath inside a labyrinth is crazy～"

Maal said while going completely limp.

"I'm fine, but everyone else sweats and gets dirty. If we can keep our bodies clean, we shouldn't neglect it."

Ria was fully intent on making baths whenever possible from now on. Though she herself hadn't been splashed with blood nor had she hardly sweated.

Having been Japanese in her previous life and raised in moderate luxury in the capital, she simply loved baths.

"Hey, no peeking, you guys!"

There was no way they would do something with such scary consequences, but Ria said it anyway as a matter of form.

"Ah～, Lulu's breasts really are big and beautiful, huh～"

"Hey, they can hear you!"

"It's fine, isn't it? These lovely bowl-shaped breasts. They say elves usually have small chests, but half-elves really are different, huh?"

"Don't say that while groping them… hey!"

The men hunched forward from the sounds alone.

Ria readily volunteered for night watch duty. The Sleep Reduction gift was convenient.

While keeping watch alone, she wore a grin as she polished her katana. That was a secret.

The next day, with everyone in perfect condition, they entered the guardian's chamber.

The guardian here was a Hellhound—a demonic beast known as the watchdog of hell, with a jet-black coat and crimson eyes.

"… A dog, huh… I feel a bit bad about killing it."

Only Ria could say something so carefree.

A dog bigger than a bear, drooling profusely—to call it cute showed a peculiar sensibility.

"It's level 45. No special abilities."

Based on the Identify results, Carlos with his high defense stepped forward.

He received Lulu's defensive magic, blocked the enemy's attacks with his shield, and slowly wore it down with his sword.

It was quite the stalemate.

"Can't be helped, then."

Without even drawing her katana, Ria walked over casually.

Naturally, the Hellhound turned its attack toward her, but when it lunged to bite, she punched it.

It let out a yelp but its fighting spirit remained unbroken as it tried to bite Ria again—but at the end of the day, it had the brain of a beast.

Catching its face between both hands, she threw it by force. When the Hellhound showed its belly, Ria pinned it down.

"There, there, good boy. Is this the spot? Is this where you like it～"

Under the merciless petting assault, the Hellhound went slack. Though she kept its fighting spirit from fading, a dog's instinct couldn't defy someone stronger than itself.

After playing with the hellish monster for a while, Ria finally seemed satisfied.

The Hellhound sat obediently in a "stay" position beside her.

"Alright, let's get going."

And so the party descended to the third floor without defeating the guardian.

The labyrinth's appearance was similar to the first floor. Stone-lined passages with trees growing here and there.

"The enemies here are mainly golems. Most are Wood Golems, and the floor guardian is a Stone Golem."

"My kind of enemy."

In contrast to the eager Gig, Lulu made an unusual request.

"Try not to destroy the golem cores if possible. They sell for a lot, and I can use them for experiments."

That's exactly what happened.

They reached the guardian before noon and charged straight in.

"Level 55～"

The two vanguards traded blows with it, boom after boom. In the midst of that, Carlos's sword—having endured too much punishment—broke.

"Ahhh! That was expensive!"

That's what happens when you don't maintain it properly, Ria thought as she handed him a spare sword.

It was a different sword than he was used to, but it was still a one-handed sword. He managed to hold his own against the golem.

But before long, Serge got bored.

"Gig, I'm going to cast acceleration magic on you, so finish it quick."

After a brief moment of concentration, he finally cast the magic on Gig, whose movements visibly quickened.

He slammed his warhammer into the stone golem. Carlos targeted its joints.

Before long, the golem collapsed. The golem core was safely retrieved, of course.

"Now I can make my own golem～"

As for what kind of golem she would make—apparently one useful for rearranging furniture and such.

The party entered the fourth floor.

It was a completely stone-built labyrinth. The only light source was unidentified torches placed along the walls.

Ria's group had heard from the Ogre King that the guardian here was a Minotaur.

The main difficulty came from the complexity of the labyrinth. Maal's previous party had been wiped out on this floor.

"Alright, let's go with the wall-breaking strategy."

When Ria declared this, no one could stop her anymore.

Ria destroyed the stone walls with her bare hands. The enemies gathering here were certainly stronger, but the party had raised their levels considerably through continuous battle.

Two-headed snakes, giant venomous spiders, the usual beast types—as long as they didn't have special abilities, they could be defeated without issue.

And enemies with special abilities were finished by Ria in a single stroke.

In fact, her Swordsmanship skill had risen to level 8 after the battle with the Ogre King.

Lulu used fire walls to check the mountain of spawning enemies while Carlos and Gig, now accustomed to defeating monsters with brute force, fought while shouting battle cries.

Serge and Maal continued picking off monsters that slipped past the vanguard with arrows and magic.

They took a short break to plan their next move.

"Maal, what's the fifth floor like?"

"From what I've heard, it's like a rocky desert. It's less of a labyrinth and more like a series of connected rooms."

"Alright, then we'll make the bath after we get there."

Ria never wavered.

The Minotaur's fate was pitiful.

Had it fought normally, it would have been a formidable foe that had turned many explorers into mincemeat—but this was Ria.

Far weaker than the Ogre King, she reasoned, and took it down easily.

Using her speed to circle behind it, she cut the backs of both knees.

She severed the tendons at the elbows of the arms that held its massive battle-axe.

After that, she had the two warriors finish it off.

"I wonder if Minotaur is edible…"

"Ria, Minotaurs are technically classified as demi-humans. It's probably best not to eat them."

And so the party descended to the fifth floor.

This was where explorers faced one of their biggest walls—though none of them knew that yet.
The Demon's Floor
This floor was strange from the very beginning.

First, it didn't feel like a labyrinth at all.

The ceiling above was vast, probably around twenty meters high. White, faintly glowing rock columns supported the softly luminous ceiling. They stood here and there, while the floor was a rocky wasteland.

It was an enormous space. Everything was visible as far as the eye could see, and the walls also emitted a dull white glow.

Between the pillars were nest-like structures where monsters could be seen. More monsters prowled along the walls as well.

"There are hellhounds here…"

Carlos muttered with annoyance. Though Ria had treated one like a dog, the boss of the second floor now existed here as common fodder.

One came rushing toward them with vigor, but when Ria glared at it, it stopped dead in its tracks and showed its belly in a pose of surrender.

"Just how feared are you, Nee-chan…?"

"I do like dogs though. I generally like animals, whether keeping them or eating them."

"We could make it a familiar with contract magic, but there's no way to take it out of here."

"Too bad."

Next to approach them was a horse that was completely black with two horns on its forehead.

"That's a bicorn. Unlike regular horses, they're ferocious."

Two of them charged, so she left one to Carlos and Gig while Ria faced the other.

"Hmm, not cute."

What kind of standard was that? She cut it down in a single stroke.

After the other one was also defeated without trouble, Ria began butchering the bicorn.

"Horse meat～ Horse meat～"

"N-Nee-chan, I thought you liked horses?"

To Serge, who was clearly put off, Ria directed a cheerful smile.

"Of course I like them. But this one wasn't cute."

To begin with, unlike unicorns, bicorn horns contain poison. They are clearly classified as monsters.

In conclusion, the bicorn was delicious.

They made camp for the day at the exit of the third room.

Ria dug into the ground again and made a makeshift bath.

"Even so, Nee-chan, you're really good at earth magic."

"Serge, that's not quite right. Ria only learned magic specifically for making baths."

"… Well, to each their own, I guess."

Fundamentally, Ria excelled at enchantment and enhancement magic. Beyond that, she had offensive magic for taking out enemies at range.

Though she tended to be seen as a muscle-brain who relied on her katana, she had actually learned various things.

That day too, the mentally exhausted mages were given plenty of rest while Ria and Maal, both having keen senses, split the watch duty.

While resting Maal's head on her lap and stroking her hair, Ria's senses remained sharp.

(Hmm…)

Something was watching them. No, probing them.

She could sense presences. More than one.

One was clearly hostile. The reason it hadn't escalated to killing intent was probably because of the distance.

And another was curiosity. A presence of pure interest directed at them.

This was something she had been sensing since around the end of the first floor.

(One of them… I can't let my guard down…)

Hostility usually carries a sense of pressure. This one wasn't much to worry about.

But the other presence, the curious one, gave no sense of its depth.

It had probably been watching Ria all along. And yet, it made no attempt to make contact.

(Well now, what to do about this…)

For now, she could only wait and see.

The next day, they reached the center of the fifth floor, and Ria learned the identity of one of those presences.

"Explorer, you have done well to come this far…"

That thing spoke in the human tongue.

At first glance, it looked like a beastkin. But upon closer inspection, one could tell it wasn't composed of a single creature.

Eagle's feet, a bear's torso, a wolf's head, sheep's horns, and bat wings.

"Nee-chan, that's a demon. Level 75, and it uses magic, so be careful. Also, it breathes fire."

Serge warned her in a low voice. Of course, Ria had already realized this opponent was different from anything they'd faced before.

A demon is a different existence from the demon race.

It is the general term for highly intelligent beings summoned from another world through some means.

"You've been watching us since yesterday."

"Hmm, my master has taken an interest in you. Explorers who put up a real fight have been rare lately. Those who would challenge me are few and far between."

Still, nearly ten percent of explorers should have made it to the fifth floor.

"Well then, shall we begin? Don't disappoint me."

The demon created multiple fire arrows around its body.

"Lulu! Defensive magic! Carlos, protect those three! Gig and I will charge!"

She broke into a run. Ria caught the fire arrows coming at her with her palm.

Heat resistance. Flames of this level were only slightly hot to her.

The fire arrows aimed at Gig vanished mid-flight. Judging from the flow of magic, it was probably Serge's magic working on space itself.

And as expected, Carlos protected the three with weak defenses using his armor and shield.

The demon had no time to cast another spell.

Ria had closed the distance rapidly, and it attacked her with its claws. But that was completely futile.

"Shaah!"

Those claws could probably shred Ria's leather armor, but she never let them touch her.

Her katana, drawn in a quick draw, sliced through the demon's claws and cut halfway into its arm.

"OOOOOH!"

It must have felt pain. That's when Gig's warhammer came swinging down.

The demon retreated and flew up to regain its stance. But there, Ria's katana flashed once more.

One leg was severed. The demon's bestial expression twisted in agony.

"Damn you…"

In the middle of its words, the fireball Ria had launched exploded.

The demon emerged from the smoke without appearing to have taken much damage. Physical attacks were more effective after all.

That's what she thought—in that very moment.

She felt a surge of magic unlike anything before, and Ria instinctively turned around.

There was Serge, his hand held up toward the sky as if it were a sword.

"Ex-ca-li-BURRRRR!"

And he swung down.

With almost no gap, space itself was severed.

The demon had been slightly off-balance, so it wasn't cut cleanly in two from the front, but one wing and one arm were severed.

And Ria was already running toward where it would fall.

The demon opened its mouth and spewed flames.

Ria had clad her blade in cold air.

She cut through the flames and severed the demon's head.

The demon didn't leave its body behind, turning into black ash and disappearing.

What remained was an enormous magic stone unlike any before—no, it had already crystallized into a high-purity magic crystal.

"Ahh, I'm beat. Didn't expect my trump card to get dodged."

Serge came over, rotating his arms. Everyone except Ria was staring at the boy with astonished eyes.

"I thought you had another trick up your sleeve, but I didn't expect it to have such power."

"Mm, well, I can't use it in close combat, and it needs some charge time, so it's hard to call it a trump card."

The demon had been focused entirely on Ria, so it worked out, Serge said, puffing out his chest.

"But be careful. If that hit me, even I might die."

Ria lightly bonked Serge on the head.

Though it was spacetime magic that severed space itself, since it was constructed from magic power, its effectiveness would be reduced against enemies with powerful magic resistance. Still, Serge's current magic possessed tremendous power.

"Well then. Next is the sixth floor, I suppose."

"Um, Ojou, could we return for now?"

Carlos timidly voiced his opinion.

His beloved sword had broken, and his shield had taken considerable damage. He wanted to get a spare shield—that was his reason.

"I agree too. The enemies on the floors ahead should be even stronger, so we should gather information."

Maal spoke even more timidly than Carlos.

"Ah, in that case, I'd like a staff too. I want to minimize magic consumption going forward."

"I'd also like to stock up on more recovery potions."

The two mages said as well.

Only Gig didn't object, but he didn't particularly agree either—he seemed to have a style of leaving everything to the boss.

Ria herself still had plenty of reserves, but there was no compelling reason to push forward here.

"Well, 'I can still go on' often means 'it's already dangerous.' Alright, let's head back."

And so, the explorers' first adventure came to an end.

After returning, another commotion would occur, but that's a story for later.
The Occupation Called Explorer
Being an explorer is an occupation.

Delving into labyrinths, obtaining treasures, defeating monsters, and acquiring magic stones.

You don't have to think about conquering the labyrinth. That is the dream of aspiring heroes. Or the last hope remaining for those who have no other means to cling to.

All the more so here in the Immortal Labyrinth. Even if caught in the jaws of death, you can be revived — at the cost of losing your possessions.

That's why excuses are justified. Dying means you're a fool.

Drawing a line far before reaching your own limits, you proclaim just how wise you are.

There is no pride, no stubbornness. No resolve either.

That is what being an explorer in the Labyrinth City means.

But sometimes they appear.

To floors beyond reach, to worlds beyond reach — the strong who walk there without a care.

Whether or not they conquer the labyrinth is not the issue. The painful thing is being made to realize just how satisfied we are with our narrow world.

So they bark. The weaker the dog, the louder it barks.

Especially when the other party looks so much younger, smaller, and weaker than themselves.

The one who entered through the door was a cat beastkin girl.

She was already a familiar face at the guild. Everyone knew she had been a scout slave for a mid-rank party that had blundered and been wiped out.

Coming here meant she had been bought again. Her equipment was new, so her treatment must have improved.

"Maal, I was worried about you. Since it was your first day back, I thought you'd return after just one day."

"Yeah, I thought so too, but Ria-chan…"

Every explorer's gaze was captivated by the person who entered next.

Though she still retained a hint of youth, her beauty was dazzling. Wavy black hair carried a faint sheen of light.

She wore black garments with simple leather armor. Two curved blades hung at her waist.

"So? Did you get any results?"

The conversation between the receptionist and her cat beastkin acquaintance continued.

"Yeah, it was amazing. Ria-chan broke the labyrinth walls—"

That's a mistake beginners make. But surviving meant they were lucky.

"—punched a Hellhound barehanded and made it act like a pet—"

That was unbelievable.

"—and after defeating a devil, we came back～"

There was no way something like that happened.

"Oi oi, even if you're exaggerating, give it a rest already."

A male explorer called out to Maal, who was chatting happily.

Before, she probably would have fallen silent here.

"It's true! We properly brought back a magic crystal!"

Right at that moment, Carlos placed the devil's magic crystal on the assessment counter.

"Let's see, this is from a minotaur, a golem, a skeletal warrior, a hellhound…"

Magic stones kept piling up. It wasn't just their purity that was remarkable — the quantity was absurd.

"U-um, what did you do to get this many magic stones?"

The appraiser's face was twitching.

Even if an ordinary mid-rank party spent several days in the labyrinth, they might get a tenth of this amount.

"Our Ojou broke the labyrinth walls. When we hunted the monsters that gathered one after another, this is what happened."

Carlos explained in a weary voice. Thinking that the same thing would happen when they went back into the labyrinth, it was no wonder he felt exhausted.

"… Understood. Is there anything else you obtained in the labyrinth?"

"Mainly furs and fangs… should I just put everything out?"

The weapons and armor used by monsters weren't of good quality, so they left them all behind. Other items included insect exoskeletons and bladed parts. They didn't need most of the golem cores either. The magical potions seemed useful for medicine, so they kept all of those.

"This… I can't appraise this immediately… could you give me until tomorrow?"

That was only natural. Carlos nodded.

By then, all eyes in the guild had gathered at the counter, and the explorers had started whispering amongst themselves.

Word spread like a rumor. About those who occasionally appear — those who easily surpass walls. No, those who don't even consider them walls. Those bound to become legends.

But of course, not everyone would meekly accept that.

"Oi oi. What kind of trick did you use? Tell us too."

He was an armored warrior with a boorish demeanor. Wearing a vulgar smile, he looked down at Maal.

Before Maal could say anything more, Ria gently held her shoulder.

"It wasn't a trick. I simply crushed them head-on."

Perhaps even the man in front of her wouldn't be a match for Maal now. After all, Maal's current level had reached 40.

In just three days, her level had doubled.

"Little missy should stay out of this."

As he said that and thrust out his arm, Ria grabbed it.

"What the—, uwaaah!"

This was Ria, who could crush a goblin's head with grip strength alone. When she let go at an appropriate point, he looked at her as if seeing a monster.

"Give it up. Even the smallest brat in that group has a level over 40."

A man who appeared to be a magician spoke up from further back. He had probably used Identify magic.

"That ogre is 55. As for that girl, I can't tell…"

"Can't tell? Appraisal resistance?"

"Either that or magic. Either way, they're not opponents you can handle."

Awe spread through the room. Ria folded her arms and puffed out her chest in satisfaction.

"Come on, Ria, let's go."

Wanting to avoid any more trouble, Lulu urged them on, and the party left the guild.

When they returned to the mayor's mansion, Klaus had gone out, but the butler took care of them.

They discussed what was needed for exploration, surprised Klaus at dinner, took a bath, and indulged in peaceful sleep for the first time in a while.

While using Maal as a hug pillow, Ria thought.

That presence she felt in the labyrinth.

It was said the master of the labyrinth was a demon.

But it didn't kill humans. Was there a demon that wasn't hostile to humans?

To begin with, "demon" was the general term for demi-humans living in the demon territories beyond the absolute frozen lands. In the past, even ogres were called demons. Some ogres are apparently still affiliated with demons even now.

If that was the case, couldn't there be an existence friendly to humans despite being a demon? Rather, could such a being even be called a demon anymore?

The labyrinth had supposedly been conquered several times, but the labyrinth's master had not been destroyed. That's why the labyrinth was still here. Why hadn't it been destroyed — was it because there was no need to?

Thinking about things she couldn't reach a conclusion on, Ria fell asleep.

The next entire day was spent on rest and preparations.

First, they went around weapon and armor shops looking for a sword and shield for Carlos, while Lulu and Serge gathered magical potions in the meantime.

Serge finally bought a staff. It was one that quickened the activation of water and earth magic. Apart from offensive power, he had a plan to address his lingering concerns about defense.

"If the boss on the tenth floor is a dragon, magical defense is absolutely necessary."

Carlos also bought a mithril shield with magic resistance. The material itself had natural resistance, and it was further enchanted with magic, making it useful against anything other than simple mass-based attacks.

A new suit of armor was out of the question, as expected. So while reading from a grimoire, Serge enchanted his existing armor with hardness enhancement, toughness enhancement, and weight reduction.

"It's amazing that you can use magic while reading a book like that."

Lulu was impressed, but that was the effect of his Gift.

"Lulu, can't you use spirit magic even though you're a half-elf?"

"Ugh… that's a special skill that's different from regular magic…"

Lulu grew dejected and started tracing the "の" character on the ground. It was secretly a complex of hers.

After dinner, they gathered in one room to discuss the information they had collected that day.

They had already heard about the guardians of each floor from the Ogre King.

The problem was the path to get there. None of the active explorers had been below the eighth floor, and they couldn't get detailed information from retired explorers either. However, it seemed certain that as they went deeper, enemies grew stronger and the labyrinth grew more constricted.

"The sixth floor has an Iron Golem, the seventh has a Death Knight, the eighth has a Dogazer, and the ninth has a Hydra. Given the trends of the floors so far, monsters related to the boss should appear."

At that point, Maal raised her hand.

"Um, I know about the other monsters, but I've never heard of a Dogazer."

Given the circumstances of how Maal joined them, they hadn't explained it to her yet. The Dogazer was a pseudo-living creature created by magic — a fairly obscure monster.

When Serge heard the rough explanation, he had a general idea of what it was, but the details were still somewhat unclear to him.

"I think I heard it was made in the ancient empire era to exterminate pedophiles from the world…"

"That's news to me."

Since Lulu had been Rufus's assistant and happened to know the details by chance, she explained them.

Then, for the next day's exploration, the party went to bed early.

Of course, Ria slept while embracing Maal.
Occupational Adventurers
In the mayor's mansion garden, dyed by the morning glow, two silhouettes faced each other.

A girl who, despite wearing two swords at her waist, stood empty-handed, and a beastkin girl with knives at the ready in both hands.

"Come at me seriously. I have a Gift that can deflect blades like those knives."

Watching Ria stand calmly were her four companions.

"It's alright, Maal. Ojou will definitely never get hit."

Carlos casually urged on Maal as she readied her knives.

When Maal stared at Ria and saw her give a firm nod, she charged in all at once.

"Ahhhh, I can't win."

After being thrown about ten times, Maal collapsed onto the grass.

Of course, Ria didn't have a scratch on her. She wasn't even sweating.

On the contrary, she hadn't even made Maal break a sweat either.

That was because they would be diving into the labyrinth after this, so she couldn't afford to let Maal exhaust her stamina.

It felt like she had been completely toyed with, dancing in the palm of her opponent's hand. An overwhelming sense of defeat.

"This happens because you rely only on your physical abilities. Once this exploration is over, I'll teach you various things."

"We're only one year apart, so how did it come to this…"

Even with her past life memories, Ria's combat strength was undoubtedly outside common sense. At this young age, she had already far surpassed the peak of her previous life.

Rather, because she possessed knowledge of unique martial arts developed in her previous life, she had a great advantage in one-on-one combat.

"Anego, I'm next."

"It's almost breakfast, so wait until we return from the labyrinth. I'll teach you properly then."

Gig also relied too much on his innate abilities. He had both power and speed, but lacked technique.

"Today's goal is the third floor, then pushing straight through to the ninth floor. Withdraw the moment someone dies, understood?"

Everyone nodded. They had become quite resilient, when she thought about it.

When they entered the guild building, Maal sensed something was off.

The number of people was fewer than usual. And something about the atmosphere was different. Was it bloodlust? Or was the intensity somehow different?

"Ah, Maal."

She went to the usual reception desk and immediately started gathering information.

"Did something happen?"

"It was something you all did."

In other words, it was this:

For people who become explorers, given the nature of this profession, they all start out with grand goals in their hearts.

However, as years pass and they come to know reality, they end up just getting by with the life in front of them. Especially here, at the Immortal Labyrinth.

Then suddenly, a party like a storm appeared.

Not just young, but a composition that could even be called childish.

Going into the labyrinth for the first time, and without losing a single person, they defeated the fifth floor's devil and brought back a magic crystal.

The impact was immense. Enough to ignite the flames of those who had been smoldering.

"I see. So they stormed into the labyrinth all fired up."

Even hearing this, Ria didn't feel particularly moved.

"That has nothing to do with us. Well then, shall we go?"

On the first floor, there were no longer any monsters that could be considered enemies of the party.

The sounds of battle occasionally heard from afar were probably from other explorers. There was no need to go out of their way to check on them.

While destroying the labyrinth walls, they reached the floor boss's chamber. This time, Ria cut it down in a single stroke without giving it a chance to respond.

On the second floor as well, there were explorers. Though they caught glimpses of each other, they passed by without incident, as was the unspoken understanding in such situations.

The floor boss appeared to be a different individual from the other day. It attacked without showing fear when it saw Ria's group.

Carlos halted its movements, and Serge dealt the finishing blow.

After instantly killing the third floor's golem, they reached the fourth floor. They made camp here. Despite the labyrinth being made of stone, Ria went out of her way to destroy that stone to make a bath. At this point, it was almost admirable.

They discussed the next day's plans here, and unusually, Carlos pushed for something.

"Until it becomes truly dangerous, I want to fight the Minotaur one-on-one."

I see, the pride of a knight.

Ria graciously approved, and the next day, Carlos fought the Minotaur as planned.

Level 65 should still be a tough opponent for Carlos alone.

However, he skillfully utilized the power of his new shield, deflected the heavy battleaxe, and thrust his sword into its body.

As he roared triumphantly, everyone applauded and said "Congratulations."

On the fifth floor, they once again advanced in formation.

With each battle, everyone's levels rose, and combat became easier.

"Getting used to this place makes it dangerous when we go back outside."

Serge's casual murmur made the party nod deeply in agreement.

The floor boss was a devil with a different form than before.

A giant crow with horns growing from its head.

Flying through the air, it launched feathers that became blades.

Occasionally it let out piercing cries that tormented their ears.

It also moved swiftly, and magic couldn't hit it.

"There was a time when I used to think that way too."

The lightning Serge fired struck the devil dead-on without giving it time to evade.

That wasn't enough for an instant kill, but its movements slowed and its altitude dropped.

At a height that would normally be unreachable, Ria was an exception.

Switching to her spear, she pierced its vital point in one thrust. Leaving behind a magic crystal, the devil vanished.

And then they arrived at the unknown sixth floor.

The labyrinth passages were made of metal. The faint glow was the same as the other floors.

The enemies were golems. There were wooden ones, stone ones, and even golems with rubber-like bodies.

Carlos's sword couldn't penetrate the rubber golems, but Ria's katana sliced through them splendidly.

Since destroying the metal passages was understandably difficult, the party finally had to conduct a proper labyrinth exploration.

Treasure chests placed in wall recesses and on passageway altars. Maal's fingers twitched eagerly.

After confirming the type of trap, either Ria opened them by brute force or Maal demonstrated her lockpicking skills.

Then they stepped into the guardian's chamber.

It was a massive lump of iron.

Like an even larger body than the Minotaur, clad in armor.

The guardian of the sixth floor: the Iron Golem. In its hand, a gigantic war mace.

"Lulu, use magic to strengthen Carlos! Carlos, pair up with Gig and focus on defense! Gig, attack from the left! Serge, aim your space magic at its legs!"

And Ria herself, having issued her orders, charged at the golem from the right.

Can you cut an iron golem with iron?

You can. Yes, you can.

At the very least, she could slice through iron armor like paper.

"Ooooooh!"

Ria shouted and released a slash from the hassou stance.

The golem's left wrist was severed cleanly at the joint.

"Alright, we can do this!"

Even if both were iron, the hardness was completely different from tempered steel.

Each time Ria swung her katana, the massive body was damaged. But since it wasn't a living creature, it didn't translate to direct damage.

For inflicting damage in a single strike, a katana was a difficult weapon to handle.

Ria sheathed her katana at her waist and pulled out a spare weapon from her bag.

"Ta-da-da-daaaa, Minotaur's Axe～"

In a tone like a certain blue cat, she switched to the battleaxe she'd claimed as spoils. After all, the mass was completely different.

Though her light body made it difficult to balance, she still spun while swinging it, slamming it into the golem's leg.

On the opposite side, Carlos and Gig were fending off the golem's weapon.

"LON-GI-NUS!"

Piercing through space, Serge's magic struck the golem's leg directly.

It wasn't enough to completely destroy the armor, but it seemed to have dealt significant damage to the joint area, and the massive body dropped to its knee.

At that moment, Ria leaped up and swung the axe down with all her might. The giant axe stabbed into its neck, then shattered from the pressure.

But with that, the golem also stopped moving.

"Phew～, that was tiring."

Carlos, who had focused on defense, was the most mentally exhausted.

"Good work."

After receiving fatigue recovery magic from Lulu, they looked at the collapsed massive form.

"But how do we extract the magic stone and core from this?"

"Hm? It shouldn't be too difficult."

Ria took out her katana again and made an incision in the golem's chest.

Then she struck that spot with the giant war mace the golem itself had wielded, and the armor cracked open to expose the interior.

Inside was a massive golem core and a magic crystal.

"This one's also a magic crystal, not a magic stone. Do strong monsters above a certain level all have magic crystals?"

Ria pondered, but since the presence of magic stones differed between labyrinths and nature, it wasn't something she could determine immediately.

"Nee-chan, let's collect the golem for now. It's a lump of iron, so it might be useful for something."

Despite its size, Serge stored it whole.

In the end, they decided to camp in the floor boss's chamber that day.

This was because the Ogre King had said that the next floor was a demon realm unlike anything they'd faced before, and they shouldn't let their guard down.

Despite the floor being metal, Ria had Serge use magic and slammed the giant war mace into it to create a depression that would serve as a bathtub.

"A bath cleanses the soul."

That night, the floor guardian did not revive.
Death Knight
"Wow, this atmosphere…"

Though it was Lulu who let that slip out, everyone felt it.

Until now, the labyrinth had enough light to see clearly. However, the seventh floor's earthen walls only had the bare minimum of torches lit here and there.

Something seemed to lurk in that darkness.

"Ghosts are probably going to show up after all. I'm not really good with that kind of thing, though."

The one whose tone didn't match her gloomy words was Maal.

"By any chance, Maal, can you see fairly well in the dark?"

She nodded at Ria's question.

"Most beastkin can."

Indeed, she was a cat-person.

"Earthen walls, huh. If we knew which direction the center was, we could just smash through them…"

Though Ria said it seriously as usual, the two mages stopped her just as seriously.

The monsters on this floor were mainly undead, and some could pass through walls. If enemies could only attack from front and rear that would be one thing, but if they came from all directions at once, it would naturally be impossible to handle them all.

The exploration was extremely difficult.

Skeletons were fine. They were just ordinary skeletons. Well-equipped skeletons were even welcome since the goal was to sell off their equipment. Having skeleton knights roaming the floor as regular enemies rather than as floor guardians was harsh, but even so, they were just strong.

Zombies were fine too. Moving corpses were disgusting, but their combat ability wasn't that impressive. Some individuals were abnormally strong and agile, but they still stopped moving once their heads were crushed. Abnormal conditions like poison could be cured with magic.

Harvesting magic stones from these undead was unpleasant. There was the psychological discomfort, but thanks to the Goblin-Slaughtering Demon Ria-sama, the burden on the other members wasn't too heavy.

The problem was the ghosts.

So that attacks would work on these formless beings, everyone's weapons had been enchanted with magic the previous night.

However, there were limited means to defend against the ghosts' attacks.

Creating barriers with magic to block them was the standard approach. But during a long exploration, maintaining magical defenses constantly without interruption was impossible.

"I can somehow manage with willpower."

Ria, who remained calm while ghosts clung to her, was the exception. The frontline warriors, despite being used to pain, found this exhausting.

The ghosts' attacks drained stamina and magical power from wherever they touched directly. They also caused dizziness, lightheadedness, and sudden feelings of dread, none of which armor could block.

In Ria's case, her abundant resistance to abnormal conditions, combined with her willpower and magical power, meant she was hardly affected by this.

To her, the ghosts didn't feel any more real than realistic 3D CG. At most, they gave her goosebumps.

Whether due to her race, Lulu was also strong against the ghosts' attacks. Maal made use of her keen senses to quickly avoid contact.

Taking very brief rests, the group continued mapping. Based on patterns so far, the guardian's room was definitely in the center. There were many blank areas, but they had no time to fill them in.

"We'll push through in one go. The more time we spend, the greater our exhaustion."

Spurred on by Ria, the group charged into the guardian's chamber.

The chill was reminiscent of underground catacombs, and the ceiling was high.

Lined with pillars bearing intricate carvings, the room had an air of dignity.

Standing in the center was a knight clad in elaborately decorated armor. It held a longsword in its hand, and its face was hidden behind a visor.

It was tall, but after becoming accustomed to seeing minotaurs and golems, it didn't seem like much.

However, the aura it exuded was different.

A death knight.

This was where the Ogre King said he lost his first companion.

"Spread out!"

The four fighters, including Maal, scattered and surrounded the death knight.

They had no time to spare. If someone lacked resistance, just being there would drain their life force. That was the death knight's ability.

The death knight's gaze turned toward the largest figure, Gig.

That gaze was venomous. Gig clutched his chest, staggering and crouching down.

Then, without wielding its sword, it pointed its left hand's fingertips at Carlos.

"Ugh…"

Losing all feeling in his left arm, Carlos lost his balance from the weight of his shield.

"Hyaaaah!"

Ria swung her katana down from a high stance, but the death knight caught the attack with its longsword. She had intended to cleave through blade and all if it was inferior, but the sword itself seemed to be a magic sword.

It skillfully deflected her follow-up attack as well. Its combat technique was also high.

An arrow fired by Maal from behind pierced its armor. But there was no sign of damage.

Gig, healed by Lulu's magic, brought his warhammer down, but the knight dodged with movement that could only be called elegant and slashed his side while passing by.

"Gah…"

Fresh blood scattered. At the same time, Gig felt his very life force being stolen.

But Ria didn't miss the small opening that created.

She slashed upward diagonally, and though the death knight parried with its sword, it couldn't fully kill the momentum. Her attack sent the helmet flying.

What was revealed there was, as expected, a skeletal head.

The helmet that fell to the ground dissolved into mist and returned to its head.

The arrow Maal had hit with also corroded and fell to the ground, and the armor regenerated its wound.

"Nee-chan, this is bad! My magic can't dispel it!"

Serge screamed after heading toward Carlos.

Lulu, who had healed Gig, now headed that way. Serge cast acceleration magic on Lulu. Watching the death knight's movements, he didn't know when Lulu might be killed.

Though Maal had landed another arrow, it showed no sign of being affected.

"Ria-chan, this thing might only be affected by holy magic!"

Maal cried out in a near-tearful voice.

Ria's party appeared well-balanced with a scout, vanguard, and rear guard, but it wasn't perfect. They had no one who could use holy magic, the main countermeasure against undead.

Though Rufus had conducted detailed research in almost every field of magic, holy magic derived its power from prayers to the gods and fell under the temple's jurisdiction, so he hadn't touched it. Ria and Lulu, who could be called his disciples, had no knowledge of it either.

"It's fine! We just can't see it, but damage is getting through!"

Serge shouted. His Identify ability could see the other party's life force. In this case, it would be more accurate to call it negative life force.

"Then we just have to whittle it down."

Ria sheathed her katana and drew a warhammer in each hand. She judged that against a magic sword, her blade would get worn down.

Gig, having recovered, began attacking. Ria circled around to attack, giving the death knight no room to dodge.

By then Carlos's arm had been dispelled by Lulu's magic, and it became a three-person assault.

Even when the death knight's special attacks left Carlos and Gig unable to move, Lulu immediately healed them.

Serge fired offensive magic at any openings.

Unexpectedly, the final blow came from an arrow Maal let fly.

The death knight collapsed, its contents crumbling to ash.

Its weapon and armor remained, and a magic crystal was inside.

"It's not cursed. The armor has an auto-repair function, and the sword has the same function plus the ability to steal vitality from those it cuts."

When Serge used Identify, Ria picked up the sword with interest.

"If only it were a katana… Even if the armor doesn't fit, Carlos, want to try using the sword?"

"Eh, is that okay?"

Since the longsword had a weight manageable with one hand, she thought it would be just right for Carlos. But when he actually swung it, there was a problem.

"Until this exploration is over, I'll stick with my current sword. After all, a weapon you're not used to just doesn't work."

His current sword was also new, but he had carefully selected it for length, balance, and other factors. In battle, even slight discomfort could be fatal.

Ria could use katanas of almost any length, but even she wouldn't use one in actual combat without testing it several times first.

"Then Serge, store it. We'll rest after we reach the next floor."

Even though they had defeated the death knight, resting in a place like a cemetery didn't appeal to anyone.

Lulu treated their abnormal conditions, they drank mana recovery potions, and the group set foot on the eighth floor.
Magical Creatures
They entered the eighth floor.

"Ahh, normal air."

The one who said that with relief was Gig, who had the lowest magical aptitude. Carlos nodded in agreement.

However, Maal with her Fairy Eyes and the three magic users immediately noticed the floor's abnormality.

"Woow, the mana here is crazy dense."

Rather than magical power, it would be more accurate to say the magical essence preceding it was dense, but she wasn't far off.

The smooth stone passage glowed ivory, and that light seemed to be emitting strong magical power.

The two magic users could feel their magical power recovering far faster than usual while resting. In Ria's case, she hadn't used enough magic to even feel depleted in the first place.

"I love this floor. Depending on enemy strength, it feels perfect for leveling up."

Serge said excitedly.

That was half correct, and half incorrect.

"Excalibur!"

For the umpteenth time, Serge's space-cutting magic broke through the chimera's magical defenses, bisecting its body.

"Yes!"

A manticore that had attacked from the opposite side was also finished off by Ria's katana.

"Is everyone alright?"

At Ria's call, each person raised their hand.

It had been difficult until they got used to it. The enemies on this floor were mostly synthetic creatures with attack methods that inflicted status ailments like poison and paralysis.

Their magic resistance was also high. The fact that Serge's trump card—the one he'd used against the fifth floor's demon—was now being used against ordinary monsters roaming the labyrinth made that abundantly clear.

"Somehow, the enemies are ridiculously strong…"

Where had his initial excitement gone? Serge sighed. But it was understandable.

The eighth floor's fodder enemies had about the same strength as the fifth floor's guardian. And they could use magic too.

"Magic recovers quickly, but the mental strain is exhausting."

Lulu was also mentally fatigued. Regardless of their ability to sustain combat, each individual battle took quite a toll. These were opponents that could kill you in one hit if you slipped up.

"I dunno though. If the small fry are this strong, was the Dogeazer really all that powerful?"

Serge raised the question based on his past-life knowledge, but even Lulu, who knew its ecology, didn't know its actual strength.

Similarly, Ria with her own past-life knowledge didn't know what a Dogeazer was. She knew things like goblins and elves because they were famous, though.

"In the first place, there are few sightings of them. Since they're creatures created by magic, there might be individual variation."

Even with Lulu's knowledge, aside from when discovered in labyrinths or ruins, it wasn't a monster that existed in the wild.

For now, its appearance was a giant black sphere with a huge eye and mouth, with several tentacles growing from the top. It moved by floating gently and wasn't particularly fast.

Its physical attacks were limited to body slams and bites, but the problem was its special abilities.

First, its giant eye reflected magic. If you carelessly attacked with magic, it would bounce back at you.

Then, its tentacles could fire magical rays with various effects. The types apparently varied by individual.

"A metal disintegration ray would be trouble…"

Carlos exchanged glances with Gig. He wore plate armor, and Gig wore chainmail. Their weapons were also metal.

"If it has a bio-disintegration ray, that alone would be game over."

"Either way, a magic defense barrier should be able to block them."

Lulu went without saying, but even Serge could use that magic.

"With paralysis and mind control, I probably won't be much help in combat."

Maal was likely going to be on distraction duty again.

"Either way, I'll Identify it first and let everyone know what rays it uses."

After a short rest, the group headed toward the labyrinth's depths.

From there, many magical creatures appeared, centered around chimeras.

The time per battle grew longer, but they gained more combat experience accordingly. It felt like enemies that used magic gave more experience points than simple monsters.

After several hours, the group arrived at the guardian's chamber.

The room was circular, about thirty meters across. A black sphere roughly three meters in diameter floated gently within.

"Paralysis, petrification, freezing, hypnosis, mind control, metal disintegration, bio-disintegration, deadly poison—eight types."

"Rays aside, what about its defenses?"

Ria asked. Serge's Identify could measure that precisely, which was convenient.

"About the same as those giant insects. Its life force… or rather, its durability is around iron golem level."

Wasn't that quite tenacious? Well, maybe its defense wasn't that high.

"Then the three warriors charge into the room while the magic users support with defense barriers as much as possible. Any objections?"

None came. Each person nodded, and magic was cast on Ria, Carlos, and Gig.

"Alright, let's go!"

"This isn't what we planned!"

Ria's angry shout rang out. The three warriors had retreated from the guardian's chamber again.

"Well, about that…"

Serge pouted. It certainly wasn't his fault.

The trap was the room itself.

The ray the Dogeazer fired first struck Gig. The barrier blocked that hit.

When Lulu tried to cast another barrier, she noticed it.

"I can't use magic!"

Magical power dispersed upon entering the room. It couldn't take the form of magic—it merely dissipated when released.

Ria threw Gig, who had started attacking allies due to the mind control ray, out of the room, then removed the status ailment with magic outside.

When they tried firing a weak water sphere spell at the Dogeazer as a test, it turned to mere water the moment it entered the room and fell to the ground.

Barriers and such—magic that had already been fixed in place—didn't disperse. But offensive magic couldn't get through. That was the kind of room this was.

"What should we do?"

Carlos was at a loss. He couldn't think of a way to defeat the Dogeazer from this situation.

Gig felt useless and dejected. The two magic users felt the same.

"Well, I do know how to clear this place."

Ria's words surprised everyone. Why hadn't she said so sooner?

"You can break through using the same method as the Ogre King. Well, I guess there's no other choice."

Standing up, Ria handed her long and short katanas to Lulu just in case.

"Eh? What are you going to do?"

"I'd be in trouble if they got disintegrated by some chance."

What she pulled from her magic bag was the nostalgic Beat-to-Death Wooden Sword. Then she gripped hand axes in both hands. Though she wasn't used to these weapons, long-handled ones might be affected by the rays.

"The Ogre King struggled here too. In the end, he apparently defeated it alone."

The Ogre King must have had considerable resistance to status ailments as well, but that wasn't all. Now that she'd seen how magical power dispersed, she understood how he'd blocked the rays.

The Ogre King couldn't use magic. But he was abundant in magical power itself.

"Well, I'm off."

Leaving those words, Ria charged alone into the guardian's chamber.

The Dogeazer fired its rays. The magic defense barrier absorbed the first strike.

The second strike. It was resisted by Ria's innate resistance.

"Haaaaah!"

Her hand axe slash pierced the Dogeazer. She dealt damage with rapid rotations.

She dodged the Dogeazer's body slam and slashed again. Then rays were fired. This time it was the instant-death disintegration ray.

But it was negated by the magical power Ria released.

Yes, magical power.

Not magic. A raw mass of force before becoming magic. That blocked the rays.

The magic had dispersed into magical power, but the magical power itself wasn't erased. So if she released magical power in a torrent, she could use it to defend.

The efficiency was poor. She was using what should become magic—energy, essentially—that would normally be given direction and completed as a spell, using it raw as-is.

But in this case, it was effective.

The magical power the Dogeazer used to fire rays versus the magical power Ria used for defense. Even if the ratio was ten to one against her, it didn't matter.

She just had to crush the Dogeazer before her magical power ran out.

Ria relentlessly slammed her axe into the cracked-carapace Dogeazer.

After realizing its rays had no effect, it attacked with body slams and fangs. But it was futile.

Its body slams were sluggish, and its fangs were shattered by the hand axe.

In the end, Ria defeated the Dogeazer single-handedly.

"Somehow, can't you just beat everything by yourself, Nee-chan?"

To Serge, who greeted her with an exasperated voice, Ria shook her head.

"That's ridiculous. If I were alone, I'd have been overwhelmed by sheer numbers on some floor or collapsed from exhaustion."

That said, she secretly thought she'd like to challenge this place solo someday.
Proof of a Hero
"Hawaa～"

When they teleported to this floor, Maal let out such a sound because she was reminded of her homeland's forest.

But looking more closely, the undergrowth, trees, and the vines filling the spaces between them were all much denser.

Yes, the ninth floor was a jungle.

"But it's pretty strange, isn't it?"

Serge murmured that. Among the six, Ria and Carlos were city-raised, but combined with her previous life's knowledge, Ria also knew about rural woods and forests.

"There aren't any small insects. I can't hear any birds or beasts either."

That was the difference from the jungle in Ria's mental image. Most of all, the temperature wasn't hot.

"We're definitely inside the labyrinth."

Maal's eyes could see the movement of magical power — in other words, the movement of monsters. Even with poor visibility, they wouldn't be caught off guard by a surprise attack.

There were small, ordinary venomous snakes around, and those were actually more dangerous in a way.

Detoxification magic proved valuable, and Maal's knife came in handy as well.

"Something's a bit odd here."

This time it was Carlos who spoke — aside from when they first entered this floor, they hadn't seen any walls.

Leaves grew thickly overhead, making the light source unclear. Because he had lived in a city that resembled a labyrinth since birth, he was the one who felt something was off.

"Then let me check with magic."

Serge concentrated and configured a spell he hadn't used before. It wasn't originally the kind of magic used in labyrinths, but it would probably be effective on this floor.

It was a spell that allowed him to perceive the surrounding space with himself at the center. Each time it touched an obstacle, the area beyond became hazier, but it didn't seem to hit any walls.

After spending over ten minutes, what Serge discovered was that this was a vast space in the shape of a circle.

"The center is open. There's probably a swamp there."

There seemed to be various bodies of water besides the center as well. The monsters that attacked were mostly lizards and amphibians that lived near water.

Honestly, the monsters on the eighth floor had been stronger.

"So the Hydra is in the center…"

Ria stood at the front with Gig, cutting a path with a machete. She had given Gig the same kind of machete.

"Since the Hydra is a disaster-class creature, there have been detailed investigations conducted on it."

The characteristics of the Hydra that Lulu described were roughly the same as what Ria had imagined from her previous life's knowledge.

An eight-headed serpent. Its breath was poisonous, and its blood was toxic as well.

It possessed tremendous regenerative ability — even if a head was cut off, it could grow back in as little as a few minutes.

Their sizes varied, but generally they were large enough to swallow a horse whole in one bite.

"In that case, this sword might not be able to cut through…"

Ria's sword blade was approximately seventy centimeters. While it was just the right length for a quick draw from the waist, it would be difficult against such a large opponent.

With that thought, she took out another sword from her magic bag — the other sword she had received from the Ogre King.

It was a sword ogres used with both hands — called a nodachi in her previous life, with a blade as long as Ria was tall. Ria's physical strength made it not impossible to handle, but her light body weight meant it couldn't be helped, and it had been left unused until now.

But it was finally about to see the light of day.

"Tonight, Kotetsu thirsts for blood."

Leaving behind that dangerous murmur, the group headed toward the central swamp.

The forest opened up, and a large swamp came into view.

The ground underfoot was solid, making it suitable for combat. However, the lack of distance from the swamp was a concern.

"There's a perfect spot over there."

A short distance to the left was a grassy area that formed an open clearing. It was almost as if they were being told to fight there… no, in fact, this place was probably meant for battle.

There was no way they could beat the Hydra in the water. Even Ria thought that would be reckless. It was difficult to cut something with a sword underwater.

The group that had moved watched the swamp, but the Hydra didn't come out even after waiting.

"… Maybe we should look for the mirror for now?"

Serge clapped his hands together, but they didn't know where the crucial mirror was. It was probably in the center of the swamp, but the water plants growing tall there blocked their view.

"I don't want to get wet…"

Though Lulu said so with genuine reluctance, if there was no path, they would have no choice.

"Then let me investigate. It would be good if there's a path and a mirror."

Once again, Serge examined the area with Spatial Perception. It was an inconvenient spell that consumed a lot of magical power for its modest results.

He found that on about the opposite side of this clearing, there was a single narrow path leading to a small island in the center of the swamp. The mirror was probably there.

"But we can't approach it safely without defeating the Hydra."

In the end, they had no choice but to defeat it. So how would they lure it out?

"We could hunt a monster and lure it out with the blood."

They killed a giant crocodile at the water's edge and decided to eat it for the time being. The crocodile meat was delicious.

"Alright, I'll give you the rest. Come on, Hydra!"

She submerged the still-bleeding half of the crocodile into the swamp.

The blood spread out. Apparently no other monsters lived in this swamp, as nothing came hoping for the leftovers.

Before long, a shadow fell across the water's surface.

With a splash, the head of a gigantic serpent appeared.

Splash after splash, more serpent heads appeared.

An eight-headed serpent.

"I-It's huge…"

Carlos groaned involuntarily. The claim that it could swallow a horse whole was no exaggeration.

A disaster-class creature that could destroy a waterside town all by itself. Overwhelming violence that would require a small nation's entire army to challenge.

"Fireball!"

Ria's spell exploded against the Hydra. Showing no sign of damage at all, the heads emerged from the smoke.

"Follow the plan!"

Ria shouted, shouldering the nodachi. Voices responded to her call.

The long battle began.

Gig had switched his weapon from a warhammer to a battleaxe. With a blunt weapon, even if he could damage the Hydra, he wouldn't be able to sever the all-important heads.

Though somewhat unaccustomed to it, he skillfully attempted to sever the heads. Carlos blocked the heads that lunged at them with their fangs using his shield. Occasionally, Maal shot arrows toward the Hydra's eyes.

It took three people to attack one head at a time.

Ria had clad her own longsword in flames. It was known that burning the wounds would delay the Hydra's healing. So she tried to cut off a head with it, but attacks from the other heads prevented her from finding good openings.

Cut and burn, cut and burn. Yet even so, it healed little by little, so their attacks still couldn't deal any truly effective damage.

Still, switching weapons had been the right choice. With the katana's length, she would have dealt even less damage.

Lulu and Serge alternated between healing and fire magic. They scorched the wounds that Gig and Carlos inflicted with fire spells. Direct flames didn't seem to work on the scales, but as expected, the wounds didn't have such defensive power.

Little by little, ever so slightly, the Hydra's movements grew sluggish. But by this point, they had also taken numerous attacks. Both Lulu and Serge had drunk multiple magical power recovery potions to use healing and detoxification magic.

However, the equilibrium shattered in an instant.

"Haaaaaaaaaah!"

Ria's attack nearly severed one of the heads. She drove flames into that wound and slashed again with her sword, completely severing the head.

"That's one!"

With just one head reduced, the balance tipped dramatically in Ria's group's favor.

"Excalibur!"

Though his charge had been insufficient, Serge's spell cut halfway through another head. Ria followed up, severing the second head.

"Flamethrower."

Lulu released flames. They just barely caught Ria's hair, but her Heat Resistance meant it didn't even singe.

From here, Ria increased her magical attacks.

Of course, she was still swinging her sword while it was enchanted with fire magic, but since Serge now had room to use Excalibur, she also blasted Fireball and Exploding Fireball spells into the wounds.

After all, when it came to magical power, she had the most in the party. To conserve magical power recovery potions, it was most efficient for Ria to handle the role of burning the wounds.

Maal drew their attention, Carlos and Gig wore down the heads, Serge severed them. Then Ria cauterized. Lulu focused on healing.

From partway through, they managed to turn this into something like a routine workflow.

Eventually, only one head remained — the largest one.

According to legends from her previous life, there was a theory that this last head was immortal, but based on the subjugation records, that wasn't the case.

They simply continued to wear it down, wound it, and burn it.

Through this sequence of attacks, the Hydra bled and steadily weakened.

Finally, Carlos stopped a fang attack, and Serge's magic delivered the finishing blow. The head was severed.

Everyone was breathing heavily.

Not just the warriors who had been moving around — the mages had also used their magical power to the limit, repeatedly recovering and using it to the limit again.

"This meat is poisonous. Unfortunately, we can't eat it."

Ria took a bite of meat that had been conveniently roasted and spat it out. Even though she had Poison Resistance, that didn't mean she enjoyed eating poisoned food.

Despite having run around the outer perimeter of the battlefield, Maal still had the most stamina remaining, so she distributed stamina recovery potions to the warriors.

Splitting open the Hydra's massive body with an axe, Ria extracted the magic crystal.

It was an enormous crystal, nearly the size of a person's head. How much could it be worth in monetary terms? At least more than herself, Maal thought.

"Nee-chan, try cutting off the tail. The bone at the tip should be able to be processed into a sword."

"Also, you should be able to harvest a deadly poison from its liver. It's dangerous for us, so please handle it."

Since its blood was toxic, they couldn't have Maal do the harvesting.

"And the hide could probably make good armor too."

Ria spent about as much time as the battle had taken to process the Hydra into materials.

"Well then, we've achieved our immediate goal, but…"

In the clearing that had become their battlefield, Ria spoke. Perhaps wary of the Hydra's poison, monsters weren't coming near.

"Having come this far, we have to see the tenth floor."

Serge was eager. Everyone else felt the same — no one chose to turn back here.

"We still have about half our recovery potions remaining. Depending on the enemies on the tenth floor, we might be able to clear it."

Even Lulu, who had the least combat enthusiasm in the group, made that assessment.

"I also really want to see the tenth floor."

Even Maal, who had the least say in matters, expressed her opinion.

The final floor, with no records remaining.

Either there were no conquerors, or if there were, they kept silent. For at least the past two hundred years, there were no records of it being conquered.

"Alright, let's go then."

Without any particular tension, Ria declared.

Into the completely unknown floor—

The explorers stepped forward.
The Final Floor
"Eh?"

No one knew who made that sound. It could have been anyone.

The tenth floor. It was a cavern clearing with a smooth floor.

Pale light emanated from the stones. The circular area was about ten meters across, and in one corner, there was a staircase leading downward.

And behind them was a mirror.

This meant they could return to the ninth floor immediately. And judging from their previous exploration, going back up through the higher floors wouldn't be difficult either.

"This is… a rest area?"

Though Ria murmured it as a question, it felt right.

The ninth floor had been a jungle-like place where taking breaks was difficult. Looking around here, there were clearly no enemies. There probably weren't any traps either.

"There's no magical distortion. It's an ordinary place."

Maal's words confirmed it.

"Maybe we're meant to prepare here before the final boss?"

Serge thought of it in game terms, and considering the nature of this labyrinth, that was probably correct.

"For now, let's rest."

Ria made her decision. Whether they advanced or returned as originally planned, it seemed they could sleep here.

Unfortunately, the stone floor was abnormally hard, making it impossible to dig a bath. They had to settle for wiping down their equipment and bodies with water.

They laid out blankets and lay down. For the first watch, Maal and Ria took guard duty. These two had used the least energy.

"I'm… useless, aren't I?"

Maal whispered in a tiny voice.

Ria embraced Maal's shoulders and slowly stroked her ears.

"That's not true."

There was no lie in Ria's words. Without Maal, exploring the labyrinth would have taken several times longer. But she also understood why Maal felt that way.

"Maal takes care of everyone with cooking and camping, right? Fighting isn't the only skill that matters."

Ria was always gentle toward Maal. A gentleness unimaginable from someone called Ria-chan the Merciless.

"But I want to be useful in battle too."

That feeling wasn't hard to understand.

"I'm one of your comrades too, after all."

Once, she had been just a tool. A tool for finding traps, disarming them, and opening treasure chests.

But here, under Ria, everyone treated her as a comrade. She knew that without anyone having to say it.

If so, she wanted to become not a tool, but a comrade who fought alongside them.

"Then we'll do special training when we get back."

"Yes!"

"Shh. Quietly."

Maal hastily covered her mouth.

"Alright, let's go!"

Having slept and shed even the mental fatigue that didn't show in numbers, the party stepped onto the staircase leading down.

Rather than a labyrinth, this seemed to be a passage.

The width was three meters at most. The ceiling was low too. They thought it was straight at first, but it curved very gradually to the left.

"A spiral staircase, huh? It kind of hints at DNA, or maybe not…"

Only Ria understood the words Serge used, and honestly, Ria wasn't a science-oriented person, but she did occasionally watch programs on public broadcasting.

"Isn't that a double helix? I think that's completely different from this."

"Yeah, I just felt like saying it. But descending a spiral staircase into the earth's depths kind of feels like going to hell. It gives me a bad feeling."

His talkativeness was probably from anxiety. She understood that feeling.

This labyrinth felt claustrophobic. Unlike the previous floors, it had an atmosphere that made it feel like there was no going back.

"Ah, hold on a second."

Serge stopped the group partway through. After a moment of concentration, he used magic to check.

"It's okay, the path behind us isn't closed off."

"While you're at it, can you see what's ahead?"

"Roger."

Serge's magic was space-time magic. Even if he couldn't see it, as long as there were no obstructions, he could understand what the space looked like.

"The depth is… about five castle gates' worth, I guess. I think there's probably something like a door at the end. If the space beyond this wall is hollow, it would easily be the size of five town blocks."

In such a vast space, there was probably a guardian.

"I wonder if it's a dragon."

Ria murmured. The group all looked displeased.

Dragons were the strongest creatures on the surface. They were stronger than most demons.

After all, during the great demon floods two thousand years ago and a thousand years ago, it was only with the power of the Dark Dragon Valis that humanity had finally achieved victory.

Casalia's founder, Leyte Anaia, became Valis's wife and gave birth to the second king. Ria's ancestor.

"Well, even if it's a dragon, it's not going to be one of the Five Divine Dragons."

Carlos, who was familiar with the motif of knights fighting dragons in stories, offered that consolation.

"If a Five Divine Dragon appeared, even I would run away."

Even the ever-confident Ria didn't think she could fight a god-slaying dragon. It would be like telling a human to fight a nuclear warhead.

"Earth dragons would be fine though, right?"

"Yeah, they're just big lizards."

To Lulu's question, Ria puffed out her chest and answered confidently this time.

"Right now I could beat about fifty of them. If my weapon holds out."

It was a frightening thing for Ria to say so casually, but compared to the Ogre King, a big lizard was nothing to fear.

Though a single one could devastate a normal village.

"Nee-chan, have you ever fought a real dragon?"

Among Ria-chan the Merciless's battle records, there had been no fights against dragons.

"No. But they should be stronger than a Hydra."

"There are quite a few records of large cities being destroyed."

Because they incurred a dragon's wrath.

While talking about such things, the party arrived at the bottom.

Before them stood large double doors made of metal.

"This is… mithril."

Lulu reported with a surprised voice. To use precious mithril like this…

"Lucky us."

Grinning, Ria took out her axe and destroyed the door's hinges. Naturally, the door fell inward.

"Serge, collect the mithril."

"Roger that, Nee-chan."

Shrewdly collecting the mass of metal that had been the doors, the party entered the room.

Darkness blocked their vision.

"I can't quite see to the back."

Even Maal, with her night vision, couldn't tell.

"There are large rocks and such scattered around."

Serge perceived this much.

And so, a strategy meeting began.

"First, if things go bad, Maal is to protect Serge and retreat."

"But—!"

Maal raised her voice in protest, but Serge was calm.

"Store all the spoils in my storage space, so it's fine even if we die."

In their battles until now, they had known their opponents. So they could gauge when to retreat.

But up ahead, if there was a dragon—

"All the weapons and armor we've worked so hard to gather would be lost. That's why you should hand everything except the bare minimum to Serge."

The magic bag, which had little capacity to begin with, didn't hold that much anyway, but they handed over their cash and such as well.

"This is my stuff too, just in case."

What Ria handed over, besides cash, included jewels and precious metals taken from the castle, as well as a dagger bearing the royal seal.

"If the worst happens, Maal, I'm counting on you."

Serge alone probably couldn't make it back outside the labyrinth. But with Maal there, they could avoid danger and escape.

"Understood."

Maal nodded with a look of resolve. It was the face of someone who understood the responsibility of the task entrusted to her.

Lulu cast defensive magic on everyone. In addition to physical and magical protection, she also cast magic to prevent mental influence. It was well known that a dragon's roar could cause people to panic.

Serge cast acceleration magic on everyone. Though he could cast it from a distance, being in contact reduced the magic power consumed.

"Alright then, let's go."

A sphere of light shot from Lulu's staff, slicing through the darkness as it traveled forward, then burst.

In that instant, the enormous space was illuminated.

What they saw in the depths was a massive chunk of rock.

No, not a chunk of rock—what looked like a small hill.

A giant.

The giant rose and stood up, maul in hand.

Its body was easily over twenty times larger than Gig's massive frame.

It had only one eye. Horns sprouted from its head.

"A Cyclops…"

An existence that rivaled dragons.

A descendant of the fallen gods.

Its barbaric appearance, clad only in a loincloth and wielding a maul, only served to evoke greater fear.

The giant drew in a breath and roared.

The air trembled.

Without the magical defense, that alone would have left several people unable to move.

"Aaaaaaaah!"

Ria roared as well. She broke into a run. Tachi in hand, toward the giant.

And so the battle began.
The Giant's Advance
It was overwhelming.

An overwhelming power.

It wasn't violence. Violence is something more aggressive.

Not an attack, but simply brushing aside things in the way.

Such a simple, pure power.

The Cyclops's movements were unimaginably fast for its massive body. If Serge hadn't cast acceleration magic on them, they would have been done for immediately.

But even if they could dodge its attacks, what did it matter?

No matter how desperately they attacked, they couldn't even reach the giant's knees. And the giant's skin had enough elasticity to deflect even Gig's warhammer.

"Excalibur!"

Serge's magic sliced through space. But it only managed to scratch the giant's skin.

"Fireball!"

Ria's magic, enhanced with magical power, burst and fizzled out against the surface of the giant's skin.

Even Ria's magically-enhanced sword strike only managed to draw the faintest bit of the giant's blood.

But perhaps it felt some pain from that, as the giant roared again and began thrashing about wildly.

A single blow from its maul shattered the ground, sending fragments flying everywhere. The same material that hadn't been scratched when Ria tried to dig a bath.

Perhaps their small size was a blessing, as the giant's weapon and limbs couldn't directly catch Ria and the others. Of course, the acceleration magic helped too.

The giant grew angry.

It lacked the wisdom of the gods, but it had their strength.

The swinging maul summoned fierce winds, and the shattered ground became stone bullets. It was impossible to dodge them all.

"Aaaaaah!"

Ria roared. With body strengthening, she endured the stones pelting her body.

She circled around and aimed her blade at the giant's ankle, seeking to sever its tendon.

It was useless.

The steel-like skin absorbed almost all of her slash's power, drawing only the faintest blood.

Even so, Ria didn't give up. She had collected Hydra venom for situations just like this. Without hesitation, she coated her blade with it and struck the same spot over and over.

But she couldn't tell if it was working. The Identify magic was being deflected.

"Serge, Identify it for me!"

"Sorry! I can't tell either!"

Even Serge's Identify couldn't see through it. The descendants of the fallen gods possessed abilities befitting their name.

Meanwhile, the giant's attacks continued.

Then one strike sent countless fragments flying at Lulu in an unavoidable spread.

Carlos threw himself in the way. The impact was enough to warp his shield.

But Lulu was safe. Carlos only had a numb arm.

"Are you alright!?"

At Carlos's question, Lulu tried to answer.

She tried to answer.

The giant's arm swung, sending Carlos flying.

It was a careless, irritated motion, like swatting away an insect.

Yet it was still a blow that sent his shield flying and warped his armor.

The knight slammed against the wall and coughed up blood.

Lulu's healing magic flew toward him. But his warped armor prevented his body from properly healing.

Then came the giant's follow-up attack.

With a wet crunch, Carlos was crushed.

It was instant death. Perhaps that was a mercy.

Carlos's body dissolved into particles of light and disappeared, leaving behind only his compressed armor. Blood-soaked armor.

Where had his sword gone?

Lulu was thinking about such trivial things. She was thinking while screaming.

How dare you.

How dare you do that to Carlos.

She had completely lost her temper. Though it's rarely pointed out, Lulu was impulsive and hot-blooded. If she weren't, she would never have left her countryside home, nor would she have followed along on Ria's journey.

The aggression normally suppressed by reason revealed itself. She just wanted to kill this thing in front of her. That was all she could think about.

Magical power surged. The spell formula took shape.

She raised her staff.

"White Inferno!"

An advanced fire spell said to possess otherworldly power. A white serpent of flame struck the Cyclops's chest.

The giant howled. A cry of agony.

Its chest glowed red like heated metal.

But that was all.

The giant glared down at the mage who had caused it such pain, raising its maul overhead.

"Lulu!"

Ria's cry and the maul's descent came simultaneously.

With a wet crunch, her body was crushed, leaving only her staff behind.
The Katana Does Not Break
When Carlos and Lulu were taken out, Serge honestly thought it was over.

Though they had struggled through difficult battles before, none had been this hopeless. Serge's trump cards had always dealt massive damage to their enemies, and there had been nothing Ria's katana couldn't cut.

But now neither worked.

He had tried Longinus as well, but it only left a wound about the size of a needle prick.

There was one final trump card remaining. But using it would nearly exhaust his magical power. If that happened, he wouldn't be able to use acceleration magic anymore.

Ria might manage somehow, but without acceleration, it would be difficult for Gig to dodge the giant's attacks. And if he took even a single hit, Gig's supposedly sturdy body would be tragically reduced to mincemeat.

It's fine even if we die. Seeing Carlos and Lulu's bodies disappear just as Maal had described, he didn't doubt that they would revive.

But still, he didn't want to die.

Serge, who had memories of dying, felt this especially strongly.

An instant death would be one thing, but if his limbs were torn off, how much agony would he have to endure?

"Nee-chan!"

Let's retreat. We can still make it now.

It was unfortunate for Carlos and Lulu, but they would have to give up on the armor and staff. Considering how much they had earned so far, it could become a funny story later.

Only those without warrior's blood thought this way.

Maal shared Serge's opinion. She wanted to escape right now. Even if they would be revived, she never wanted to experience that moment of suffering at death again.

But she wouldn't flee. As long as Ria was fighting, she wouldn't flee.

The two warriors didn't even consider running.

Even if I die, Maal will take Serge and escape—thinking that, Ria could focus entirely on the battle.

She wanted to kill the enemy before her. Wanted to kill it completely. That was all she thought about.

Rather than a warrior's instinct, perhaps it was a beast's instinct. Or maybe something even more primal.

Ria thought: This is a true fight to the death.

Her duel in her previous life. The battle with the Ogre King. Those had also been life-threatening, but they were fights with an endpoint in sight.

Of course, those had been exhilarating battles that made her blood boil.

But this was different.

Even in the battles on the previous floors, despite the struggles, she had always seen a path to victory.

But this was different.

There was no way to calculate it. They had made a strategy, but that too had crumbled.

Even so, she simply wanted to kill. Without thinking about whether she lived or died, only her killing intent continued to rise.

"HYAAAAH!"

Pouring every technique, every ounce of power, everything she had into it, she swung the katana down.

The giant's toe was half-severed.

And then, unable to withstand it, the katana shattered.

It didn't break. Unable to withstand Ria's magical power and the impact of the slash, the steel exploded from within.

But because of that, one of the giant's fingers was torn off.

The giant roared. It thrashed about wildly.

The labyrinth—probably built to be sturdy for exactly this reason—crumbled in places all around.

The impact of the debris slowed Gig's movements. The giant's fist came crashing down on him.

Gig was unlucky. He wasn't killed instantly.

For the several seconds until another blow struck him, the pain continued.

Serge showed quick thinking. He used the mithril door he had collected earlier as a shield.

Huddling close with Maal, he watched as Gig turned to light and disappeared.

Once he stored the door again, his first priority became escape. Fortunately, the exit wasn't blocked.

And then Serge played his final trump card.

He picked up a piece of labyrinth stone that had fallen nearby. He looked at the giant's massive body.

The weak point seemed to be its eye. With only one, it was certainly a vulnerability. But it wouldn't be a fatal wound.

The brain or the heart? Probably the heart. He could imagine the giant continuing to rampage even without a brain.

"Nee-chan! I'm using my final trump card! Once I use this, I'll be out of magical power!"

He constructed the spell formula in his mind. Built up his magical power. Mental concentration. If it went off accidentally, he would die.

He focused on the rock in his hand. His target was the giant's heart.

"Explosion Teleport."

The rock in his hand vanished.

Teleporting a solid into another solid. When he had experimented on an ordinary beast, he sent a stone into its head, simply thinking it would die from that.

But what actually happened was an explosion. When matter overlapped with matter, it created an impact of that magnitude.

The blast had struck his entire body, leaving him bedridden for days. His magical power hadn't recovered for a while either.

Now, he had used it again.

An explosion erupted in the giant's chest.

It was enough to bring the giant to its knees. Fresh blood sprayed everywhere.

"It wasn't enough…"

The giant clutched its chest. It had definitely taken damage, receiving a wound unlike any before. But that was all.

Even Serge's greatest magic couldn't bring down the giant. Though it pressed a hand to the wound on its chest, its movements weren't slowed.

But it had drawn the giant's attention for a moment.

Ria slammed the battle axe she had drawn against the wound where the giant's finger had been severed.

It was causing pain. Though not enough to be called real damage, pain was still pain.

Even if losing a single finger wouldn't kill it, that didn't mean it could be ignored.

The giant crouched down. A movement to protect its wound. Its weak point—the eye—was now within reach.

Ria threw a spear. Not one of her common spears. It was one she had carefully selected at the royal castle.

But even that only grazed the eyeball slightly before falling to the ground, leaving barely a scratch.

"Damn it."

Ria cursed. The vital point had come slightly closer. But her most trusted blade was gone.

She pulled a sword from her bag. A mithril sword. It was inferior in hardness and sharpness compared to the katana, but better suited for channeling magical power.

She struck the giant's foot with all the magical power she could muster, but the edge was dull. Overall performance-wise, it was about the same as the katana. At least it didn't explode.

Using her light body to its fullest advantage, she toyed with the giant. But if her attacks weren't working, eventually she would exhaust herself and be crushed.

She swung down on the giant's finger with a sword filled to its limit with magical power.

Another finger fell. And the sword shattered as well.

When this battle ends, I'm going to choose a proper katana. Ria made that resolution in her heart.

She swung her battle axe and wounded the giant's hand.

It was probably causing pain. But no matter how many times she repeated this, it wouldn't be enough to bring down the giant.

Still, she kept fighting. As if living only to fight.

The acceleration magic wore off, and the giant's hand swatted her. Her body slammed hard into the stone wall.

But she launched herself forward in a single breath, swinging the axe again. The handle bent and became unusable. She took another attack. Deflected it.

Getting crushed flat was the only thing she had to avoid. Everything else she could endure.

Even as her flesh and bones creaked in protest, she could still endure. Pain Resistance-san, you're doing good work.

Her body suddenly swayed. The acceleration magic had worn off.

Her whole body ached, but she could move. She could still fight.

Letting out a war cry, she swung down her replacement axe.

Still not enough. The weapon was too weak. Repelled by skin and muscle, the steel bent.

She was crushed.

By its palm, she was crushed. Without realizing it, her movements had slowed.

But she could still move. Body Strengthening-san, Bone Strengthening-san, Internal Strengthening-san, thank you for your hard work.

Seeing Ria still moving even after the floor was destroyed beneath her, the giant finally tried to crush her in earnest.

Its fists destroyed the floor surface. The flying debris bit into Ria's armor and tore her clothes to shreds.

She was slammed into the wall again. Her muscles groaned and twisted. The bleeding was severe. Normally, she would have died from ruptured organs.

But she kept moving.

Using her katana as a cane, she stood up. The will to fight remained unextinguished in her eyes.

Would she die? That was no longer important.

The giant swung its hand, slamming her into the wall twice, three times. Even her reinforced skeleton creaked, likely developing countless hairline fractures.

She regenerated. She healed. Her Gifts were unleashing. But it still wasn't enough.

It still wasn't enough to defeat this giant.

The giant picked up the small creature tottering toward it.

"Nee-chan!"

"Ria-chan!"

Bloodied and battered, looking like a suitably crushed little thing, the giant tried to eat her.

Faced with the massive jagged teeth before her, Ria laughed.

"You fell for it, you fool."

She severed her own left leg, held in the giant's grip, with her katana.

Free-falling, she slipped right into the giant's mouth. Before she could be chewed, she invaded deeper within.

The giant's throat moved, swallowing Ria. No, she made it swallow her.

Ria's leg fell to the ground. A cleanly cut cross-section.

The giant clutched its chest. It let out an agonized groan.

Inside the giant's belly, Ria was rampaging freely.

Using Fireball magic to illuminate the slimy, writhing organs, she indiscriminately stabbed everywhere with her thick-bladed weapon.

Since she had lost a leg, she anchored herself with her remaining foot and the weapon she had driven in.

If she was vomited up, it was over. There wouldn't be another chance. She probably had no strength left anyway.

The acid and mucus dissolved her armor and clothes. But Ria didn't stop moving.

Thank goodness I have Acid Resistance.

The giant was suffering.

Unable to even thrash about properly, it just suffered. It clawed at its own stomach and chest. Eventually it collapsed, legs flailing pathetically, sharp claws tearing through its own chest.

Serge and Maal watched this in terror.

The giant's movements gradually slowed, then it convulsed, and finally went completely still.

She did it.

"She did it from the inside. So even a giant can be defeated that way."

Serge mumbled in a daze. He couldn't believe it. Was she Issun-boushi? He couldn't believe she had actually gone that far, cutting off her own leg.

A katana emerged from the belly of the giant lying on its back.

Perhaps because it had lost its hardness in death, the flesh was cut easily.

Along with the smell of entrails, a lump of flesh appeared. Draped in long black hair and covered in blood and acid, it was Ria.

The katana she had been using as a cane, unable to endure the abuse and acid any longer, snapped.

The one-legged Ria collapsed and slid down from the giant's belly.

"Ria-chan!"

Maal rushed over. Serge's legs wouldn't support him, and he followed unsteadily.

Her breathing was ragged. One eye had been lost to the acid. Even so, she spoke to the two figures before her.

"It's… my win."

And then she lost consciousness.
The Labyrinth's Garden
As though rising from deep underwater, her consciousness surfaced.

It was the process of waking from sleep, and at the same time, a process of reconstructing the being known as Ria.

Her five senses returned. Among them, touch was the clearest.

(I can move…?)

In the darkness, she reached out her hand. Something cracked with a snap, and light flooded into her eyes.

Her whole body moved. From her fingertips to her toes.

She recalled her memories. She should have cut off one of her legs. Had Lulu reattached it?

Without fully understanding what had happened to her, Ria got up.

She had been lying naked on a bed. She was inside a cabin with a strong smell of wood. Black fragments lay scattered on the bed—apparently they had been covering her.

(Where am I?)

Sunlight streamed in through the gaps in the wooden boards. If they had left the labyrinth, why would she be in a cabin like this?

A set of Ria's spare clothes had been placed on a chair beside the bed. Her boots were beneath it. Everything she had entrusted to Serge before that decisive battle.

Even her underwear was neatly folded. Come to think of it, she had very clearly told Serge not to do anything weird with them, and he had replied with an annoyed expression.

"Nee-chan, I'm not old enough to have those kinds of urges yet. Besides, I'm only interested in what's inside."

Chuckling at the memory, Ria got dressed. Her armor and weapons were gone. The magic bag was gone too. They had probably dissolved in the giant's stomach. The dagger with the royal seal was still there.

Though her equipment left her feeling quite vulnerable, Ria stepped outside the cabin.

"Wow…"

Before her, bathed in light, spread a meadow overflowing with flowers.

The sun was positioned almost directly overhead, yet it cast a gentle light. Throughout the expansive space, great trees stood here and there, creating patches of shade.

From beneath the nearest tree, a figure came running toward her.

"Nee-chan～"

It was Serge. He was running toward her with a beaming smile, but Ria was more concerned about something else.

"Thank goodness. You woke up properly."

"Where's Maal?"

While patting the head of the boy who had enthusiastically embraced her, what Ria was really concerned about was the other survivor.

"I had Maal deliver a message. I was waiting for Nee-chan to hatch from the egg."

He had suddenly said something she could not let slide.

"Egg?"

She did not understand. But judging from the context, he probably meant the fragments on the bed.

"Hm? I thought it was one of Nee-chan's Gifts or something."

Serge tilted his head, but Ria had no idea either. When she checked herself, she found that such Gifts had indeed been unlocked.

Hibernation and Molting seemed to fit the bill. There was also Super Regeneration. Was it superior to High Speed Recovery?

"It seems so. That was the first time I'd ever been injured that badly, after all."

That was that, then. According to Serge, a black shell had formed around Ria's unconscious body. And it had remained unresponsive like that for a week.

"A week…"

"After a full day passed, I had Maal return to the surface. I stayed behind because the labyrinth's master wanted to talk, and…"

"The labyrinth's master—so this is inside the labyrinth, right?"

She had suspected as much, but to think this labyrinth could even create a sun.

"They say it's the 11th floor of the labyrinth. To be precise, it's apparently close to being a different world."

A different world—quite the grand scale.

"So, who is this labyrinth master?"

She tensed slightly. Given that this being had created such a peaceful space, they probably were not evil and likely had sensibilities close to those of humans. She could tell that much from Serge's demeanor as well.

But at the same time, they must possess immense power. Perhaps even more troublesome than the Cyclops.

"Hey, Labyrinth～"

Serge waved toward the great tree he had been sitting under. From there, a gentle light drifted toward them.

It was not large—about thirty centimeters at most. Within the light, she could make out the figure of a winged fairy.

But wait—Labyrinth?

"Oh my, you're awake."

The soft light subsided, revealing a small fairy in a green dress.

"I am Labyrinth. The master of this labyrinth."

She had a face full of curiosity. Ria recognized this gaze—it was the same one she had felt watching her throughout the labyrinth.

What Labyrinth said next made Ria freeze.

"And just like you two, a reincarnator."

After they finished introducing themselves, Labyrinth said with a smile:

"Born as a princess? You must have used quite a lot of points～"

She had been misunderstood here too, but the correction was simple. Labyrinth possessed a Gift called Fairy's Insight, which allowed her to actually appraise Ria.

"Dragon's Bloodline, huh. The same Gift as Anaia. Looks like you have more Skills than Anaia, but you haven't drawn out the full power of the Gift yet."

While casually mentioning something important, Labyrinth filled in what had happened after they defeated the Cyclops.

Right after Ria lost consciousness, her body was covered by a black shell. As the other two panicked, Labyrinth appeared before them.

Labyrinth told them she was the master of this labyrinth and teleported the egg and the two of them to this space.

Since appraisal showed it was a dragon's egg, she advised them to wait and see. The two complied.

She gave Maal her reward first and teleported her to the surface, then placed the egg on the bed. After that, she reminisced about Japan with Serge and watched him practice magic.

"Reminisced about Japan? But wouldn't there be about a thousand years' difference…?"

Ria's question was reasonable, and Serge had thought the same at first. But apparently, those who reincarnate into this world are all from 21st century Japan, though they are reborn into different eras. When Ria asked Labyrinth when she had died, it turned out to be just slightly before Ria.

"The Gift I took was Genesis Magic. During the Great War a thousand years ago, I raised my level and sublimated it into the Labyrinth Creation Gift. Since then, I've been training adventurers here."

She did not say "explorers." When Labyrinth created this labyrinth, "adventurers" was the more common term.

"What do you mean by training?"

"The next Great War will be happening soon, right? I'm helping raise humanity's overall strength in preparation for it."

However, she shook her head and said that making it so no one dies may have been too gentle.

Dying would defeat the purpose, but since she had designed it this way, she wanted more people to come challenge it aggressively. Yet in the past hundred years, only one person besides Ria's group had conquered the lowest floor.

"By the way, what's that person's name?"

"I won't tell you. It's personal information. Well, you'll probably meet them naturally when the Great War comes."

She had thought it might be the person named Ars that the Ogre King had mentioned, but confirming it would not really matter.

More importantly, there was something besides reincarnation-related topics that she had almost forgotten about.

"I heard that if you conquer the labyrinth, you'll grant any wish…"

"Not anything. Anything within what I'm able to do."

That was mostly affirmative. Given what she had seen of this labyrinth, quite a lot seemed possible.

"Actually, in my previous life, I was male…"

To her question of whether she could become male again, Labyrinth folded her arms and thought.

"I've never heard of someone having a different gender from their previous life… Setting that aside, becoming male itself is simple. It can be done with magic. But you don't just want to look male—you want all the functions and everything too, right?"

Ria nodded. Labyrinth looked apologetic.

"The conclusion is that it's possible. But since I'd have to rewrite your DNA, you'd have to start over from being a baby…"

Furthermore, she said there was a high possibility that most of her memories would disappear.

That was effectively the same as being impossible. Having had her hopes up, the disappointment was great.

"So there's no other way…"

"Well, there might be one possibility."

Prefacing that it was only a small possibility, Labyrinth said:

"Bals might know. He's lived far longer than me, and he knows a lot about Dragon's Bloodline."

The Dark Dragon Bals.

That was quite a significant name.

Among the Five Great Divine Dragons, he was the only one who had clearly sided with humanity. He was said to dwell in the Dark Labyrinth in the continent's northwest, preparing for the coming war against the demons.

"Otherwise, maybe Azelford. He's not dead yet, right? Or Quorphos of the elves. The other Five Great Divine Dragons should also be quite knowledgeable. I have a few other leads, but I don't know where on the continent they are, so I can't count on them. They've probably changed their names and faces."

Azelford was the great sage said to reside on Holy Mountain Cyros. In his youth, Rufus had studied under him as a disciple. To Ria, he was her master's master.

Quorphos was an Ancient Elf who lived in the deepest part of the great forest in the continent's northeast. They were also a legendary figure, but one reasonably well-disposed toward humans.

Even so, legendary figures' names were popping up one after another.

Though her name was not recorded in history, Labyrinth was probably one of the legendary heroes as well.

"So that wish is no good. Anything else? If you're a warrior, aren't you interested in an amazing weapon or something?"

Speaking of weapons…

"I used up all my weapons in the battle with the Cyclops. Could you repair them?"

"Eh? I can do that much for free. Here."

When Labyrinth waved her hand, all of Ria's armor and weapons appeared before her. Of course, including the katana that had exploded.

As a bonus, she also restored Carlos's dented and battered armor. Shields were fine too, as long as they were not enchanted.

"Oh, but not the magic bag. Magic items take some power, so I'll count that as one wish."

The magic bag was valuable, but with Serge here, it was not really needed. Besides, if they searched the magic tool shops in the labyrinth city, they could probably find one or two for sale.

"By the way, what did Serge and Maal get?"

When she asked, Serge proudly produced a thick grimoire.

It was a grimoire containing all the magic in Labyrinth's knowledge, including spells that had been lost. He could not use them yet, but it was a closely-guarded tome covering everything up to Genesis Magic. It was enchanted so that only Serge could read it.

Maal had apparently been given the ability to use magic. More precisely, her aptitude for magic had been drawn out. Since Maal possessed the Eyes of the Fairy, she had an aptitude for spirit magic, and that had been awakened. She could ask Maal herself for the details.

"Simply, wanting to become stronger…"

"This labyrinth exists to help people grow stronger. I can give you the optimal environment for getting stronger, but I can't do it instantly."

That made sense.

She was stumped. Now that her most desired wish had proven impossible, nothing else readily came to mind.

After all, she was a princess of a nation. Anything that could be solved with money was generally manageable.

"Want me to give you a magic sword or something? Plenty of immature nobles have brought them in."

Unfortunately, she was not that skilled with swords. Even if her Swordsmanship skill was high, she found katanas easier to wield.

Katanas were a fairly minor weapon in this world, and given the complexity of their forging process, they hardly existed as magical weapons.

"I want a katana, but there probably isn't a better one than this."

She showed Labyrinth the katana the Ogre King had given her. But Labyrinth could not tell the difference in katana quality.

"If you want a katana that badly, why don't you try making one?"

Seeing Ria's fixation on katanas, Labyrinth made that suggestion.

A katana was not something you could just forge easily. Ria knew that well from her previous life's memories.

"I mean, with Genesis Magic. If it's not a magic item, you might be able to make one fairly easily."

"Labyrinth, in my previous life, I was fortunate enough to see many katanas called masterpieces, but honestly, hardly any katanas in this world can compare to the quality blades from over there."

"Hardly any" was putting it politely. Even this katana from the Ogre King could not hold a candle to a Kotetsu. If she had had a Kotetsu, the battle with the Cyclops would have been much easier.

"If you've seen many, that actually makes it easier to create one, I think. Do you know the manufacturing methods and processes?"

"Of course. I've watched katanas being forged more than just two or three times."

After all, I'd even published a book about it.

"Genesis Magic is, ultimately, magic that manifests your imagination into reality. If your ideal katana exists within you, you can create it."

If that was really true, it was certainly appealing.

"I can share a spell called Weapon Creation from my power. At the very worst, you'd be able to create a copy of the katana in front of you. Oh, but magic weapons are a different matter."

Being able to create the same katana as this one—that was appealing enough.

"Alright, I'll take that."

She agreed readily. Labyrinth placed her small hand on Ria's forehead.

"Some power will flow into you. Be careful not to collapse."

Along with Labyrinth's voice, something warm flowed into her.

It took the form of flames.

Flames that heated and forged iron.

It was something nostalgic. Something she had yearned for.

Together with the memories filling her heart, Ria received her new power.
To the Surface
It was a beautiful katana.

"Oooh…"

The blade's brilliance was as calm as moonlight, while the portion from the ridge to the body held the dark sheen of iron.

"Ooooh…"

Ria held the katana in her hands, examining it from various angles, inspecting it again and again, before finally nodding.

"It's Kotetsu."

Half a day had passed since she began creating katanas with genesis magic.

By the time Ria finally produced a katana she was satisfied with, she had used up almost all of her magic power.

The mental concentration required was considerable, and her stamina was greatly depleted as well. Even so, she had already begun working on her next blade.

This time, it wasn't the Kotetsu she had examined so thoroughly in her hands before. It was a short blade she had viewed at a museum.

Spending roughly the same amount of magic power, time, and stamina, she brought it into existence.

"Masamune."

After examining it from various angles once again, Ria finally nodded in approval.

During this time, Serge had been receiving magic instruction from Labyrinth.

Genesis magic was Labyrinth's specialty as the ultimate form of magic, but that didn't mean she couldn't use other types. From common fire and water magic to the spatial magic that Serge excelled at, she taught him various techniques.

"Nee-chan, you about ready?"

When Serge called out to her, Ria eagerly sheathed the katanas she had created at her waist. A satisfied expression floated on her face.

"Indeed, I am most grateful. With this, I shall no longer be caught off guard due to my weapons."

Her manner of speech had become somewhat samurai-like. Even Labyrinth looked exasperated.

"As you probably realized from using it, the importance of your image and composition is the same as other magic. Once you get used to it, you'll be able to create them much faster."

Ria nodded with a smile.

"Truly, there is much more I would like to discuss, but…"

"Same here. After all, it's been so long since I've had visitors. But you have people waiting for you, don't you?"

The three reincarnators looked at each other's faces.

"I'll come back again before long. We'll talk about various things then."

"That's fine. Well, the Great War will probably begin soon, so I'll be heading out around that time anyway."

The Great War. Also called the Millennium, the deadly struggle between demons and humanity. Both a thousand and two thousand years ago, it had reduced much of the continent to scorched earth, decreasing the population to less than a tenth. A dark age.

"That soon?"

Ria asked with concern, but Labyrinth shook her head.

"It will happen within the next ten years. However, I don't know how much the demons' power has recovered in the frozen wastelands."

In the Great Wars, the demons were always the invading side, and humans had claimed victory by driving them back beyond the permafrost.

The more power the demons accumulated, the greater the devastation would be.

"That's why I want lots of people to come train in the labyrinth."

Labyrinth shrugged. Ria found herself agreeing, and thought she would need to speak with her father the king about it.

As if adding an afterthought, Labyrinth spoke.

"Also, don't reveal my true identity when you return to the surface. I didn't even show myself to your other little kitten. You three are special because you're reincarnators."

There was still much Ria wanted to know about Labyrinth's background, but since Serge had apparently heard some of it, she could ask him later. Besides, their waiting companions were surely worried.

"Also, I have a request…"

When Labyrinth waved her hand, a massive Hell Hound appeared.

Sharp fangs, bright red eyes. And a wagging tail.

"You tamed this one, didn't you?"

"Huh?"

So she had domesticated it. She did remember petting and fussing over one of them, and now that she mentioned it, this one did look different from the others.

It gazed at Ria from a sitting position, panting with its tongue out.

"Since it got used to humans, I can't use it as a labyrinth monster anymore. Sorry, but would you take it with you?"

It was an unexpected request. Ria folded her arms and pondered.

The Hell Hound's red eyes stared at her.

"Well, I suppose there's no helping it…"

It was a large dog, but it wouldn't be impossible to keep in the royal castle's garden. As long as it didn't attack people, there shouldn't be a problem. Rufus had kept monsters as his familiars too.

The concern was whether the horses would be frightened, but Matsukaze should be fine. They would just have to get Johnny and the donkey used to it.

"Well then, I'll send you off."

Ria and Serge climbed onto the back of the Hell Hound, now fitted with a collar. Labyrinth waved at them.

Enveloped in a faint light, the beast and the two people were teleported away.

"Now then, I wonder how close they can get to Ars's strength? It wouldn't be strange if the demons won this time around…"

Labyrinth's murmuring face wore the smile of a mischievous fairy.

The real sun was sinking toward the western mountains.

They were on the small hill with the door leading to the labyrinth. It seemed they had been teleported to the same place they had returned through the mirror.

Around them were other explorers who had similarly returned. Looking down, she could see groups of explorers heading toward the inn, and among them was a small tent pitched along the way.

The problem was the small cat beastkin sitting beside that tent.

"Maal?"

At her small call, Maal reacted with a large start.

"Ria-chan!"

She stood up and came running up the hill. But partway up, her feet stopped.

It was understandable upon seeing the Hell Hound. Ria dismounted and went to meet Maal herself.

As they embraced, Ria put her hands under Maal's arms and lifted her up while spinning around.

Maal looked slightly bewildered for a moment, then immediately broke into a smile. She laughed out loud.

Of course, such a sight with a massive Hell Hound nearby couldn't escape notice. Some figures departed while others approached.

"Nee-chan, you're attracting too much attention."

Serge heaved a great sigh.

Maal briefly explained what had happened after teleporting ahead.

When Maal emerged outside, the three who had been crushed by the Cyclops had apparently just woken up in the guild's medical room.

From the fact that the other three hadn't been killed and teleported out, they judged they must have retreated. Given the situation, that was a reasonable conclusion. Just as they had decided to take turns standing by at the guild, Maal had returned.

After hearing Maal's story, Lulu, who best knew Ria's extraordinary nature, used her seniority to insist they simply wait.

However, Maal hadn't wanted to just pass the time, so she had pitched a tent here and waited for Ria and the others to return.

Ria and Maal talked about all this while holding hands on the way back to the mansion. Serge just listened from behind, riding on the Hell Hound's back.

Normally they should have reported the labyrinth conquest to the guild, but considering the commotion that would cause, they had postponed it until the next day.

When they returned to the mansion, Lulu first showed Ria her leg that had been preserved in ice. Since she couldn't use magic to regenerate a completely lost organ, she had needed to keep it this way. Naturally, the leg that had somehow regrown surprised her.

"Anego really is amazing."

What exactly was amazing? Gig wasn't even sure anymore, but he was genuinely impressed.

"I wonder if her limbs regenerated because she has dragon's blood. Even so, recovering in just one week is too fast."

Even while saying this, Lulu was incinerating Ria's now-unnecessary leg.

Having her own leg burned in front of her was quite the horror.

"More importantly, what are we going to do about that dog?"

"During travel it can hunt monsters for food, and once we're back at the capital it can be a guard dog, right?"

Ria thought about it simply, but by Carlos's common sense, bringing a monster to the royal castle was unthinkable. Absolutely not. However, looking at the Hell Hound waiting intelligently in the down position, he thought perhaps it couldn't be helped.

"Getting Johnny and the others used to it will be troublesome…"

With those words, Carlos accepted that their traveling party had grown by one.

Klaus, who had returned to the mansion, was surprised in many ways.

The massive Hell Hound, the regenerated leg, and the magic crystal larger than a head that Serge produced.

"Well now, in all my years, I've never been so surprised by anyone."

That was quite the understatement.

After that, they held a simple celebration for completing the labyrinth conquest, with plans to hold a proper party at a later date. It was customary for the mayor's residence to be provided for such occasions.

"Starting tomorrow, the whole town will be in an uproar for a while."

Klaus spoke happily. About how as a child he had wanted to become an explorer and practiced with a sword. How he grew up, formed a party, and challenged the labyrinth. How he died early on and gave up, succeeding his father instead.

Truly, everyone has their own history.

Ria soaked leisurely in the bath, petting Maal who was curled up in her arms.

"Ahh, baths are life's laundry."

"Ria-chan, you always say that."

Maal squirmed in her arms, and Ria gently embraced her.

"It's a pet phrase, I suppose. But I don't think I say it that often."

"… Ria-chan, haven't your breasts gotten bigger?"

"Eh?"

Since there weren't brassiere-type undergarments in this world, she hadn't noticed, but she could confirm for herself that they had indeed grown.

Come to think of it, her clothes and pants had become slightly shorter in length too. It seemed that inside the egg, she had not only regenerated but also grown.

"I see, I've become even more beautiful!"

Looking at herself in the large mirror, Ria admired her own reflection.
And So, They Set Out Once More
Early the next morning, Ria trained with Carlos and Gig as her opponents.

In doing so, she noticed that her physical abilities had clearly improved. Rather than her status, the Body Strengthening and Skeletal Reinforcement levels included in her Gift had increased.

However, because of her slightly increased height and the rapidly developed muscles, conversely, the techniques she had learned so far didn't feel quite right anymore.

"My level went up, but…"

She didn't really feel like she'd gotten stronger.

At Ria's feet, Carlos and Gig, who had been knocked down barehanded, lay gasping for breath.

"Se～riously, what is with this girl? She was strong before, but now she's completely beyond common sense."

"As expected of Anego."

Carlos used the magic sword taken from the Specter Knight, while Gig used his familiar warhammer, but they were easily knocked down by her unarmed combat alone.

In contrast to them, Maal was practicing her spirit magic.

"Hmm…"

She gazed at the flow of magical power in the air. From within it, she particularly sensed the power of wind and synchronized her emotions to it.

A gentle breeze blew, stirring Serge and Lulu's hair.

Serge had his grimoire open, eagerly working to develop a method to reduce the magical power required for spatial magic.

"That's nice… I wanted something too…"

Though Lulu said that while watching Maal's magic, spirit magic was outside her specialty. In the first place, unlike ordinary magic, it wasn't something that could be controlled through theory. Lulu could really only observe.

"Well, Lulu, if there's a magic you want, I'll look it up for you."

"I already have the knowledge. The problem is configuration ability and magical power."

In the fight against the Cyclops, Lulu had been completely useless. The same was true for everyone else, but for Lulu, who had privately appointed herself as Ria's guardian, it was deeply frustrating.

It couldn't be helped. Though Serge thought that, he had no way to explain it to Lulu, who didn't know about their previous lives or the details of their Gifts.

"Anyway, we're going to be busy for a while starting today."

At times like these, if Carlos offered some comfort, his standing would rise, thought the boy who was over thirty years old including his previous life, sighing like an old man.

As expected, it caused a huge commotion. As expected, and exceeding expectations.

On top of the magic crystals from the guardians of the sixth floor and beyond that were brought to the guild, Serge revealed the space-time magic he had been keeping secret until now, claiming it had been bestowed upon him by the lord of the labyrinth. It was an absolute hit.

Since Mayor Klaus already knew about it, that was fine, but since they would be forming a parade on the main street, the coordination for all of that took considerable effort.

They left procedural matters to Carlos and Lulu as much as possible, but since both of them had already died when the final guardian was defeated, from that point on it was mainly Ria and Serge who had to speak.

"A Cyclops… you say?"

The guild master who was taking their statement was rendered speechless upon hearing the monster's name.

"Yeah. It was tough since neither swords nor magic worked on it."

After Ria gave that explanation, questions naturally followed.

"Then how did you defeat it?"

"I got eaten on purpose and cut it up from inside its stomach."

As the guild master was left speechless, Serge thought to himself that he should have aimed for the inside of the mouth as well, though it was too late now.

The pastries they ate while talking were delicious.

That afternoon, the grand labyrinth exploration victory was officially proclaimed in front of the guild.

The next day's parade and the schedule for the banquet at town hall were announced.

Requests for meetings with Ria's group came incessantly from Labyrinth City's influential people and merchants, and Carlos was kept busy handling them.

Accomplished explorers also came, wanting to hear various stories. The mages were directed to Lulu, and the warriors to Gig. Both looked like adults on the outside, at least.

As for Ria, men with the wrong idea tried to approach her flirtatiously, but when she demonstrated snapping mass-produced swords with her bare hands, they retreated like a receding wave.

Maal was also popular. She had lived in Labyrinth City for a long time originally, and many beastkin explorers had gathered there. Her communication skills were high.

Serge was bored. But for some reason, he was surrounded by Onee-san explorers and pampered. It was irrelevant that Ria was watching with envious eyes.

They were finally freed in the evening, but at dinner Klaus informed them of the next day's schedule. It looked like another long day was ahead.

Brushing Matsukaze, taking the Hellhound for a walk, massaging Maal's paw pads — these things healed her heart.

"Come to think of it, Nee-chan, what are you going to name that dog?"

Serge asked while petting the fluffy Hellhound without reservation. Calling it Hellhound forever would be inconvenient.

"I've decided on a name. It's Rudolph."

"Such a grand name appeared!"

He had been certain another Japanese-style name would come, but his expectations were betrayed.

"I mean, look at him, right? Don't you think he has the look of a Rudolph?"

Indeed, with his bared fangs and the way he glared at his prey, he had a presence that didn't lose to the grand name.

Though in front of Ria, he would roll over like a puppy. With an attitude that seemed to say "pet me," he was delighted when Serge petted him too.

Seeing this, Matsukaze apparently got jealous and delivered a headbutt, and so the day ended.

The next day, they held the parade in the morning, the ceremony at noon. The banquet at town hall in the evening proceeded exactly as explained.

From the following day onward, they attended parties daily upon receiving invitations from influential people.

Their circle of acquaintances widened considerably, but whether becoming famous in this city, which was a bit distant from the Kingdom of Casalia, had any real meaning was questionable.

Additionally, Ria revealed her true identity.

As just the ordinary explorer Ria, too many reckless fools had been picking fights with her, so she decided to borrow the prestige of royalty.

But this was a failure.

The important people sought contact with Ria even more, and now she had to deal with explorers who came with the purpose of entering government service.

Ria, whose stress had been building up considerably, formed parties with such people, charged into the labyrinth, and dueled them under conditions where it would be fine if they died.

Meanwhile, the young trio tried to raise their levels a bit and earn some income by entering the labyrinth with just the three of them.

Up to the sixth floor was easy, but the seventh floor proved difficult. Without Lulu there, Serge handled recovery and healing, but without the people they were used to, their split-second decisions were delayed.

Eventually Lulu and Carlos joined in for the conquest as well, but as expected, they were stopped by the Dogazer on the eighth floor.

Carlos, who carried metal weapons and armor, was useless in combat, and even when Gig tried to fight with a club, he kept getting put to sleep, so it didn't go well.

Still, focusing on the fifth and sixth floors, they continued leveling up and working on skill proficiency.

Ria had become like a blood-starved Shura.

She tried to avoid killing the warriors who sought matches with her as much as possible, but she cut them down effortlessly.

Having obtained a good katana, being intoxicated by blood was precisely the right description of her state.

But during morning and evening training, she became like a completely different person, carefully tracing through her forms.

Though intoxicated by blood, she was not intoxicated by power. She drew a line somewhere.

And so, one month passed.

Time seemed to have passed too quickly, but while attending various invitations, that much time had slipped by before she knew it.

To master their newly learned skills, the full party conquered the labyrinth up to the ninth floor once more. As expected, they had no desire to fight the Cyclops again. If Labyrinth had added a bit of intelligence to it, they probably couldn't win with the same method.

On the same day they handily slew the Hydra, they informed Klaus of their intention to leave Labyrinth City.

"Is that so? Are you returning to your country?"

Klaus said somewhat reluctantly, but his expression changed at Ria's next words.

"No, we're going to challenge the Dark Labyrinth next."

Though the members had already heard this, when stated anew, the mood became somber.

The Dark Labyrinth. The most formidable labyrinth on the continent, where the Dark Dragon Valis dwelled.

Only one group had ever conquered it. Casalia's founder, Leyte Anaia, and her companions. Moreover, that was a thousand years ago, so the details were completely unknown.

They could probably learn a few more details if they went to Casalia's Royal Library, but if they returned now, the surveillance would become stricter and escape would become difficult. Ria alone might manage, but gathering the other members would be hard.

"It's different from this labyrinth, so please do be careful."

Klaus said this in a tone of genuine concern.

They spent the day preparing for departure, and early the next morning, the group left Labyrinth City.

Starting with Klaus, explorers they had become friends with before they knew it also came to the walls to see them off.

Waving until they disappeared from sight, the party set their rattling carriage in motion.

… Could this really be called a carriage? What was being pulled was indeed a box carriage, but what was pulling it was Rudolph the Hellhound.

Maal sat in the driver's seat, while Gig and Serge sat inside.

At first they had tried to buy ordinary horses, but there was no coach horse that could get used to Rudolph. Even Lulu's donkey was still afraid of him.

The only one who roughhoused with him as an equal was Matsukaze. Though a horse being equal to a Hellhound was quite something in itself.

"Now then, on to the Dark Labyrinth!"

The warm wind signaling the end of spring blew, rustling Matsukaze's mane.

Under the blue sky, Ria's voice, spirited and full of vigor, echoed to the distant hills.
Slave Hunters
A week since departing Labyrinth City, nothing particularly noteworthy happened.

Along the way, they stopped at a small village to deliver goods that had been requested, and in turn replenished their food supplies.

Monsters attacked several times, but before Rudolph even needed to step in, Matsukaze turned them into experience points with his hooves.

… His combat prowess was so impressive it was questionable whether he was really a horse, yet Serge's Identify confirmed his species was unmistakably horse.

"I don't think there are enough events."

Serge suddenly spoke up. Standing on the driver's seat was a bit dangerous.

"Events?"

Gig asked in response. He was just as bored on this journey. The attacking monsters were too weak. Most of them fled from Rudolph's presence anyway.

As if suffering from something, Serge spoke in a serious tone.

"Yeah. Like, for instance, saving a noble's carriage from an attack and becoming friends with a princess. That kind of event."

Aah… Carlos chuckled wryly as he brought his horse alongside Serge.

"There were stories like that, weren't there. And then she's dealing with some problem, and the pattern is that the traveling knight who solves it ends up marrying the princess."

"Exactly! We're traveling through such remote areas, so events like that should be happening."

In reality, things like that didn't happen. There were hardly any noble territories around here, just independent settlements. And if any nobles were traveling by carriage, they would definitely have escorts.

But to Carlos who said that, Serge presented an example that couldn't be refuted.

"There's a princess right here with only a single escort. That's the kind of exception I'm looking for."

It would be troublesome if there were too many reckless royals like Ria running around.

"If you have so much free time, you should be training your magic. You went to great lengths to acquire that new Skill."

Ria said, sounding exasperated. While they couldn't train swordsmanship while riding, he could practice magic inside the wagon.

The new Skill Serge had acquired was called Magical Power Cost Reduction. He had obtained it by using his magical power to its limit every day. As the Skill level increased, it would allow him to use magic with less magical power. It was a Skill magicians coveted. In fact, Lulu was envious.

Magic was certainly interesting. Especially now that he had obtained the grimoire, Serge's status as a magician was visibly improving day by day.

However, just training endlessly was tedious. In this regard, even though he had a previous life, his mind was probably being influenced by his ten-year-old body.

Perhaps he had been childish to begin with.

"Magic, huh… Yeah, let me try combining principle magic and space-time magic…"

Something seemed to have struck a chord, as Serge began muttering to himself.

Now that he'd finally quieted down, the group continued on horseback under the pleasant sunlight.

"Mm, mm, mm… alright."

A thin magical power spread out from Serge, who was sitting next to her on the driver's seat.

"Ah…"

Maal, who had been training her spirit magic, let out a sound. Her concentration had been disrupted.

But Serge was also concentrating his mind, trying to confirm his magic's effectiveness.

Ria could somewhat understand what kind of magic it was. Making his magical power as thin as possible and extending it as far as possible, he was trying to sense the reflections coming back. It was a fairly advanced magic that combined Magical Power Detection and Spatial Grasp.

"Huh?"

Serge, who had his eyes closed, suddenly snapped them open wide.

"Ah～, there's an army beyond the forest and mountains ahead of us."

She was impressed that he could see that far, but the army was the problem.

"An army? How many people? Can you tell what weapons they have?"

Ria confirmed. This area shouldn't be any nation's territory, but there might be tribal armies.

"Twenty cavalry, a hundred infantry… pulling four carriages with prisoners… no, slaves? It looks like they're escorting them…"

"Cordovan slave hunters!"

Maal suddenly shouted. Along with her own hateful memories, she identified what they were.

"Cordova… that place really isn't a decent country."

Ria groaned with an expression like she was enduring a headache. Cordova was a human supremacist military nation, continuously annexing nearby tribes and nations. While it was a law-abiding country, enslaving people from outside their borders wasn't forbidden.

"What should we do?"

Carlos asked with a difficult expression. Normally, they were opponents better left alone.

But as someone who knew Ria, he didn't think such a simple conclusion would be reached.

"Ria-chan…"

Gazing into Maal's round, pleading eyes, Ria's judgment swayed heavily toward emotion.

"First, reconnaissance. I'll go on ahead for a bit."

Ria steeled herself and spurred Matsukaze into a gallop.

"I was thinking of massacring them all, but for now I only did reconnaissance."

Ria said something dangerous while wearing a smile. Only her eyes weren't smiling.

The army that had been taking a short break at a watering hole was definitely on a slave hunt. Crammed inside wooden-framed cages were at least fifty humans and beastkin.

"So I'm going to rescue them. Who's coming with me?"

Maal quickly raised her hand, followed by Serge and Gig. The two older members also raised their hands, albeit reluctantly.

"Is that alright?"

Ria was actually surprised, but Lulu and Carlos exchanged glances and smiled wryly.

"If we can't stop you, it's safer to stay by your side."

Hearing that, Ria finally relaxed her serious expression.

Since the army was advancing toward them, they held a discussion on specifically how to deal with them.

"Now then, there's a problem."

Ria raised one finger. There were multiple problems, but she thought this was the most important one.

"Among us, has anyone killed a person?"

Yes, that was it.

They would be fighting an army. And this wasn't inside the Immortal Labyrinth. Honestly, level-wise, it was hard to imagine they would take any damage, but it wouldn't be convenient enough to neutralize them without any deaths either.

"A few, during bandit exterminations on the frontier."

Being a soldier, Carlos had experience. No one else did. Even Ria had only killed people on the premise that they would revive in Labyrinth City.

"Serge, are you okay?"

She specifically called out to him because she thought the common sense from his previous life in Japan would make killing people especially taboo for him.

"Well, I'll be shooting magic from a distance. Until I get used to it, anyway. I'll aim at the knights as much as possible rather than the soldiers."

Ten years since reincarnation. He had somehow gotten accustomed to this world where human life was cheap.

After that, they planned the assault.

Their objective was specifically to secure the slaves. And even if they freed them carelessly, it would be difficult for them to return to their original villages. There would be the labor of escorting them there.

"Horses and food are absolutely necessary."

Carlos and Ria drew up the strategy. Serge also joined in.

"We should attack at night. If possible, I want to aim for friendly fire."

"I want to take out the cavalry as much as possible. There's probably a main force somewhere."

They had confirmed that only the bare minimum of fodder and food had been prepared.

"I'll take out the strong-looking ones in the first strike."

With Serge's magic, a single blow could kill. He had confirmed with Identify magic that their highest level was around thirty. They wouldn't be able to withstand it at all.

The sun set, and the light of the campfires became visible in the darkness of night.

Ria and the others stood on the hill overlooking the army's encampment.

It was still a little while until midnight. The army had sentries posted, but they didn't seem particularly vigilant. There were reasonably strong demons in this area, yet they were careless. They were probably relying on their numbers.

"Alright, shall we go?"

Magic was cast on the warriors. Leaving the carriage and horses behind, Rudolph was left to guard them. Having already circled around, Maal was standing by near the slaves.

They slowly descended the hill. Magic had also been cast so the sounds of their metal armor wouldn't be heard.

At the count of ten, Serge and Lulu unleashed Exploding Fireball spells.

The fireballs detonated on the tents and the sentry lights.

It was a one-sided slaughter.

The cavalry trying to escape on horseback were sliced apart from behind by Serge's space-time magic. Lulu detonated fireballs on groups trying to organize and move together.

Ria's group rushed in and took down the knights attempting to take command. They planned to leave one alive, but it wasn't convenient enough for them to keep count.

The smell of blood and entrails. And the smell of burning flesh. Smoke billowed up, amplifying the chaos.

"Savages!"

The enemy shouted. Probably upon recognizing Gig's appearance. The soldier who shouted was turned into a lump of meat by Gig's warhammer.

Carlos moved while checking his surroundings so he wouldn't be flanked. Since Gig was moving impulsively, he provided support.

Ria appeared to move as she pleased, but she was actually selecting her opponents. Some she knocked out with strikes, while the rest she cut down without crossing blades even once.

Ria was surprised at how strangely calm she was.

There was no battle-induced elation. She found it strange that she was killing people so mechanically.

Why did she feel no guilt? She was used to killing through Goblins and Orcs, but was it right to treat humans the same way?

She suddenly realized it.

People who treated humans as slaves didn't need to be treated as humans either.

If this were a proper battlefield, she would still have feelings of guilt and would need to heighten her spirits to drown them out.

Even thinking that the soldiers before her had lives of their own, that they might have families, her katana didn't slow.

She could have cut through their armor, but she aimed for vital points like the neck with single strikes as much as possible. She had no hobby of making people suffer.

Without proper equipment, the infantry fled. At their backs, Ria mercilessly fired arrows of flame.

The enemy had already lost their will to fight and were focused only on how to escape. They had decided to let the infantry go. Even if they escaped around here, without food or equipment, there was a high chance they would die from demon attacks. There was no point in taking prisoners.

Less than an hour after starting the assault, the battle was concluded.

They put an end to enemies who were suffering from wounds that had failed to kill them. They tied up two knights they had knocked unconscious and isolated them.

If any soldiers happened to be lucky enough to have only fainted, they were left alone. Their objective wasn't annihilation.

Serge, who had come down from the hill, vomited upon seeing this devastation.

Lulu was also pressing her hand to her mouth, but somehow endured.

Carlos endured it with a stern expression, as expected. Perhaps due to his race, Gig didn't seem particularly bothered.

"Now then, things are going to be troublesome from here."

Ria muttered. Having no casualties on their side was as planned. But the problem was from here on.

While looking at the slaves loaded on the carriages, Ria let out a deep sigh.
Mercenaries
There was a lot to do. They had to handle things in order.

First, she freed the slaves from the wagons they were confined in. Since searching for the key would have been a pain, she cut through the wooden frames with her katana.

She checked if anyone was in poor health, gave them food, let them use the restroom, and had them lie down to rest.

Most were young adults, though there were children as well. The majority were male, but all of the women had reasonably good looks.

After confirming, forty-eight were from the same village, and four were herders who had been staying in the village from nearby. The majority were beastkin, the rest human.

"It's a relief that there are people who can handle the wagons."

Ria nodded at Carlos' words. If there weren't, Carlos and Ria would have had to dismount and drive them themselves.

When she asked about the circumstances of how they were enslaved, it was absolutely infuriating.

An army had suddenly attacked at dawn, unilaterally declaring they would conscript people into military service. They also rounded up women, claiming they would attend to their needs.

Some who resisted had been killed, they said.

She had confirmed it, and there was no doubt they were Cordova's soldiers. The village didn't belong to Cordova; it was an independent village. It hadn't belonged to any nation since long ago.

Being free from the yoke of nations also meant they couldn't be protected by military force.

"Couldn't they get the country of Casalia to protect them? They might have to pay taxes, but I think that's much better than being made slaves."

Both Ria and Carlos shook their heads at Serge's opinion.

First of all, this area was far too distant from Casalia, and there were independent tribal nations in between. They couldn't dispatch troops just to protect a single village.

"It would be nice if the Ogre King made a country. Then they could belong to it."

Ria muttered this, but she knew it wasn't realistic. The ogre race had never formed a nation to begin with. At best, they formed tribal alliances, and even those were only among ogre villages.

The other major power in this area would be Labyrinth City, but they probably wouldn't take the lead in forming a territorial nation either. They were doing fine as a city-state as things stood. The surrounding villages apparently belonged to it in a sense, but they were food suppliers; the city didn't levy taxes on them.

However, thinking about the future, if a large nation wasn't established in this area, it would likely be swallowed up by Cordova eventually.

"When I return home, I'll need to discuss this area with Father."

She had set out on this journey as warrior training, but there was much to think about.

It was Carlos who woke the unconscious knight and interrogated him.

At first he was shouting things like "Do you think you'll get away with this?!", but he became docile the moment he saw Gig's massive frame before him.

What they learned was that this slave hunting wasn't being carried out as national policy. The battalion commander of the regional army had been trying to sell slaves to Labyrinth City to line his own pockets.

They were honestly relieved to learn they didn't need to take on an entire nation. However, a battalion by Cordova's military organization meant one thousand infantry and two hundred cavalry. In the worst case, they might have to face that force.

"Well, if he carried out slave hunting without permission and suffered losses like this, he'll probably be executed."

Carlos tried to comfort her, but there was no telling what would really happen.

"For now, let's head to the village. It's the middle of the night, but staying here is a bad idea."

The knight who had obediently talked was released with only his weapon. Killing an enemy who couldn't resist went against Ria's sense of aesthetics. As long as they didn't give him a horse, it would take time for him to rejoin his main force.

With Rudolph at the front and Ria guarding the rear, the group headed toward the village.

The village was on a small rise. It was surrounded by a fence, protecting against damage from beasts. But it wouldn't be very effective against ferocious monsters.

The village apparently existed with the understanding that some villagers would become casualties, yet they were still grateful when the enslaved villagers were brought back. There were about one hundred houses. Judging from the size of the houses, it was a settlement of around five hundred people.

(They only took young adults in their prime, children, and attractive women.)

That had been an unacceptable loss. Yet they couldn't resist against the army.

Borrowing a house that had lost its occupants, the group rested.

Only Carlos was called to the village chief's house to explain what developments might be possible going forward.

Would the army come again, or wouldn't they? If they came, how would they respond? It wasn't the place for a child like Ria to speak. Normally.

And so Ria, who actually held the decision-making power for the group, was in the garden sharpening her katana.

"What a beautiful color…"

She murmured dreamily as she gazed at Kotetsu.

The color of the ji-tetsu was calm with a moist luster, the blade's edge shining but not excessively. Despite having cut down so many people, there wasn't a single chip in the blade.

After carefully wiping away the moisture, she sheathed it. Then she looked at the dagger.

She only looked at this one. She hadn't used it, after all.

Masamune had been designated a national treasure in her previous life. She didn't think it was a perfect reproduction, but its form was beautiful.

Eventually she would need to show it to a blacksmith to confirm things like its durability, but that would be quite a ways off.

Serge was trembling in the shadow of the building as he watched Ria gaze at her katanas in rapture.

"I already knew it, but Nee-chan is scary."

"Ria has always been like that. She prefers weapons over dresses or jewelry."

Lulu was lying down. She had taken a comfortable position to recover her magical power even a little faster.

According to the story Lulu knew, Ria, having been recognized as the king's daughter, received various gifts from her father and from nobles.

But while she would admire skillfully crafted jewelry, her eyes never sparkled at it. She would immediately give them away to the ladies-in-waiting who served her or to friends she had made.

Then one time, when she was gifted a dagger forged by the kingdom's master blacksmith for self-defense, her entire face broke into a smile upon seeing the blade's gleam.

After she started participating in the knights' training, almost half the gifts she received became weapons or armor of some kind.

Even now, concentrating her mind, she was trying to create a new katana from her memories.

A katana created from an image. It was a Japanese sword with splendid fittings.

As she smoothly drew it from the scabbard, a blade that matched her image appeared.

On the surface, at least.

"Gig, hold this again."

"Sure."

Gig held the newly created katana horizontally. Against it, Ria raised Kotetsu and swung it down without putting in much force.

With a clear ringing sound, the katana Gig was holding broke and flew apart.

"Ah, another failure."

She sighed. There wasn't a single chip on Kotetsu's blade.

"Nee-chan, why don't you give up already? I mean, isn't the original katana only that good to begin with?"

Serge, who knew the source material, said this, but Ria, who knew the legend, wouldn't compromise.

If she could make the real thing, it should equal or surpass Kotetsu.

"Is it that the image won't solidify without actually swinging or cutting with it? Or is the problem that I don't know the manufacturing method…"

She was muttering to herself and trying to create the katana again, but Carlos returned with the village chief, so she stopped creating katanas for now.

"Ojou, he says he has something to discuss."

According to their established cover, she was a noble girl with guards, so it was natural for Carlos to seek Ria's opinion.

The man who stood before Ria was an elderly man with a rustic, honest impression.

Once they entered the house, the village chief began making his request.

"Defend the village… is it."

"Yes, according to what we've heard it wasn't regular military activity, but after something like that…"

The village chief spoke in a weak tone. He was asking them to serve as mercenaries in charge of defense, and to also teach the villagers how to fight.

In the short term at least, Ria and her group couldn't stay here forever. In that case, for the village's defense afterward, he wanted them to teach those who could fight how to use weapons.

Protect yourself with your own body. It was natural in this world, but having a proper resolve for it was admirable.

However, there was a problem—the duration of their commitment.

"If half a month is acceptable, we'll take the job. But as for compensation…"

The village was basically self-sufficient and didn't have much currency in stock. Considering that they had rescued villagers from the slave hunters and were taking the horses and wagons off their hands, the village couldn't possibly afford to pay much.

Honestly, Ria would have been fine doing it for free, but if she kept doing that, she wasn't Mito Komon—she'd end up having to resolve every incident that came up along the way.

"For now, if nothing happens, we'll just take meals. If fighting becomes necessary, pay us with the village's money and enough food for the road ahead."

The village chief was surprised by conditions so favorable to them, but they weren't short on money to begin with, and they had plenty of food.

If there was anything they would gain as compensation, it would be experience. If Cordova's soldiers attacked with a battalion, repelling them would practically be war.

The Gift she possessed: Divine Protection of the War God. This Gift that specialized in war might finally see the light of day.

That day, Ria made a massive quantity of long spears with genesis magic.

Katanas were not weapons commonly used on battlefields to begin with. Even Ria would use spears more often when conditions allowed.

In this case, for villagers unaccustomed to fighting, spears that kept more distance from enemies made it easier to suppress fear and had the advantage of being easy to handle.

Bows would really be better for that, but considering how long training would take, she chose spears in the end.

For now, she made about a hundred spears of decent quality, then created a bath in the garden of their assigned house.

A bath was a cleansing of the soul. Since they were planning to stay for several days, she made a larger bath than usual as a special treat.

Dragging in the reluctant Lulu, the three girls entered the bath.

"Mmm, Lulu's boobs really do have a nice shape!"

"W-why are you saying that so loudly!"

After dealing mental damage to Carlos, the night grew late.
First Battle
Training began the next day.

That said, since the village's men were also its labor force, they couldn't afford to only train. At best, they could devote early mornings and evenings to it.

The instructor was Carlos. Ria hadn't received training in group combat. Even including her previous life, it was merely knowledge in her head.

But as a knight, Carlos had experience subjugating bandits. Moreover, as a knight, he had experience leading soldiers in battle.

And even going by appearance, Carlos clearly looked like a knight from somewhere, giving him the presence to command the villagers' obedience.

"Even so, where did all these spears come from…?"

"Magic."

Carlos answered the village chief's question in a tone that brooked no argument. He was becoming similar to Ria in that regard.

The remaining five worked on strengthening the village's defenses.

They cleared the trees surrounding the small hill to improve visibility. Ria used the tree trunks as test cutting practice for her katana, slicing through ones as thick as her torso with ease. Gig also helped after switching to an axe, while Serge stored the cut lumber with space-time magic and transported it.

Lulu and Maal worked even further out, setting traps on the slopes leading to the village other than the main path. Maal, who had done hunting in her home village, drew from her memories, with the village's hunters adding their own refinements. Though they wouldn't be lethal, they would be enough to rob enemies of their fighting strength.

The cut lumber was used to reinforce the village's fence. Rather than reinforcement, it might be better to say they rebuilt it entirely. They drove the logs in deep enough that they wouldn't budge even if pulled, then sharpened the tips to prevent climbing.

"Hmm, it's good for testing the katana, but…"

Ria was dissatisfied. She still couldn't create a katana better than the very first Kotetsu she'd made, the one she'd personally held in her previous life. Even among Kotetsu blades, there should be ones with even sharper edges, yet she couldn't make those adjustments.

Still, it was a far finer blade than the one she'd gotten from the Ogre King. That much was to be expected from something called genesis magic.

After reinforcing the fence, they left small gaps which Serge filled in with earth wall magic. The strength wasn't much, but this would be enough to block arrows.

In the end though, the training was mostly meaningless.

Just two days later at midday, Ria sensed troops approaching from the distance.

One of her Gifts, the Divine Protection of the War God, included the ability to sense the presence of large numbers of soldiers. It was a true cheat that could prevent almost any surprise attack, but this was the first time it had proven useful.

"Serge, sound the alarm."

"Roger."

When Serge relayed the message using space magic, the villagers rang the alarm bell. The metal parts were also made by Ria's magic. The clanging bell prompted villagers in the fields to retreat within the earthen wall.

By the time enemy figures appeared at the top of the hill, the village had already established its complete defensive formation.

Every man who could fight held either a spear or a bow, clad in armor. Despite this being their first battle, there was no trace of fear on their faces.

(I see, so this is the power of the Gift…)

When she secretly used Identify magic, their abilities had increased across the board. The other effects were probably working as described in the Gift as well.

(My soldiers…)

A shiver ran through her as her blood stirred. Even knowing she might be sending them into mortal danger, she felt no guilt.

This was, fundamentally, their war. To maintain their dignity as human beings, to preserve their independence, they had to fight.

Watching from atop the lookout, a single horseman approached.

Maintaining a safe distance from the village, he began his speech.

Something about how this village had never paid taxes. That villagers would be conscripted as an alternative. That if they resisted, they would be punished for treason.

Knowing the real circumstances, Ria could only snort with contempt.

They had probably failed at their slave hunt and lost a large number of soldiers, and were now trying to fabricate some justification for it.

They tried to commandeer supplies and were resisted, so they exterminated the resistance. They lost soldiers in the process.

Whether such reasoning would actually save them from punishment was doubtful, but it seemed battle was unavoidable.

Now then, time to confirm the victory conditions.

The Cordova soldiers weren't trying to dominate this village as part of national policy.

At this point, they simply needed a scapegoat to save the battalion commander's own skin. In that case, she just needed to kill the commander. After that, the adjutant or other officers would withdraw the troops.

If they still didn't retreat, she would thoroughly slaughter every commander. Once only common soldiers remained, they would flee without anyone to lead them.

And one more important thing: minimize allied casualties.

If possible, don't let a single person be killed. That's why she made the long-handled spears and built the earthen wall. If even one person died, it would be difficult to be seen off with smiles.

"First, I'll start by killing the one with the loud voice…"

Ria created an enormous fireball and hurled it at the knight who was still continuing his speech.

The knight became a pillar of fire, and the battle began.

Arrows flew from Cordova's army, but the village was on high ground to begin with, and now had an earthen wall. Unless someone made a serious blunder, they wouldn't take any damage.

(Poor horse though…)

She felt no regret whatsoever about killing the person. Leaping down from the lookout, Ria bounded onto the earthen wall.

Cordova's arrows concentrated on the figure that suddenly appeared. But not a single one hit.

The wind, little by little, was deflecting their trajectories. It was Maal's spirit magic.

Cordova's soldiers climbed the slope toward the village. The defenders fired their few bows with careful aim. Some arrows bounced off armor, but several managed to reduce the enemy's numbers.

When the enemy soldiers gathered on the path, Serge's magic detonated. Excalibur, fired horizontally, sliced through the entire unit and left a massive scar in the ground.

With this, the enemy could no longer assault from the front. Avoiding the path, they spread out to both sides of the gate.

(It would have been trouble if the enemy had magicians, but at this rate it's an easy victory…)

Now it was just a matter of how little damage the villagers would take.

Ria kept her eyes fixed on the enemy's main camp.

From atop the lookout - just firing Exploding Fireballs. Simple work.

Peeking out from behind the large shield that had been prepared for him, Serge fired off his magic.

He dropped fireballs where people gathered in groups. Infantry shields and armor couldn't block flames. This was far more efficient than rapid-firing Excalibur.

"I've really gotten used to this, haven't I…"

He muttered. He truly had grown accustomed to killing people.

Originally, there wasn't much guilt in killing with magic. Holding memories of a previous life like Ria, yet being able to calmly kill people with weapons while feeling the resistance in your own hands—that was the abnormal thing.

Even so, there was still some guilt. Those soldiers were probably commoners gathered up, just like Serge had been. To kill them, he needed some kind of excuse.

Ria had given him orders.

She had told him to kill because it was an order.

All the responsibility was on her, she'd said. Even if it was just for appearances, even if it was just an excuse, it shouldered Serge's guilt for him.

And besides, this was a battle to protect. Not a war of aggression.

Like a self-defense force, protecting people living ordinary lives. For that, he could fight.

Serge didn't notice that he was also within the range of Ria's Gift.

Carlos and Gig each acted like non-commissioned officers, directing the defense to eliminate enemy soldiers trying to climb over the earthen wall.

Carlos shot down enemies who occasionally appeared over the wall with arrows. Gig found throwing stones to be more effective.

Maal was asking the wind to weaken the arrows' force, concentrating with all her might. Lulu was on standby for healing duty. She really wanted to use offensive magic, but Ria had forbidden it.

At any rate, they couldn't let their allies take damage.

Against an enemy force exceeding one thousand, that would be nothing short of a miracle.

But if it was Ria, it might be possible. They thought so.

Approximately nine hundred enemies spread out to surround the village.

The forces they had prepared numbered at best two hundred. And even those could hardly be called elite troops—just amateurs.

But morale was high.

On top of the natural determination to protect their own village, they were under the influence of Ria's Gift. If it came to a fight, they could probably hold their own.

But holding their own wasn't good enough.

They were vastly outnumbered. If enemies breached the village, casualties were certain. That couldn't be called victory.

So she would crush the head.

"Time to move out."

Getting off the earthen wall, she mounted Matsukaze, whom she'd prepared. Matsukaze was wearing horse armor. Though made from memory, it would serve well enough. To keep weight down, Ria herself wore her usual leather armor.

And charging alongside Ria would be Rudolph. Could ordinary soldiers stop a level 45 demon's power?

"Open the gate."

A villager hurriedly unfastened the makeshift bar. Then Ria rode out on Matsukaze.

A lone rider charging forth.

No, including Rudolph, one rider and one beast.

Rudolph led the way, his massive body sending soldiers flying. Cordova's soldiers were armed with standard pikes, but they lacked the stance to pierce through Rudolph's hide.

Behind him, Matsukaze galloped.

Ria held a long-handled cross spear, striking down soldiers who got in the way. Occasionally cavalry came at her, but none could exchange even a single blow with Ria.

Eventually, at the top of the hill, she could see the commander protected by infantry. Cordova's battalion commanders wore red cloaks, so she recognized him immediately.

Leaping over the wooden shields the infantry held, Ria arrived before the battalion commander.

What an expression he had. Surely encountering monsters on the battlefield was a common enough occurrence.

"Wh-who the hell are you!?"

"Who cares!"

Her spear flashed. The battalion commander's head went flying.

The surrounding knights, probably officers, had no time to react.

The battalion commander's body fell from his horse. Only then did they finally respond, raising their weapons toward Ria.

"The one responsible for the slave hunt is dead. Still want to continue?"

She spun her spear with a whoosh. Behind her, Rudolph was trampling the infantry.

Accompanied by a Hellhound, having struck down the commander in a single charge, and still just a young girl. Even with their visors lowered, she could tell by their voices.

"Just who are you!?"

The same question as the commander, this time from an older officer. Probably the adjutant. This time, Ria answered properly.

"A mercenary hired by the village. I have no intention of giving my name."

Feeling Ria's intimidation, even if the officers didn't step back, their horses were frightened. Riders could tell what their horses were feeling.

And this adjutant was a prudent man. Having accumulated years, he knew there were existences one shouldn't oppose.

"Sound the bells of retreat. We return to the garrison."

"That's better."

Ria wheeled her horse around and rode down the hill. This time, Rudolph followed behind.

The euphoria of racing through the battlefield faded. From the hilltop she had just left, bells rang in a steady rhythm.

The sound echoed across the entire battlefield, signaling the end of the fight.

Cordova's soldiers withdrew.

Among them, a single rider clad in black returned to the village.

Cheers erupted from within the village. While listening to them, the only thing on Ria's mind was whether any of her allies had died.
The Journey
One month had passed since the battle with the Cordova army.

Ria and her party were heading toward Jaeburg, the city nearest to the Dark Labyrinth.

They had left the village half a month after that battle ended. Fortunately, while there had been injuries among the villagers, no one had died. It could truly be called a complete victory.

The village chief still wore an anxious expression, but they couldn't afford to remain stuck there indefinitely. Besides, the fact that there had been no word for half a month likely meant that the battle had been dealt with internally within Cordova. The person responsible was dead, after all.

The journey could not be called uneventful.

There were bandits in the mountainous regions who attacked them despite the presence of the Hellhound. Certainly, they were a group with enough fighting power to defeat a single Hellhound.

However, they lacked the strength to attack a party with four mages. Ria mercilessly beheaded the bandits as they pleaded for their lives.

Setting aside those killed during combat, Ria took it upon herself to execute the bandits who had surrendered. At the very least, she had no intention of making Serge or Maal do it.

"Ojou, you don't need to dirty your hands like that, you know?"

When Carlos said that to her one time, Ria gave a wry smile.

"I believe dirtying one's own hands is the fate of those born noble."

"But…"

"Besides, Carlos."

This time, Ria spoke with a genuine smile.

"It seems I rather enjoy killing people."

Carlos was struck speechless.

"Don't worry. I won't kill anyone except when I have to, or those who deserve death."

When he realized she was speaking seriously, Carlos felt cold sweat run down his back.

Ria doted on Maal like a beloved cat—literally.

Fearing that her companions would be hurt, Ria fought on the front lines herself.

Enraged at the slave hunters, she tried to rescue the captives even knowing the danger that would follow.

And yet, she said she enjoyed killing people.

This was probably something she should have kept to herself. But unable to accept it no matter what, Carlos ended up consulting Lulu.

Needless to say, Lulu had known Ria the longest of anyone. Because of that, she could be said to be closest to understanding Ria's true nature.

After thinking for a while, Lulu sighed.

"That's just Ria being considerate. Besides, she would absolutely never raise her hand against an innocent person."

"Considerate?"

"You too—even though they're bandits, you don't like cutting down people who've lost the will to resist, do you?"

That was certainly true, and Carlos scratched his head.

Though this had become a rather heartwarming story, in truth, Ria's reason for cutting down those people was much simpler.

She was testing her blades.

"Hmm… the blade chips just from a single diagonal cut… What am I missing?"

What Ria had tested was a blade she had created by visualizing katana from an era even older than Kotetsu.

Even in her previous life, the manufacturing methods of Japanese swords—particularly the tachi forged during the period known as the old sword era—were largely unknown. The iron refining methods they used remained a mystery.

While the manufacturing method differed depending on the era even for Kotetsu, she could properly create swords she had actually wielded until they felt like extensions of her own hands.

"So, do you have any hints?"

When it came to matters like this, Ria consulted neither Carlos nor Lulu, but Serge.

"Well, I mean, I've picked up some knowledge about katana from games and manga and stuff, but…"

He understood he was being seriously consulted, but it was a difficult position to be in.

"In most of those works, weapons are made from orichalcum or mithril."

Both orichalcum and mithril were magical metals. They were materials that Ria's genesis magic could not produce.

"What about adamantite?"

"In this world, that's just an alloy of iron."

"Umm… vermilionite?"

"Even softer than mithril. It's good for imbuing with magic, though."

"Nothing else comes to mind… In our previous lives there were things like titanium and tungsten, but…"

"To begin with, there are Japanese swords made from an iron-titanium alloy."

"Really? I thought they were only made from iron."

Surprisingly, even Serge didn't know this, but that was probably normal. Even among swordsmen, while they might care about a blade's quality, few were particular about its materials.

"Well, you see, Japanese swords are basically made of steel. This steel is carbon steel, which is harder than iron. The hardness changes based on carbon content—"

"Ah, wait! I won't understand technical stuff like that."

Serge's specialty was magic, and even with magic, he could hardly say he had learned it systematically. Using the grimoire he had received from the Labyrinth as reference, asking Lulu and Ria about things he didn't understand, and supplementing the rest with scientific knowledge and imagery from his previous life—that was how he managed.

Certainly, as someone who had loved games, light novels, and anime in his previous life, he understood the appeal of Japanese swords, but he wasn't that deeply invested in them.

"I should be able to make something using iron as a base with carbon, titanium, and chromium…"

Muttering to herself, Ria returned to her katana-making.

The journey continued smoothly.

They were attacked by demons daily, repelling them each time, and their levels rose.

The most significant change was Maal becoming proficient in spirit magic.

She cut enemies apart with wind magic, pierced them with earth magic, burned them with fire magic, and froze them with ice magic.

It was much more flexible than ordinary systematized magic, and easier to use. While it was called spirit magic, it was definitely something different from regular magic—perhaps better termed a spirit technique.

Serge also became proficient in magic.

Originally specializing in space-time magic and fire magic, he learned physical magic and magical theory from Lulu, and raised his skill levels in other systems as well. His Gift of magical aptitude was bearing fruit.

"At this rate, I'll soon have nothing left to teach you."

The same could be said for Lulu—her support magic had become more effective and faster to deploy. Actual combat experience surpassed everything else.

The warriors who formed the front line had their levels rise as well, of course. Carlos in particular, once he became accustomed to the cursed sword, began gazing at his blade with rapture, drawing closer to being Ria's kindred spirit.

The warhammer Gig had been using had started to feel light, so he had Ria create something heavier for him.

"I didn't think much of it when you first got it, but genesis magic sure is convenient."

She had left enough spears at the village where they fought the Cordova army that they wouldn't run short for some time, and during this journey as well, she had created numerous katana.

As long as it wasn't too large, wasn't enchanted, and didn't have complex mechanisms, she could create it.

In more mundane achievements, she had replaced the carriage's axle with a metal one and added springs—these proved tremendously useful. Though it was called weapon creation, apparently it could easily make anything metallic with precision.

Even that was something she hadn't realized until Serge pointed it out.

Incidentally, creating precious metals required a great deal of magical power. It seemed the rarer the metal, the more magical power needed to create it. Non-metallic materials like leather and thread also consumed a lot.

"Still, we don't need to worry about money anymore. Hey, won't this cause a huge commotion if we don't keep it hidden?"

Though Serge said that, Ria didn't consider it that remarkable. She couldn't create magical metals like mithril or orichalcum, which were more valuable than gold.

When she tried making gold coins as an experiment, she easily produced solid gold Casalia coins. Since she didn't need to consider the composition, they were far easier to make than katana.

"With this, couldn't you save up money and have someone forge you a good katana?"

"If money could solve this, I would have done so from the start. There are very few smiths who forge katana to begin with."

Swords in Casalia were fundamentally Western-style straight swords. While curved swords existed too, few could be called true katana.

No matter how much money one had, one couldn't buy what didn't exist. That was the situation.

"In this world, which country uses katana the most?"

Serge didn't know much about that. Ria had looked into it in the past and had been left in despair.

"Mainly the southern regions. They came over from other continents. The current 'katana' there are curved swords, not true katana."

It was said that most had been transmitted to the Krasli Kingdom and the far eastern regions. Of course, given the nature of curved swords as weapons, their techniques had spread throughout the continent to some degree, but the original source was still the southern part of the continent.

However, there was one possibility she could think of nearby.

"Maybe I could ask the dwarves…"

Dwarf settlements existed in the mountainous regions. The mountains near Casalia in particular had high-quality ore deposits, so many dwarves lived there.

Dwarven metallurgical technology was in a league of its own compared to other races. In fact, many of the treasured weapons passed down through Casalia's royal family had come from dwarven hands.

Even Ria's favored cross spear, while not a treasure, was a dwarven-crafted piece she had wheedled out of her royal father.

There was also a dwarven autonomous city nearby, but reaching it would require backtracking. That was a bit troublesome.

"After the Dark Labyrinth, we'll head to the dwarf city. But before that, I should return Maal to her hometown…"

When Ria said that, she looked a little lonely. The end of the journey would mean parting with Maal. At the very least, Ria intended to keep her promise.

"I wouldn't mind waiting a bit longer…"

Maal spoke from the driver's seat. Serge was sitting beside her, conversing with Ria.

"I keep my promises. Though I would break a promise to someone I didn't care about."

Though she had been bought as a slave, during these past few months, Maal had never felt like a slave. No matter how much she tried to think of herself as lowly, at most she felt like a younger sister being teased by an older sister, or a retainer serving a willful princess.

"Ah, I can see it."

Serge spoke, cutting into the conversation.

Following the road that wound between the mountain ranges, at the foot of a steep peak and just before the Dark Labyrinth, lay the last city.

Jaeburg. The road's final stop. With a population of approximately twenty thousand, the majority made their living by relying on the labyrinth.

Normally, one would visit this city as part of a caravan. Small groups like Ria's who made the journey all the way here would have to be exceptionally skilled.

"For now, let's find an inn with a bath."

At Ria's characteristic words, the group smiled wryly.
The Crimson Swordmage
The city-state of Jaeburg, similar to Shashmeer, was a city that came into existence as a trading hub for magic stones and magic crystals produced in the labyrinth.

Only merchants and explorers visited it. Very rarely, foolish heroes would appear aiming to slay the Dragon, but they all ended up as corpses.

The Dark Labyrinth. Its lord was none other than Dark Dragon Valis.

The companion of Founder Leyte Anaia, it was the strongest existence on the continent. It was said that its power even exceeded a god's.

There was an entry tax to pay when entering the city, along with some brief questioning.

"You don't look like merchants… are you explorers?"

It was understandable to be questioned. Hellhound aside, having an obvious child among the explorers was quite unusual.

"No, our Ojou says she wants to see the Dragon."

The guard looked at them with an exasperated expression.

"Flying Dragons aside, Dragons aren't easy to come across. And if you do encounter one, it's usually instant death. Be careful out there."

It was a cold way of putting it, but at least it was better than having someone annoyingly tag along.

The town of Jaeburg overflowed with more power than Shashmeer.

Among the people coming and going, many were clearly explorers, and their skill level seemed to surpass even those of Labyrinth City.

Above all, there were many people with strong magical power. Even those who appeared to be pure warriors probably used body enhancement magic.

They left the wagon and horses at an inn a guard told them about and headed to the guild. Rudolph was to be left at the guild's familiar-exclusive stable. They planned to have it accompany them into the labyrinth.

When they opened the guild's doors, it was like another world.

That was just a metaphor. A large number of shady-looking men and a smaller number of shady-looking women turned their attention to the newly entering group. And then they froze.

Because the first one to enter was Ria.

A beautiful girl rarely seen this far out. Her beauty had been increasingly polished since hatching from the egg, though it wasn't something her companions often mentioned.

However, to the vulgar men of this city, she looked like a dazzling treasure.

Before she could reach the guild's counter, a man appeared and blocked Ria's path.

"What brings an Ojou-chan to a place like this?"

His expression was nothing but vulgar and lustful.

Ria thought her age should have prevented such reactions, but in this case, her physical development backfired on her.

"That's none of your concern."

As she said that and tried to pass by, another man blocked her way.

At about this point, Ria's short temper was on the verge of snapping.

Carlos and Gig panicked. During their recent rough journey, they had come to understand that Ria had become warlike.

And Gig was just as warlike himself.

"Hey bastards, don't get in Anego's way."

Despite Gig's large build as he said that, the delinquents didn't seem particularly intimidated.

Either their senses had gone numb, or they had some skill. Either reason seemed plausible.

"If it's them, An-chan can easily win, so it's fine to go wild."

Serge leisurely spoke to Carlos after using Identify, but that seemed to irritate the small fry even more.

"What did you say, brat!"

"You guys are level 32 and 34, right? Carlos An-chan is 67, you know."

Serge waved his mage's staff with a flourish as he spoke. It was proof that he'd used Identify magic.

"Bring it on, bastard!"

"We'll take you on!"

"Don't draw your weapons!"

A voice came from the guild counter, but no one tried to stop it.

From there, it was a fairly standard development.

Carlos and Gig took on one opponent each bare-handed, beat them up thoroughly, and threw them out of the guild.

"Man, I'm glad I learned hand-to-hand combat from Ojou."

"Absolutely."

The two exchanged a high-five.

Ria was finally about to head to register, but there was still someone blocking her path.

It was a woman. No, perhaps it was better to call her a girl given her age.

She was probably older than Ria, but her brazen expression was reminiscent of a seasoned explorer.

Fiery short red hair. Her armor was red to match. Comparing her to the all-black Ria made for an interesting contrast.

"Not bad, your guards."

The appraising gaze wasn't unpleasant, because the girl was beautiful.

They weren't guards but a watchdog and an apprentice, but there was no particular need to correct her. Ria observed the girl in front of her.

A sword hung at her waist. Her stance was shoulder-width apart. The position of her hips, the line of her shoulders. Ria judged her swordsmanship skill to be considerable.

Using Identify would make things clear, but Ria believed it was also important to sense these things from one's overall atmosphere.

(Stronger than Carlos, maybe?)

"Is there anything else?"

She was interested in the beautiful girl before her, but she wanted to register first.

"Well, those guys who just got thrown out are my underlings."

Her eyes gleamed fiercely.

"If I let them go down like that, I'd lose face."

It was a self-serving excuse. In response, Ria held up two fingers.

"First, your side started it. Second, knights don't cut women."

That was logical. But in this town, logic didn't seem to work.

No one tried to stop it. Rather, they were just egging them on. Carlos and Gig exchanged glances, but neither wanted to fight a young girl.

"What matters in this town is face and strength. Quit your whining and fight me."

Ria spun around in a circle. Her eyes spoke volumes. They were sparkling brilliantly.

She was genuinely enjoying this troublesome situation.

Carlos and Gig could only nod in response.

"Very well. I'll be your opponent."

This was unexpected for the other girl as well.

"You? If I fight an Ojou-chan, my name as the 'Crimson Swordmage' Shizuna will be ruined."

"I don't care."

Towards the opponent who had given her two names, Ria walked up casually. Shizuna was unnerved by her completely nonchalant movements.

Before she knew it, they were within punching distance.

Ria extended her hand. Shizuna brushed away the hand reaching toward her face as if to block her vision.

Catching the hand that tried to brush her away, Ria rotated.

"Uah!"

Facing a joint lock, Shizuna threw herself to the ground.

Ria looked down at Shizuna, who was now on her knees. Seeing the smile spread across Ria's face, blood rushed to Shizuna's head.

"Fine. Let's take this outside."

Being taken down so easily and letting it slide would mean losing face. Moreover, her opponent was laughing mockingly at her.

That was Shizuna's misunderstanding.

Even among her companions, only Lulu and Carlos knew about Ria's bad habit.

Bringing down arrogant youngsters who overestimated their own strength. Among Casalia Kingdom's knights and soldiers, many had fallen victim to this.

At times like those, Ria would show a very pleasant smile.

"This is getting interesting."

Ria laughed even more as she headed outside the guild. Lulu put her hand to her forehead and looked up at the sky.

A spectacle began on the street in front of the guild.

Shizuna rushed out and drew her sword. It was a mithril magic sword tinged with red light.

"Nee-chan, that sword's pretty dangerous."

Serge didn't elaborate further. Against Ria, who had defeated the level 125 Ogre King and had grown even stronger since, he thought additional information was unnecessary.

Besides, according to Identify, the sword's power shouldn't be effective against Ria.

The crowd encircling the street was irresponsibly comparing the two. But no one gave a high rating to Ria, who had just arrived in town that day.

Shizuna, who had earned two names, was often underestimated due to her youth and appearance.

Each time, she had fought with fists or blades, making a name for herself in this town.

But all her opponents until now had possessed skill that was apparent from their appearance. Being looked down upon by a girl around her own age and similar in height was something that should never happen.

"Draw your blade."

Ria was about to say she was fine as is, but thought it would be pitiable to fight her bare-handed.

She smoothly drew her katana. The well-maintained blade shone beautifully under the sunlight.

It was an unusual curved sword, but her standing pose looked the part. Shizuna's head cooled down a bit.

"By the way, swinging weapons around in such a crowded place, won't the patrol arrest us?"

It was a belated question, but an important one.

"As long as you don't involve bystanders, it's fine even if someone dies, so long as both parties agree!"

A voice came from the crowd. Ria smiled and nodded toward them.

Then there was no problem. She would enjoy this thoroughly.

"Come at me. I'll play with you."

Shizuna's face was dyed with the red of fury.

"Die!"

She suddenly lunged with a full-force thrust.

Ria's Nagasone Kotetsu deflected it.

Their positions had switched.

"Come to think of it, I haven't introduced myself."

Ria still wore a smile. But it wasn't one that mocked her opponent.

"I am Ria. As for my second name…"

It was simply a smile that enjoyed battle.

"I'll think about it at leisure after I defeat you."
The Ladykiller
Ria wasn't thinking about how to win.

She knew she was going to win. Her goal was to inflict as humiliating a defeat as possible.

Indeed, since coming to this world and becoming royalty, she had deliberately been suppressing this side of herself.

Ria was a sadist.

She dodged each sword flash, or deflected it.

These exchanges continued for several minutes.

By now, Shizuna no longer thought of the girl before her as a delicate young lady matching her appearance.

Despite having been seen that way herself until now, why hadn't she considered that others like her existed?

Even the surrounding spectators had noticed that while Shizuna was attacking one-sidedly, Ria hadn't sustained so much as a scratch.

There were too many eyes watching.

If this had been a one-on-one duel in the wilderness, she could have accepted a draw as a reasonable outcome.

But with this many people watching, she who had introduced herself with her nickname couldn't afford to look pathetic.

That was one factor, her pride and vanity.

The other was her trump card, her magic sword.

"Warp."

With that word, the sword split apart.

"Ah, that's a Garian Sword!"

Serge, who had been watching, shouted in an exaggerated manner.

"You know what it is!? Serge!"

Carlos asked in a voice of genuine admiration.

"It's a weapon that can be either a sword or a bladed whip, making it difficult to handle. But since it's a magical weapon, it probably moves smoothly when controlled by the user's magical power."

"A segmented blade sword. Certainly, without magical power to control it, it would be quite unwieldy."

Lulu's retort was remarkably calm.

Shizuna moved out of sword range, and the bladed whip attacked Ria from all directions.

But Ria's impression could be summed up in one word.

"Ridiculous."

She struck the blade segment closest to the base hard. With a blade loaded with plenty of magical power.

Then, interfering with the magical power controlling the whip, a gap opened up between the blades attacking Ria.

Combining evasion, martial arts, and footwork skills with her physical flexibility made dodging easy.

The bladed whip returned to its original longsword form. Ria deliberately shrugged her shoulders.

Normally, she wouldn't do something like this. When it was time to kill, she killed immediately. She didn't toy with opponents unnecessarily. That was the kind of person Ria was.

But when her opponent was a beautiful woman or a beautiful girl, that was a different story entirely.

Strong-willed beautiful girls and tsundere beauties were, in essence, Ria's type.

And Ria had the bad habit of teasing the ones she liked.

"What's wrong? Is that all you've got?"

The reason she gave such a cheap provocation was that it seemed like Shizuna was still hiding something up her sleeve. There was also Serge's advice to consider.

True to her expectation, although Shizuna's face twisted, a smile rose to her lips.

"I never expected to be forced to use my trump card so easily."

She raised her sword. Clearly tempering her magical power.

Then she spoke a word of power.

"Blaze!"

The red glow of the sword intensified, producing flames.

Through Serge's Identify, the magic sword's name had been revealed as the 'Flame Snake Sword'.

It was a high-performance magic sword that emitted flames, dealt additional heat damage to those it cut while making healing difficult, and moved like a snake.

However, there was a catch.

Ria had the Gift of Heat Resistance. Moreover, through frequently using fire magic during their journey, its level had increased. In skill terms, it was around level nine.

Even Lulu's strongest fire magic wouldn't give her so much as a burn. That was how powerful the ability was. The flames of a magic sword should have no effect on Ria.

Of course, the leather armor and clothes Ria wore didn't benefit from the Gift's protection.

"Warp."

The flaming whip attacked Ria exactly like a snake. In response, Ria sheathed her katana for the time being.

If the flame's heat damaged her katana somehow, that would be unpleasant.

Ria grabbed the whip's tip as it approached her body with her bare hands.

This was possible thanks to Heat Resistance combined with the Strong Body skill. Furthermore, speaking in terms of status, her extremely high stamina was also a factor.

Her gauntlets heated up, but these had been processed in Shashmeer and were made from Hydra hide. Heat at the level of a Fireball posed no problems.

Grabbing the whip, she reeled in the blade segments one by one. With each shortened distance, shock and terror appeared on Shizuna's face.

That's nice, that expression.

Ria was smiling again.

The two were close enough to reach out and touch. Shizuna tried desperately to pull her sword back, but it was impossible against Ria's strength.

"Now then, what will you do?"

Ria asked in a tone as if she wanted to hum a tune. Shizuna muttered in a hoarse voice, "Monster…"

"How rude. You're just too weak."

Those words reignited the dying embers of Shizuna's fighting spirit.

Her supple leg's kick struck Ria's torso directly.

Ria deliberately neither evaded nor defended.

No matter what she did, it was useless, crushing her confidence completely. It was fine to hurt her enough not to leave marks.

After showing severity, then just a hint of kindness, this type of woman would fall. That was Ria's rule of thumb from her previous life.

"If that's all, it's my turn now."

After letting Shizuna kick her twice more, Ria finally went on the offensive.

It took just one strike.

Slipping into her opponent's guard, she placed her shoulder against Shizuna's solar plexus. Then, from there, a stamping step.

Together with the sound of striking the earth, Shizuna's body went flying with a pop. She fell into the crowd.

She had held back considerably, but she also needed to deal moderate damage, making the adjustment difficult.

It was a classical martial arts technique, different from armor-piercing strikes.

As Ria approached, the crowd quickly parted before her. At its center, Shizuna, who had been knocked onto her back, was desperately trying to get up, but the damage she had been dealt was apparently just right, and sitting up was all she could manage.

As Ria approached with a smile, pondering how to deal with her next, this time Shizuna clearly showed an expression of fear.

But then an interruption appeared.

"Would you please let her off with that?"

Parting the crowd, a huge man emerged.

He was tall. And he was thick, both sideways and front-to-back. His physique was similar to Gig's.

But he had neither the fangs nor horns of an Ogre. He was definitely human.

"D-Dad…"

Shizuna groaned. They didn't look alike at all, but this man appeared to be Shizuna's father. Certainly, they did share the red hair.

"It's Vargas…"

"It's Vargas of the 'Thunderclap'…"

The surrounding spectators were buzzing. It seemed he was quite the celebrity.

Without being distracted by the commotion, Ria observed Vargas.

Despite his massive frame, there was nothing sluggish about his footwork.

"Nee-cha～n. Be careful, that guy's pretty strong."

Serge's leisurely warning reached her. In other words, even he was still weaker than Ria.

"So, after the daughter, will the father take me on?"

She tried a cheap provocation. Honestly, she did want to fight him a little.

But Vargas shook his head.

"I have no intention of fighting a battle I know I'll lose."

At these words, the surrounding spectators stirred.

"Hey, Vargas just…"

"Thunderclap admitted defeat…"

"Just how strong is that girl…"

Ria felt let down, but the fact that he could clearly gauge the difference in ability meant he had sharp combat instincts.

Regardless of whether it would develop into a fight to the death, she'd like to face him at least once.

"Then, our duel ends here? Now, how shall we settle this?"

Ria looked at the magic sword in her hand. It had quite impressive performance. If it weren't Ria, it would have been a tough fight. Carlos or Gig would have lost.

"For now, I'll hold onto this sword for a while. Relying on it too much will prevent your fundamental skills from improving."

"What!?"

Shizuna let out a cry, but given the sword's value, that was a natural reaction. Vargas remained silent, perhaps in agreement.

"I'll return it once you've raised your Swordsmanship skill another level. Also…"

Approaching, Ria grabbed Shizuna's shoulders and stood her up. Her legs trembled like a newborn fawn's.

"Wh-What are you…"

Shizuna's frightened lips were blocked by other lips.

With the tip of her tongue, Ria licked those lips. It was just a momentary contact.

When she let go, Shizuna plopped back down on the ground. A cheer different from before rose from the surroundings.

"Yuri has arrived!"

Serge shouted with an intensity that seemed like he might get a nosebleed.

"Wha-, wha-, wha-"

Shizuna opened and closed her mouth like a goldfish. Seeing the expected reaction, Ria was quite aroused.

"Compared to losing your life, it's nothing much."

Vargas wore an extremely complicated expression, but said nothing.

"You, are you into that!?"

Shizuna shouted with teary eyes. Ria understood the feeling. If a man stole a kiss from her, she'd want to cry too.

But the fact that she found that crying face cute was precisely what made a sadist a sadist.

"I have no interest in men. I like strong-willed girls like you. If you want revenge, come at me anytime, but if I win, I'll make you do something even more amazing."

Ria smiled wickedly. Vargas's face grew even more intensely complicated.

"Y-You idiot—! Stupid—! Die—!"

Receiving Shizuna's regressed-to-infancy insults at her back, Ria passed through the guild's doors.

"So cool…" "Dreamy…"

Such voices rose from among the female spectators, though admittedly few in number.

"To do that to Shizuna so easily…" "A ladykiller…" "… Yeah, a ladykiller."

Ria the 'Ladykiller'.

That was the moment in Jaeburg when Ria received her nickname.
Thunder's Fangs
After finishing their registration at the guild, they split up to purchase necessary supplies.

Since it was a dangerous town, the women and children made sure not to be alone. That said, Ria deliberately went alone.

If trouble came her way, it couldn't be helped. A town where killing your opponent in a duel wasn't even a crime—she truly thought it was a good place.

The first thing she set her eyes on was, of course, the weapons shop.

Due to it servicing people who challenged the impregnable demonic area known as the Dark Labyrinth, it was filled with high-quality weapons and armor.

However, as expected, there were unfortunately few quality katanas. While there were decent items available, the ones Ria could create with magic were probably superior.

Other than that though, magical weapons were sold normally.

Swords, spears, axes, hammers, and other such weapons, along with many unusual ones too. When she asked the shopkeeper about them, it appeared they were brought from a dwarven village.

She asked if there were any dwarf swordsmiths who made katanas, but unfortunately he didn't know of any.

She bought a dagger for Maal to use at the shop. There was also a good deal on a magic shield, so she bought that too.

While there, she sold the swords and spears she'd made for practice. The spears with iron pipe shafts and fitted spearheads sold for a lot. The swords weren't evaluated as highly, and the blunt weapons fetched reasonable prices.

After leaving the shop, she browsed the food stalls on her way back to the guild.

As she tossed meat skewers to Rudolph, who was lying down in the stable, she sensed a presence standing behind her.

"Got a moment?"

Though it was a massive figure that couldn't be hidden, he moved surprisingly quietly.

Ria accepted Vargas' invitation.

When Ria said she planned to return to the inn by evening, Vargas invited her to the tavern.

"I don't drink alcohol. My favorite beverage is milk."

"Come to think of it, how old are you?"

"I turned fourteen the other day."

As expected, Vargas furrowed his brows. Ria's strength wasn't something one could acquire at that age.

"By any chance, are you a reincarnated person?"

He saw through her well. In response, Ria didn't answer, instead ordering milk at the counter. Fortunately, this shop served goat's milk.

Vargas ordered ale. Lukewarm ale was poured into a large wooden mug and brought out.

"You and that small mage companion of yours. No matter how you look at it, for your ages… it's too much. You're too strong."

He'd seen through not just Ria but Serge's power as well. Perhaps he used Identify magic, but simply sensing magical power wouldn't be too difficult.

Serge was letting his magical power leak out freely, which had been a concern for a while. If Lulu didn't teach him how to control it, they might encounter unnecessary trouble sooner or later.

"Well, if you don't want to talk about it, that's fine. There are a few other things I wanted to ask."

Vargas scratched his head. Despite being the one who invited her, it seemed he hadn't organized his questions.

"Right. First, what did you come to this town for?"

"I'd think there's only one thing explorers do."

"That's not necessarily true. Power, money, honor. What people seek varies quite a bit."

Now that he mentioned it, that was true. Explorers whose goal was to conquer labyrinths were probably few and far between. Or rather, perhaps there were almost none.

"What about you? From the looks of it, you seem to have plenty of strength."

If you had power, wealth and fame would follow. That's what Ria believed.

"Me? It's for my livelihood. I have a wife and two children below Shizuna."

Vargas spoke frankly without hiding anything. What an ordinary reason.

"Honestly, I wanted Shizuna to marry normally. Instead she went and became an explorer. She'll be eighteen soon."

In this world, marriage came early. For commoners, the marriageable age was around twenty or younger.

"Yet she spends all year swinging her sword, with no sign of any men around her."

Since it was turning into grumbling, Ria decided to change the subject.

"My reason for entering the labyrinth is one thing: knowledge. I have something I want to ask the Dark Dragon Valis."

Vargas wasn't surprised. He didn't laugh either.

He simply nodded with a serious face.

"If a noble young lady has come all this way, it must be something important."

"No, it's certainly important to me personally, but…"

She didn't correct him about thinking she was nobility. Even if she said she was actually royalty, this man's attitude probably wouldn't change.

In her previous life, she often chose men like this as friends.

After that, the two just had their drinks and talked a little.

She also decided to discreetly return Shizuna's sword to Vargas.

They talked about what kinds of demons her party had fought during their journey.

However, she kept silent about conquering Labyrinth City's dungeon. Rumors traveled fast, so Ria's identity would probably become apparent sooner or later, but she didn't want to provide information that would hasten it.

First of all, a country's princess being homosexual would be quite the scandal.

Then, when it came time for Ria to leave, Vargas said softly:

"Would you all join up with my party?"

After returning to the inn, Ria discussed Vargas' offer while eating dinner.

"The advantage for us is being guided through an unfamiliar labyrinth. Honestly, against enemies that attack with status ailments, we could be killed on our first encounter."

Unlike the labyrinth in Labyrinth City, in the Dark Labyrinth you really died when you died. And there were said to be many unique enemies like Death Knights and Dogazers.

"I'm against it. After what happened earlier, there should be hard feelings between us."

Carlos objected. Indeed, being suddenly attacked from behind in a labyrinth wasn't something she wanted to imagine.

"I also think it's dangerous."

Gig, who had rampaged together with Carlos, was also opposed.

"In the first place, what would be the merit to them?"

Lulu raised a question. Regarding that, Ria had received an answer.

"One is strengthening their fighting power. They want to delve into deeper floors."

On the shallow floors, equipment from fallen explorers was becoming scarce. But if they could go deeper, they might obtain the belongings of skilled explorers who had managed to delve that far.

"Another is that he wants to give Shizuna some stimulus."

Shizuna was seventeen years old and a member of Thunder's Fangs, one of Jaeburg's top explorer parties, with high combat ability herself. Ria was simply abnormal—until now, there had been no one Shizuna's age who could match her.

But this time, not only did she lose the duel easily, she suffered through something that would make her not want to walk outside for a while. Her pride had been completely shattered.

Younger than her and stronger than her. Being around such a person, he wanted her to gain something from it—that was his parental concern.

"But still, won't that girl stab Nee-chan in the back?"

Serge said while grinning. Indeed, if someone had their lips stolen by the same sex in front of a crowd, they would probably harbor tremendous hatred.

"I also want to object… but… I'll hold off for now."

Unexpectedly, Lulu took a neutral position. That was because she knew.

When Ria was in the royal palace, just how popular she was among the same sex.

Particularly when it came to winning over strong-willed court ladies and female knights, she had boasted an amazing success rate.

By the way, Lulu was also a target at first, but she had heard directly from Ria that she stopped making advances when Lulu's inner self didn't match her appearance.

"I… want to be against it, but honestly I want to explore alongside strong people."

Maal said hesitantly. She had spent the day buying maps of the labyrinth, but it seemed she hadn't gotten satisfactory results.

"I'm in favor. An enemy I've never fought is much scarier than being stabbed in the back."

Serge was clearly in favor. According to his Identify results, even if Vargas and Shizuna fought together, they wouldn't be able to defeat the Ogre King.

"For now, let's meet with their members tomorrow and decide from there, okay?"

Ria was actively in favor. While it was true she liked the father-daughter pair, she wanted to spend as little time as possible conquering the labyrinth. The Dark Dragon Valis wouldn't necessarily grant Ria's wish, after all.

Moreover, there was the battle with Cordova along the way. She should report that to her father as soon as possible.

Rather than just thinking about their own safety, she needed to keep an eye on movements across the entire continent. Through her journey, Ria's perspective had expanded significantly.

The next day, an eight-person party visited the inn.

The ones Carlos and Gig had beaten down were members of a subordinate party even below them, so there was no particular grudge regarding that matter.

There were four warriors in the vanguard, one scout, and three in the rear guard, of which two were mages.

With fourteen people gathered, it was stifling just from the numbers. Vargas immediately spoke up.

"So, what do you think?"

"I'm fine with joining forces in principle, but I think we need to establish conditions."

At Ria's response, Vargas nodded with a "hmm."

"And what about the girl over there glaring at me with murderous eyes—does she agree?"

Ria called out to Shizuna, who hadn't said a word until now.

Before she could say anything, Vargas raised his hand to stop her.

"If you can't agree, you can just leave the party."

Shizuna trembled at the cold, even ruthless voice. She understood that her real father was dead serious.

Ria liked teasing people herself, but she disliked watching others being teased, so she said nothing more.

"For the split on magic stones and monster materials, how about two parts for you and one for us?"

They got into specifics.

"Oh? Is it okay not to split evenly?"

"For the time being, there's a high chance we'll be holding you back. Treasures found in the labyrinth can basically be yours as well. However, if there's something irreplaceable, I'd like you to hand it over in exchange for compensation."

"I think there'll be a lot of magic swords and magic bags…"

"Those are unnecessary. If we need something, maybe a good warhammer or a staff."

They had no need for ordinary weapons at all, and they already had magic swords. Magic bags were expensive but commonly available. Above all, they had Serge's space-time magic.

"But Nee-chan, if there are resistance-type Skill Orbs, I want them…"

Serge murmured modestly, but that would depend on negotiations.

Skill Orbs were items that permanently granted Skills to individuals. They couldn't be made without someone capable of extremely difficult bestowal magic and someone with the related attribute magic.

Ria herself was resistant to most status ailments thanks to Dragon's Bloodline, but normally even Poison Resistance was extremely valuable.

Besides, even if there was an Orb, it wouldn't grant the Skill if you didn't have enough magical power, but Serge would probably be fine in most cases.

"I'll manage something for that, so be patient for now."

When they returned to Casalia, most Orbs could be created. She intended to exercise royal privileges to strengthen her companions.

After that, there were adjustments to conditions on minor points, but Ria generously conceded most of them, and Vargas didn't make any unreasonable demands.

"Well then, one month for now."

One month. That was how long this combined party would stay together.

Vargas extended his hand and Ria grasped it.

Hard and thick, yet flexible—a palm like steel.
The Road to the Labyrinth
The party 'Thunder's Fangs' consisted of eight people.

First was Vargas, the leader, and his daughter Shizuna. Vargas specialized in greatswords while Shizuna wielded a longsword.

Then there were Vil and Gates, who used shields. Vil carried a shield larger than his own height along with a maul. Gates used an ordinary shield with a one-handed sword, the same style as Carlos.

The scout was Shar, a cat beastkin like Maal. However, his fur was white with black spots.

The three rear guard members started with Zoro, who used a bow. Apparently he could also use a sword to some extent. He was also in charge of creating the map.

The mage, Jason, specialized in enchantment and healing magic. Everyone up to this point, excluding Shizuna, was around forty years old. The party had been together for about ten years.

The last one, Celfelminto, nicknamed Cell, was an elf spirit mage. Three hundred years old. Still young for an elf.

Everyone except Shizuna was male. She was the lone flower among them.

On the afternoon after their meeting, the group went shopping again.

From the veteran party's perspective, Ria's group still seemed underprepared. Additionally, by talking to shopkeepers they knew, they managed to get them to bring out some prized merchandise.

In this regard too, one could only say they couldn't compete.

In the meantime, Ria found a caravan heading to Anaias and entrusted it with a letter to the royal palace.

It was a long letter covering everything from Ogre Village to Labyrinth City, including the conflict with Cordova's army. After stating the relevant facts and adding her own views, it had turned out that way.

She put the letter into a box and sealed it with wax, pressing her seal onto it. She made it thoroughly secure so no one could see the contents.

Of course, entrusting something like this required a suitable amount of gold coins. Additionally, she wrote a separate note so they would receive an additional reward upon delivery.

She did this because she figured they were probably seriously worried by now, and she wanted them to deal with Cordova seriously, with the whole country working together.

Even from Ria's sense of values, and considering Casalia's national interests as well, she felt the Cordova problem would be bad if they didn't deal with it soon. And Ria's intuition about such things was rarely wrong.

Then, at noon the following day, the group departed from Jaeburg. From here, it would take half a day to reach the labyrinth's entrance, and the standard approach was to camp for a night before beginning the assault.

In fact, there were multiple parties traveling the same road ahead of and behind them. Moreover, they kept a distance that was neither too close nor too far from Ria's group.

"Strong flying-type demons appear around here. They're probably planning to ask for help if things get desperate."

Whether they would actually help would depend on the situation at the time.

As Vargas had explained, they ended up being attacked by many demons.

There were no Goblin settlements in this area. The reason was simply that they would only become food for the demons.

It seemed they would frequently encounter demons around level 70, such as Gryphons, Wyverns, and Fire Salamanders.

When a Wyvern attacked, Thunder's Fangs responded first as a demonstration. The two shield bearers blocked its attacks while Vargas and Shizuna whittled it down. The mages provided minimal support, conserving their magical power.

It was simple, but the fight showed no danger whatsoever.

"Next, show us what you can do."

Vargas said this after spotting another Wyvern heading toward them.

His purpose was probably to see the party's roles and coordination.

However, there was one guy who couldn't read the atmosphere.

"Longinus."

A single space-time magic spell pierced through the Wyvern's torso.

"Wyvern meat is tough, so it's hard to eat～"

Serge muttered nonchalantly. He was riding on Rudolph's back and was the most comfortable among them, but that couldn't be helped since he was a child.

"Wh-what was that magic just now…" "I don't know. It felt like a mixture of fire and wind magic, but it could also have been physics magic…"

Ignoring the murmurs of astonishment, Ria extracted the magic stone from the crashed Wyvern with a hatchet. It was quite large, just one step short of magic crystal purity.

In response to Jason's view that they should conserve as much magical power as possible, Serge replied that in addition to his Magical Power Cost Reduction skill, he had also learned the Magical Power Recovery Speed Increase skill.

Day after day he performed the grueling training of using his magical power to the limit and collapsing, but the benefits of his Gift, Natural Talent in Magic, were probably playing a big role as well.

The group resumed walking. The road had just passed the halfway point.

At sunset, they finally reached the summit area of their destination mountain.

It was said that by descending deep underground within this mountain, one would arrive at the Dark Dragon's dwelling.

"W-we finally made it…"

Lulu was exhausted from the unfamiliar mountain road. She had occasionally switched places with Serge on Rudolph's back, but the swaying was so bad it had made her motion sick.

She thought about how nice it would be to ride a donkey for this, but that was impossible. There was nowhere to safely keep a donkey.

They entered the dark, gaping entrance. Inside was a vast space where a group was already camping.

"We're not camping outside?"

Though they had camped inside labyrinths before, Ria asked, finding it strange to do so knowing demons would appear. Vargas's answer was simple.

"Getting ambushed by something flying in would be bad. It's safer inside here."

I see. So it was a matter of which was more dangerous.

"Well then, how about taking a bath?"

When Ria said that, the members of Thunder's Fangs looked at her as if to say, "What is this person talking about?"

"A bath. A bath. We walked the mountain road and worked up a sweat. Since it's a special occasion, let's make it an open-air bath. Serge, take out the tools."

Next to the cave entrance, Ria built a bath. Earth magic, water magic, fire magic. At this point, calling this combination of techniques 'bath magic' wouldn't be an exaggeration. Though it was a trivial magic, it was also an advanced magic.

Since there were people watching, she properly built a wall as well. Perfect.

"Look, if you have magical power to make something like that, you should conserve it properly…"

Jason said something sensible again.

"If you rest after cleaning yourself in a bath, your stamina and magical power recover faster. You know that stamina doesn't fully recover just from camping, right?"

That was a fact. However, no one had ever verified something like that before. Therefore, considering the effort of preparation and standing guard, it was normal not to bother building a bath.

And Ria was anything but normal.

"I made it a bit larger, so all the women can go in at once."

"I'm fine. What if we get attacked while bathing?"

Shizuna said something reasonable, but reasonable things didn't work on Ria.

"At a time like that, you'd just fight naked."

"Don't say something outrageous!"

It was outrageous, but not impossible.

In the first place, with this many people, even without the women, they would manage somehow.

"What do you think? Vargas."

Shizuna didn't have the right to decide. Knowing that, Ria asked him.

In response to his daughter's desperate gaze, Vargas slowly shook his head.

"Everything should be tried at least once."

"Alright, it's decided! Let's go in together!"

Grabbing the waist of Shizuna, whose face was dyed in despair, Ria disappeared beyond the earthen wall. Maal quickly followed with bath supplies and changes of clothes.

After checking the surrounding eyes, Lulu also slowly went in. She judged that today there was little danger of being toyed with by Ria. She was calculating in that way.

Meanwhile, Shizuna's fate was miserable.

"Stop it! I said stop it! Where are you touching!"

"Come now, come now."

"Gyaaa! Stop it! Daaad!"

"Maal, strip her starting from the socks. That's the aesthetic of it."

"Gotcha."

"Gyaaa!"

The sound of splashing bathwater could be heard.

"F-fine, I get it… I'll do it myself, so…"

Before long, Shizuna's voice could be heard, as if she had given up on everything.

But Ria showed no mercy.

"Don't hold back. I'll wash you."

"Gyaaa! I am holding back! Seriously, stop! I'll apologize!"

By this point, she probably didn't even understand what she was saying anymore.

"Uwaaah! Where are you touching!"

"Eh? Your abs."

The men standing guard around them shuddered at Ria's clearly amused voice.

Only Serge was about to die from the moe.

"Gyaaa! Why are you touching such a place!"

"Hmm～? But it's a place that gets dirty."

As expected, even Vargas held his head in his hands at this point.

Eventually, Shizuna emerged wobbling from beyond the wall and crumbled down on the spot.

"Uuu… I got polished…"

Ria's hands had been gentle to the last, never once harming the girl's body.

But she had left a deep wound on her heart. She had left a scar.

"Ahh～, that was a good bath."

With towels around their necks, Ria and Maal appeared. Lulu came out a little later as expected.

Ria's expression was refreshed, as if she had accomplished something.

"Well then, the men should take turns going in too. Let me know if the water has cooled down, and I'll heat it back up."

At those words, Vargas and the others exchanged glances. Then, looking toward Carlos and Gig, they confirmed something.

"Um… there's no one among you guys who's, you know, into that sort of thing, right?"

"No!"

Carlos and Gig's voices were in sync.

"Please spare me from homos."

Serge said that with a look of disgust.
The First Exploration
Shizuna woke up to the sound of a sword being swung.

It wasn't actually a sword, but a katana.

The cave was still dark. Almost no light came in from the entrance; the figure was illuminated only by a faint magical light.

At its center, Ria was swinging her katana.

Though she had learned swordplay from her self-taught father, Shizuna could understand the principles at work.

Each form had its own underlying principle. From the initial motion, the sword flash was tinged with light, and there was beauty in the completion of each movement.

The blade glittered.

Ria, wielding that katana, was also incomparably beautiful.

(And yet she's such a pervert…)

It seemed skill and personality didn't always match.

Though she felt Shizuna's gaze, Ria continued swinging her katana with a tranquil heart.

No matter how bloodthirsty she might be, no matter how much she sexually harassed girls, when facing her katana she was pure.

Rather, it was precisely because she purified the corruption in her heart when facing her katana that she could survive even in pools of blood.

Finishing her forms, she quietly sheathed her blade.

Turning around, her eyes met Shizuna's.

Though Shizuna looked away with impressive speed, Ria's mind and body were currently filled with purity.

"It's still early morning. Want to cross swords for a bit?"

To Ria's words, Shizuna found herself nodding obediently for some reason.

Their bout was held outside the cave.

Long sword thrusts were Shizuna's specialty.

Without her magic sword at hand, honing her techniques was essential. Though she didn't put killing intent behind it, she poured her full spirit into her techniques.

But none of it worked against Ria.

"Well then, since you've been fighting demons the whole time, it's no wonder you can't beat me."

Ria spoke as if admonishing her. By now, she had placed her katana's tip against Shizuna's neck countless times.

"If we're speaking purely of talent with the sword, you might be better than me. It's just that you haven't trained in person-to-person combat, and your experience is the problem."

Those words did nothing to restore Shizuna's pride. It was true that she had mainly fought demons, but she had also taken down men barehanded in that rough-and-tumble town.

"Have you ever trained for war?"

To that question, Shizuna shook her head. An explorer's swordplay was brute force against demons.

But the knights Ria had trained with had honed their skills with human warfare in mind. On top of that, she had abilities ingrained from her previous life.

There was power in Ria that couldn't simply be expressed through Skills.

"No point using up too much stamina. One last time, come at me with everything you've got."

Ria opened her arms as if welcoming her. In response, Shizuna did the opposite of what she had been doing and raised her sword high.

And then, she couldn't even swing it down.

Before she knew it, Ria had closed the distance until their noses nearly touched and had knocked Shizuna's sword away barehanded.

"W-why…"

"The secret technique of disarming—no-sword. By fighting unarmed, neither opponent nor self dies. It's a technique for keeping people alive, not killing them. Though if you ask me, it's a bit too preachy for my taste."

Ria hadn't even used body strengthening magic. She had completely overwhelmed Shizuna with skill alone.

"Anyway, how about some food?"

In contrast to Shizuna's ragged breathing, Ria hadn't broken a single sweat.

"No way, for Shizuna to be completely helpless…"

Gates, who had been watching from the cave's shadow, let out a sigh. Among Thunder's Fangs, he was the most knowledgeable in person-to-person combat.

"Vargas, could you have won?"

When asked, Vargas slowly shook his head.

"Of course you never know until you try, but probably not."

Vargas continued.

"It's said that in the Millennium, heroes who exceed the limits of ordinary people will appear. Perhaps that Ojou-chan is one of them."

Vargas was confident in his own abilities. As an explorer challenging the Dark Labyrinth, he also had fighting spirit.

But in reality, he had been stuck making progress on a single floor.

He was still alive. But he wanted to feel even more alive.

At his age, he had finally found that opportunity.

After finishing breakfast, the party immediately began their exploration.

Since they had already thoroughly explored the first floor, they headed for the stairs leading to the second floor.

Going ahead, the cat beastkin combo of Shar and Maal took point.

The Dark Labyrinth had few mechanical traps. You could say there were almost none. However, magically-placed traps were abundant. Maal's Fairy Eyes were extremely useful for detecting them.

The labyrinth's traps weren't constant. Magical ones especially. The most common type in the Dark Labyrinth was magic formations that materialized numerous demons when stepped on.

"How many is 'numerous' anyway? Depending on the number, it might actually be good for leveling up."

To Ria's outrageous statement, Vargas responded calmly.

"Usually ten to twenty. Since there are many enemies that use magic, there's a high chance of casualties."

This was different from the Immortal Labyrinth, Ria reminded herself. If she were alone it would be one thing, but she couldn't drag her companions into deadly situations.

They defeated several salamanders, worms, and giant insect-type monsters. Even this much yielded magic crystals. The difficulty of enemies here was indeed incomparable to the Immortal Labyrinth.

Before long, the two scouts returned.

"Metal armor sounds. If it's just an Animated Armor that would be fine, but…"

According to Shar's explanation, it would be bad if the enemy was a Ghost Knight-type.

"We'll take a detour."

Vargas's judgment wasn't wrong. Avoiding danger was a necessary talent for an explorer.

A Ghost Knight's status ailment-inflicting attacks were extremely dangerous during labyrinth exploration. It was fine if you could cure them, but if not, even your escape speed from the labyrinth would drop.

In that sense, Ria probably didn't have talent as an explorer.

"Hey, would it be okay if I went alone?"

When she said that, Vargas frowned. He looked to Carlos for his opinion, but Carlos just shrugged.

"A Ghost Knight's attacks cause different ailments depending on the individual. You may have fought one before, but it's dangerous."

But he didn't object or forbid it.

"If it's not forbidden, I'll be right back."

Ria bounded off as if she were just stepping out for a moment.

The dumbfounded Shizuna confronted Carlos.

"Hey! Aren't you that girl's guard!?"

She wasn't worried. She absolutely wasn't worried. Not yet, at least.

She just didn't want to accept such an unreasonable existence.

"I'm not Ojou's guard, I'm her watchdog. Though I can't say I've been fulfilling even that role lately…"

Carlos already thought worrying about Ria was pointless. He had even come to think he only needed to point out dangers she wasn't aware of.

Rather, it was the members of Thunder's Fangs who were worried.

From around the bend in the passage, the sound of clashing swords rang out several times.

Then it fell quiet, and shortly after, Ria popped back into view.

"Defeated it. But it wasn't a Ghost Knight, it was an Evil Spirit Knight."

Though dumbfounded, the party rushed over to Ria.

The armor was decaying. Only the sword remained.

"An Evil Spirit Knight… That's a higher-ranked version of the Ghost Knight."

Vargas clearly remembered how troublesome those were.

While Ghost Knights were simply undead with lingering attachments to this world, Evil Spirit Knights were demons that cursed all living humans. Specifically, they had many ways to inflict status ailments.

"You managed to beat it alone? Did you have some kind of talisman?"

Jason asked with keen interest. While explorers generally didn't pry too much into each other's methods, this much was fine.

"I don't have anything like that, but most status ailment attacks don't work on me. I'll say this now though: I'm a bit weak to frenzy-type ailments, so stay away from me if that happens."

Actually, there was one more fatal weakness, but she didn't mention it since it was unrelated to labyrinth exploration.

Being immune to status ailment attacks was an incredibly enviable trait for an explorer.

"I see, so that's how you've been defeating high-level enemies."

Jason nodded in understanding.

Meanwhile, Serge used Identify on the remaining sword.

"It's not cursed, but it curses the opponent. Where it cuts becomes unable to move from the curse, becoming heavy like stone. When the opponent is human, the effect doubles."

It was a long sword. Among them, Shizuna was the only one who used long swords, but…

"We don't need it. You can have it."

"Is that alright? Even if you don't use it, it's worth a fortune."

While the girl was staring at the sword with practically drooling eyes, Vargas confirmed.

Explorers desired treasure. They desired power. This sword had that much value.

"I don't mind. Besides, we're still in the early floors. I'm looking forward to what's ahead."

"No, having an Evil Spirit Knight on this floor is unusual…"

With an expression that could only be described as exasperated, Vargas handed the sword to Shizuna.

"Can I really have it?"

She confirmed with her father, eyes sparkling with anticipation.

"You having it will give us the most combat strength."

Though they were in a passage, the group took a break there.

Shizuna swung the sword, getting a feel for it. Fortunately, she didn't seem to have trouble handling it.

"Honestly, even though she was born a woman, all she likes is weapons…"

"Ria's the same. Though she doesn't hate dressing up beautifully…"

Vargas and Lulu let out similar sighs.

"Have you known that Ojou-chan long?"

"Yes, well. It's been about four years since we met now."

"Half-elves are long-lived, aren't they? I thought for sure you'd known her since birth."

"No, no. I'm still only about twenty-five years old."

While half-elves didn't live as long as elves, they did inherit the characteristic of not aging.

Having such conversations, they deepened their friendship. Carlos was watching with envious eyes as usual.

The labyrinth conquest was progressing smoothly.

Having Ria go ahead with the two scouts was a significant advantage.

Even when they discovered enemies the scouts couldn't judge themselves, Ria could use Identify magic to determine whether they should engage.

Even against enemies they would normally avoid, they adopted the strategy of having Ria neutralize the status ailment methods first, then the rest of the members would gang up on what remained.

The Basilisk, specifically.

Ria easily conquered this formidable enemy with its petrifying gaze.

She crushed its eyes with her katana, then called the party over. After that, it was just a simple beatdown.

There were also sections like the Dogazer where magic was nullified, but they broke through with brute force.

By this point, even Thunder's Fangs had gotten used to the abnormality known as Ria. They had no hesitation in their strategy of just sending Ria in first whenever something looked suspicious.

At a pace far ahead of schedule, they reached their initial goal: the sixteenth floor. It had taken them four days.

Up to the sixteenth floor, Thunder's Fangs had complete maps, but from here on there were only incomplete ones full of gaps.

Since they had gotten their coordination down and become accustomed to the labyrinth, they had decided to turn back here. Though in their original plan, it was supposed to take a week to get this far.

And on this fourth day, Ria's patience had reached its limit.

"Let's take a bath."

At those words, Shizuna went pale.

Since nothing like that had been said until now, she had assumed they wouldn't do something as outrageous as bathing inside the labyrinth.

"Ah, that sounds nice."

Lulu agreed as well. She had accepted that smelling of sweat couldn't be helped, but if Ria insisted, she wouldn't object.

Lulu tapped Shizuna's shoulder and whispered.

"Give up. If you resist, you'll only amuse Ria more."

No one stopped Ria anymore. The absurdity of bathing in a labyrinth was just treated as one of her quirks, something even the newer members had already accepted.

Shizuna reluctantly undressed herself and entered the bathing area.

Ria didn't aggressively sexually harass her and quietly washed her back. That was actually eerie in its own way.

"You really do have beautiful skin."

"D-do I? I've got scars all over though."

"Those are cute too, but if they bother you, I can heal them, you know?"

Ria, with her smooth, unscarred skin, said.

Even among the rough crowd of explorers, Shizuna was still a woman. If such a thing were possible, she would pay good money to request it.

In truth, it was possible through a specialized form of healing magic.

After that, Ria began massaging the soles of Shizuna's feet.

"Huh, a-a place like that—"

"Feels good, doesn't it? By stimulating this spot, fatigue is recovered and internal organ problems are improved."

By the way, Maal massaged the soles of Ria's feet. And of course, Ria massaged Maal's soles too.

It was a paw pad massage.

With a completely relaxed and loosened expression, Shizuna got out of the bath.

Knowing this pleasure might be dangerous. Though she felt a sense of crisis, it was hard to refuse something so good for the body.

The men took their turns in the bath, and they slept for the day.

The return journey took three days.

Though there were some dangerous battles, they always had flexibility to spare. Fighting on the edge wasn't something you should do inside a labyrinth. It was different from the Immortal Labyrinth.

"But adding more people was the right choice."

At last leaving the cave, they bathed in sunlight. Cell, the eldest among them, murmured.

"Both the pace and level of fatigue are completely different. Though most of that is thanks to that Ojou-san."

"I'm just happy to have fought formidable enemies."

Ria answered that her goal was power, not treasure.

Cell, beautiful as befitting an elf, showed a somewhat ironic smile.

"Though not a warrior, the elder of my tribe, Quorfos of Corfus, is among the strongest on the continent. Try meeting him sometime."

Cell was not from a nearby forest, but from the Great Forest.

"Oh, speaking of which, my father's homeland should be around here…"

Lulu's late father had come from a forest near here. Being an elf, her grandparents were probably still alive.

They decided to visit there between labyrinth explorations. Occasionally accommodating someone other than Ria should be fine.

They returned to Jaeburg along the mountain road.

The journey should have been dangerous, but with this group it would be fine.

The party had come together around the massive gravitational center known as Ria.

But no one knew.

The Millennium.

The Five Great Divine Dragons.

The Demon King and the demon tribe.

That there wasn't much time left until the supposedly solid system they had intentionally created would crumble.
The Fomenting
The sunlight was bright.

In a port city on the southern edge of the Dragon Bone Continent, there was a great deal of goods and people moving about.

On the pier of the port, a youth stood gazing at the flow of people with something like envy.

He wore a short-sleeved shirt and thin trousers. Even so, around these parts, that counted as dressing warmly.

The sword hanging at his waist gave a slight martial impression, but overall he seemed like a calm, mild-mannered man.

Someone approached him.

Clad in a hooded mantle, the figure completely attracted everyone's attention. Looking closely at the slender build, one could tell it was probably a woman.

"I have arrived."

Her voice as well—definitely a young woman.

"Ah, good work. Sorry for making you come all this way. The work here was at a critical stage, so…"

"No, responding to His Majesty's summons is only natural for us retainers. Rather, we deeply feel our inadequacy in troubling His Majesty to act with his own hands—"

"No, no, that can't be helped."

The youth waved his hands dismissively.

"Those who can do something have to be the ones to do it. Though really, I'd like you to be in the country too."

"Such gracious words…"

The youth smiled wryly. Even though he thought he'd gotten quite used to it, after being separated for a while, their manner became exaggerated again. These precious retainers of his.

"So, the reason I called you here is because I want you to investigate something."

Just slightly, the youth's atmosphere became serious.

"It seems there's a human who defeated the Ogre King."

"The Ogre King?! Could it be the hero?"

"No, no, he should still be in the imperial capital, so it's a different human. And while I say they defeated him, they didn't kill him. That's precisely why they didn't get caught by my magic."

If it were the hero, there was a high possibility of the Ogre King being killed due to stereotypical thinking.

Moreover, the magic that had been placed on the Ogre King was merely one to let them know if he died. Without periodic checks from their side, they probably wouldn't have known even now.

"Also, a party has appeared that conquered Labyrinth's labyrinth."

That fact alone was enough to shake the woman.

Conquering that labyrinth would be impossible even for the Ogre King alone. Moreover, the timing was significant.

At this time, when the Millennium was near.

"The locations are close. Could it be the same person?"

"I don't know the details. But since it's spread even to this town, it must be a story from over a month ago."

Labyrinth City was one of the forbidden territories for the youth. That was precisely why he had no choice but to rely on hearsay.

"Having been conquered, Labyrinth's power should have fallen as well. If you go now, you should be able to conquer it too. Then I want you to meet Labyrinth and hear the full story from her. If you can receive even a little power from her, it should make things easier going forward."

Though he didn't think that capricious reincarnator would obediently share her power.

"Then what should we do about the one who defeated the Ogre King and those who conquered the labyrinth?"

At that question, the youth shook his head.

"Don't make contact. However, do investigate what kind of human they are. Use someone else, and be extremely careful that they don't discover our identities."

"Should we dispose of them while we still can?"

The youth smiled wryly at his retainer's dangerous suggestion.

"First, there's the question of whether we could even dispose of them. They're at least stronger than the Ogre King. Fighting them head-on would be too dangerous. Besides, they didn't kill anyone of the ogre race… well, they might not be human, but perhaps we could bring them to our side."

Not human, but possibly a demi-human. That possibility had been taken into account.

However, what the woman was concerned about wasn't that.

"As our comrade, you mean?"

"Is that strange?"

Normally one wouldn't think of that, the woman thought. But she didn't voice it.

What she said was the complete opposite.

"Indeed, that possibility does exist."

Once she voiced it, she could believe it. After all, these were the words of the lord she respected and admired.

"Then, Your Majesty, I shall head to Shashmeer immediately."

"Yes, I'm counting on you. Also—"

The youth lightly poked the woman's forehead.

"I told you not to call me 'Your Majesty' outside the palace, but to use my name, didn't I?"

"S-sorry, Ars-sama!"

The moment she vigorously bowed her head, the sea breeze blew and exposed her face.

Silver hair. Dark brown skin. And long, tapered ears like bamboo leaves.

A dark elf. Among the demon races, the most proficient in magic.

Since Ars quickly fixed her hood, no human noticed.

"Be careful. And make sure to properly use transformation magic. You're a bit of a scatterbrain sometimes."

Though she was treated like a child, she wasn't displeased.

No matter how many hundreds of years she lived, she couldn't match up to the lord who had known her since childhood.

"T-then, I'm off."

Her form disappeared. Then, riding the wind, she headed far toward the northeast of the continent.

After seeing her off, the youth sighed somewhat dejectedly and headed from the pier toward land.

His work in this country had reached a stopping point. Since he had moved quietly from the shadows, he hadn't been discovered by dangerous adversaries.

But the next task would be different. Not just adversaries, but all the powerful figures on the continent would learn of it.

Even so, it had to be carried out. The Millennium. To avoid the tragedy of its conclusion.

In the busy streets, he quietly slipped into a back alley, and with meticulous caution, used teleportation magic.

Space-time magic.

If Serge had seen it, he would have been shocked at the precision of its composition.

Wary of his enemies' eyes, the youth headed for his destination—this continent's heart, the imperial capital.

For now, he alone knew his purpose.

Before her eyes was a mass of muscle.

Muscle that had been constantly tempered over many years.

She even found it beautiful.

Facing that muscle, Ria—pierced it with a needle.

"Uoh."

The voice that involuntarily escaped from Vargas wasn't one of displeasure.

Ria pierced needles along the line of Vargas's spine. These needles were also created with genesis magic.

She twisted the beaded heads of the needles to stimulate the pressure points.

"U～mu."

Sounds continued to escape from Vargas's mouth.

"D-does it really not hurt?"

Shizuna asked while watching fearfully. The other members who were similarly watching conveyed the same question with their gazes.

"Mm, it doesn't hurt. Rather… the pressure feels good."

It was the third day after finishing their first exploration.

Dark Labyrinth exploration usually involved about ten days of rest between expeditions, accounting for equipment repairs and recovery from fatigue. That had been Thunder's Fangs' pattern.

But Ria had objected to that.

"Equipment aside, three days should be enough for recovery."

At first, the members of Thunder's Fangs thought she was talking about magical recovery.

Certainly, fatigue could be recovered through magic. Wounds and such could be healed as well, of course.

But if you kept repeating that in a short period, both the degree of fatigue recovery and the speed of wound healing would decrease.

This was a well-known phenomenon among explorers, and even Carlos, who had been on repeated battlefield marches, knew it.

Ria hadn't known. Exterminating nearby monsters was a single day's task for her, and in Labyrinth City she could ignore damage to some extent—but above all, she herself had a constitution that recovered quickly from fatigue and healed wounds rapidly.

However, she did think a rest period of around ten days was quite long. On this point, the young Shizuna actually shared her opinion.

So what Ria decided to try was the acupuncture treatment from her previous life.

Of course, Ria had never performed acupuncture treatment in her previous life, nor had she held a license for it.

But as a patient, she had benefited greatly from it. After all, a martial artist could never be separated from injuries.

Sprains that should have taken two months to heal with scientific treatment would be cured in just a few days.

Acupuncturists with magical-like skill, qigong therapists, seitai masters—she had visited them many times in her previous life.

And while she hadn't gone as far as using needles herself, she had been taught to some degree how to stimulate pressure points to promote healing.

Her acupuncture treatment made use of that experience and intuition.

Of course, at first, no one wanted to receive such an unheard-of treatment.

In front of everyone, Ria calmly pierced extremely thin therapeutic needles into her own hands and feet.

… She accidentally hit a pain point once, but she endured it expressionlessly.

Then Vargas, who was interested in such things, volunteered as a test subject.

So she had been probing for pressure points and piercing needles into his back, where there were the fewest pain points.

(This might actually make for good magical power manipulation training.)

Just as the earth had dragon veins, humans had energy meridians.

In this world, what flowed through them was magical power.

Research on how taking a specific posture and meditating could speed up magical power recovery had been conducted even in Casalia.

The needles spanned dozens of points from his lower back to his shoulders and neck.

"I'm surprised. My body really does feel light."

Since Vargas said that while waving his arms around, the other warriors tentatively asked Ria for acupuncture as well.

Ria gladly treated them, creating disposable needles as she went.

After finishing all the men, she was just thinking that now it was time for the fun part—treating the women—when Ria's knees gave out.

"Eh?"

Her body trembled—from the tips of her hair to her toes, her entire body.

"W-what is this?"

She couldn't make sense of it. Even her mumbling voice was trembling.

It wasn't fear. Nor was it a warrior's trembling before battle.

Maal and Lulu hurried to support Ria from both sides in a panic. But after a moment, Maal and Cell sensed something abnormal.

"The spirits are in an uproar…"

Spirits dwelt in all things. They were agitated, as if the world itself were trembling.

Before long, the mages noticed it too. Far, far away, some tremendous magic had been used.

"In the direction of Anaias… no, it's a bit different… quite far away?"

Lulu murmured. Why could she feel magic from such a distant place? How much magical power had been released?

But what Ria was feeling wasn't anything like that.

Something had been lost.

A puzzle piece necessary for this world had fallen away.

She didn't know what had been lost. But something had been lost. Something that should never have been lost.

Amidst the enormous sense of loss, Ria could do nothing but tremble.
Prelude to Collapse
A ragged group came down the mountain road.

It wasn't unusual. For the city's residents, it was a familiar sight.

Explorers returning from the labyrinth barely alive. That was an everyday occurrence.

If there was one thing that set this group apart from others, it would be that they were a veteran party who normally handled their explorations with composure.

"W-we made it～"

Shortly after passing through the gate, Lulu collapsed, leaning on her staff.

She gave no thought to the passersby she was inconveniencing. She didn't have that kind of composure left.

Following her lead, the other members also sat down or at least leaned against the walls of buildings along the roadside.

"Yeah, I really thought we were going to die this time."

Ria was the only one with a composed attitude, but her equipment was in tatters.

Her armor was gone, leaving only clothes. Even those had holes here and there, quite the sight for the men.

These were her spare clothes. Even her spares—this was the last set she had.

She could have made clothes with genesis magic, but the magical power needed for that was too precious when the other members were this exhausted.

She had been saving her magical power for emergencies, and this was the result.

Truly, it was a miracle that no one had died.

Serge, sprawled on Rudolph's back, was sleeping as if dead.

All of the warriors' armor had been deformed by acid and heat. The mages had used their magical power to the limit, then burned through their life force as well.

More than a month had already passed since the formation of the new Thunder's Fangs.

The initial trial period they had agreed upon was over, their roles were firmly established, and everyone had decided it was fine to continue as they were.

So they had tried to push just a little harder than before to measure their fighting strength, and this was the result.

The deepest floor Thunder's Fangs had reached on their own before this was the thirty-sixth. Their furthest point this time was the forty-ninth floor.

The King Hydra—the demon that Serge had Identified—was terrible.

The groups of Evil Spirit Knights were terrible.

The army of magical creatures was hell.

The Flame Giants were nothing short of nightmarish.

They had defeated all of them. They didn't run. They couldn't run.

After defeating the King Hydra, the monsters had attacked them on their route back.

"Come to think of it, the Dark Dragon might have been waiting beyond all that."

Shouldering Lulu, Ria spoke to Vargas.

"Indeed, given that strength, they might have been gatekeepers."

Utterly exhausted, Vargas replied while leaning his back against the wall.

The King Hydra had been strong. On par with the Cyclops, or perhaps even stronger.

If there was a demon stronger than that, it could only be something like a Dragon. Rather, could Dragons really be stronger than that?

"Has Cell ever fought a Dragon?"

Ria asked while lending her shoulder to help someone walk. With elves being long-lived, they would have had many experiences.

"Only Sub-Dragons. Never a genuine Dragon."

Ria had experience slaughtering Sub-Dragons too. Though she had nearly been crushed in the process.

(Even so…)

Ria thought. The town's atmosphere was strange. First of all, one of the city's leading parties had just returned in tatters. Shouldn't someone have called out to them?

There was little foot traffic. The streets that were normally filled with rugged men were clearly deserted.

Still, rest came first. Whatever had happened, they couldn't fight in their current state. Setting herself aside, it would take the others several days to recover.

"Alright everyone～, get up～. Let's go home～"

Endurance and magical power aside, she at least wanted to take a bath.

Moving like zombies, Ria and the others returned to the inn.

"Huh?"

She let out a strange noise. The inn was abnormally crowded.

The dining room on the first floor was completely packed. It was still before evening. Many of the guests were talking about something without eating.

Could they even be called guests in the first place?

She should ask what on earth had happened.

Could a Dragon have appeared nearby? If so, that would explain it.

Indeed, if that were the case, she could understand.

As she headed toward the inn's counter, Ria couldn't shake the feeling that her prediction might prove correct.

Her prediction was wrong.

Wrong in a bad way.

When she asked at the counter, the receptionist girl answered hesitatingly.

"It seems the Imperial Capital has disappeared."

"Huh? What?"

Ria couldn't help but let out a strange voice.

She didn't understand what that meant.

The Imperial Capital was the Imperial Capital. The capital of the Empire.

There was only one Empire on the Dragon Bone Continent. The Empire at the center of the continent, founded by Saint Emperor Ryuke Shifaka.

The Empire had no name. Having no name was itself proof that the Empire was one of a kind.

The Imperial Capital's population was approximately three million people. The center of all highways, of culture, of military affairs, and of magic.

And it had disappeared.

She couldn't understand.

Ria looked behind her. Her companions were watching her anxiously. Beyond them, the other guests looked similarly anxious.

They probably didn't want to go outside. They wanted to stay where other people were gathered.

She couldn't understand.

"For now…"

Ria turned around. She declared to her companions:

"Let's take a bath, eat, and sleep. But first, the bath!"

She declared it with a triumphant look.

While soaking in the bath, Ria thought.

The bath at this inn was meant for one person. Though she could squeeze in with Maal if they tried, this time neither of them had the energy to frolic around.

The Imperial Capital had disappeared, they said. Physically disappeared.

Physically. For example, something like a nuclear weapon.

Even so, she didn't think that was possible. Naturally, the Imperial Capital was protected by impregnable magical defenses. Using Casalia's royal castle's magical defenses as a reference, it probably wouldn't be destroyed even by nuclear weapons.

Had it been attacked by a Divine Dragon? That was hard to believe. In the first place, beneath the Imperial Capital slumbered the Golden Dragon, said to be the strongest Dragon alongside Dark Dragon Valis.

Then had the Golden Dragon destroyed the Imperial Capital from within?

Setting aside the reason, could that actually annihilate the Imperial Capital?

To begin with, no one knew just how powerful the Divine Dragons' attacks were. The Golden Dragon had a contract with the Saint Emperor and was supposed to be protecting the Imperial Capital. That was precisely why the Imperial Capital had never been overrun, even during the Millennia, and had served as humanity's stronghold.

That Imperial Capital had disappeared.

Where had the Golden Dragon gone?

In this Millennium, the Imperial Capital had disappeared?

There wasn't enough information. Not nearly enough.

Even if everyone else rested, she herself had recovered her magical power and endurance. She should gather information.

Even if they said it had disappeared, three million people had lived there. Among them should have been mages of Rufus's caliber. The imperial family should have been protected by incredible talismans. There had to be survivors.

She hadn't even asked who had brought this news in the first place, or how.

Ria rose from the bathtub and quickly dried herself off.

She produced clothes using genesis magic, changed quickly, and left the bathroom.

Maal and Lulu had already collapsed on their respective beds and were fast asleep. Sleep had taken priority over bathing.

Even at a time like this, Ria fastened only Kotetsu at her waist before leaving the room.

She went down the stairs and approached a table where an acquaintance sat.

While drinking the milk she had ordered, she listened to his story. However, she obtained almost none of the information she had hoped for.

Still, she learned that the news had been brought three days ago by a caravan from the Casalia region.

The caravan had obtained the information that the Imperial Capital had disappeared in Anaias, Casalia, and come here.

After that, several similar caravans had arrived, and though detailed information remained unknown, the disappearance of the Imperial Capital was being accepted as fact.

Was this actually true in the first place?

If Anaias was the source of the information, there was probably no mistake about its origin. There was a means of magical communication between the Royal Capital and the Imperial Capital.

When contact with the Imperial Capital was lost, they would have dispatched Dragon Knights to confirm what had happened. At the speed of wyverns, a round trip… no, if they brought a mage along to provide recovery, they would arrive at the site in no more than three days. From there, they would send word by magic.

After confirming the current situation at the Royal Palace, the information—whether rumor or not—wouldn't take long to reach the ears of sharp-eared merchants.

And considering the merchant network, while details might take time, the most critical parts would spread immediately.

… To learn the details, returning to Anaias would be best.

But what could she do even if she returned?

Ria pondered.

She thought about what she could do, what she should do.

While thinking on her bed, she fell asleep.

When she awoke, it was just before sunrise.

It was much later than she usually got up. She shouldn't have been tired, but perhaps she had needed the sleep mentally.

With Kotetsu in hand, she went out to the inn's garden. Drawing the katana smoothly from its sheath, the blade gleamed in the light of dawn.

She raised the katana overhead. In that stance, she simply remained still.

Unmoving.

Still unmoving.

Her heart beat. Her blood flowed. Her lungs moved.

The surrounding air moved.

The air that touched the katana was sliced through.

Even so, she remained unmoving.

She moved.

The blade stopped just before the ground.

"Alright!"

Her hesitation had been cut away as well.

Among the things she could do now, something only she could do.

Meet with Dark Dragon Valis. It all came back to that.

In the morning sun, Ria began carefully tracing her forms.
Ria's Strategy
Ria visited Vargas' house in the high-end residential area of Jaeburg in the afternoon.

According to his wife who came to the door, he had somehow managed to get up and was eating.

She firmly declined the wife's invitation to come inside, waiting in the foyer instead.

Meanwhile, she happened to meet Shizuna, who had been sleeping well into the afternoon. She was cute even when just waking up. Though the girl herself was quite frightened.

Her two younger brothers came to see the great woman warrior who had defeated their sister, but they were surprised and charmed by her unexpected beauty.

Before long, Vargas finished his meal and she brought the somewhat reluctant man outside.

They chose a quiet place to talk. In this town, that could only be the park.

"Well?"

Sitting down on the bench, Vargas promptly urged her on.

"You can't possibly be saying we're going back into the labyrinth already, the very day after?"

It should have been impossible, but doing impossible things was what Ria did. Vargas already understood that.

Of course, Ria did reckless things, but she didn't do the impossible. Or so she thought. Others' opinions differed.

"What kind of person do you think I am?"

"The personification of recklessness, impossibility, and thoughtlessness."

Harsh words. But she'd brought it on herself.

"Well, we're not going back into the labyrinth. We can even take a longer break if you want."

Ria said so. It was meant to show she understood common sense.

"Since next time we're going to conquer the Dark Labyrinth in one go."

However, she ruined it with her next words.

Vargas reluctantly nodded with an exasperated expression.

"I won't let you push things too far. I'll only go along with it to the point where absolutely no one dies."

"Of course. I won't let anyone die."

Comrades were important. Vargas, who had lost comrades many times in his youth, understood this deeply. And Ria also intended to protect those dear to her.

"Is that what you wanted to talk about?"

"No, there's something I wanted your opinion on as well."

Ria hesitated, wondering what order to explain things in. But it was probably best to start from the beginning.

"First, have you heard about the Imperial Capital's disappearance?"

"Ah, it's still a rumor. Though I believe it's a fairly credible one."

"The Imperial Capital disappearing means that in the Millennium, there's a possibility the human side could be destroyed."

Vargas' body trembled faintly.

Jaeburg was close to demon tribe territory. Once the Millennium invasion began, it would probably be swallowed up quickly.

Even aside from that, humanity had lost the majority of its population during each Millennium. In the battle three thousand years ago, apart from the southeastern island region and the Imperial Capital, you could say that organized human society had ceased to exist.

"I'll have to evacuate my family…"

Vargas muttered. Going further south should at least be less dangerous.

"It would be good to go to Casalia. I'll write you a letter of introduction. The Royal Capital has better defenses."

That much was within Ria's power.

"So here's the thing. To prevent humanity's destruction, we need the Dark Dragon's power."

"So that's why we're conquering the labyrinth? Dark Dragon Valis is a friend to humanity, but that doesn't mean she would actively fight against the demon tribe."

Two thousand years ago, she had formed a friendship with Militant Emperor Ryuke Riana. One thousand years ago, she became Founder Leyte Anaia's spouse. Through those connections, she had exercised tremendous power.

"That's where I come in. I should be able to negotiate since they're my ancestors after all."

She met Vargas' gaze as he looked at her.

"I haven't mentioned it until now, but my real name is Ryuke Riana Crystal Casalia. Though I'm illegitimate, I am Casalia's princess."

"Ah, I knew."

"… I see."

It wasn't strange that he knew. Not having said anything until now, he had probably just been feigning ignorance.

She had grandly introduced herself as a princess in Labyrinth City after all. With that information spreading here and considering Ria's abilities, it was easy to connect the dots.

After explaining, Ria felt reassured. She could indeed consult with Vargas.

"Labyrinth City's lord told me the Millennium would occur within ten years."

That too was information not easily disclosed. Moreover, the range was too broad.

"Ten years and one year are completely different things."

"Yeah, that's why I no longer think we have time to spare."

They had lost the Imperial Capital, and probably the Golden Dragon as well.

"A while back, the spirits made a huge commotion, didn't they?"

"That was… I see, so that was when the Imperial Capital disappeared."

All the way from the Imperial Capital to here, thousands of kilometers apart, the mages had detected an enormous amount of magical power.

If that much magic was used, it wouldn't be strange even for a Divine Dragon, this world's guardian, to disappear.

"I've been thinking about how to stop the demon tribe's invasion without the Imperial Capital."

Ria used a stick to draw a rough map of the continent on the ground.

"From the far east: the Giant Swamp, the Istria Kingdom, the Great Forest, the Holy City, Sacred Mountain Cyrus and the Magic City, the Mountain Range of Death, Casalia, clusters of small and medium cities, the Dark Labyrinth, and the Large Inland Sea."

Touching all of this was the permafrost, with the demon tribe's territory beyond it.

"The Giant Swamp will be fine since the Water Dragon is there. The Great Forest has the elves' great military strength. If the Holy City and Magic City coordinate, they should have sufficient war potential. Casalia is stable. The Dark Labyrinth itself is the Dark Dragon's domain."

Though Vargas wasn't too familiar with the continent's situation, he didn't interrupt. What Ria was saying was probably accurate.

"The Mountain Range of Death is a defensive barrier by itself, and since there's no history of the demon tribe invading across the waters of the Large Inland Sea, we can probably ignore that as well."

That left two places remaining.

"The problem is the Istria Kingdom and the small and medium cities around here."

"Right. Istria, which is currently in the middle of a civil war… is too far to do anything about. When the time comes, we'll have no choice but to leave it to the elves of the Great Forest. What we should focus on now is definitely this area. There are small and medium city-states and villages scattered about with no unified military force. Though their individual strength is quite considerable."

Ria tapped on the crude map.

The beastkin villages, the ogre villages, the dwarf villages, Labyrinth City, Jaeburg. There were other territorial states as well.

"The Manesh Kingdom has a Dragonslayer."

"Officially, there are only supposed to be five kingdoms on this continent, but… well, whatever. What's necessary is to bring these scattered factions together."

"The Cordova Kingdom?"

Right, if things continued as they were, Cordova Kingdom, which Ria despised, might establish a major power on the continent's northwest edge.

"Setting aside likes and dislikes, the problem is that Cordova is a human-supremacist faction that rules by force."

They couldn't defeat the demon tribe without all of humanity, including demi-humans. Past history had proven that.

But even so, Ria thought.

If they were to be ruled by Cordova, the ogres might side with the demon tribe once again.

As for the beastkin, dog beastkin such as kobolds were already on the demon tribe's side. Fundamentally, the demon tribe was more tolerant of racial diversity than humans were. It wasn't something to laugh about.

"Wouldn't it be good for Casalia's domain to expand and encompass this area?"

In terms of tolerance toward other races, Casalia Kingdom was quite an excellent country, Ria thought. Her own nation though it was, her ancestors had done good work.

"I considered that too, but if Casalia tried to consolidate this area with its national power, I think Cordova would invade. Or rather, the reason Cordova hasn't openly opposed Casalia until now has disappeared."

Vargas didn't understand what Ria meant. He had thought the reason the two countries hadn't gone to war was simply because other nations existed between them.

"The Empire is gone. The military force that supported Casalia in emergencies is gone. If Cordova and Casalia fought now, I think Casalia would barely win, but either way both countries would be exhausted."

Yes, the Empire had been the keystone maintaining humanity's overall order.

The Luabra Kingdom in the southwest, though greatly diminished in power, still maintained its authority because of the tacit understanding that the Empire would support it in emergencies.

Things will be tough for that country from now on, Ria thought, returning to the matter at hand.

"So my plan is this: get Dark Dragon Valis to back us, create a union of ogres, beastkin, and city-states, ally with Casalia, contain Cordova's movements, and oppose the demon tribe."

It was a staggering declaration.

Unable to keep up, Vargas closed his eyes for a moment.

"… You're a princess so maybe it's only natural, but you could become a politician."

"No, no. Politics is much more tedious and mundane. What I'm talking about is strategy."

Having watched her father's work up close, Ria understood that. But even if it was strategy, this was grand strategy.

"But is something like that even possible? Essentially you're talking about creating one large new country. Whoever takes the lead, there'll be resistance."

"That's the thing…"

Even Ria had to think hard about it.

"First, I have an idea for uniting the ogres. The Ogre King and I have traded blows—we understand each other."

She had surprised Vargas yet again, but unaware of this, she continued thinking.

"I'm also acquainted with Labyrinth City's mayor, and I think he'd understand the significance of forming a union. For this city, Vargas, I want to leave it to you."

"Me!?"

Vargas instinctively shouted. Jaeburg was an oligarchy city-state. A select group of distinguished families rotated the position of mayor.

"I'm not saying you need to become a politician. Using Thunder's Fangs' reputation, I want you to explain the benefits of the alliance to the mayor. You're acquainted with him, aren't you?"

Vargas folded his arms and grumbled, but it wasn't like he didn't understand what she was saying.

He was indeed acquainted with the mayor; they'd even drunk together at a bar. The man wasn't softhearted, but he was shrewd when it came to profit.

"If we conquer the Dark Labyrinth, your reputation will rise even more. With your endorsement, the mayor probably won't be able to dismiss it easily."

"So meeting the Dark Dragon is also part of this. Well, I suppose I can at least make the introduction."

To get the mayor on board would require Ria to actually meet and speak with him. As a princess of Casalia, arranging an audience would be simple enough.

"Still, I think there'll be various other problems…"

"Even if there are problems, we can't get anywhere without moving forward."

Without strong determination in her eyes, Ria murmured with a sigh that said there was no other choice.

"Well, I've been wanting to visit a dwarf village, and I have business at a beastkin village too, and honestly the human nations are the bigger problem…"

"You've got it rough."

Compared to her, he had it easy, Vargas thought.

If the demon tribe invaded during the Millennium, what would explorers do? Since they weren't entities belonging to any nation, running away was an option. But guild regulations required forced mobilization during emergencies like when the city itself was attacked.

A demon tribe invasion was nothing if not an emergency.

And even if he could run, Vargas had no intention of fleeing.

He wanted his family to escape. But he himself would stay. To defend this town where he was born and raised. He would fight, and he would die.

Exploration aside, Vargas didn't think he would survive a war.

"By the way, this is unrelated, but there's something I wanted to ask too."

He had been curious for a while but had held back. But since Ria had opened up this much, he should be able to ask.

"How are you so strong? I'd thought for sure you were a reincarnator who had trained considerably in your previous life, but…"

Ever since losing to Ria, Shizuna had been depressed. It could be called good medicine for her, but he wanted to know the reason.

"Oh, that? Well, I suppose I can tell you now."

That meant she trusted Vargas.

"There are two reasons why I'm strong. One is what you just said—being a reincarnator. I studied combat techniques that had been passed down for centuries for about thirty years."

Vargas nodded in understanding. If that was the case, it was no wonder Shizuna couldn't match her. She must have trained considerably after reincarnating as well.

"The other reason is my Gift. That I don't need much sleep or rest, and that I'm resistant to poisons and curses, that's all thanks to my Gift."

"Your physical strength and toughness too?"

"Yeah. The Gift's name is 'Dragon's Bloodline.' I have the power of a Dragon. Though I can't say I've fully mastered it yet."

Ria answered readily. Hearing 'power of a Dragon,' Vargas was surprised, but indeed, a Dragon was not something humans could match. Only a hero could probably win against a Dragon.

"Your fixation on the Dark Dragon, is that related to your Gift too?"

"Un, well there's a sense of affinity, so I suppose so."

Though she also simply intended to ask for help since they were her ancestors.

"Among my companions, only Serge knows about this Gift. Please keep it secret for now."

"That kid? He seems to have a Gift too."

If you could use Identify magic, finding that out wouldn't be hard. However, Serge had acquired Read Resistance magic during their journey.

What Vargas found curious was that among her group, Ria seemed to rely on Serge the most.

For everyday matters she consulted Carlos and Lulu, and the one she doted on most was Maal. But when making important decisions, she always sought Serge's opinion.

And in fact, Serge's advice was often beneficial. Especially when encountering formidable enemies, he would use Identify magic with surprising speed to provide information. His judgment was too good to match his apparent age.

"Hmm, as for Serge, you'll have to ask him yourself. It's not something I should say."

That made sense.

After that, the two discussed conquering the labyrinth for a while.

They decided to resume in five days. From there, they would conquer the labyrinth in one push.

Since she was invited, Ria had dinner at Vargas' house.

Until then, she taught sword lessons to his sons in the garden.

His wife's cooking was delicious, and for the first time in a very long time, Ria was reminded of her mother's cooking.
The Pursuer
The labyrinth conquest began.

Their pace was tremendous.

Their previous advance had been fast enough that no one could follow them, but their current speed surpassed even that.

The reason was obvious.

Ria had stopped holding back.

Trusting her back to her companions, she cut down the enemies in front of her—just cutting, cutting, cutting them down.

Though they were only careful around traps, whether enemies used magic, spat poison, sprayed acid, or cast curses, everything was nullified and neutralized.

Groups of Iron Golems had a leg severed with a single stroke, and with another stroke to their chests, she gouged out their magic stones.

The Basilisk's petrification gaze had no effect at all. They were cut down the same as ordinary Monitor Lizards.

Swarms of Ghosts were blasted with raw magical power and annihilated.

Insect-type demons were burned to ash with fire magic.

The same went for Giant Slimes.

When they were attacked by Giant Bats from all sides, with a flourish of her katana, all that remained were the ruined corpses of bats with their heads sent flying.

Even demons with steel fur—she cut through them, steel and all.

"Blade chips… none. Good, good."

In just this single day, the group had reached the tenth floor of the labyrinth.

"Nee-chan, are you really not overworking yourself?"

Serge whispered to her as they prepared camp.

Since he could understand the other members' conditions with Identify, he could make them rest even if they claimed they could keep going. But since Identify didn't work on Ria, he asked her quietly.

"Ah, I'm fine. More importantly, are you alright, Serge? That was quite a reckless pace."

Among this group, the ones lacking stamina were Serge and Lulu. Particularly given Serge's age, his endurance and stamina were numerically the lowest.

"I can ride on Rudolph, so…"

Though at first she'd thought the Hellhound Rudolph was being pushed on them, he was now an indispensable existence.

His fighting strength was quite high, but in this labyrinth it wasn't particularly outstanding. However, as a means of transportation, he had wonderful capabilities.

Even with Serge and Lulu on his back, his body didn't waver in the slightest. It was obvious he could pull a wagon, but on top of that he had both explosive power and endurance.

Furthermore, his senses exceeded even those of the beastkin Shar and Maal, alerting them to enemy attacks.

Without him, their advance speed might have dropped to half.

"But do we really need to rush this much? I'm not talking about capability stats, but mental health."

She had already told Serge the same things she'd discussed with Vargas.

"I don't feel like I'm particularly rushing. Does it look like I'm being impatient?"

If it looked that way, that was indeed dangerous. Impatience led to openings.

"Nee-chan doesn't look like she's being impatient, but I think the others might be having a bit of a hard time."

"I see. Then maybe I'll slow the pace a bit."

While saying that, preparations were completed, and everyone began to eat.

Only Ria was maintaining her katana.

She had confirmed there were no problems with the blade. But there was a slight sense of wrongness in her hands.

Since its creation, the Kotetsu had cut down a great many demons and other things. Even with magic strengthening it, its durability was phenomenal. As expected of a Japanese sword that could only be classified among the supreme masterworks, said to be the strongest even in her previous world.

Incidentally, while the blade itself was completely fine, the guard and handle had been remade with her genesis magic. The original had certainly been magnificent with artistic value, but since there was a problem with its strength, it was now an unadorned metal handle wrapped in mithril fibers.

"The peg hole is worn out, huh…"

So this was what caused the slight wrongness. She took out a spare handle and replaced it.

"Hey, about that curved blade."

Shizuna asked while gnawing on hardtack. It didn't look elegant at all.

"It's not even a magic weapon, but it cuts so well, doesn't it? Is there some kind of secret?"

"A secret… a secret, huh. Well, it's like a bundle of secrets."

If she started explaining, it would be a long story. But she couldn't really go into details either. Such a dilemma.

"Long ago, on an island at the far east, there was a country called Japan."

It probably still exists, but not in this world.

Serge burst out laughing in the background.

"What was developed there was this curved blade called a katana. It doesn't break, it doesn't bend, and it cuts very well. The pursuit of that to its ultimate form is the Japanese sword."

"Huh, so dwarves made it after all?"

As a warrior, she had a reasonable interest in weapons. Shizuna pressed with another question.

In this world, good weapons being made by dwarves was common sense. Anything surpassing that would have to be a divine artifact.

"No, it was humans. This katana in particular was made by a master craftsman named Kotetsu. I obtained it in Labyrinth City."

She wasn't telling any lies.

"Hmm, could I see it for a moment?"

At Shizuna's words, Serge and Lulu's faces stiffened.

They knew just how attached Ria was to katanas.

Even setting that aside, warriors didn't readily let others touch their weapons.

"Don't touch the blade directly. Also, try not to breathe on it as much as possible."

So Ria's actions were unexpected.

She took out a cloth, wrapped it around the blade, and handed the tang to Shizuna.

"For being so sturdy, it's also delicate, isn't it?"

"It's not enchanted with magic after all. Since it can rust, maintenance is essential."

"Huh… it's beautiful…"

"Beautiful, isn't it? But precisely because they're so beautiful, some are displayed not as weapons but for appreciation. What a waste."

In that regard, this world had similar circumstances. Though since this world still had actual combat, many were made for practical use.

"Hmm, maybe I'll try using it a bit too."

Though Shizuna's weapon was a longsword, if it could cut that well, her interest was piqued.

"If so, I'll teach you. Very thoroughly—I'll guide you hand by hand, foot by foot, hip by hip."

"Ah—never mind then."

Shizuna retreated.

It was quiet.

Only the sound of the fire crackling echoed through the cave.

The breathing of everyone who had fallen asleep blended in and couldn't be heard.

On watch were Ria, Cell, and Lulu—three people.

Added to that were Rudolph's beastly senses. It would be impossible for any kind of demon to launch a surprise attack.

At that moment, what Ria sensed was not a presence.

It was a gaze.

Even if one concealed hostility, murderous intent, and presence, that alone couldn't be hidden—the feeling of being watched.

Katana in hand, she stood up.

Creating light magic at her fingertip, she let it drift toward the passage.

"What's wrong? An enemy?"

Cell asked, but Ria herself didn't know.

Since Rudolph was sleeping soundly, there shouldn't be any danger. But something bothered her.

"It feels like… there's a person."

Ria glided toward the passage. The ball of light illuminated far ahead, but there was no human figure.

"Isn't it other explorers?"

Ria didn't answer Lulu's question either.

When explorers met in the labyrinth, passing by each other without incident was the standard protocol in the Dark Labyrinth.

"… It disappeared."

Returning to her original position, Ria sat down.

She couldn't say it was just her imagination. She couldn't say there was definitely something there either.

But in the labyrinth, the scent of death lurked within such subtle feelings of wrongness.

"There might have been something, but I don't sense anything now."

"The spirits aren't giving any particular warnings."

Cell's detection capability was, in a sense, superior to Rudolph's. Detection through spirit magic. And that was telling him nothing was there.

But there was a fatal flaw in Cell's detection.

If the opponent far exceeded him in using spirits, detection through magic would be ineffective.

(This is troublesome.)

She had concealed her figure, her scent, her sound, and her heat.

Even so, that girl had sensed something and come toward her.

That girl with skin too white by dark elf aesthetic standards had perceived her with senses beyond the five.

(In the end, I'll have to just follow her meekly, won't I?)

That was her original role in the first place.

The Dark Labyrinth, said to boast the highest difficulty on the continent.

There stood a woman who intended to conquer it alone—in a certain sense, even more reckless than Ria.
The Gatekeeper
The labyrinth conquering advanced smoothly.

Since they already knew the way forward, they naturally took the shortest route. They had no intention of completely mapping it out.

Another reason they were progressing so well was that the monsters they had struggled against before hadn't revived.

In this respect, it differed from the Immortal Labyrinth that had been managed by Labyrinth. At least with this one, the danger gradually decreased over time.

Even so, enemies like Cerberus and Mithril Golems were no joking matter.

"Hyaaahah! Time to strip off that mithril!"

Serge ran gleefully toward the remains of the Golem that had repelled all magic.

However, the mithril was only on the surface. The inside was just ordinary iron.

It had been one week since they entered the labyrinth.

The group had reached the fiftieth floor.

This was clearly a different type of floor from those before. Most notably, the ceiling was high. Its height was reminiscent of Casalia's royal castle.

In other words, flying enemies would appear here. And ones that Giant Bats couldn't even compare to.

"A Gargoyle, huh… I hate enemies that might damage my katana…"

Against the flying stone statue, Ria countered with a warhammer.

However, this Gargoyle was far more agile than something like a Wyvern, and attacks from the warhammer wouldn't connect.

Moreover, since it floated in the air firing fireballs from its mouth, it had poor compatibility with warriors.

"Now that I got a good look, it's Level 120!"

Serge cried out. At first, he had been negligent, thinking a Gargoyle was just a flying Golem and not bothering to use Identify.

To make matters worse, this Gargoyle had defensive magic patterns painted on its surface, rendering ordinary magic ineffective.

As for whether Serge's Excalibur could work, the enemy moved too quickly for it to hit.

Rather than a Gargoyle, it was already an enemy at the level of Gargoyle-sama.

"This really is the gatekeeper after all, isn't it!?"

Placing acceleration on himself, Serge desperately evaded the fireballs and hid behind Vil's tower shield.

"There's a high chance of that!"

Ria also avoided taking direct hits from the fireballs. Honestly, it would just be a little hot with no real damage, but she wanted to be spared from fighting half-naked again.

"Ria! Give back my sword!"

Shizuna shouted. Indeed, if she had her Blazing Snake Sword, it would certainly be effective in this situation.

"Here."

Vargas took the sword out of his magic bag and passed it to her.

Shizuna was momentarily stunned, wondering why it was coming back from there.

"I planned on returning it from the start. Once you'd reflected on things."

In reality, they had obtained another magic sword after that, so it had just stayed with him.

"Alright! With this!"

Taking the sword she was accustomed to in hand, Shizuna shouted.

"Warp!"

The serpent-blade sword extended, trying to ensnare the Gargoyle. But the Gargoyle folded its wings and accelerated.

Even with lashing movements, the Gargoyle couldn't be captured.

"Oooooh!"

With a spirited yell, Vargas swung his greatsword.

A thunderous shockwave was released from it. The sword flash that had earned him the nickname "Thunder" slammed the Gargoyle into the ceiling.

But even that wasn't enough to destroy the Gargoyle's body. It nonchalantly extended the limbs that had embedded into the ceiling, rising into the air once again.

The Gargoyle's fireballs didn't have that much power, but it seemed able to fire them with almost no magic consumption. Moreover, it could rapid-fire them.

"Normally Gargoyles are supposed to be small fry though…"

"Oi, mage, stop hiding and do something!"

Since Serge was hiding there, Vil couldn't move. Even without that, defending with his shield was his fighting style, but still.

Cell and Maal were using water-type spirit magic to defend against the fireballs. Lulu and Jason were also cooperating to erect an anti-magic barrier, but as a result they had no resources left for attacking.

"Can't be helped then. Guess I'll use my new ultimate technique."

"If you have something like that, use it sooner!"

Ria also slid behind Vil's shield to hide.

"I call it Unlimited Short Blade Works, but there shouldn't be any copyright issues, right?"

"How would I know."

Serge concentrated and constructed the magic. Around the boy floated countless small masses of magical power.

Seeing an opening when the Gargoyle's attacks briefly paused, he dashed out from behind Vil's shield.

"Feuer!"

The spatial distortions became over a hundred blades, assailing the Gargoyle.

They were small blades. Each one didn't do that much damage. But there were simply too many, and it couldn't evade them all.

Its stone wings crushed, the devil stone statue fell to the ground.

The warriors then flooded over it.

"This is… a color I've never seen before."

Vargas had taken a black magic crystal out of the destroyed Gargoyle's body.

Normally magic stones were dark red, and magic crystals also had similar colors, but this one had no red at all.

"Maybe magic crystals near the Dark Dragon's dwelling are black? I sense strong darkness power from it."

Jason wanted to analyze it in detail, but it would definitely be worth money at least.

Now then, though they had thought the Gargoyle was the gatekeeper, monster attacks continued after that.

Flying monsters were troublesome, but insubstantial monsters were even more of a nuisance.

"Those aren't monsters. They're spirits."

Against the mass of flames, Cell confronted it alone.

Facing the flames, they locked eyes. Neither side moved, and a long time passed.

Just when the other members started talking about blasting it with ice magic from the side, it finally disappeared.

"If they're spirits, I can handle them given enough time. Leave them to me."

If they didn't have a spirit user as a companion, they might have been stuck here.

Compared to those, even though they were flying monsters, Gryphons and Wyverns were easy opponents.

Ria and Vargas's attacks dealt damage that nearly ended their lives in a single blow, and Carlos and Shizuna also made full use of their magic swords' characteristics.

That's not to say the other warriors were useless either; in wide spaces, protecting the rear guard mages became a significant role.

And then, the group finally arrived before a huge gate.

It was a massive space.

From the moment they entered, they could see the huge gate far ahead on the opposite side.

In front of that huge gate—large enough for even a Cyclops to enter with room to spare—was a living creature.

Pale yellow—ivory-white—scales.

Two short but sharp horns.

Wings far too small for its body.

It was a Dragon.

With a body length of around ten meters, it was probably still a young Dragon.

Its belly swelled regularly, its nose making soft breathing sounds.

Despite the group having drawn quite close, the Dragon was peacefully sleeping.

"Oi, you."

Without hesitation, Ria struck the side of its face.

The huge head shifted sideways.

"Eh? Ah, owwww!?"

The Dragon spoke.

It was a high-pitched voice. As expected, it was still a young Dragon.

Its eyes that stared at them were pale green, beautiful as jewels.

"People came all this way with such effort and you're just sleeping peacefully. I half considered killing you with a surprise attack, you know."

The Dragon stood up on its hind legs and looked down at Ria, who had struck it and was now proudly puffing out her chest with her hands on her hips.

It moved quickly. An unbelievable speed for that massive body, on par with Rudolph.

"S-sorry."

The Dragon apologized!

"Well, whatever. So, is the Dark Dragon Valis beyond here?"

"Ah, yes. Ah, one moment please."

The Dragon folded its arms and thought.

"Umm, having overcome numerous trials, well done on making it here, adventurers…?"

It spoke hesitantly, ending with a questioning tone.

"If you want to meet Dark Dragon Valis-chan, show me your strength!"

Valis-chan!

-Chan!?

Somehow, their strength drained away. Was this some kind of magic?

"To show my strength, should I just hit you again?"

Desperately rousing her fighting spirit, Ria asked. What was this? Weren't Dragons supposed to be… more, well, terrifying?

"Ah, no, you're already fine."

The Dragon backed away a little, rubbing the cheek that had been hit.

"For those who want to advance, please fight me. Once I acknowledge that you have sufficient strength, I'll let you through."

Something about this situation had gotten strange.

To begin with, Ria was the only one who actually needed to meet the Dark Dragon Valis.

"Yes, question."

Serge, who had recovered fastest from this lethargic atmosphere, raised his hand.

"Yes, go ahead."

"Is it fine to wait here without going further?"

"I don't mind, and Valis-chan could send you back to the surface with magic if you want."

"Eh? But then we'd end up meeting her anyway…"

The Dragon tilted its head, the gesture strangely charming.

"That's right, isn't it? And if you could make it this far, I think you have sufficient strength already."

According to Serge's Identify, this Dragon was only Level 77.

However, its ability values exceeded almost all of the monsters they'd faced. Every single stat was higher than even that Gargoyle from earlier.

Frankly speaking, it didn't look like they could win without Ria.

"But Valis-chan will get angry if I disobey her orders, so let's fight after all. We'll both hold back properly."

The Dragon had remarkably little fighting spirit. In order to rouse himself, Vargas spoke up.

"Well, it's a rare opportunity to fight against a Dragon. If we're holding back… is everyone okay with that?"

He looked back at the members behind him. Though they wore complicated expressions, no one objected.

"Can I join in too?"

"Please don't. I don't want to experience that kind of pain again."

Ria's request was flatly refused.

"Well then, shall we do this?"

"Let's."

And so, somewhat haphazardly, the battle against the Dragon began.
The Dragon
What were Dragons? The strongest existences.

Not living things. Existences. In other words, they possessed power that exceeded even spirits and gods.

Once born from the world itself, they were beings that overthrew even the gods who ruled over people and nearly destroyed the world.

And yet, they were beings that protected the world.

Originally siding with neither humans nor the demon tribe, they simply existed. That was what Dragons were.

Occasionally appearing in history, they were troublesome beings that would destroy human countries.

In most such cases, the fault lay with the humans, though…

However.

Vargas had his doubts. Did such powerful creatures truly exist?

He had fought Sub-Dragons like Flying Dragons and Earth Dragons many times. And nowadays, excepting very old Sub-Dragons, he had the skill to defeat them without trouble.

Furthermore, he had these reliable comrades. The comrades he'd fought together with for ten years, as well as the newcomers, were all very dependable.

He believed that with these comrades, they could fight and defeat any demon.

Besides, there was solid proof that in recent years, a Dragon had been slain somewhere in the vicinity.

Moreover, their opponent was a young Dragon.

At ten meters long, it was actually much smaller than an adult Earth Dragon.

That was why he had underestimated it.

There was also the condition that this wasn't a fight to the death.

He had taken it too lightly. He had been foolish.

"Ooow!"

Receiving Vargas' greatsword, the Dragon counterattacked with its tail.

It was a reflexive counterattack from the pain. Therefore, it hadn't been able to hold back properly.

Vargas, who should have been strengthened to his limit with magic and Skills, was sent flying by a single blow.

His armor creaked, his bones shattered, and his internal organs were torn apart.

"It hurts! It hurts!"

The warriors who had been close were all sent flying, caught up in the Dragon's thrashing rampage.

Their magical defenses vanished from movements that looked pretty much like a temper tantrum.

Their physical defenses, even strengthened by Skills, were like sheets of paper.

That no one died was simply a matter of luck.

The ones left unharmed were the mages, Shar, Maal, and Shizuna. And Rudolph too.

Had the members not been wearing hard metal armor, they would have died instantly.

Healing magic flew toward the warriors who had sustained severe injuries.

Even after their wounds were healed, the only one who could stand back up was Vargas.

"Uuu, it hurts…"

Perhaps the pain had subsided after raging around for a while, as the Dragon plopped its belly onto the ground.

Then, it finally seemed to notice the situation around it and spoke in a troubled voice.

"I'm sorry. Are you alright?"

Its tone sounded genuinely worried, leaving the mages who had been providing treatment dumbfounded.

Ria was the only one getting excited.

"As expected, want to fight with me?"

"Don't wanna. It hurts."

Looking at the spot where Vargas had put his full strength into his strike, the scales were cracked. But that was all. He hadn't reached the flesh at all.

"I accidentally went all out, but no one died, right?"

The Dragon tilted its head curiously. Its mannerisms were utterly human-like. And rather cute. Despite being large, it seemed like a small animal.

While Ria helped with healing the warriors, the Dragon kept watching the situation.

Everyone finally regained consciousness and lined up before the Dragon.

They decided to end the fight there. Mainly because it didn't look like they could win.

"Hey, Dragon-san. Are all Dragons as strong as you?"

"Grown Dragons are about the same as me. Dragon children are usually weaker."

Perhaps due to the fight, its tone had become friendly.

Taking a good look, it really was a cute Dragon. Its snout was rounded and it had button eyes.

"And you're not usual?"

The Dragon nodded at Vargas' question.

"My father is Clarice-chan and my mother is Valis-chan, so I was born strong."

They heard something marvelous.

Who was Clarice? The Golden Dragon, Clarice. Who was Valis? Undoubtedly the Dark Dragon, Valis.

Dark Dragon Valis was its mother.

Mother?

That incongruity rippled through all of the members, making them forget that the Dragon before them was of elite bloodline.

Casalia Kingdom's Founder Leyte Anaia was a woman. There was no doubt about that. Portraits and sculptures remained.

She became Dark Dragon Valis' wife and gave birth to the child who became the second generation's king. It wasn't legend, it was written in history books. The woman's own words had been preserved as well.

"Valis-sama was my only husband."

It was properly recorded in the official documents.

Ria was the one to ask.

"Can I have a moment?"

"Ah, yes."

Perhaps it was still afraid? The Dragon used polite speech with Ria.

"Is there another Dragon named Valis?"

"Dragons don't usually have names. We do accept names when associating with humans and such, though."

The answer differed slightly from the question.

"Well, the Dragon called Dark Dragon Valis by humans is your mother, right?"

"That is correct."

"But my ancestor's father was Dark Dragon Valis."

"What's strange about that?"

The Dragon tilted its head again, looking puzzled. Was it doing it on purpose, being so cute?

"Because that means Dark Dragon Valis is both a father and a mother."

"So Valis became a father to produce your ancestor, then became a mother to give birth to me."

The Dragon said something strange in a matter-of-fact tone.

Then, Serge had a flash of insight.

"Hey, Nee-chan."

Despite having the smallest body, his intuition was probably the sharpest among them. His thinking could take leaps.

"Could Dragons possibly be hermaphroditic creatures?"

"""Ooh!"""

Everyone cried out in amazement.

Hermaphroditic. In other words, having both a penis and a vagina. Being both male and female.

"Is that it!?"

"Sorry, I don't really understand what you're saying."

They didn't get the Dragon's agreement.

"So when producing your father or mother, Valis was male, and when making me, became female to bring out the Golden Dragon's bloodline."

"Are you a clownfish!?"

Though it was Serge who shouted this time, only Ria understood what he was talking about.

Ria, who had often watched public broadcasting in her previous life, had that knowledge.

Clownfish changed genders to match their environment to reproduce. That must be it.

"Aaaaaaaah!"

Then, Ria understood as well.

She cried out involuntarily.

"I see, so that's what it was…"

She fell to her knees. She understood. Why had she been reincarnated as a woman?

She also understood why she hadn't menstruated even at fourteen years old.

This body looked like a woman but wasn't actually female.

"Kuaaah!"

She stood up, clutching her head. Even the members who were accustomed to Ria's eccentric actions had never seen this reaction before.

Ria whirled to face the Dragon again. Her expression was serious.

"Hey, by any chance, are all Dragons normally female?"

"Of course they are, but… ah, are humans different? Looks like they are."

Dragon-sans were all female.

"H-how do you become male!?"

"Eh, I don't know. I can't breed yet."

Ria fell to her knees again. But the answer seemed to be close at hand.

A faint laugh leaked from her lips.

"I can do this! Just a little more! You can do it, me!"

She stood up vigorously. No one around her could keep up with these intense ups and downs.

"I'll ask Dark Dragon Valis the rest! Now! Open the gate!"

"Ah, okay."

While overwhelmed, the Dragon chanted an incantation.

The huge gate was finally opened before Ria.
The Dark Dragon
There was a vast space.

It would be wrong to call it a cave.

It was wide enough that Anaias' entire town could probably fit inside it several times over. The ceiling was so high that even a Cyclops jumping with all its strength couldn't reach it.

In that dim space, there was a mountain.

No, a dragon the size of a mountain.

A neck stretched out from the black mass. It was too enormous to grasp the whole picture.

Jet black scales with golden eyes.

Its head alone rivaled the size of a Cyclops.

Its body was so absurdly massive that one would question whether it should even exist as a living being.

Dark Dragon Valis.

With a single glance, the group was stopped in their tracks.

Their hearts and lungs were forced to stop. They were dying. Death.

"My apologies."

Its words became pressure, forcing the group to prostrate themselves on the ground.

"Be at ease."

With those words, the pressure vanished. Their bodies could move. They moved away from death.

For a while, time passed as they simply sent oxygen back through their bodies.

Even Ria had been unable to move, as if bound by sleep paralysis.

"It has been a long time since I faced mortals. I forgot to control my power."

Simply speaking normally could kill living creatures. She held that much power. That was a Divine Dragon.

In the age of ancient myths, they ended the dispute among the gods that sought to destroy heaven and earth, becoming absolute guardians of the world.

"Wait a moment."

An irresistible power. If she said to wait, they had no choice but to wait.

"Matching myself to humans is difficult."

The mountain writhed.

It undulated. It swirled.

The black mass gradually shrank.

Before she knew it, Ria had removed the hand she'd unknowingly placed on the katana at her waist.

Really, when had she done that? She hadn't even noticed it herself.

Against such a monster—no, against something equal to a god, had she been planning to fight?

Before she noticed, the mountain had disappeared.

From the dim space ahead, she heard footsteps.

Before long, a beautiful woman entered Ria's view.

Black hair and golden eyes. Her skin was white, with black cloth carelessly draped over her naked form.

Her facial features resembled Ria's.

No, perhaps this was what Ria's face would look like in a few more years.

"Welcome to my dwelling."

It was a human woman's voice. There was none of the earlier pressure whatsoever.

"That was wrong. Our dwelling, I should say. Human language changes little by little, you see… I'm not mistaken, am I?"

She was unexpectedly humble.

Perhaps because she was such an overwhelming existence that she had no need to put on airs?

Valis turned around. The cave walls had many hollows carved into them—

And within them were countless dragons.

They gasped. Each one was roughly one hundred meters in length. Innumerable dragons slept within the hollows carved into the walls.

Hundreds? Thousands?

Even more?

"We shall truly awaken only when destruction approaches the world. For a mere Millennium, we would normally have no need to stir, but I have a promise with Ryuke Riana. Among we Black Dragons, only I alone specially support the humans."

Of course, this Ryuke Riana must be the Militant Emperor.

Valis waved her hand. Chairs for each person were created from the floor.

"Be seated. Something has arisen where even I must borrow the power of humans."

Saying so, she sat down herself. The chairs were arranged in a circle. Only after Ria sat directly across from her did the others finally take their seats.

"Now then, where to begin. First, the matter of Clarice."

Valis' brow furrowed. Her way of expressing emotions seemed the same as a human's.

"Just recently, humans—no, now we also say 'we'—caused the Divine Dragon called Clarice to be eliminated."

She said 'just recently' about something over a month ago. Her sense of time seemed quite different from a human's.

"We do not know the cause. Rather, we do know, but I lack the words to explain it to you. The concept does not exist in human language. At any rate, if a powerful Demon King and Hero were to cooperate, such a thing would be possible."

Valis spoke of something impossible.

The Demon King cooperating with the Hero?

"Because of that, the world has begun to distort. Fortunately, this situation was foreseen to some extent, so countermeasures were put in place. A new Divine Dragon was born between myself and Clarice. However, that one is still young."

Valis pointed at the infant dragon gatekeeper.

"That one must be raised. For that purpose, it must be taken from our dwelling. Your role is to protect and raise the young one."

Next, she pointed at Ria.

"You who hold the Dragon's Bloodline. You who have received the blessings of gods from another world. You who slays gods."

She was watching only Ria. From the beginning, the other humans hadn't even entered her field of vision.

"That you were chosen by the world—the first reason is for this."

"I—I!"

Her voice came out. She was able to speak.

"I chose my Gifts myself! I didn't know I was chosen by the world!"

She shook her head.

This was the power of domination.

The Dark Dragon's words were becoming power that bound Ria. It had to be.

"Perhaps I used the wrong words. At any rate, you came to this world in accordance with the 'Law of Universal Causality.'"

Serge's body twitched.

Because among the words the Dark Dragon used, Japanese was included.

Just like Labyrinth, was the Dark Dragon also a reincarnator?

He was certain that wasn't it. He had no evidence, but he was sure it was different.

"Next topic. A Dragonslayer has been born."

Valis changed the subject. Did she understand their confusion?

"Power beyond what a human body should possess. It matters little to us, but it may be important to you all."

Valis adopted an attitude of not caring much about it.

"A Dragonslayer is one who possesses power exceeding that of a dragon. One who rivals the Hero and the Demon King. If handled incorrectly, the order of the Millennium will be lost, leading to great collapse."

Valis traced her memories. The memory of the Dragonslayer born in the past—Ryuke Riana.

That respectable human who, despite having the power to slay even gods, abandoned it and ended her life as a human being.

"Do your utmost to protect yourselves."

She wondered what kind of conclusion the humans before her would reach.

"Third. This too concerns the world's order."

Here, Valis let out a tired sigh.

"My soul will soon wear away."

For a person, that would mean death.

"Afterwards, I ask you to take the role of protecting this world."

Valis was looking only at Ria. She wasn't asking anyone else.

"That is the second reason you were chosen by the world."

A selfish story.

Moreover, it was spoken as if the matter were already decided.

No one spoke at all.

This was not a place where people should be. This was not a place for reckless explorers.

The insignificant humans understood this was not a place where people were meant to live.

"Well, I alone have been speaking. Let me hear from you all."

The overwhelmed humans, as if forgetting how to speak, were simply desperate to survive.

Except for one.

"I have one thing I want to ask and one thing I want to request."

Ria alone was able to resist this place's pressure.

"It's said that when you dragons have children, one of you becomes male. I want you to teach me that method."

"Let nature take its course."

An immediate answer.

To the question Ria had desperately, resolutely asked, a complete answer was returned.

"When the season is ripe, if both parties love each other from the heart, reproduction is possible. It's no different from humans."

At that moment, Ria must have had an incredibly strange expression.

So dragons know the emotion called love?

To begin with, what even is love?

"Have you never loved someone from the heart?"

No.

If she had to name someone, it would be Maal, but that was more like familial love.

Not romantic love, but affection. She loved Maal in the same way she loved the sky, the sea, and the land.

Of course, she loved Matsukaze too. She loved Rudolph too.

But that wasn't it.

"Humans are creatures that can reproduce without love, you know…"

Ria answered weakly. She was filled with an overwhelming sense of helplessness.

She felt as if her entire being had been denied. Of course, it was just a persecution complex.

"But Anaia and I truly loved each other from the heart."

"Ah, is that so…"

She felt like crying, but didn't show tears. Because her heart was still a man's! … Probably.

She'd consult Serge later. That's what she decided.

Once she decided something, she wouldn't look back anymore. It was something she couldn't help.

Her question was finished. Next, she would voice her request.

"I want you to lend me your power."

"For what would you use my power?"

"To unite the strength of the people who live on this land and survive the Millennium."

Right, that was the original reason she had come.

But after hearing Valis' story, how insignificant that wish seemed.

No, that's wrong.

Ria could say it was wrong.

For people to desperately try to live—even if a small thing, it was not something base.

"Very well. However, I cannot interfere with the affairs of the human world. That would be equivalent to using a dragon's fang to crush a single ant."

Valis stood up. She approached Ria.

"I shall give you my fang."

A black fang larger than Ria herself appeared in the space and pierced the floor.

"With your power, you should be able to forge it into the katana you desire."

That fang certainly had the color of a mineral.

"And I shall release your power."

She extended her elegant hand toward Ria's forehead.

Ria could have dodged if she wanted to. But she felt that dodging would be a loss.

There was also the fact that her Crisis Perception hadn't activated. Valis certainly held no ill will.

The fingertip touched her, and an electric shock ran through her.

Despite having Paralysis Resistance, Ria couldn't move at all and collapsed.

All too easily, Ria lost consciousness.
The One Who Fights Against God
"Ri—"

The one who moved, the only one who could move, was Maal.

"Ria-chan!"

She aimed the already-loaded crossbow from her waist at Valis. That's right, she pointed a weapon at a god.

Everyone thought she would be killed with just a glance. However, Valis was tolerant.

The released arrow struck Valis' clothing and simply fell to the ground.

"Do not panic, little one."

Valis instead wore a smile that could even be called gentle.

From Ria's body, collapsed at her feet, an enormous amount of magical power was overflowing, concealing her form.

Maal had seen this phenomenon before.

Among those present, only Maal and Serge knew what was happening.

Magical power was materializing, covering Ria's body. That form, gleaming with a black luster, was unmistakably an egg.

Yes, a chrysalis stage to gain new power.

It was a repeat of what happened in Labyrinth City.

"Now then, I shall grant my blessings upon all of you as well."

Valis waved her hand. At that moment, everyone in the group felt the power within them surge explosively.

According to Serge's Identify, everyone's levels rose by ten at once, and various Skills were granted.

"Too much power would bring ruin instead. This much should suffice."

'This much,' she said so casually.

All kinds of resistances, ability value enhancement, healing and recovery rate increase. Those powers were merely 'this much.'

Truly the power of a god.

Compared to this, Labyrinth's power was nothing but an insect.

"Um, I'm sorry."

Maal bowed her head. She was so flexible that her forehead touched her knees.

Even though it was reflexive, she had shot an arrow at a being equal to a god.

"I do not mind."

Valis returned to her seat. Even among gods, her generosity was incomparable to those of Greek mythology.

"Now then, what will you do? If you have no other wishes, I shall send you to the surface."

The group looked at each other. There was nothing but puzzled faces.

Before a god, what should one ask for?

Any wish would likely be granted, but now that it came to it, nothing came to mind.

"Um…"

Timidly, Lulu raised her hand.

"For example, hypothetically speaking, can Valis-sama bring back the dead?"

"I can."

Valis answered in a tone that suggested it would be no trouble at all.

"However, it holds little meaning, and the compensation is great. It depends on the conditions."

"Could you bring back my grandfather who died four years ago?"

"I can. Something of that degree is not difficult."

"Wh-what would be the compensation?"

"Come here."

Valis beckoned, and Lulu approached timidly.

The fingertips that touched her forehead were cool.

"Your grandfather has already reincarnated. To tear out his soul from there, implant his scattered memories, regenerate his body, and revive him—all of that would be necessary. Do you wish for that?"

What Lulu wanted was nothing like that.

She just wanted to see him one more time. To meet him and say thank you.

"No…"

Souls reincarnate.

Even common folk believed this, and Valis had confirmed it as truth.

To bring back her grandfather from his new life for her own selfish reasons—that was something she must not do.

"U-um…"

Pushed forward by elbows from those around him, Gates stood up.

"My wife has fallen ill, so… could you heal her… right?"

"I can. Come here."

And the same thing was repeated once more.

After returning, Gates would be surprised to find his wife not only recovered but also returned to her youth, but that was a story for later.

In the same manner, everyone had their humble wishes granted.

Or they were taught that some things were better left unfulfilled.

Even immortality would be trivial with Valis' power.

But eventually, those who wished for it would come to beg for death.

So what they wished for was to have old wounds that wouldn't heal be healed, or to have their health restored.

Strangely, no one wished for money. They felt that wishing for something so materialistic would be a waste.

Only Serge wished for nothing.

No, his wish was for what came next.

"Then, I shall send you all to the surface."

"Um, if possible, could you send us to the town at the base of the mountain?"

Valis nodded magnanimously at Vargas' request.

"Um, what about Ria-chan…"

"Wait here for a while. When she hatches, my child shall deliver her."

"Would it be alright if I waited here?"

Maal wanted to wait. Last time, Serge had persuaded her, and she had returned alone first. This time, she wanted to stay by her side.

"Very well."

"Then I'll stay too. She'll need food and water."

Serge gave a suitable reason, but he originally wanted to stay to ask something.

The group, still somewhat dazed, vanished from the area via teleportation magic.

"I might be… a little hungry."

"Here."

While Maal began eating the bread Serge took out, Valis was stroking the horn of the child nestled against her.

Thinking about it, since it was her actual daughter, she must be precious to her as a mother. Whether the Divine Dragon had such an ordinary emotion as finding something cute was uncertain, but since she spoke of love, she should have affection for her child as well.

"Now then, child of man."

Though her gaze remained on her child, her voice was directed at Serge.

"You still have business with me, do you not?"

He had been seen through. That was only natural. Perhaps she could even read people's minds. No, perhaps it was best to assume she could.

"Yes, but first, one question."

He wasn't as scared as before. Part of it was getting used to her, but it was probably also because he had gained resistance against abnormalities that affected the mind.

"By any chance, are you a reincarnator?"

"Reincarnation, child of man…"

Valis spoke calmly.

"… refers to a robust soul transferring between fragile bodies and minds many times over. We Dragons remain in the same body until our souls wear away."

"Then why can you speak Japanese?"

Maal was startled by the unknown language suddenly coming from Serge's mouth. But for now, he needed the answer to this question.

"I have connected with that world's form many times. Learning its language is not difficult."

Valis also replied in Japanese.

Serge was confused.

Once, when he had spoken with Labyrinth, he had asked if he could return to his original world. He was flatly denied.

And now, she said she had connected with it many times.

Labyrinth had lived for one thousand years.

The Dark Dragon, who had lived for at least three thousand years, must have a different amount of knowledge.

"Um, how many years have you lived, exactly?"

"I do not know. However, shortly after this planet was born, I became aware that I am myself."

That would be several hundred million years, or perhaps several billion. Comparing it to Earth's history, that would be about how many years.

This was not a living creature. Not even a god. An existence. Simply something that was there.

Serge sighed.

He remembered being excited when it was decided that he would reincarnate into another world. It wasn't that he had no attachments to his previous life, but when told he could start a new life with a boost, he was genuinely happy.

He had dreamed of being unrivaled in magic like protagonists in manga and novels. In reality, he was almost killed by an Orc and was saved by Ria.

If this world were a story, the protagonist would be Ria. Or perhaps the hero who, while they hadn't met, was said to exist.

Among them, he had wanted to play an excellent supporting role.

And if things went well, land a beautiful wife!

… He had such dreams.

Serge was practical, an ordinary human.

Even if he received a talent for magic, his very mental makeup was different from the start.

It was about the strength of the soul. He could now understand why Ria had received 1012 Points and reincarnated into this world.

At first he thought she was a cheat, but seeing her fight against the Ogre King and then against the Cyclops, he realized he was mistaken.

Ria would have been strong even without anything. There was no doubt.

But even so, he didn't want to give up on his own potential.

He wanted to be overpowered too.

"Um, Valis-sama."

He dreamed of being active like a certain great mage from a certain adventure manga, and he didn't think that was asking too much.

"I would like you to grant me a Skill."

His wish was granted.

"Now then, next—"

Serge and Maal had returned to their seats and were watching the egg.

"I kept you waiting. Enter."

At those words, the two quickly turned toward the entrance.

No one was there.

No, it only appeared that way.

"Spirit magic…"

Maal's murmur reached Serge's ears. In the blink of an eye, a figure had appeared.

A sand-colored cloak with a hood covering their face.

An explorer, perhaps. But just one person.

Coming here alone—wouldn't that be impossible even for Ria? Even Ria had needed to rest.

The figure lowered their hood. Seeing the face that was revealed, the two instinctively put themselves on guard.

A beauty like a sculpture. Brown skin, long silver hair. And long, pointed ears.

"Dark elf…"

This time it was Serge who murmured.

Dark elves were members of the demon tribe. They were famous for having the highest magical power among the demon tribe.

And they had big breasts.

Unlike elves, dark elves had big breasts. This was actually common knowledge in this world.

Her attire beneath the cloak she removed was primarily white, but her ample chest stood out.

"It is an honor to meet you, Dark Dragon Valis-sama."

The dark elf knelt on the spot and announced herself in a clear voice.

"I am a retainer of His Majesty the Demon King, one of the Demon Generals. I am called Rei Bradford."

The moment he saw her, Serge had used Identify.

Level 40.

Impossible.

Though Serge wasn't a warrior, through his combat experience thus far, he believed he could gauge an opponent's strength to some degree from their presence.

The Identify Skill was telling him that the dark elf before him was merely Level 40.

Her ability values weren't particularly high either. As for her Skills, they were composed of scout-type Skills.

But the being before him should be stronger than Shizuna at the very least. She had that kind of presence. To begin with, at that level, she shouldn't be able to clear this labyrinth.

So Serge used a higher-ranked identify magic from the grimoire he'd received from Labyrinth.

It had no effect on the adult Dragons, but it had been able to see Ria's abilities.

At the time, he had been surprised by her unexpectedly low level and her ability values that didn't match it.

Divine Fathoming.

Though it still required a large amount of magical power, Serge used the magic without hesitation.

And then he understood. As expected, the demon tribe had been disguising their abilities.

Dark Elf-san was Level 138.

And her ability values and skills became clear.

Rather than a scout, she was more like an assassin. No, given how she had concealed herself, she wasn't the type to fight head-on.

But she was strong. Undoubtedly strong.

"So, what business do you have with me?"

Valis called out. There was no particular emotion in her voice. Even though the other party was a member of the demon tribe, moreover one of its leaders.

"I was merely investigating the human called Ria by my lord's order. However, if it is possible…"

The dark elf's voice was tinged with desperation.

"In the coming Millennium, I wish to receive your assistance for my lord."

"That is no good. No, it is impossible."

Valis' answer was merciless.

"To begin with, I do not know what your lord is thinking. An ex-hero Demon King—there is only one in my memory."

Eh?

"W-w-w-w-w-wait a moment! Excuse me for interrupting, but please wait!"

Serge had unintentionally cut in. He was flustered. He was stunned.

"Eh? The Demon King is the king of the demon tribe, right? And a hero is born or summoned from another world to defeat him, right? What the heck is an ex-hero Demon King!?"

Yes, it was a tale that even children in the countryside knew.

In the Millennium, the one who defeats the Demon King is the hero. The one who protects humanity from the demon tribe's invasion is the hero.

They are either born having received the blessings of the gods, or summoned by magic left behind by the gods.

Generally, in the end, the hero marries a princess and lives happily ever after.

There should have been a hero. The Demon King should have been defeated.

"One thousand years ago, a hero was summoned."

Despite having her conversation interrupted, Valis showed no sign of being offended and answered.

"Together with Anaia and the others, he defeated the Demon King, and afterward became the next Demon King."

Her tone suggested that was all there was to it, as if there was nothing questionable about it whatsoever.
Conversation With a Demon
The story of the hero had been passed down to beastkin villages as well. It was the same for every village.

The evil Demon King was vanquished, the cruel demons repelled. That story had been passed down to every village.

That was why Maal's mind had gone blank.

Unlike Serge, she couldn't resist such an absurd truth.

All Maal could do was watch the developments unfold.

"This doesn't make any sense."

Serge muttered quietly, but he still had some composure left.

"So you're telling me Demon King-sama was actually a good person? And that he defeated the previous Demon King, which means…"

It was still within his range of understanding. Searching through his previous life's memories, he had read stories like that… before.

Intelligence was included among his increased ability scores. He could sort information and draw inferences.

"Um, Dark Elf-sama, may I ask you something?"

The one Serge called out to wasn't Valis, but the Dark Elf. He naturally added '-sama'.

The Dark Elf turned toward him with an uninterested look, but still responded.

"What?"

"The Demon King-sama, what sort of person is he?"

He spoke politely. He could be killed if he offended her. Though Valis had raised his level with a wave of her hand, Serge still didn't think he could defeat the woman in front of him.

Serge's question seemed to satisfy the Dark Elf.

"He is a wonderful person."

With enraptured eyes, she began to speak rapidly.

"Kind, yet strict when necessary. Friendly while possessing an undeniable dignity. With his great knowledge, he brought peace and order to all of the demon tribe—"

"Now, hold on."

Valis was the one to stop her.

"Come here and speak. Fortunately, there are seats available."

Right, the Dark Elf had still been kneeling near the entrance.

The distance was considerable. If push came to shove, it was enough distance to launch a preemptive magical strike.

And Valis was trying to close that gap.

For Maal, it was terrifying. It was terrifying for Serge too, but if he used the Skill he'd just obtained moments ago, he might be able to escape.

No, that wouldn't work either. He couldn't leave Ria behind. Even if Valis would probably protect Ria, Maal wouldn't want to be separated from her.

Either way, Serge had no options.

The Dark Elf walked forward slowly but surely.

She then sat at the position farthest from Ria's egg.

"Um, Dark Elf-sama."

"Wait, first of all, stop calling me 'Dark Elf-sama'."

It seemed like an odd thing to fixate on, but it would feel strange to be called 'Human-sama' or 'Beastkin-sama'.

"Then what should I call you?"

"Call me Rei. No need for polite speech either. You're neither my vassal nor my subject."

She was friendly. This might go better than he thought.

Even so, he couldn't help but use polite speech. Since she'd introduced herself as a Demon General, she was probably part of the demon tribe's upper echelons.

"First, tell me your names."

"Ah, Serge."

Come to think of it, he hadn't introduced himself. How impolite.

"Maal."

She gave a small bow.

"You two, human and beastkin together? How old are you?"

It was a rather normal conversation.

"I just turned thirteen."

"Eleven."

"Young, huh. And with that much magical power. Say, how would you like to serve His Majesty?"

It was suddenly a recruitment pitch.

"Um, but I'm from the human tribe…"

"There are humans in the demon tribe's territory too. His Majesty doesn't discriminate based on race. His Majesty himself was originally human, after all."

There are humans there!?

Serge retorted in his mind, but if he was a former hero, having humans serve him would be normal.

Even so, she said he doesn't discriminate based on race. Wasn't that actually a better society than human society?

"There are cat beastkin too. I have many among my subordinates."

Cat beastkin too?

"Ah, but if he's human, how has Demon King-sama lived for a thousand years?"

A human's lifespan, even extended by magic, would max out around three hundred.

Then again, Azelford, the Great Sage of the Sacred Mountain, had apparently exceeded a thousand years of age.

"Ah, that's my doing."

Valis, who'd been listening from the side, chimed in.

"That man wished for it, so I made him immortal."

Even though she said that immortals would eventually come to desire death.

"He was an unusual man. With that strength of will, he should be able to endure a thousand years."

Endure, not live.

As expected, humans weren't creatures that could endure living for so long.

If the state of one's mind was the issue, she could understand that.

"Well… I'm happy about the invitation, and it is attractive… but I still have a lot I want to learn."

"I see. There are plenty of schools in the demon tribe's territory, so come if you ever feel like it. I'll give you this."

Without approaching, she tossed something to him, which he caught. It was a dagger with an official seal attached. Ria had something similar.

"If you show that, most demons won't lay a hand on you. Though there are quite a few hot-blooded tribes, so you should still be careful."

It was too friendly. Too generous an invitation.

Serge became worried instead.

"Um, is it really okay to give me this?"

If anything, this could get him branded as a demon tribe collaborator if discovered in human society.

"Setting aside that beastkin, I don't sense any hatred or negative feelings toward me from you."

Though she was definitely feeling fear, Rei continued.

Indeed, while Serge thought of Rei as a threat, he didn't hate or dislike her or anything like that.

In fact, since he'd been thinking 'Busty Dark Elf has arrived—!' the whole time, she might have even sensed goodwill from him.

"Humans like you are likely to become our comrades. It's what we call 'aotagai'."

Serge couldn't help but smile wryly at Rei using Japanese.

He couldn't bring himself to dislike this Dark Elf-san.

"So then, continuing on."

"Ah, right. Let's see… to begin with, will the demon tribe actually invade during the Millennium?"

At that question, Rei's eyes narrowed.

The friendly Onee-san atmosphere vanished. What remained was a demon who possessed terrifying power.

"What will you do with that knowledge?"

Though intimidated, Serge decided he should just say what he honestly felt.

"Um, from what I've heard so far… with a Demon King-sama like that, I feel like humans and the demon tribe could get along without fighting."

Yes, that was exactly it.

To begin with, during the Millennium, it was the demon tribe who invaded.

But listening to Rei's story, the Demon King seemed to be the exact opposite of an evil being who delighted in slaughter.

If that were the case, there would be no need to prepare for the Millennium. One of Ria's worries would disappear.

Rei's expression softened once more.

But she shook her head.

"We will invade human territory. This has been decided."

"May I ask why?"

"No. However, it will be revealed eventually."

"It's because the Millennium is necessary."

Valis supplemented from the side again, but what did she mean by 'necessary'?

Serge understood that wars weren't waged solely out of malice.

Speaking from his previous life's memories, just how many wars had been carried out in the name of holy war?

"Is that what you wanted to ask?"

"Well, yes. I have other questions too, but…"

"We'll meet again before long. We can talk then."

Saying that, Rei stood up. The conversation was over.

Her gaze turned to the egg enveloping Ria.

Maal reflexively moved to block her line of sight. Rei smiled wryly.

"I have no intention of harming you. At least, not right now."

There were no lies in her words. She was someone trustworthy, someone who fundamentally shattered their concept of the demon tribe. Not just Serge, but even Maal felt the same way.

For Rei as well, it had been a fruitful encounter. She'd broken the order not to make contact, but she felt what she'd gained was significant.

"Wait."

The one who stopped her was Valis.

Called out to by someone with godlike power, Rei's body stiffened. If she'd committed some taboo here, her life would be forfeit in an instant.

But Valis' words were the complete opposite of what she expected.

"I'll give you a blessing as well."

Valis waved her hand, and in that moment, Rei's magical power increased.

"A reward for conquering the labyrinth."

Speechless, Rei embraced herself for a short while.

Eventually, she bowed deeply, put on her cloak and pulled up the hood, then began walking toward the entrance.

"Shall I send you outside?"

Valis called out again.

"… Then, to the town at the foot of the mountain."

"Very well. Farewell then."

And with that, Rei's figure vanished.

"Um, was that alright?"

After a while, Serge spoke up.

"Was what alright?"

"Earlier, you mentioned that the Golden Dragon Clarice-sama's disappearance was probably related to the Demon King, but you just let his subordinate go normally?"

According to Valis' story, that person should have been the enemy of her mate.

But Valis didn't understand his question.

"It's already in the past."

Just those few words.

"Is it really impossible to resurrect Divine Dragon-sama?"

That was what Maal was wondering. Valis had said she could resurrect the dead.

"It's possible, but the price would be too great."

So she could.

And what was this price that was too great?

Too afraid, neither of them asked.

A week passed.

During that time, Serge had been working hard to master his new Skill.

This Skill was powerful, compensating for a mage's weaknesses, but was difficult to control in exchange.

Unexpectedly, Valis would sometimes demonstrate how to control it.

Maal was playing with the infant dragon.

You could say she was letting it play with her.

This dragon, having been born not long ago, was still mentally a child and was delighted to have someone pay attention to it.

It told Maal that this was far more enjoyable than all the time it had spent mostly sleeping before.

Then, while the two of them and the dragon were each absorbed in their own activities—.

"It's about time."

At Valis' voice, everyone gathered around the egg.

Cracks formed in the black shell, spreading across its surface—.

"Uu…"

"Ria-chan!"

Her black hair rippling, Ria emerged.
Call Me By Name
"Oh…"

The eggshell shattered, revealing Ria's entire body.

Unlike last time, she wasn't naked. That time, the Cyclops' gastric juices had dissolved her clothes.

Nevertheless, Serge shouted.

"Boobs!"

Ria's chest was exposed, having burst through her leather armor.

"S-somehow, this is painful…"

Ria groaned, but it was understandable.

"R-Ria-chan, didn't you somehow grow a lot bigger?"

"Huh?"

She stretched out her limbs. Her clothes were clearly too short.

Her chest was painful. Unbearably painful.

"What's going on…"

She stood up. Her eye level had changed. Estimating from Serge and Maal's perspectives…

"Around half a head taller?"

This had happened before, but this time the growth was more pronounced.

Above all else, her chest hurt.

"Ahh…"

Ria sighed. Overly large breasts just got in the way during combat.

"Seriously… what a pain…"

Ria quickly stripped off her clothes one after another.

Though she shot Valis a somewhat resentful look, the dragon showed no signs of remorse.

She created new clothes and armor with genesis magic. Adjusting the size was tedious.

"Boobs! Boobs!"

Serge was chanting 'boobs' while waving his hands. She hadn't particularly minded, but apparently this counted as a fanservice scene.

"Hmm, it hurts when I tighten it."

"How about making something with elasticity, like a sports bra?"

"Right… Why are you so knowledgeable about women's underwear?"

Setting aside Serge, who was now evading the question by looking off into the distance, Ria finished arranging her appearance and created a full-length mirror.

"Ugh…"

She was close to one hundred and seventy centimeters tall. Her hair nearly reached her waist.

Her almond-shaped eyes were framed by long, fluttering eyelashes. Depending on the light, her eyes appeared either black or gold.

Overall, she exuded a mature aura. Yet despite that, she hadn't lost the supple grace of a maiden.

"Beautiful…"

For a while, Ria stood admiring herself in the mirror.

"Why am I such a beautiful woman…"

It was an incredibly frustrating experience for Ria, but there was nothing she could do about it.

Since she was feeling vexed, she had Valis grant her a small wish.

She had her beloved katana Kotetsu from her previous life shown to her, and was relieved to see it had safely returned to the hands of someone who cherished it.

"So then, you want me to take this child along?"

With a brazen attitude, Ria faced Valis. Her feelings of reverence toward the god had already vanished.

It was a sort of defiancé—try and kill me if you can.

"Indeed, she will become your strength as well."

When Ria turned her gaze, there was a beautiful young girl.

The girl had been a dragon just moments ago. When Ria voiced the obvious concern—how could she bring a dragon to a human settlement—Valis had simply changed her appearance.

She looked to be in her mid-teens. As for her exact age, even Valis didn't seem to know. For a race where ten or twenty years was nothing, that couldn't be helped.

She had curly golden hair and pale green eyes. Her wide, round eyes were adorable.

And protecting her body was plate armor made of orichalcum.

Yes, orichalcum. Created by a mother worried about her child, it was armor at the level of a divine artifact.

On her back was a greatsword that looked like it would give even an ogre trouble to wield. It too was made of orichalcum.

Restrain yourself, Divine Dragon-sama.

"So, what is this child's name?"

With a sigh, Ria accepted taking her along. Well, she probably wouldn't be a burden.

"Ah, it hasn't been decided. Since you'll be acting as her older sister, you decide."

This was where things got difficult.

To begin with, Ria had no naming sense.

Matsukaze and Rudolph were names she'd brought from knowledge in her previous life.

Perhaps she could name her after a woman from her previous life, but that was difficult.

Names of acquaintances were Japanese to begin with and wouldn't suit her, and there was no way she'd give a woman a name like Kiyomaro or Muramasa.

She considered Joan, the name of a European female warrior, but rejected it since that person had a tragic end.

She thought about naming her after a famous female warrior from this world's history, but gave up after being unable to find one suitable for a dragon.

So she dumped the task on Serge, who seemed good at this sort of thing.

"Eh, me?"

Even so, Serge was troubled. Unlike naming a game character, this was a dragon who would easily live for millennia—he couldn't pick a bad name.

In fact, the names he suggested one after another were rejected by Ria just as quickly. If that was the case, she should just name her herself.

Then, after who knows how many attempts, seeing her appearance covered in plate armor, a certain name came to mind.

"How about… Irina?"

"Hmm, not bad. Where did that name come from?"

"It's the name of a female warrior who wore plate armor and wielded a huge sword."

"Ah, that works."

Thus, her name was decided.

"Let's give you a surname too. Irina Crystal. As my younger sister."

"Irina."

"Irina."

"Congratulations, Irina."

"Congratulations, Irina."

"Thank you."

"A-also, Nee-chan, I have a request about names too."

'Give me a name too,' Serge started to say.

In truth, the name Serge was equivalent to something like Yosaku or Hachibee in Edo period terms from his previous life.

"If I have a name given by royalty, I can introduce myself with dignity."

"Well, I don't particularly mind… but I'll still call you Serge from now on, got it? It's a hassle otherwise."

To Serge, who was nodding vigorously, Ria put a hand to her chin and thought.

"Serge… Serge… How about Sergess? It sounds more aristocratic."

"That sounds like some perverted villain's name, so no thanks!"

He rejected it so strongly that Ria was momentarily taken aback.

"Then… Serge… Sagi… ttarius. How about that? Long-range attacks are your specialty, so isn't it fitting?"

"Sagittarius… the archer… I can use meteor attacks too, it's perfect for me!"

Serge cried out in ecstasy.

He wasn't a superhero, couldn't be the protagonist of a space opera, and probably couldn't pull off last-second rescues, but it wasn't a bad name at all.

"Want a surname too? Sagittarius Crystal."

"Eh! Is that okay!?"

"Yeah, Crystal was originally a commoner's surname anyway. As long as you don't claim Casalia, it's fine."

Serge was thrilled. He brushed back his bangs with his hand.

"I am Sagittarius Crystal. Those close to me call me Serge."

It seemed like something had gone slightly wrong with him.

"Well then, Irina, take care of yourself."

"Un, Valis-chan. I'm off."

Smiling fondly at her daughter's energetic reply, Valis used teleportation magic.

Silence returned.

Valis exhaled softly. The next moment, a mountainous form filled the space.

What a fun group they were, Valis thought. Come to think of it, the last humans to reach this place were with Anaia.

Though she didn't have long left to live, she would never forget them until her final moment. For Valis, to remember was to love.

However, she thought.

Valis' precognition was telling her. She would definitely meet Ria again, not just Irina.

And when that time came, there was a high chance it would be a battle that would push her to her limits.

Her precognition wasn't complete. Just as she hadn't been able to fully foresee Clarice's demise, she could barely grasp Ria and Irina's futures.

If such a future arrived, she would need to leave this cave herself. And probably, the other three Divine Dragons as well.

Would she be able to meet those humans she missed? If she could, that would be good.

(Is Shifaka still alive, I wonder? Kuo, obviously, but…)

While recalling each of their faces, Valis drifted into a light slumber.
One Sunny Afternoon
The wagon swayed.

Pulled by Hellhounds along the road, the wagon continued to sway.

"Clatter clatter～"

"Rattle rattle～"

Maal and Irina were singing as they leaned out from the wagon bed.

For Irina, everything in the outside world was something she was seeing for the first time. Everything was new and fascinating to her.

Maal was the one explaining things to her.

If Ria was her big onee-chan, then Maal was her little onee-chan.

For a dragon like Irina, the difference between humans and beastkin was trivial. Maal, who played with her so kindly, was simply her onee-chan.

Inside the wagon, Serge was flipping through his grimoire, working to master his Skills.

Gig was training his grip strength with a hand gripper that Ria had made for him.

Ria, Carlos, and Lulu were each swaying on the backs of their respective horses and donkey.

While everyone was spending their time productively, there was a single red-haired girl sitting alone in the corner of the wagon, shrouded in a gloomy aura.

"How did it come to this…"

It was Shizuna.

She had muttered this who knows how many times now. Seeing her dark mood, Serge almost started humming "Dona Dona."

Yes, she had been sold by her own father.

Returning from the Dark Labyrinth, Vargas had become a hero.

He was already a well-known warrior from a famous party in the city, but now he had conquered the Dark Labyrinth and brought back an orichalcum greatsword that could only be called a sacred treasure.

Unlike the other members, Vargas had received an easy-to-understand wish fulfillment.

After that, he found himself at the center of the same kind of commotion that Ria had experienced in Labyrinth City.

Starting with the mayor he had already known, he began making connections with the city's nobility and other prominent figures.

During all this, Ria returned late and discussed coordinating the surrounding settlements in preparation for the Millennium.

She thought they had managed to have a productive discussion. After all, when the Millennium arrived, Jaeburg would inevitably become humanity's front line.

Amidst these difficult discussions, Ria was also dealing with an even more challenging problem.

The most urgent priority had been appeasing Matsukaze.

Matsukaze had been left alone for more than half a month. Of course, others had taken him for walks and such, but that was beside the point.

Horses have their pride.

She spent an entire day running with him through nearby grasslands, washing his body, and brushing him.

Then came the information exchange with Serge.

Despite the growing suspicion that the Demon King-sama might actually be a decent person, their countermeasures against Cordova remained unchanged.

They would probably meet that alluring dark elf again eventually.

Their basic policy hadn't changed.

Having decided to return to Labyrinth City to gather more information, and with their departure date from Jaeburg set, one day—

Vargas showed up at the inn where Ria's party was staying.

In his hands was Shizuna, held by the scruff of her neck like a cat.

"Take this one with you."

Vargas said.

Vargas had mentioned before that while he would stay, he wanted his family taken somewhere safe.

He had now ordered Shizuna to find them a safe place to live in Casalia.

"Why does it have to be me…"

"I can't exactly go myself, can I?"

Considering safety during the journey, they needed someone with at least Shizuna's level of skill.

Above all, Shizuna was liked by Ria.

Just as a noble hoping for his family's advancement might present his beautiful daughter to someone in power—

Vargas had presented his daughter to someone in power.

"I never thought my father was that kind of person!"

"Don't say that. Ria is a woman, after all. It's not like I'm selling you to some lecherous noble."

Though Shizuna wore an expression of despair, after being thoroughly lectured about her mother and younger brothers' futures, she agreed to accompany Ria's party.

On top of that, she was also carrying the responsibility for the safety of the other Thunder Fangs members' families. There was no escaping this.

"First of all, aren't you happy that such a beauty is pursuing you?"

"I'm not happy! She's a woman!"

"From where I'm standing, you two look pretty close though."

Watching Vargas tilt his head with a puzzled expression, Serge thought to himself:

This old man has the makings of a yuri enthusiast.

At any rate, Shizuna had joined as a traveling companion.

The group was first heading to Labyrinth City. It was an important hub for logistics and should have plenty of information.

From there, they planned to head to the Ogre Village and visit the surrounding settlements.

… And there, they would part ways with Maal.

That had been the agreement.

Ria had bought Maal to explore labyrinths. In that sense, with Shar having served as scout in the Dark Labyrinth, Maal's role could be said to have ended.

Even so, they had explored the labyrinth together—more than just for her combat ability, Ria had simply needed her.

Beneath the traveling sky, swaying gently on Matsukaze's soft back, Ria felt a bit melancholic.

As if sensing his master's mood, Matsukaze occasionally glanced back.

"It's alright. I can't let my selfishness take away Maal's happiness."

She stroked Matsukaze's neck. Yes, farewells are simply part of life.

"You'll stay with me for a while longer. Someday I'll find lots of cute brides for you."

Matsukaze's foals. They would surely be clever and strong. And then she would ride on their backs and travel again.

Ria found herself feeling uncharacteristically sentimental.

Shortly after sunset.

In the mountains east of the Dark Labyrinth, near the border of the permafrost, a single group had gathered.

They were mostly cat beastkin, but there were various races represented. The agile races found in this region were all assembled.

Standing at their head with arms crossed was a single beautiful girl.

"I've brought them."

"Ah, thank you."

Facing the girl was a silver-haired dark elf.

No, here she had changed her skin color to white.

It was a precaution in case she was spotted by humans, but as a result, the beastkin hadn't been able to recognize this dark elf as Rei at first—a funny story in hindsight.

"So, what's the plan?"

"I'll handle the rest. Thank you."

"What are you talking about? Include me in this."

The girl spoke as if it were the most natural thing in the world. Rei couldn't help but widen her eyes.

They were childhood friends. Sharing the same godparent, they had grown up like sisters. But now their positions and affiliations were different.

"His Majesty told me to help you."

In reality, she had probably begged to come here.

"Besides, it would be hard to direct all these people by yourself, wouldn't it?"

"That's certainly true. I appreciate it."

The girl before Rei. Her age, of course, didn't match her appearance.

Perhaps a race even closer to true immortality than dark elves.

A vampire.

Flaxen hair and blue eyes. Sharp fangs peeked from her pink lips. Her pale skin exuded an alluring air.

"So, who do I kill?"

"Hold on now."

This vampire princess was a battle maniac despite her appearance.

"We're guiding the humans from the shadows. You're a creature of darkness, aren't you?"

She should be skilled at infiltration operations, but her specialty was fundamentally destructive activities.

"So I just need to charm them. Well, with my charm? Most men fall head over heels, you know?"

"His Majesty isn't affected by it though."

"Shut up!"

Being played with in Rei's palm like this, there seemed to be quite a gap in their mental ages.

Her subordinates behind her were nodding in silent agreement.

"Besides, the one we need to be most careful of is a woman."

"Oh, is that so? Good. I didn't want to suck some filthy man's blood anyway."

"If you have the leisure to suck blood, that is. Now then, let me tell you about the detailed plan."

The vampire moved behind Rei, looking at her back.

She tried to sink her fangs into her neck.

"Hey, Asuka."

She was easily pushed away by hand.

"Sorry, sorry, just kidding."

The vampire waved her hands with a smile, but Rei knew she had been at least half serious.

"Really, stop that. I want to stay good friends with you."

"How rude. The only one I like is His Majesty."

Rei smiled wryly at her words. It certainly wasn't a lie. Aside from the Demon King who was both her lord and godparent, she had never shown interest in any other man.

The Demon General with the nickname "Shiver," Asuka Augustoria.

She preferred women, though she was bisexual.
The Melancholic Princess
"Ei!"

Crush.

"Yah!"

Crush.

"Toh!"

Irina swung her greatsword, crushing the bandits.

"H-hiii! What the hell is this woman!?"

It was terrifying. They might have expected to be cut by a greatsword, but being crushed by one was utterly absurd.

The bandit group that had started with fifty members was quickly reduced to half. Fireballs rained down on those who tried to flee.

"Did you really think you could escape?"

It was Serge's magic. In the end, the large bandit gang that had been targeting travelers on the road was wiped out to the last man.

"You're terrible at using that sword."

Shizuna said in exasperation. Irina herself looked puzzled by the comment.

She couldn't align the blade properly when cutting. To think she was using such a precious orichalcum greatsword like a blunt weapon.

Though it couldn't really be helped. Dragons don't use bladed weapons to begin with.

"Ria, you should teach this kid."

When Shizuna called out to her, Ria stood before beautifully sliced bandit corpses scattered around her.

But something felt off.

Carlos was the one who noticed it.

The number of bodies Ria had killed was too few.

"Ojou, what's wrong…?"

At his voice, Ria turned around. An unusual expression was on her face.

"It seems there's no mistaking it…"

Resignation mixed with anxiety.

"I seem to have gotten weaker."

Her words weren't very convincing.

"In other words, your senses haven't caught up with your body's sudden growth."

Carlos understood immediately. It was something that commonly happened to boys during their growth periods.

"Yeah, I'd been thinking something felt off ever since I was training, but…"

It felt like gripping a katana while wearing thick gloves.

Even when cutting someone, it only felt like striking with a bamboo sword.

It needed to slice through more cleanly than this.

"Also, these breasts are, well…"

The law of inertia existed in this world too.

By the great laws of physics, the fatty masses on Ria's chest were hindering her movement.

"Hey Serge, is there a spell to shrink breasts in your grimoire…?"

"I haven't looked, but I can say with certainty there isn't…"

Serge had no intention of looking for one either.

Ria's melancholy continued.

Upon arriving in Labyrinth City, they visited Klaus's mansion and learned of Casalia's current situation.

An important minister in the royal court had been assassinated, and suspicion for the crime had fallen on a different high-ranking noble.

In simple terms, the royal court was in chaos.

"It's Cordova's doing."

Ria declared. She had no evidence, but she believed it. Everything bad was Cordova's fault.

"No, assassinating a minister would require considerable preparation…"

Carlos, who was familiar with the security situation within the royal court, objected.

"Hmm, maybe the demon tribe?"

Some nodded at Serge's suggestion. But there were objections.

"Would the demon tribe infiltrate Casalia's royal court to carry out an assassination?"

Ria thought that would be even harder than assassination by humans.

Lulu, who knew about Anise's magical security, also nodded in agreement.

"Well, they could have manipulated someone into doing it."

"Without knowing the power dynamics within the court, an effective assassination would be impossible."

In any case, they lacked information.

"I could tell if someone was lying with Lie Detection."

Serge could already use that magic. But it was no good.

Revealing the truth through magic was impossible.

"What if the person using the magic is lying? What if they use magic that counters Lie Detection?"

Back when Rufus was alive, Lie Detection had been used as a last resort in trials.

But that was only because Rufus himself was an authority.

Even if Princess Ria vouched for him, who would believe what an eleven-year-old child said?

"Magic may be nearly omnipotent, but humans are not."

"Why don't we return to Anise?"

Carlos was the one who suggested it.

It wasn't as though Ria hadn't considered that option.

A princess who had conquered the Immortal Labyrinth and the Dark Labyrinth, forged connections with influential people across the land through her own power alone, and defeated even the kingdom's strongest knight—she was practically a legendary hero.

If such a person returned to court, she would surely command a significant presence. She might receive the support of court mages who had been trained by Rufus, as well as the knight order led by Reyas.

"But, honestly, I really don't want to get dragged into the court's political scheming."

"Why don't you just become king, Nee-chan?"

At those words, Carlos and Lulu froze.

Serge, who had been Japanese in his past life and a farmer's child in this one, didn't understand, but the two who had served in the royal palace knew—that was something one must never even consider.

"Yeah, that sounds good. Anego would make a perfect king."

Gig agreed easily. Maal nodded repeatedly as well.

"Come to think of it, Casalia's founder was a queen, wasn't she? Wouldn't it be fine if it was you?"

Even Shizuna said such things, in a tone as if it were someone else's problem.

"You people…"

While massaging the wrinkles that had formed on her brow, Ria explained.

Ria was an illegitimate child. Her mother was a commoner.

If one were to speak of her power base, it would be her fame as a labyrinth conqueror and her connections to influential people outside the country.

Now, her father the king had legitimate sons—Ria's younger brothers—born from his official wives. Those mothers were naturally nobles with strong backing within the country.

Would anyone accept Ria becoming queen? No. Absolutely not.

Even her father the king would not support that.

If—and this was purely hypothetical—Ria were to try to become king, she would have to eliminate the entire royal family, including her younger brothers.

And even if she eliminated the royal family, there were nobles who carried royal blood, so Ria's throne would never be secure.

Moreover, there were royals who had married into other countries. What would happen if those countries claimed Casalia's throne based on their bloodline?

It wouldn't be just civil war. It would be all-out war.

It would become a situation no different from Istria's current civil war.

"That's how it is."

"Hmm, but if things stay like this, the power struggle will continue, right?"

Serge crossed his arms. Recalling history from his past life, he considered various scenarios.

"Wouldn't it be bad if Cordova attacked?"

"It would be bad, but… well, Father would probably find some resolution."

Casalia's King Neyas was capable. An excellent, fair, and cool-headed king.

No matter how much he doted on her, the fact that he hadn't given Ria succession rights showed his political sense was sound.

"Is Nee-chan's dad a wise ruler?"

"Well, yes. He's probably not great at warfare, but he can leave that to his vassals. As long as Father is there, Casalia will be safe…"

Saying that much, Ria realized.

Casalia was stable because her father was there.

What would happen if her father were assassinated right now?

"Do you think there's an assassin skilled enough to assassinate Father?"

Carlos and Lulu froze again.

"I don't… think so. Reyas-sama is there, and even without Master Rufus, the magical defenses are ironclad," Carlos said, but Ria felt uneasy.

"For instance, if I tried to assassinate Father, could I be stopped?"

"We couldn't stop you, but that's because Ojou can approach His Majesty closely."

Suspicious individuals approaching would be stopped. The security measures were in place for that.

"Then it really is better if I don't return. I should help some country take the lead in unifying this region."

This conversation was taking place in a room of Klaus's mansion.

She had asked the mansion's owner to clear the room for a while, saying she would speak with him later.

"I've heard everything! The kingdom will fall!"

BANG! A single girl burst through the door.

Everyone in the room froze. It was so sudden.

None of them had sensed her presence until the door opened.

She was a beautiful girl with flaxen hair. But the overwhelming presence she radiated told them she was no ordinary person.

How in the world had none of them noticed her until now?

"No, it's not falling."

A silver-haired elf entered, lightly tapping the girl on the head.

Or rather, a dark elf with white skin.

"Ah…"

Serge recognized her, but Maal did not.

Due to racial characteristics, changing skin color made her unrecognizable.

"Rei… san?"

"Hey, it's been a while. By the way, Casalia isn't going to fall. At the very least, we have nothing to do with it."

Demon General Rei said this with a friendly smile.
Secret Society 'Black Cat'
The society was called 'Black Cat'.

Their main business was cargo transportation. Like a black cat, they moved swiftly, weaving through gaps, earning trust by delivering goods to every country.

Though they should be called a trading company rather than a society, they were still referred to as a society because there were many mysteries surrounding their leadership.

While the contents of their business were wholesome, the company president very rarely appeared in public. The whereabouts of their executives were also often unknown.

Above all, their activities in gathering intelligence from across the continent were highly suspicious.

Six such top executives were gathered at the society's headquarters, located in the capital of Lemdria, a major power in the southeastern part of the continent.

"Alright then, the 3496th top executive meeting! Let's begi～n!"

The one who shouted brightly with an almost exasperated energy was a girl with scarlet hair that extended down to her waist.

"First, from me. The magic used to destroy the Imperial Capital is still unknown. Investigation continues. Also, the current generation's Hero-kun has been taken in by that idiot Zeke! The end!"

"Siegfried did? The hero is a man again this time, right? Why would that womanizer take him in?"

A giant of a man leaning against the wall asked the question.

"Under investigation. However, it seems the group is heading toward Istria."

"Then I guess I'm next. It looks like Istria is finally settling things with a victory for the prince's faction. However, since the elder princess is being held hostage, they seem to be lacking that final push."

The one who spoke was a mage with an ordinary face. Though ordinary, he had a mature atmosphere about him and held a large, intricately-shaped staff.

Eyes turned to the dark-skinned young man who was in charge of the region near Istria.

"The demon territory is peaceful. Still no signs of invasion. However, I believe they're steadily building up their strength."

Everyone let out a sigh. Then the giant raised his hand and spoke.

"The southwest is already done for. Luabra is on its last legs."

That had been brought up in the previous meeting as well. With the empire gone, Luabra now had nothing but the authority of its bloodline remaining.

Fortunately, there was a country rising rapidly in power, so the policy had been established to leave that region to them. They would simply support them from the shadows.

"As for the northwest, Cordova continues its movement to establish control. I casually tried to recruit the Dragonslayer, but was flatly refused."

A serious-looking girl dressed as a man gave her report.

Then the five turned their gazes toward the man seated at the round table.

The leader of the secret society Black Cat.

He opened his solemn mouth.

"King Hollyn has halted his eastern invasion and intends to advance toward the continent's center."

Lemdria's King Ryuke Hollyn. A great figure of his generation who had expanded the major power of Lemdria into a superpower during his reign.

His territorial ambition had been directed at the seven-city alliance to the east for many years, but there had been a major shift in that policy.

The ambition—or perhaps one should call it aspiration—to carve out territory from the empire that had lost its Imperial Capital.

Now that the humans had lost the empire as their keystone, they needed an existence to take the lead and carry them through the Millennium.

Everyone here acknowledged that Lemdria's King Hollyn certainly had the capacity for that.

The only problems were his advanced age and the succession issue that came with it.

The crown prince was already participating in governmental affairs and demonstrating his abilities. In terms of practical skills, he was even evaluated as surpassing his heroic father.

The problem lay with the youngest prince.

If he were incompetent and tyrannical, the matter would be simple.

The problem was that he was capable—excessively so.

He had broken through the fortress protecting the seven-city alliance that even his father the king hadn't been able to penetrate for many years, and invaded their territory.

In a panic, the alliance sued for peace, and the king accepted it. He judged that with logistical issues, completely conquering the alliance was impossible.

A capable crown prince and a capable youngest prince. The two of them were on good terms, but if King Hollyn were to die, what would happen? Just thinking about it gave one a headache.

"We will continue to observe Lemdria."

The company president continued.

His voice was weak despite his youth, as though his soul had been worn down.

Just when it seemed the discussion was ending, the girl dressed as a man raised her hand.

"It appears someone has conquered the Dark Labyrinth. Should we investigate?"

She was young. Among these members, she was by far the youngest. To be precise, she was the only one whose appearance matched her actual age.

Because of that, her interest in things that caught her attention was also high. Reaching out to the dragonslayer had been her own decision.

Setting aside Black Cat's organizational power, one could say she was the most eager to obtain talented individuals with exceptional abilities.

"There's no particular need. If they become connected to Cordova, then it will be necessary to investigate their movements."

The president made his judgment. However, this difference in sensitivity to information would prove to be a decisive gap between him and the Demon King.

The meeting ended. Not a single cup of tea had been served during the meeting, but that was how it always was.

"Well then, with that."

The dark-skinned young man, the Great Sage Azelford, vanished.

"Until next time."

The mage with the ordinary appearance also casually used a teleportation spell with a formula not found on this continent.

"What a pain. See you later then."

The scarlet-haired girl also departed via teleportation magic.

"Then, President, please take care of yourself."

Bowing her head earnestly, the girl dressed as a man also vanished.

Remaining were the giant man and the president, who had his elbows on the table, covering his mouth with his clasped hands.

"Hey, Yamato."

The giant called out to the president.

"Could you quit that pose?"

"Why? You're the one who told me that important people take poses like this."

Yes, he was the one who had said that.

It had been foolish. It had been youthful indiscretion.

"Well then, I'll be going too."

"Why don't you learn teleportation magic already?"

"Don't wanna. Cut me some slack on that much."

Waving his hand, the giant walked out the door.

Left behind was Black Cat's president, Yamato, alone.

"Heave-ho."

He muttered like an old man as he stood up.

In truth, he was old. Not his body, but his spirit. It was nearing its limit. However, he couldn't abandon his duty.

He looked up at the sky through the glass window. In one corner, the form of a massive royal castle could be seen.

A warhammer and a katana clashed.

Amidst the intensity, there was an elegance hidden in their offense and defense.

With a particularly intense collision, both parties flew apart.

"Muu…"

Setting down his warhammer with a thud, the Ogre King groaned.

"Your power itself is greater than before. But, how should I put it, your technique lacks sharpness."

It was difficult to explain. But he felt that way somehow.

For her part, Ria felt that was enough. It was something sensory.

Having departed from Labyrinth City, Ria's group was currently at the ogre village.

At the Ogre King's summons, the chiefs of the various ogre villages were being gathered. They were currently waiting for that.

Ria was using this time to continue training with the Ogre King. If it were just clashing weapons, Irina would make a good opponent, but when it came to fights that made full use of technique, she was clearly lacking.

"It may be troublesome, but I'd like you to continue being my sparring partner."

"Well, I don't mind."

Ogres were a race that loved to fight.

The other members of the party were also spending their free time training and such.

They were waiting for the ogres, as well as for contact from the demon tribe.

That night—

Asuka, a high-ranking member of the demon tribe, suddenly appeared before Ria's group without any prior consultation.

Before she could say anything unnecessary, Rei sealed her mouth with a choke sleeper, and only those who knew the details of the situation talked.

Namely, the four of them: Ria, Serge, Rei, and Asuka.

"Before that, Asuka-san."

Serge looked up and asked.

"I permit you to speak, boy."

"Thank you. By any chance, were you and Rei-san's names decided by Maou-sama?"

"You figured that out, huh."

"It's just, they're names of characters from a story from the world Maou-sama originally came from."

"Right! That's exactly it!"

Asuka suddenly fit right in on the spot.

Apparently, the demon territory had not just printing technology but even manga.

Upon hearing this, Serge quite seriously considered moving to the demon territory, but that's merely a digression.

… Maou-sama, please keep the cultural contamination in moderation.

"In other words, you'll provide us with information about Cordova?"

At Ria's question, Asuka nodded grandly. She also looked at Rei to confirm, and she nodded lightly as well.

The reason was simple—the enemy of my enemy is my friend.

For the demon tribe, human society was the enemy, but individual humans were not. There were humans living in demon territory, after all.

What the demon tribe considered enemies were those who sought to exterminate or expel the demon tribe.

Specifically speaking, that meant Cordova, the human supremacist nation.

If Ria's group was hostile to Cordova, they were willing to lend their strength.

"With my magic, it's easy to have conversations over long distances too."

Since Asuka was blabbering about her abilities far too much, Rei frequently silenced her.

Isn't this girl way too easy to get along with?

Disrespectfully, Serge thought.

"While we're at it, I have a request…"

The discussion had settled surprisingly quickly, and just as they were about to part ways.

Asuka looked at Ria with feverish eyes and spoke.

"Would you let me suck your blood?"

"I refuse."

"Don't say that. Just a little would be fine. Just the tip."

In this case, she meant just lightly piercing with the tip of her fangs.

"I'm good at sucking, you know. Everyone says I'm skilled."

"If I get sucked, won't I become a thrall?"

"Ah, it's fine, it's fine. That only happens to people without charm resistance or disease resistance. Besides, as long as I don't suck with that intention, it's okay."

"If that's the case… how about as a success reward?"

"Oho."

The talk was settled in the direction of giving her a little blood if she brought back useful information.

Listening to this conversation, Rei held her head in her hands, while Serge was practically dying from how cute it was.
The Stray Princess's Hellish Transformation
What Ria felt was unmistakably fear.

"Well, you could probably pull it off."

The Ogre King said it like it was nothing, but she knew it wouldn't be that simple.

It might not be impossible. She was confident. But what if, by some chance, she couldn't?

As a warrior. As a woman.

Ria felt fear.

Ria's anti-Cordova strategy would involve all of the ogre tribes.

No matter how much the Ogre King vouched for her, Ria was a human woman. There was no way the various village chiefs would agree to an idea that would mobilize all ogre warriors under her command.

So what should she do? Simple. Ogres valued strength. She just needed to display overwhelming power and make them think, "If it's this person, then…"

For that, just having defeated the Ogre King wasn't enough. That's right, it still wasn't enough.

Convince all of us. Then how could she make them consent?

Fight our warriors. Fine. That was exactly what she wanted.

No weapons. Killing the opponent and attacking the groin were the only things prohibited. One-on-one, one hundred consecutive opponents. No breaks.

A hundred-man kumite.

And with this body she couldn't fully control yet.

"But hey, what's the downside if you lose?"

That was Shizuna speaking.

While her other companions were inwardly worried, thinking "A hundred in a row is a bit much…", she alone said something mean-spirited.

True enough, there wasn't one. Not gaining the ogres' full cooperation might be the result, but that would just mean zero gain, not a negative.

Should she offer money? No, ogres didn't really need money.

Power? Would ogres be charmed by human world prestige or authority?

"How about this magic sword I obtained in the labyrinth?"

Carlos stepped forward. It was quite a gallant offer, but that weapon was too small for ogres.

"If anything, I'd like that beauty over there to spend a night with me."

An ogre said this while laughing a vulgar "gehehe."

Ria activated her newly unlocked Gift, "Dragon Eyes." It was an excellent Gift that could intimidate lower-level opponents while simultaneously allowing Identify.

The lustful-looking ogre was Level 90. But he wasn't an opponent she couldn't beat bare-handed.

This chill running down her spine. Ah yes, it was like that first time she dressed up for a party and a certain marquis's son groped her rear.

Wager her chastity? Against ogres? What kind of eroge was this?

"F-Fine."

Her voice trembled.

"I'll wager my own body."

If they were going to risk their lives for her, what else could she possibly offer in return?

That's right. Go, Ria! What you're shouldering is the lives of tens of thousands of ogres!

"Ah, then me too."

"Me as well."

"Same here."

"Count me in too."

"Me too."

"I shall as well."

"This one too, this one too."

"I'll do it too!"

… Ogre hands went up one after another. There was even a woman's voice in there, but that must have been her imagination.

One hundred skilled, lustful ogres.

Ria heard the sound of her blood draining from her face for the first time in her life.

This was something she hadn't even felt in her previous life—

It was fear beyond fear.

"I-If Ria's wagering her body, then so will I!"

Lulu shouted. Her friendship nearly brought Ria to tears.

"If Lulu-san is wagering hers, then I will too!"

Carlos, calm down for a second.

Gig looked like he wanted to participate, but he showed appropriate restraint.

Maal was on the verge of tears, and even Shizuna had gone pale at the situation her words had caused.

Irina looked puzzled, but she probably didn't understand what this meant to begin with.

Serge was also breaking out in a cold sweat at Ria's determination.

He thought to himself. For a man, there were two things in life that absolutely had to be avoided.

Getting taken from behind by a man, and having a woman steal your woman.

Ria, who had been a man in her previous life. Ria, who openly declared she still liked women. The meaning of her wagering her chastity.

Ria thought deeply.

In her previous life, there had been female martial artists who requested matches against her.

Ria had defeated them all. As long as you watched out for groin attacks and eye gouges, the difference in stamina was obvious.

There was one woman who bit her and that was a close call, but afterward, she had wild sex with the biter still chomped on, and it was wildly exciting.

Now, the positions were completely reversed.

"S-Sorry. I didn't mean for it to go this far…"

Shizuna stood in front of Ria as she was about to head to the battlefield.

She was panicking. Even if she held a grudge against Ria, she hadn't wanted things to go this far.

Rather, right now…

"Don't worry about it. They're risking their lives for me. It would be unfair if I didn't wager everything I have too."

Ria said with a fierce smile.

"However."

That smile vanished.

"You who said that unnecessary comment—it would be unfair if you didn't wager anything either, wouldn't it?"

There was killing intent.

Shizuna nearly wet herself. No, if her bladder hadn't been empty, she would have undoubtedly shown a shameful sight right there.

Ria whispered in her ear.

"If I win, as my reward… I'll ravage you all night long. Prepare yourself."

Her legs gave out, and Shizuna landed on her bottom.

And so the fight began.

"Begin!"

At the Ogre King's signal, the first man stepped forward. It was that Level 90 ogre.

His upper body was bare. Throwing techniques and chokes would be nearly unusable.

"Hyahaa!"

The man charged with arms spread wide, but Ria showed no mercy—a straight punch to his face. His nose broke.

But even so, the ogre clung to Ria with that momentum. Both her arms were pinned.

"Hehehe, you smell good～"

The lustful undertone in his vulgar voice made goosebumps rise on Ria's back.

"Hmph!"

Ria's arms broke free from the ogre.

"Huh?"

Ogres possessed the Gift "Herculean Strength." But Ria now had its superior version, the unlocked Gift "Monstrous Strength."

A headbutt landed squarely on his broken nose. The ogre reflexively released her.

Her fist destroyed his ribs this time.

The ogre fell silent.

"That's it. Next!"

The convulsing ogre was carried out, and though confused, the next ogre stepped forward.

A long, long battle had begun.

Strike.

Break.

Shatter.

Ria had now removed her upper garments and was fighting in nothing but a sports bra.

Things like armor or clothing would just give opponents something to grab—they were meaningless. She had also tied up her hair at the back of her head.

She was beautiful.

At first, Serge had proposed secretly supporting Ria with acceleration magic, but she refused with a single word.

That would be inelegant. Cowardly.

She was noble.

"She's incredible, Nee-chan is…"

Watching Ria fight, tears came unbidden.

Still, there was one thing he couldn't help thinking.

"Wouldn't it have been easier with long-range magic?"

No one else had noticed that.

Half of the ogres had been defeated.

Despite being covered in sweat and splattered blood, the girl was beautiful.

No, perhaps beautiful precisely because of it.

Just as the ogres stepping forward were starting to slow—

That small ogre came forward.

"For ogres, strength is everything."

The small ogre muttered.

He stood before Ria. The words continued. Ignoring that Ria's stamina was recovering, the ogre kept talking.

"But too many define that strength by simple brawling."

In a derisive tone, the ogre continued.

"You—you used joint locks, didn't you? You have technique as well as strength, don't you?"

That's right, the base of Ria's unarmed combat was jujutsu.

"I've always wanted to fight an opponent like that!"

The ogre shouted. It was a cry from his very soul.

But his crotch was already standing at attention!

From a low stance, the ogre launched a tackle.

If this were wrestling, cutting the tackle would be easy. But small as he was, his opponent was an ogre. The weight difference was nearly double.

If he got under her, throws would follow. Therefore, Ria had only one option.

A merciless knee to the face!

It was a direct hit. But from there, the ogre wrapped his arms around Ria's waist.

He easily lifted her light body. And then he slammed her headfirst into the ground.

An ordinary person would have died with a broken neck. Even Ria took damage.

A concussion. Even a dragon couldn't nullify damage to the brain.

She couldn't get up. Here came the ground game.

But there was no follow-up attack.

What Ria saw as she stood up, shaking her head, was the ogre already unconscious.

Even after losing consciousness, he had still thrown Ria.

A terrifying enemy.

Still unconscious, that part of him stood tall, having lost none of its vigor.

A truly terrifying enemy.

"Honestly, what a pathetic bunch of men."

The ogre standing before Ria was unmistakably female.

"So proud day after day, but this is what you amount to when it matters."

Female, but undeniably strong. Her spirit was different.

Facing her, Ria still hadn't fully recovered from the damage. Her legs were affected. Even the High Speed Recovery Gift didn't seem very effective against brain rattling.

"Begin!"

The woman faced Ria. Her eyes were filled with both lust and fighting spirit.

"You have a beautiful face."

"I think so too."

"Such beautiful faces—I want to make them cry."

The woman's stance—fists loosely closed, body half-turned.

Before she knew it, there was a fist in front of her face.

Before she knew it, her face had been punched through.

Her Evasion Skill and Mind's Eye Skill weren't working.

This was the first clean hit she'd taken so far.

(Boxing…)

The movement was similar. Launching punches with no telegraph.

A martial art fundamentally different from karate's telegraphed punches.

But boxing had a critical weakness.

From a low stance, Ria went for a tackle.

An attack to the lower body. But a supple leg intercepted her.

Like a whip, it struck Ria.

(Muay Thai!)

She opened distance. This woman's striking technique was extraordinary.

"What'll it be? Admit defeat?"

She licked her lips. So this woman was after Ria's body too?

Admit defeat? As if.

Muay Thai was a formidable striking art, but she knew how to deal with it.

The distance slowly closed.

Her legs were moving properly now. She had recovered that much.

In the moment the distance was about to shrink just slightly—

From outside her awareness, Ria had closed the gap.

Yes, the footwork of relaxation-based movement to close distance.

Completely opposite thinking from using muscles for speed.

Closing in by not letting the opponent notice the initial movement.

Ria tackled her torso, lifted the ogre up, and threw her to the ground in something like a suplex.

From there, she went into a choke. Being a female ogre, she was wearing proper clothing. Ria choked off her carotid artery and put her out.

"That's it!"

Ria stood up.

"Lady-Killer Valka got beaten…" "Even Valka couldn't do it…"

So this female ogre had shared the same nickname as her.

Ria bowed to the still-unconscious female ogre, then took her stance again.

"Now, keep them coming!"

Seventy-seven defeated.

The seventy-eighth did not come forward.

Yes, everyone had already acknowledged it.

That the girl before them was truly a goddess to the ogres.

"Magnificent."

The Ogre King declared.

"With this, the hundred-man kumite is concluded!"

Kneeling on the spot, the Ogre King shouted.

"We recognize you as the Ogre Queen! The lives of all our ogre warriors are yours to command!"

Every ogre present knelt. As if worshipping a deity.

This was the moment of birth for the Ogre Queen, Ryuke Riana Crystal Casalia Ogress.
A Red Flower Blooms
"So, you were trying to run away?"

Sitting in seiza before Ria, who was seated on the bed, Shizuna looked contrite.

"She was acting suspicious so I caught her and brought her back. That was the right thing to do, wasn't it?"

The other person in the room, the vampire Asuka, asked.

"Yeah, it was. Some things happened during the day, you see."

She had tried to secretly slip away from the village under cover of the night's darkness, only to be caught by Asuka, who happened to come by.

"I see. Shouldn't you keep your promises?"

Having heard the circumstances, Asuka spoke with her arms folded in a haughty posture.

"B-but we're both women!"

Although they weren't particularly close, since they were both women, she ought to understand just how abnormal this was.

However, common sense didn't apply to Asuka.

For vampires who lived for nearly an eternity, something like the gender of the person they loved wasn't something they particularly cared about.

The fact that vampires had extremely low fertility rates was probably also related to that.

Also, there's both BL and GL in demon territory. This isn't solely Maou-sama's fault.

"Isn't it fine? I usually suck from girls too."

"Huh?"

Suck… what exactly?

"Besides, if it's this girl…"

Once again, Asuka looked Ria over thoroughly.

There was no lecherous element in her gaze, only the bearing of a pursuer admiring beauty.

"Yep, I could sleep with this girl."

"I see. As for me… right, I could sleep with you."

It was impossible.

Shizuna's parents were a happily married couple.

Starting with Shizuna as the eldest, they had three children.

A man, a woman, and children. That was the normal arrangement.

If she herself were a man, she would probably fall in love with Ria. She would worship her like a goddess. There was no other girl as beautiful as her.

If Ria were a man…

She would, probably, no, definitely…

But that was just a hypothetical.

"… And that concludes my report on the Cordova information. Now, give me my reward."

"Can't be helped. Here."

In front of Shizuna, Ria removed her outer garment, exposing her white skin to Asuka's eyes.

"Hehe, itadakimasu."

Right in front of Shizuna.

Asuka pressed her lips to the muscle on Ria's shoulder.

What emotion she felt at that moment, Shizuna didn't know.

It was similar to anger.

"Phew, gochisousama."

"W-what was that just now…"

"Um, let's see… a kiss?"

She had to keep being a vampire a secret for now.

She had sucked skillfully, so the blood stopped quickly and the mark was only slightly red.

"Now then."

With her chest still exposed, Ria pulled Shizuna's hand.

She was strong. Far more than any man.

Shizuna found herself pushed down onto the bed.

"It was a promise, after all."

"But…"

Her voice of resistance was weak. Being wanted this strongly, was she going to give nothing in return?

"If you're a warrior, steel your resolve."

"Tha—"

Before she could utter a word of refusal, her lips were sealed.

Short kisses. Repeated again and again. The gaps between them were extremely brief, making it hard to breathe.

"Ooh～, such technique."

Asuka watched with a grin, though her cheeks were faintly flushed.

"So, how long are you planning to stay there?"

"Eh? I can't watch? That girl's reactions are so fresh and incredibly cute."

"N-no…"

Weakly, but clearly, Shizuna spoke.

"At least… the first time… just the two of us…"

"Ah, you're right. Then the nuisance will take her leave."

Asuka left the hut that had been prepared exclusively for Ria. She flew off into the sky saying "Devil Wing," but no one saw it.

"Now, let's continue."

While kissing her deeply, Ria's hands explored Shizuna's body. She stripped away her clothes one piece at a time, carefully.

"When kissing like this, stick your tongue out more."

When she stuck out her tongue as told, it was lightly bitten. A sweet pain resonated down to her hips.

Tears came.

Ria's movements stopped.

"Y-you're…"

She spoke her thoughts freely.

"You don't really like me, do you?"

Ria was filled with the urge to click her tongue.

She had wanted to tease Shizuna, but not make her feel this insecure.

Rather, she had even been prepared to let her go if she truly hated it.

But the heartbeat she could feel through her palm right now—wasn't it responding to Ria's movements?

"I don't know what it means to 'truly like' someone, but… at least since I was born until now, you're the first person I've wanted to embrace from the bottom of my heart, Shizuna."

"Really? What about Lulu?"

"She's like family to me. All I've done is fondle her breasts."

"Is this also… um… your first time, Ria?"

"I just have a lot of useless knowledge."

"I-is that so…"

The stiffness left Shizuna's body.

She softened in Ria's hands.

"Then, it's okay."

Shizuna was no longer crying.

"If it's Ria, it's okay."

She had been scared.

She had been scared of Ria.

She was scared of herself, who might fall in love with this person.

"Hey, just one request."

"Hm?"

"Don't do this kind of thing with that girl from today."

"This kind of thing?"

Ria moved teasingly.

She whispered in Shizuna's ear as she whimpered sweetly.

"I won't. I promise."

They touched.

They embraced.

They overlapped.

They made love.

Shizuna woke to the sound of a sword being swung.

Actually, it wasn't a sword but a katana.

It was still dark inside the hut. The only thing illuminating Shizuna's naked body was a faint light created by magic.

Seeing the aftermath of the previous night, Shizuna felt depressed. If anyone saw this, it would be obvious what had happened.

"Ria…"

She called softly to Ria through the window.

She called to that indescribably beautiful person wielding her katana.

Ria noticed immediately and came back to the room. She scratched her cheek when she saw the red stain on the bed.

"Can't we just wash it?"

"But if someone sees it, it'll be embarrassing."

"Well, I suppose there's magic for that…"

With cleaning magic and drying magic, the traces were gone. Though the sheets might have dried a bit too much.

"That should do it. Is your body alright?"

Ria asked, same as always.

But the Shizuna receiving those words was different from usual.

"Yeah, you cast healing magic on me."

"Don't push yourself."

Even though Ria was always being reckless.

Shizuna laughed. It was a flower-like, girlish smile.

"Hey Ria, be my sparring partner."

And so the two exchanged sword blows as they exchanged love.
Goodbyes are Just a Part of Life
(What happened…)

Serge wondered. Something had happened. There was no mistaking that. However, he couldn't figure out what exactly that something was.

Right now, their group was heading toward Maal's hometown.

Thinking about the parting that would soon come, Serge felt a little lonely.

But as though to compensate for that loneliness, Shizuna was being kind.

She even watched Maal and Ria snuggling together with eyes like a mother's.

Specifically, her prickly attitude toward Ria had disappeared.

Her forced roughness was gone, and she even seemed feminine now.

What had happened in such a short time?

Had she truly reflected on her behavior at the ogre village? It was like she had become a different person.

"I think it's a good trend though?"

Lulu said that, and he certainly agreed.

Shizuna seemed to have grown as a person. There was a composure about her now.

He wanted to consult others about it, but Carlos had no interest in human women, and Gig was still a child when it came to such subtleties. Asking Irina would have been pointless.

So he just mulled it over alone.

Then one day, on the evening before they would arrive at Maal's hometown, it happened.

"I need to talk to you about something."

Ria called out to him, so he followed her a short distance from the group into the woods.

"You're a man, right?"

She asked something obvious, in Japanese.

"Do I look like a woman to you? I've been a man from my previous life until now."

Mm, Ria nodded.

"If you're a man, you can keep a secret, right?"

"I'm actually pretty chatty, but if you tell me not to say anything, I'll absolutely keep it."

Mm, Ria nodded again.

"We're comrades who have entrusted our lives to each other. We're best friends, right?"

"You're being persistent."

The fact that they were speaking in Japanese from the start already suggested he was about to be told an incredible secret.

"This is absolutely a secret. Actually, I slept with Shizuna at the ogre village."

Huh?

"I-I thought Valis mentioned that, but—"

"W-wait. Wait a moment. By sleep, you mean, um, that—"

He swallowed his saliva.

"H-how did you do it?"

"Ah～, well, you see…"

It was hard to explain. Serge had heard everything Valis said too.

"I thought if I actually tried doing it, I might turn back into a man, but…"

Since she couldn't turn back, she used her previous life's knowledge to pleasure Shizuna as a woman while still being a woman herself.

Ria confessed.

"You're the worst."

For the first time, Serge looked down on Ria. With the fastidiousness unique to a virgin.

"No, but, she was so cute that I couldn't help myself…"

There's also a saying about how it's a man's shame to refuse a feast laid before him.

Hearing the whole story, Serge came to accept it. He had no choice but to.

Honestly, to be frank, he was envious.

"So you entered the Shizuna route?"

This wasn't a game, so getting together didn't mean it would end there.

In reality, you can't just have sex and then live happily ever after!

"But now I really don't know how to turn back into a man…"

Is there anything you can think of? Ria consulted him, but if even the Divine Dragon-sama couldn't answer that, there was no way Serge could.

In the end, Serge was just an otaku virgin who happened to have a bit of knowledge.

"Well, now I understand. Shizuna's seemed incredibly happy lately."

That would be good then, Ria said, folding her arms.

Ria was a person of common sense. She just happened to casually surpass common sense; she properly understood what common sense was.

Thinking about the world's common sense, it was natural for a man and woman to be together. There were the eyes of others to consider, and they couldn't have children.

She didn't care how she herself was seen, since that was just her own problem. But it was different when there was a partner involved.

She wanted to make Shizuna happy. That's what she felt.

If Shizuna ever chose another man…

She might lose herself to rage like a father, like Vargas.

"Well, Shizuna calming down is a good thing. Maal will be leaving soon, after all."

At those words, Ria visibly sank into depression.

Yes, their group would arrive at Maal's hometown tomorrow.

They would part ways with Maal there. She hoped Maal would live peacefully and happily from now on.

She felt lonely, but Ria wished strongly for that.

The beastkin village was supported primarily by hunting.

When Ria's group arrived at midday, a good number of people were in the village.

The village went into an uproar when they saw a group that had a hellhound with them, but that lasted only until Maal showed herself from the wagon.

Calling out the names of people she knew, Maal ran into the crowd of villagers.

Before long, beastkin with the same fur as Maal came running from deeper in the village.

The male and female were probably her parents. The smaller beastkin must be her siblings.

Oh, they were hurrying too much. They might fall.

"Maal!"

The beastkin who appeared to be her mother embraced Maal tightly.

Other beastkin gathered around Maal as well, and she was mobbed by them.

It was a fluffy, fuzzy kingdom.

Welcome home, Maal.

Good for you.

That day, Maal returned to her family home for the first time in a long while, and Ria's group stayed at the village chief's house.

There, she spoke of the grand alliance that would include the ogres and beastkin.

"That's rather sudden, and hard to believe…"

The white-bearded cat beastkin said carefully.

"Yeah, I understand."

Ria nodded as well. No matter how grateful they were to the person who had rescued one of their village's children from slave hunters, they wouldn't trust a human so easily.

But they were grateful. That was precisely why they had provided this lodging.

"Please spread the word to the villages around here. Before long, a formal envoy should come from the ogre village."

This wasn't a demand to submit to their rule.

It was a request to fight together.

"The villages in this area are all furious about Cordova's slave hunting."

If Cordova subjugated a human village, they could pay taxes in exchange for protection. But it was different for beastkin.

Cordova was a nation of human supremacists. By looking down on everything non-human, they deflected domestic discontent.

Heavy taxes, harsh labor, but nevertheless, the country was unified under the king through its laws.

It was inhumane, but powerful. That was Cordova.

Ria told them that her group would be visiting the dwarf settlement next.

The dwarf race was skilled with their hands, but above all they were a warrior race renowned for smithing.

Their physical toughness rivaled or even surpassed the ogres'. However, they too lacked the mindset to build large territorial nations.

"Seeking their cooperation will be difficult…"

"But if I can make the dwarves our allies, I want the beastkin to make up their minds as well."

The village chief thought for a while, but eventually nodded firmly.

"If you can make those stubborn dwarves your allies, we beastkin will be able to unite as one as well."

"After that, I plan to go to Manesh. Among human nations, they're the main ones opposing Cordova."

Above all, the Dragonslayer was there.

The wicked dragon that once attacked the nation's capital and killed twenty percent of its citizens with a single breath.

Five heroes opposed it. And three of them survived.

The princess who survived became the current queen, the [Dragon-Eyed Queen] Guinevere Sarion Manesh.

The one who pierced the wicked dragon's heart and delivered the final blow, the [Silver Holy Knight] Carla Raparb Uslan.

The mage of unknown origin and unknown whereabouts, the nameless [Nanashi] Gonbe.

She'd heard the stories, and she definitely wanted to meet them. If possible, she wanted to fight them.

If she met Gonbe, she would probably point at him with full force and declare "You're a reincarnator, aren't you!"

"Manesh is also tolerant toward beastkin."

They were definitely a power she wanted on their side.

The next morning, Maal stood before Ria's group as they were about to leave the village.

Maal in traveling attire stood there.

"Thirteen years old is already a full adult for beastkin, and I want to go with Ria-chan. Can't I?"

"Of course you can!"

Ria practically tackled Maal in a hug, lifted her up, and started spinning around.

"Of course! Absolutely of course!"

She kept spinning until Maal's eyes were swirling, and only after setting her down did she finally calm down and speak.

"But you should spend a little more time with your parents and siblings. We'll stop by on our way back from the dwarf settlement anyway."

That was a welcome proposal for Maal's family as well.

Their eldest daughter they thought they had lost had returned alive. Just that was certainly a joy, but she was saying she would set off on a journey again.

It was to repay a debt, and more than anything, they wanted to respect their daughter's feelings of wanting to be with them.

But they wanted to be together just a little longer, after all.

"Maal-chan, are you staying?"

Irina said sadly. She had been the most attached to Maal.

So Ria made another proposal. To have Irina stay as well, to learn the common knowledge of this world.

After all, it had been nothing but traveling, so there hadn't been any opportunity to settle down and teach her things.

"Onee-chan and Maal-chan, which should I choose…"

That was the question.

Though it was rare for Irina to think so hard, Ria decided to leave Irina behind.

In truth, Maal had been the one looking after her the most all this time, and there was a high chance they would be spending a lot of time on political discussions at the dwarf settlement they were heading to.

"Alright, let's go."

"Take care."

The two waved at them, and they waved back as the group departed from the beastkin village.

That this decision was absolutely the right one would become clear a little later.

They say that goodbyes are just a part of life.

But without meetings, there can be no goodbyes either.

And you may meet again those you have parted with.

Filling her heart with a little loneliness and anticipation of reunion, Ria continued her journey.
The Race Called Dwarves
I had underestimated the race known as dwarves.

It's not that I hadn't met dwarves before. Dwarves, being excellent blacksmiths and craftsmen, would set up forges in any reasonably large town, and in great cities like Anaias, they had established fairly orderly communities.

But the dwarves in their homeland were different.

Dwarves who didn't have to worry about the eyes of other races were like an entirely different species.

First of all, the image of them as stubborn artisans wasn't wrong.

Take weapon shops, for instance.

When it came to talking in the workshop, it was all about iron! Sometimes mithril! And occasionally orichalcum!

But that wasn't all there was to the dwarven race.

When they went home, they were even more extreme. First sake, second sake, skip three and four, and fifth was also sake. They enjoyed their drinks heartily and boisterously, yet the next day they'd be perfectly fine, silently waging war against iron once more.

First, Lulu escaped. Being a delicate elf, she was let off the hook.

Serge was trembling like a nervous virgin, but he was spared since he was a child.

Gig couldn't pass as a child. He was crushed first and laughed at with comments like, "For all that build, he's nothing special."

Carlos? Was that the thing rolled up like garbage in the corner of the bar?

Shizuna was surprisingly good with alcohol, but that was still within the bounds of human common sense. She drowned in the dwarven wives' fruit wines and always ended up vomiting golden matter by the end.

Ria fought.

Only Ria fought.

Let me record here the memories of that fierce battle.

In the large dwarven settlement, where would you go to meet the most important person?

The answer was the largest forge.

Without being guided, she followed the directions she was given and found a large wooden forge.

From inside, the sound of metal being struck rang out incessantly, making it seem impossible to get anyone's attention by calling out normally.

Here, Ria used her unlocked Gift, [Roar].

The wooden building shook. After all, it was loud enough to knock an ordinary person unconscious.

"What's all the racket?"

The old dwarf who came out with an unfazed expression was the Grand Master here.

She handed over the letter she'd been entrusted with from the Ogre King.

Its contents were simple. It said they were going to have a go at Cordova, so please arrange for weapons, and if possible, provide military strength as well.

"Hmph."

The Grand Master exhaled heavily through his nose.

"Fine by me. Cordova's been a thorn in my side for a while now."

He'd also heard that dwarven slaves were being forced to make weapons.

However, the Grand Master continued.

The dwarf settlement was an autonomous organization run by a council of master craftsmen. While he served as a coordinator of sorts, he couldn't make all the decisions by himself.

Indeed, dwarves were also a race unsuited to building organizations.

"So, is that all?"

The Grand Master's gaze kept flickering toward Ria's waist. More accurately, toward the katana at her hip.

"Right, take a look at this. What do you think of it?"

Ria presented her Kotetsu, still in its scabbard, and the Grand Master smoothly drew it.

"A katana, huh…"

With serious eyes, the master gazed at the blade.

It sent shivers down her spine. Those were the eyes of a craftsman.

"This is… quite something. It doesn't seem to have any magic on it, but it could probably cut through mithril easily. But how was it forged…?"

"If you knew the method, Grand Master, could you make something better than this?"

That was a challenge to a dwarf.

Ria had said it offhandedly, but to a dwarf, it was something that would ignite their pride to the fullest.

The feeling of wanting to try was there. But it wasn't his specialty. He had forged countless swords, but never a katana.

He couldn't claim to be able to do something he'd never done, just riding on momentum. That wouldn't be stubbornness—it would be mere bravado.

"I've never forged a katana. But my youngest son is working on them now. Others say it's a waste of time, though…"

"Katanas are the strongest. If dwarven smiths forge them, they'll make the strongest katanas."

"Won't swords do? There are plenty of fine swords."

"Part of it is that I'm accustomed to katanas, but I've never seen a sword better than a katana."

"Oh?"

The Grand Master called over an apprentice and had them bring various materials.

If she was going to say that much, she should satisfy a dwarven weaponsmith's curiosity.

"Can you cut this?"

The cutting tests began.

She easily bisected the thick lumber.

Then she was made to cut lumber wrapped with wet straw and paper.

Iron steel was brought out, but she easily cut through that as well.

"Alright, now for the real test."

A dwarven-forged steel sword was placed on the testing stand before Ria.

"Well? The blade might chip, but…"

"Hah!"

Before the Grand Master could finish speaking, Ria's spirited yell had already broken the sword.

Kotetsu's blade was unmarred.

Every eye in the forge was fixed on the cutting test. Normally the Grand Master would shout at them to get back to work, but even dwarves couldn't look away from this.

Next, a mithril sword was brought out. Its strength was enhanced with magic. Common sense said it couldn't be broken by an iron sword.

But even that, Ria's Kotetsu cut through and broke.

"How is this possible…? Even if it could cut through, you'd think it would bend or chip…"

There was no sign of warping as Kotetsu was returned to its scabbard.

"It's not just ordinary iron, is it? But simply forging it hard would make it chip… I don't understand."

Then the Grand Master brought out an ingot of orichalcum.

Called the metal of the gods, that metal was far more valuable than pure gold.

As expected, she couldn't cut through this. But Kotetsu was neither chipped nor bent.

"I'm going all out. You ready?"

Now that it had come to this, Ria wanted to know the limits of her beloved katana.

No—it should be able to cut through.

Metal imbued with magical power should be cuttable with iron imbued with magical power.

"Hyaaaah!"

Kotetsu, filled with Ria's magical power, met her expectations.

The lump of orichalcum split in two.

The Grand Master raised his hands in defeat. Literally threw his hands up.

"Follow me. My youngest son will probably understand this better."

And so, only Ria was led to a small hut set up in a corner of the settlement.

"Master, the Grand Master is here."

An apprentice called out inside, but there was no response for a while.

The sound of iron being struck continued.

Finally, when a set of work was completed, a still-young yet still stubborn-looking dwarf appeared.

Prompted silently, Ria and the Grand Master entered the workshop. It was small but fully equipped and neatly organized. The back seemed to serve as living quarters.

"Show him your katana."

At the word katana, the master's eyebrow twitched. Ria handed over Kotetsu, still sheathed.

The master smoothly drew it and gazed at the blade.

Meanwhile, Ria was absorbed in examining the forged katanas placed around the workshop.

Not bad. No, quite good actually.

The katana had only been rough-polished, but the forging was considerable. Its form was graceful and powerful.

But it was still crude. Before the issue of technique, there was a lingering softness.

"Hey, you."

The master finally spoke.

"What dwarf forged this? Tell me. Please."

"No, that was forged by a human."

The expressions on the dwarves' faces at that moment were something to behold.

"A-a human… forged this? This? Who the hell…?"

"Unfortunately, they've already passed away, but…"

And then Ria began to tell the story of Nagasone Kotetsu.

Of course, Ria's knowledge was limited. There were many legends as well. With that preface, Ria recounted Kotetsu's life.

How until he turned fifty, he didn't forge katanas but armor.

How he began forging katanas in order to slice through the magnificent armor he himself had created.

How before forging katanas, he first began by carefully examining the iron as material.

How he became the greatest master craftsman in the eastern island nation, caught the eye of the king, and was recognized as the finest swordsmith.

Including the fact that forgeries were already in circulation during his lifetime due to his immense fame, Ria shared everything she knew about Kotetsu.

Before she knew it, the sun had set.

When Ria finished speaking, the father and son dwarves were overcome with emotion, arms folded, gazing up at the ceiling.

"The world is vast."

When the Grand Master murmured this, the master nodded as well.

"What I want is for you to forge a katana that surpasses this one."

"Right now, that's impossible. I can't even begin to compare."

So said the dwarf, a member of a race proud of their smithing, as he bowed his head.

"Please. Tell me anything you know about this katana. Anything at all."

"That's what I was hoping for. I also love katanas, after all."

And so, the battle began.

"First of all, the iron is bad."

Ria declared.

Dwarven iron was pure, made through magic and furnaces. Coal was added to this to make steel, but it was too pure.

They needed additives, Ria said, and the dwarves made strange faces. Remove impurities from iron, add carbon to harden it. That was the normal way to make weapons.

"In extremely tiny amounts, you actually need substances that prevent the iron from chipping and bending."

Research in this area had been conducted in Anaias as well, but the ultimate steel hadn't been completed.

"This is one of them."

What Ria produced was titanium. Not a magical metal.

In her previous life, the manufacturing methods for Japanese katanas had largely been lost as secret techniques.

In fact, there was a theory that katanas made in older eras—from the Heian to Kamakura periods—might have been superior to those made in more recent times.

Supporting evidence for this theory came from an analysis of a tattered katana from that era, discovered in an old temple, which found modern materials in its composition.

This was thought to have possibly been intentionally left in when making the iron, but since the exact iron refinement methods of that time remained unclear, no conclusion had been reached.

At any rate, first, to make iron, they began by building another furnace.

Carlos and Gig were mixed in with the dwarves, helping out.

Collecting the raw material was also a problem. This settlement used high-quality iron ore, but the method Ria knew required iron sand.

There was a place along the river where iron sand could be collected. Also, Serge's magic could pulverize iron ore into fine particles.

Even for Ria, it was a continuous process of trial and error. She had knowledge and had touched on some of it. But she had never been in a position to oversee everything.

The Grand Master supported them with everything he had.

By the time the furnace was completed and the first ironmaking began, every dwarf in the settlement had come to help.

With shouts of encouragement, the bellows were pumped, and three days and three nights of ironmaking began.

They failed many times. Was the iron bad? The earth? The charcoal? Or was there some other cause?

By the time they managed to produce a mere few dozen kilograms of iron they could be satisfied with, a month had passed.

Still, Ria was satisfied. She felt she had witnessed the true potential of the dwarves.

A heavy, rugged lump of iron. When split open, a beautiful white iron gleam could be seen, like the moon.

This was iron. Iron, more precious than gold.

Then they began forging the katana.

The technique itself wasn't that different from her previous life. The problem was skill.

There was no one to serve as the second hammer. Only the master among the dwarves had seriously worked with katanas, and his apprentices were nowhere near ready to be partners in forging this iron.

"Will I do?"

Ria asked while gripping the hammer, but the master only nodded.

And so they forged katanas.

They struck relentlessly. Various methods were used for joining the core iron and the blade iron.

Working in parallel, they forged multiple katanas using different methods.

They prepared many kinds of clay for quenching and many kinds of water.

What water to use? River water or well water? What temperature should the water be?

They failed again and again.

Ria and the master barely slept.

With seemingly limitless stamina, they simply continued forging katanas.

Polishing was mainly the apprentices' job. They weren't seeking a proper polish. Just a rough polish to see the color of the iron.

And another month passed.

There was one katana.

A wide-bodied, shallowly curved blade.

The hamon pattern was a straight line, nothing to boast about in terms of technique.

Ria stared intently at the katana that had just been rough-polished.

As if waiting for her words, the master stood quietly by her side.

"It resembles Kiyomaro."

Ria murmured. The master's gaze asked who Kiyomaro was.

"A swordsmith born in the era after Kotetsu, said to be his equal. The shape is different, of course, but this katana has spirit."

The master nodded. In the corners of his eyes, something faintly glistened.

"Now then, what I actually wanted to ask is something else."

At the celebration for finally producing even one katana that met Ria's standards.

"I want you to forge a katana with this."

What Ria took out was a lump of black metal.

"Is this… metal? I've never seen anything like it. It does seem similar to a dragon's fang, though…"

Even the Grand Master, the most knowledgeable about metals, couldn't identify it. Without making a show of it, Ria told them.

"It's a Divine Dragon's fang. I received it from Dark Dragon Valis."

At those words, the dwarven men froze.

"Please forge a katana with this."

Ria bowed her head.

The answer came back that it would be impossible right away.

No confident voices saying they'd do it rose up either.

But the men's eyes were gleaming with intensity.

Their eyes were saying they wanted to try.

"First, we'd need to build a furnace…"

The Grand Master muttered to himself. He was motivated.

Someone muttered they'd need charcoal from the World Tree.

Another groaned that they'd need to make a hammer first.

They were motivated.

The dwarf settlement was filled with motivation.

"Oh, here's an advance payment."

What Ria produced in heaps were gold bars she'd been making in her spare time.

"You can't eat iron, right?"

Raising their cups, the dwarves roared.

On the morning they left the dwarf settlement.

"Even when I become an adult, I'm absolutely never going to the dwarf settlement."

That was the genuine sentiment of Serge, who had been a liberal arts boy in his previous life.

"Rather, never again…"

On his beloved horse, Carlos groaned as if dying.

Lulu was quietly casting healing magic on him, but in fact, no magic existed that could completely purge alcohol from the system.

"They were good men."

Even Ria was swaying back and forth on Matsukaze's back.

Drinking and making merry with the dwarven men, Ria had been crushed.

Somehow managing to wake before sunrise despite her hangover was thanks to years of habit.

"Still, I'm starting to think it really might be true that dwarves have sake flowing through their veins instead of blood."

"Well, the fact that you could keep up with them until the very end makes you pretty remarkable too."

Lulu quipped. She was the type to get drunk on a single glass of wine.

Ria possessed tremendous status abnormality resistances, but alcohol resistance wasn't among them.

Yes, even dragons get drunk when they drink sake.

Ria's strength with alcohol was purely due to her physical body.

"Still, it took longer than I expected."

Though it was mainly her own fault, Ria murmured carelessly.

To such a Ria, something came flying from the sky.

No, it wasn't a bird. It had wings, but it was a bat.

Hovering in front of Ria's eyes, the bat had a letter tied to its leg.

Since they were using a bat, it was probably a message from Asuka.

The letter contained a short message.

"Cordova soldiers attacking village. Return immediately."

Spurring Matsukaze on, Ria rushed at full speed down the road to the village.
The Dragonslayer
By the time they returned to the village, everything had already ended.

The invasion of Cordova's soldiers. A platoon of soldiers who ordered the village to submit to Cordova and demanded hostages as proof.

The village chief, who naturally refused, had his chest pierced by a soldier's spear.

It was meant to be an example.

Irina, who had been holding herself back until then, snapped.

She blew off the head of the soldier who had done such a terrible thing to the kind old man with her greatsword.

The battle began.

Irina overwhelmed and crushed the enemy with her overwhelming power, while Maal helped the villagers who couldn't fight escape.

The beastkin who could fight also fought.

Before Irina's combat prowess, Cordova's forces scattered and fled. But she couldn't protect all of the villagers.

Those who had sustained severe injuries could still be healed with healing magic. But those whose breath had completely stopped…

Three beastkin corpses lay there.

Among them was the village chief who had talked with Ria that night about the future of the beastkin.

The blood that had clung to their fur had been washed completely clean.

Their families wept before them. Violently. Or perhaps desperately trying to hold back their tears.

Ria watched from a slight distance away.

"I will crush Cordova."

At her cold voice, everyone nearby turned to look at Ria.

To her eyes filled with determination, everyone nodded in response.

They couldn't stop her. They had no intention of stopping her.

War was about to begin.

The Kingdom of Manesh wasn't actually a kingdom.

Because on this continent, there were only five kingdoms recognized by the empire.

Due to the Millennium from one thousand years ago, human society had largely collapsed everywhere except for the areas surrounding the empire.

To rebuild the continent, three princes, one princess, and one younger brother of the emperor at the time were dispatched with armies to various regions.

One of them, Leyte Anaia, founded the Kingdom of Casalia.

In the thousand years since then, humanity had expanded its territory, and new cities were born. Manesh was one of those cities.

The king at the time enfeoffed a lord of Manesh, who was far from Anaia, as a duke, and had him establish the Duchy of Manesh.

So to be precise, Manesh is still a duchy even now, and its king is a duke. However, except in rare cases, even at official occasions Manesh calls itself a kingdom, and the duke calls himself a king.

Since they had intermarried with the Casalian royal family many times, it wouldn't be wrong to call them a quasi-royal family.

Incidentally, Cordova was also Casalian nobility, but they were merely counts.

However, their power had currently expanded, their military had grown, and they were approaching Casalia's level.

Now, as for Ria's position, this was also complicated.

Ria was a princess of Casalia. Though she was an illegitimate child, she was an undeniable princess recorded in the family tree.

And what made things even more complicated was that she had become the queen of the ogre nation without being recognized by Casalia.

Wasn't this a case of usurpation? Ria had quietly worried about it.

She had at least sent word from the ogre village to Anaias, including the circumstances before and after, that she had been recognized as the leader of all the ogre tribes.

She could picture her father the king holding his head in his hands, but he would probably handle it somehow.

After all, Ria had no intention of declaring independence from Casalia and calling herself a sovereign. At most, she just wanted them to create a new nominal ducal house and recognize her as its head.

Ria couldn't have descendants. The ogres wouldn't follow any human other than Ria.

For now, she just needed to stop Cordova's invasion, destroy Cordova, and survive the Millennium.

That would take perhaps ten or twenty years. Ria should still be alive for that long.

Once they survived the Millennium, a new order would be born. Then Ria could hand over power to someone and go traveling again.

After all, Ria couldn't have children. Even if she established a nation, it would only last for Ria's generation.

"Manesh, huh. There's a dragonslayer there, right?"

One night, as they made camp, Serge asked again. The person he was asking was Irina.

"A fairly strong dragon went, but it lost."

Irina held no particular feelings about a dragon being killed by humans.

Just as beasts fought and killed each other, it couldn't be helped that humans and dragons would fight and kill each other. That was how dragons thought.

If an acquaintance was killed before her eyes, she would certainly go on a killing spree like she did the other day, but once she calmed down, she would accept everything.

That was the kind of creature a dragon was.

"But anyway, why did it attack a dragon?"

The birth of a hero who had killed a dragon was known even in the countryside where Serge had lived, but he didn't know the details.

Actually, neither Ria nor Carlos knew either, but surprisingly, Irina did. Well, perhaps it was only natural that she would know.

The underlying cause was, once again, Cordova.

The leaders of Manesh at the time, troubled by Cordova's military pressure, had turned to forbidden magic.

It was a secret art originally passed down only to the empire and, as a precaution, the five royal families.

The magic to summon a hero.

"Since Rufus-sama was enthusiastic about developing and spreading magical knowledge, it probably leaked from there."

Lulu pictured the face of her late teacher.

At any rate, because Dark Dragon Valis didn't want hero summonings to be performed so casually, he gave the order and a dragon attacked Manesh.

As Valis had planned, the hero summoning ceremony was interrupted, and most of the court mages who knew the details of the ritual were killed.

But then something unexpected happened to Valis.

Manesh's remaining leadership carefully selected their elites and sent them to face the dragon.

Elite though they may be called, they were still human. Only five could actually fight the dragon.

The head court mage and the knight commander at the time both lost their lives in the battle.

Of the remaining three, who were called dragonslayers, one of them was no longer in the country, and no one even knew where they had gone.

Gonbei.

Ria and Serge exchanged glances. Clearly a reincarnator. Or someone who knew reincarnators well.

"Hey, isn't this Gonbei person actually an alias for the Great Sage Azelford-sama?"

Serge made that prediction.

The Great Sage Azelford was a survivor of the Millennium from a thousand years ago, and currently resided in the Sacred Mountain Cyrus, monitoring the demon territory to the north.

At the foot of Mt. Cyrus was a magic city where a magic academy had been established, and many mages gathered from across the continent to train there.

Now that the imperial capital had disappeared, it was undoubtedly the place where magical research flourished the most.

If it was the Great Sage Azelford, they could certainly defeat even a dragon. It wouldn't be strange for them to have extensive knowledge about reincarnators.

After all, they had fought alongside the hero against the previous demon king during the last Millennium.

"Also, about the Queen-sama though."

Irina raised a question. It was a natural question for her.

"She's called the Queen of Dragon Eyes, but does she have the Dragon Eyes gift?"

Dragon Eyes. The gift Ria had awakened, which intimidates opponents and sees through all their abilities.

If it was the Manesh royal family, which had intermarried many times with the Casalian royal family that carried dragon blood, it was possible for that gift to manifest.

"Also, having survived a fight against a dragon, doesn't that mean her magical ability is also considerable?"

Shizuna mentioned. Fighting a dragon was something every warrior dreamed of at least once.

Actually fighting one and winning, let alone just surviving, was nearly impossible though.

Incidentally, this Queen Guinevere had apparently been shunned in the royal palace until the dragon attacked.

The fear of being intimidated by her gaze and having one's abilities laid bare. That was certainly something terrifying.

But now that she had become queen, that same quality had become her charisma, and she was brilliantly governing the kingdom.

The fact that Manesh, whose military strength should have been drastically reduced by the dragon, was somehow able to hold its own against Cordova was likely due to this queen's skill.

"From what I've heard, she was quite the tomboy though."

Since Ria was royalty, she had access to information about other countries' royal families.

A princess who rushed about from morning to night, cackled whenever she successfully pulled off a prank, and was exhausted at important moments—quite the troublesome princess, it seemed.

"What I'm most curious about is the woman named Carla."

What interested Ria most was the existence who had directly thrust her holy sword into the dragon and finished off that massive embodiment of life force.

Carla Raparba Uslan. Sixteen years old at the time. Currently, she served as the captain of the queen's personal guard and was also the head of a marquis house.

Originally an orphan who was taken in by a minor noble, her talent was recognized and she was sent to study at the magic academy. She completed all her studies at fourteen and after returning home, served in the royal palace as a knight.

Then she became close friends with Princess Guinevere, fought the dragon together, and defeated it.

Currently nineteen years old. Single, and apparently without a lover.

"A magic warrior, huh. Same as me."

Ria muttered. The desire to fight her by all means was overflowing in her voice.

"Well, if we can successfully form an alliance, I think you could request a match…"

Carlos was exasperated. Come to think of it, she had troubled Reyas with this too.

No matter what approach they took, Carla probably couldn't escape a bout with Ria. He couldn't help but sympathize with the woman called Carla.

"Let's get some sleep. We'll arrive in Manesh territory tomorrow."

Everything would depend on actually meeting them. Ria concluded as such.

Upon returning to Manesh territory, which is to say an area with many humans, Ria made an image change for herself.

She started wearing a mask.

It wasn't that she had suddenly developed chuunibyou. It was out of necessity.

Setting aside ogres and dwarves, in human society, Ria's mature beauty stood out too much.

After entering human settlements and getting involved in various troubles, she created a mask that covered the upper half of her face.

With a hood on top of that, she finally stopped standing out. Though she now stood out in a different way, she no longer suffered strange inconveniences.

Beauty is a sin.

And so, the party safely arrived at Manesh. Ria was stopped at the castle gate for hiding her face, but the dagger bearing the Casalian royal crest proved unexpectedly useful.

They took the most expensive room at Manesh's finest inn.

She sent Carlos off as a messenger to the royal castle, and Ria said:

"Alright, let's go to the public bath."

Despite having taken a room with a bath, Ria said this.

The public bath. In other words, girls' naked bodies, as many as you want.

What a wonderful facility they had built, Manesh.

"Why do you like baths so much…"

Shizuna muttered in exasperation, but Ria whispered in her ear.

"I won't let you sleep tonight, so make sure you wash your body thoroughly."

Yes, since Irina wouldn't let go of Maal, Ria had taken a double room with Shizuna.

Shizuna held her breath and her face turned red. Indeed, she didn't want Ria to see her with a dirty body.

Remembering the intimacy of that night, the core of her hips grew hot.

But Shizuna's expectations would be betrayed.

Carrying their bathing supplies, they left the inn to head to the public bath. Since they might as well use a large tub, everyone came along.

As the party began walking down the main street toward the bathhouse, a commotion could be heard from the distance.

"Carla-sama…" "It's Carla-sama…" "It's Carla-sama…"

The crowd on the main street naturally parted.

A mounted party was heading down the center of the main street toward the royal palace. At its head was her.

Since she was a nineteen-year-old unmarried noble's daughter, Ria had wondered what could possibly be wrong with her.

She understood at a glance. She couldn't help but understand.

Every person walking along the street stopped in their tracks, burning the image of that woman into their eyes. And they murmured her name as if in a daze.

To put it simply, she was far too beautiful.

Ria stared at that woman as if entranced.

No, not as if entranced.

In fact, Ria was entranced.

Those azure eyes, clear like the endless sky.

That silver hair flowing in the wind as if starlight had been melted into it.

Ria activated her Dragon Eyes. To learn about that woman.

Carla Raparba Uslan.

Level 198.

Level 198 was indeed staggering, but that wasn't all.

That wasn't what surprised her.

The issue was her gift.

[Dragon's Bloodline]

Yes, she possessed Dragon's Bloodline.

Moreover, the contents of that gift had been largely unlocked.

Limb Regeneration, Organ Regeneration, Herculean Strength, Roar, Intimidation, Sixth Sense, Dragon Fighting Spirit, High Speed Regeneration, High Speed Recovery, Spatial Awareness, Super Absorption, Magic Perception, Limit Break, Breath Reduction, Robust Health, Immortal Youth, Adamantine Body, Magic Resistance, Enhanced Five Senses, Physical Enhancement, Internal Organ Enhancement, Skeletal Enhancement, Super Recovery, Consumption Reduction, Magic Consumption Reduction, Sleep Reduction, Heat Resistance, Paralysis Resistance, Poison Resistance, Disease Resistance, Impact Resistance, Mental Resistance, Petrification Resistance, Corruption Resistance, Curse Resistance, Absorption Resistance, Illusion Resistance, Confusion Resistance, Acid Resistance, Hypnosis Resistance, Blindness Resistance, Charm Resistance, Brainwashing Resistance, Insight Resistance, Pain Resistance…

But that wasn't all.

It wasn't just Dragon's Bloodline.

Despite having all these gifts, despite being at an unprecedentedly high level, that wasn't all.

Another decisive gift that she possessed.

[God's Bloodline]

I see.

I see, I see.

She was convinced.

If someone possessed the power of both dragon and god, then yes, they could defeat a dragon.

She could now understand why Valis had viewed her as a problem.

"N-Nee-chan…"

Among the people who were simply overwhelmed by her beauty, only Ria and Serge had seen through to that woman's true nature.

And then Ria laughed.

Before the royal guard—to be precise, before Carla—a single girl stepped forward.

"How impudent!" "Clear the way!"

The girl removed her hood and took off her mask.

At her appearance, her beauty, the words of the royal guards trailed off.

More than anything, her facial features.

The royal guards saw a beauty very similar to hers on a daily basis.

Queen Guinevere of the Kingdom of Manesh. Black hair darker than darkness, golden eyes more brilliant than gold.

Though they couldn't call them twins, they were similar enough to be called sisters.

"Dragonslayer Carla-dono."

Ria called out, her voice brimming with excitement from the bottom of her heart.

"I would like to request a match."
Carla
"I must decline."

That beautiful voice was the first time Ria heard Carla speak.

The voice was so beautiful that Ria completely missed what she had actually said.

"Huh?"

"First of all, I have no reason to fight you."

Carla's voice was dignified, yet gentle at the same time. It was a voice that put those who heard it at ease.

"And secondly…"

Her gaze swept across their surroundings. The crowd of people, bewildered by the sudden situation.

"I cannot fight you here."

Indeed, she made a compelling point.

If Ria were to fight at full strength here, it would be catastrophic.

"Therefore—"

Carla continued.

"If a reason presents itself and a suitable place is prepared, I will gladly be your opponent."

Without any malice or fighting spirit whatsoever, she agreed to fight.

To face Ria with such natural composure and say she would fight. How extraordinary that was.

This was the first time she had encountered such an opponent.

"I appreciate it."

Ria put her mask back on and walked into the crowd that parted before her.

She rejoined her companions and said, as if nothing had happened, "Now then, off to the bath."

The Imperial Guard who had watched her leave eventually began to stir, murmuring amongst themselves.

"Carla-sama, was that really alright?"

Her female adjutant called out to her. Carla's gaze remained fixed forward.

"If you wish, we could still apprehend her—"

"That would be impossible."

Carla's words were blunt.

"That person did not approach me out of hatred."

She simply stated the facts.

"Besides, I have a premonition."

"A premonition?"

Carla rarely used such vague words.

"Yes, that's right."

With perfectly calm eyes, showing not a trace of agitation, Carla declared:

"I feel as though I have been waiting for that person for a very long time."

A single girl stood amidst the crowd.

While those around her buzzed with chatter, the cross-dressing girl nodded to herself with interest.

Ferna, an executive of "Black Cat"—the self-proclaimed secret society that everyone knew about—was deeply intrigued by how events were unfolding.

"This is getting interesting."

"Indeed it is."

Startled by the unexpected agreement, she whirled around to find a familiar face.

"Ah, Haruto-san…"

"It's been a while, Ferna-san."

This was Haruto, a black-haired, dark-eyed man who claimed to be a traveling merchant. Though Ferna had met him numerous times through company business, there was something elusive about him that she could never quite grasp.

However, he was not a bad person. Rather, his calm eyes carried a dignity that exceeded that of an ordinary merchant.

"Carla-sama the Dragonslayer and Princess Ryuke Riana, conqueror of the labyrinth, is it?"

"Eh!?"

She knew about the former. But as for the latter, she only knew the name. She had thought the woman was no ordinary person since Identify didn't work on her, but still.

"I'm certain of it. She perfectly matches the description my subordinates reported."

"Is that… so…"

This young man casually mentioned things that even Black Cat's executives didn't know. When it came to continental affairs, could it be that he possessed an intelligence network surpassing even Black Cat's?

He claimed to be just a traveling merchant who drove his wagon alone, but he had mentioned having subordinates before.

Ferna wondered if Black Cat should merge operations with him, but she didn't voice the thought. There was something about him—an air befitting the ruler of a nation.

"If those two really do end up fighting…"

"That's something I absolutely can't miss!"

At Haruto's prompting, Ferna nodded vigorously.

"If you're going to watch, would you like to go together?"

"With you, Haruto-san?"

"Yes. You could deflect any stray magic that comes our way, couldn't you, Ferna-san?"

It wasn't that Haruto lacked confidence in his own martial abilities, but Ferna had demonstrated large-scale magic in front of him on several occasions.

He wanted a bodyguard if he was going to be a spectator.

"Very well. You've helped me out before, Haruto-san."

"Then please tell me where you're staying."

The two exchanged contact information and parted ways. And then Haruto pondered.

The traveling merchant Haruto pondered.

The Demon King Ars Gaharuto pondered.

The former hero Arisugawa Haruto pondered endlessly.

What would the meeting of those two bring to this continent?

The Demon King, who had no confidence whatsoever in his own strength, wracked his brain ceaselessly.

For the sake of those precious things he must protect.

Moonlight faintly illuminated the darkness of night.

Ria sat at the window frame of her room wearing nothing but a thin robe, yet her katana remained within easy reach.

"Hey… aren't you going to sleep?"

Shizuna whispered softly from the bed.

"Yeah, go ahead and sleep first."

Ria's reply was curt. Shizuna hadn't meant it as an invitation, but somehow it made her feel sad.

Earlier, when Ria had gone to the bathhouse, she had been lost in thought even while soaking in the tub.

When they returned to the inn, Carlos had already brought back the queen's reply—she would grant them an audience the very next day.

Although word had been sent ahead from the Ogre village, Ria hadn't expected to be received so quickly the following day. The woman certainly was light on her feet.

Ria didn't dislike that kind of quick action. Carlos made another trip to settle on the time.

Ria prepared her own outfit and had the group's attire remade as well.

When Ria dressed as a beautiful man in black and asked Shizuna for her impression—

The next day, only a limited number of companions would accompany her to the audience chamber.

First was Ria, naturally, and then Carlos the knight.

Gig as the representative of the ogres, Maal as the representative of the beastkin.

And Irina, who was a dragon—five people in total.

Serge, Lulu, and Shizuna were complete commoners, so they would wait in an antechamber.

Yes, what Shizuna felt was the gap between her world and Ria's.

"What are you thinking about?"

Shizuna called out again, but the answer that came back was something she never expected.

"Hmm, I'm thinking about how I should fight to beat that woman."

Shizuna couldn't believe her ears.

Her beloved spoke of fighting as though speaking of someone she was in love with.

A woman who didn't understand a woman's heart.

Shizuna turned her back and went to sleep in a huff.

The royal palace was simple and sturdy. The truth was, the interior had been destroyed during the dragon's attack, and the queen hadn't bothered putting much effort into its reconstruction.

The doors opened and the five were admitted to the audience chamber. Far ahead on the throne sat a black-haired woman.

A beauty. Indeed, she resembled Ria. No, perhaps she resembled Valis more. She didn't have Ria's martial aura.

Her golden eyes bore down on them with an intimidating presence, but none present had spirits weak enough to be cowed by it.

And standing behind the queen—a beautiful knight.

Carla Raparb Uslan.

Watching.

Being watched.

It felt as though she was being seen through completely.

The group stopped a few paces from the stairs leading to the throne, and the three besides Ria and Irina knelt.

Guinevere rose from the throne, descended the stairs, and stood before Ria.

"It is a pleasure to meet you. I am Guinevere, Duchess of Manesh."

Guinevere bowed her head first, and in response, Ria returned a knight's salute.

"I am honored by your gracious greeting, Your Excellency. I am Ryuke Riana Crystal Casalia. And this is—"

She indicated Irina with her palm.

"Lady Irina, daughter of Golden Dragon Clarice-sama and Dark Dragon Valis-sama."

The courtiers in the audience chamber began to murmur. But two people remained completely unperturbed.

Guinevere and Carla.

"To speak in such a place before the daughter of divine dragons seems rather absurd. Shall we relocate?"

Guinevere made the proposal. In other words, she wanted to dispense with the stiff formalities and have a more candid discussion. Ria agreed.

"Please, this way. I've prepared a more comfortable setting."

Ria nodded, and the queen herself led them. Behind them followed several courtiers, and Carla.

"If possible, I would like to bring along those who accompanied me. There are some among them who can help with various matters."

"Of course."

With just a glance from the queen, a lady-in-waiting hurried off.

"Also, this can wait until after our discussion, but—"

In truth, this was what Ria considered the main event.

"I would like to have a match with Carla the Dragonslayer-dono."

"My, my～"

Guinevere seemed delighted to hear this.

"Carla, what do you say?"

"If Hime-sama wishes it."

The beautiful knight answered coolly. But her eyes said otherwise.

That she wished for it too.

Still, calling her Hime-sama despite being a queen. Though she did have a child.

Ria thought about something so trivial.

"Well then, let's not wait until later—let's begin right away. Though some minimal preparations will be necessary."

At Guinevere's signal, another lady-in-waiting hurried off. Ria didn't know what preparations were needed, but the chain of command here was well-established.

The group was shown to the queen's private chambers. The three who had been separated from them were also present.

"Ah, make yourselves comfortable. I'm going to relax too."

Changing even her manner of speech, the queen said this as she plopped down heavily on the sofa and kicked off her shoes.

"This is who I am, but that's fine, right? You're a princess who goes around being an explorer, so you must hate stuffy formalities too, right?"

That was true, but this was the first time she'd encountered someone this direct.

Ria nodded and sank deep into the sofa. The other members sat lightly on the somewhat smaller sofas that had been prepared.

"Let me introduce everyone. From the right: the Prime Minister, the Minister of State, the Foreign Minister, the Minister of Military Affairs, and the Intelligence Chief. We'll have a chance to talk in more detail later. And this is Carla, captain of my Imperial Guard. Though it seems you're already well acquainted."

The cabinet ministers waved as they left the room. The only ones remaining, aside from the ladies-in-waiting, were Carla alone.

Ria introduced her companions in turn. Among them, the queen's gaze lingered on Irina and Serge.

Irina was understandable. After all, despite her human appearance, she was originally a dragon. But Serge, even if he was a reincarnator, was just an ordinary child.

"This is the first time I've seen a pure human with more magical power than me."

So that was the reason.

Serge's magical power was certainly high. Abnormally so, especially considering his age.

Though since Ria and Irina—exceptional beings—were always nearby, she didn't usually think about it much.

"And he has various mysterious skills… Is that the power of Dark Dragon-sama? If so, Carla should try conquering the labyrinth sometime too. If only I had the time, I'd like to go myself."

Being so thoroughly exposed was terrifying. Serge was already using Concealment—a magic that strongly interfered with analysis—but even that apparently wasn't working.

Moreover, this queen was incredibly quick-witted.

This was the first time Ria had seen a human with such a high intelligence stat. After all, it was higher than even Rufus's. Obviously higher than Ria's own.

"Mama."

The one who interrupted the conversation was a small child.

Attended by a maid, he ran up to Guinevere—the prince of this nation, Guinevere's only son.

His father was unknown. He was presumably one of the queen's lovers, but none had been installed as prince consort.

The prince, lifted up by his mother, looked first at Ria.

"Let me introduce him. This is my son, Shinji."

Serge choked on the tea he'd been drinking.

"Oh my, what's wrong? It's a bit of an unusual name, but he's a cute child, isn't he?"

Black hair and dark eyes, an adorable child. But the reason Serge had choked was because of that name.

"Your Majesty, if I may be so bold as to ask a question."

Serge spoke in a desperately polite tone, but this was something he absolutely had to confirm.

"Go ahead. Speak freely."

Ria also turned to face Serge. Given her knowledge, she couldn't understand why Serge was so flustered.

"Was His Highness the Prince's name decided by his father? And perhaps… if it had been a girl, it would have been Rei…?"

With a clatter, the queen shot to her feet. All the composure she had shown until now vanished from her face.

"You! Do you know where that person is right now!?"

Her expression demanded an answer. Carla gently restrained her.

But her blue eyes, too, were gazing intently at Serge.

"I don't know where he is. However, I know someone who might know, or rather…"

"Hime-sama, any further would be… not here."

Since Carla was mindful of the surrounding eyes, Guinevere seemed to quickly regain her composure. She handed her stiffened child to a maid and sat back down heavily.

"There are quite a few things I want to ask you."

And then the queen changed the subject again.

"So, why do you want to fight Carla?"

With eyes full of childlike curiosity, Guinevere asked Ria.

Ria's answer was simple.

"Because the mountain is there."

Guinevere smiled broadly.
Black and Silver
If one were to describe the woman named Carla Raparba Uslan in a single phrase, it would be: a perfect human being.

First, there was her beautiful appearance. Beyond the striking combination of magnificent silver hair and blue eyes, there was her expression with its faint smile. Most people, upon meeting her for the first time, rubbed their eyes in disbelief at the existence before them.

From her slender neck to her shoulders, a chest that was neither modest nor abundant. And from her slim waist extended long, well-toned legs with graceful elegance. She didn't exude sex appeal by emphasizing her chest—she was an existence that lived in perfect harmony.

And if you thought that was just her looks, her inner qualities were equally remarkable.

Her swordsmanship was the finest in the knight order. As for magic, the Great Sage Azelford himself had declared her "superior to me." She possessed extensive knowledge and sound judgment, and regarding her character, it was said that she and the prince were the only ones capable of restraining the queen.

Now that she had slain a dragon, she was often called the Silver Holy Knight, but before that, many people had called her a saint.

The reason for that was simple: she could use resurrection magic.

In this world, only gods were said to be able to use resurrection magic.

In truth, divine dragons could use it as well, but most people didn't know that.

Though Carla needed certain conditions to be met, she was able to use that resurrection magic.

"So with that said, even if you die fighting Carla, just follow these requirements, okay?"

"Hold on, why are you assuming I'm going to lose?"

"I'm not saying that's a given, but Carla is a dragonslayer. I need you to be prepared for the worst case."

Guinevere said this while grinning. She was currently standing on the palm of a massive golem.

This was the wasteland on the outskirts of Manesh. The place where the dragonslayer had once slain a dragon. Its name was simply the "Dragonslayer's Wasteland."

Craters dotted the landscape here and there, with vitrified rocks scattered about. In such a wasteland, two women stood facing each other. And there was the golem.

Ria wore her usual black leather armor, Carla wore knight's garb made from processed mithril matching the color of her hair, and Guinevere was dressed in riding clothes.

Speaking of which, that golem had a body type that looked well-suited for underwater combat.

"First, don't damage more than half of the head. Specifically, the brain needs to remain intact."

Guinevere explained various things, but it all went in one ear and out the other for Ria.

"Basically, cutting and stabbing are fine, but being blown away without a trace by magic is bad!"

If that was all, she should have just said that from the start.

"By the way, if I accidentally kill her, is there anyone else who can use resurrection?"

Ria asked the reverse question.

"If the heart stops, I can bring her back right away."

Impressive indeed.

From what she could tell by checking Carla's Gifts, even if Ria cut off a few of her limbs, she'd be fine, so going all out should be acceptable.

"Incidentally, Carla won't die from just having her heart pierced, so you can rest easy about that."

Amazing, Dragon's Bloodline.

When facing her as an opponent, it was truly overwhelming.

However, thinking back on it, she was pretty sure she would die if her heart was pierced through, but perhaps she wouldn't die now?

The golem carrying Guinevere moved to the distant Carla and they spoke about something. If Ria strained her ears she could hear them, but if they were planning some kind of strategy, it would be more interesting not to listen.

Before long, the golem moved away from Carla as well, taking a sufficient distance. Its back opened and Guinevere climbed inside.

Surprisingly, this world had never had golems designed for humans to ride in. The reason was similar to why piloted robots were never made practical in her previous life. There was something called powered suit-type magic armor, but it wasn't a common weapon.

Guinevere's golem was something she herself had planned, designed, and manufactured. Despite being a busy queen, she apparently had quite a bit of free time.

"Alright, let's begin～"

Together with Guinevere's amplified voice, a fireball was launched into the sky. Its explosion served as the signal to start.

Trying to close the distance first, Ria kicked off the ground.

And Carla did the same.

She came flying, skimming just above the ground.

Unexpected. If she'd heard about things from Guinevere, she should know that ranged magic attacks would be more advantageous than close combat.

After countless feints, a single strike. Sword and katana locked in a contest of guards.

What clashed against Kotetsu was a blade once called a holy sword. Now it was known as the dragon-slaying sword Ekudra, a national treasure.

"Why close combat?"

Curious, Ria asked.

"To ensure I don't kill you."

"That's underestimating me too much."

After just that brief exchange, Ria had seen through her.

Carla's Swordsmanship skill level was 8—looking at that alone, they should be evenly matched. Considering her stats and Gifts too, she should have been able to fight on equal footing or better.

But that was only when looking at each element separately. When combined, the gap became clear.

She delivered precise, sharp attacks mixed with advanced feints.

But they were overwhelmingly light.

A lightness that showed she didn't understand what it meant to cut someone down.

"You haven't cut down many people, have you?"

"I have reasonable experience in combat against people, though."

Both had the composure to talk while fighting.

"Not a fight to the death, but one-sided battles, right?"

"… That's correct."

There was a slight pause before that answer.

For Carla, fighting meant suppression. The only thing she could truly call a fight was the one against that dragon. All her other combat experience had been cultivated through training. It came from the talent called Gifts.

For Ria too, most of her power had been given to her, but the amount of blood she'd coughed up in her previous life was on another level. She'd been surprised to learn that bloody urine was actually a real thing.

The trial-and-error effort accumulated by an ordinary person, combined with the physical abilities only a genius could possess. That was the source of Ria's strength.

"White Prison Flames."

The spell Carla cast without chanting assaulted Ria.

And not just one—they came from all directions.

Ria either dodged them or cut through them with her katana. Even so, she couldn't evade all of them and took some direct hits.

But there was no damage. Mere heat attacks couldn't affect Ria.

From there, Ria continued defending against countless magical attacks of various attributes.

"My, my, how impressive."

"Yes, truly."

In a mountainous region far from the battlefield.

Two figures stood there.

At a distance where the two combatants looked like grains of rice, Haruto and Ferna were watching the battle.

Both wore sand-colored cloaks. Items with anti-magic properties that Haruto had prepared just in case.

While Ferna could use far-sight magic, Haruto—as one might expect—pulled out a pair of binoculars from his pocket.

Responding to Ferna's gaze with a smile, Haruto said:

"These are the latest model binoculars developed by my company."

They used no magic—a product of pure technology.

When watching magical battles, far-sight magic was often disrupted.

He put them to his eyes, but immediately smiled wryly and put them away again.

"They're moving too fast to see. Ferna-san, please provide commentary."

"Very well."

Ferna explained every move Carla made as she repeatedly activated tremendously advanced magic.

The fact that she could provide such accurate commentary was revealing a glimpse of her own abilities, but she hadn't yet realized that.

Another pair was also watching: a man and a woman.

Standing next to the robo-golem were Irina and Serge.

To fulfill everyone's wish to watch the fight between Ria and Carla, Serge was transmitting images using space-time magic, but his spirit was already on the verge of breaking.

Magic that Lulu or Serge would have had to put their all into using, Carla was firing off casually as if they were minor spells.

And Ria was either nullifying them, slicing through them, or overpowering them head-on.

Super scary.

What was this, a kaiju battle?

"Irina, please really protect me. If something flies this way, I'll seriously die."

Even a single stray shot was easily creating small craters.

Serge's magical barriers would quickly reach their limit.

"I knoooow～"

Irina said with her wide eyes turned toward him, but she appeared to be working diligently.

Clad in orichalcum armor, radiating golden dragon fighting spirit from her body, Irina was protecting Serge.

Even so, Serge thought as he glanced to the side. His gaze landed on the queen who had turned the golem's face in one direction.

Even though she was protected by the golem's armor, how did her retainers allow the queen to be in such a place?

It would be a little while longer before Serge truly understood that trying to stop her was futile.

Carla was at a loss.

She was at a loss over how to deal with this person called Ria, who was far too strong.

None of her anti-personnel combat spells worked on her. Even trying to cut her with a sword, Ria's close combat skills were superior.

Then should she use magic at full power?

Would she really have to use her full magical power against just one person?

But her hesitation quickly vanished.

Ria would be able to take everything she had.

Without any basis, Carla believed that.

Carla took distance and soared into the sky.

Ria remained on the ground, taking a stance. It wasn't that she couldn't use flight magic, but hers was still unskilled.

Then, Carla's voice echoed.

"— She was imprisoned —"

This was the first time Ria had heard Carla chant.

At the same time, her body suddenly grew heavy. She couldn't move from that spot.

"— In the depths of the dark earth, she was imprisoned —"

Magic that manipulated gravity, with something layered on top of it. She could feel magical power being compressed.

This is bad, Ria thought.

Carla probably thought Ria would be fine even with this. That trust felt heavy right now.

Multi-layered barriers were erected with Ria at the center.

These were to trap Ria, but that wasn't all.

They would bring destruction to this limited space.

This is very bad, Ria thought.

Then Carla's chant was complete.

"— Thermonuclear Darkness Detonation Hell —"

The multi-layered barrier spanning several hundred meters in radius with Ria at its center. It was something that could block even a dragon's breath.

And within it, nuclear explosions were being compressed and unleashed multiple times over.

Normally, this was a forbidden spell that required dozens of mages to perform through ritual.

It was humanity's last resort, capable of destroying even a dragon.

Yet even so, Carla could still sense Ria's presence.

A massive crater with a molten surface had been born there.

Though heat escaped upward, the rocks were still boiling like magma.

From that pool of magma, Ria burst out.

When she knew escape was impossible, she had chosen to plunge into the earth. Using the earth-digging magic she'd honed through bath-making, she had dove as deep underground as possible.

The massive bedrock had shielded her from the nuclear explosion's force. Her heat resistance had somehow managed to protect her from the thermal energy.

"That was… hot…"

She brushed away the solidified matter clinging to her armor with her hand. Her other hand firmly gripped her katana.

"That was hooooot!!!"

Laughing, Ria soared toward Carla.

On her back were translucent black wings.

This was her newly awakened Gift: [Flight].

Carla blocked Ria's slash.

But the exchange had become completely one-sided.

Even with all her Gifts released and enhanced by magic.

Even so, Carla couldn't beat Ria in close combat.

And Ria was smiling.

With each sword stroke, she could feel herself growing stronger.

When she was with Carla, she felt like she could climb to any height.

Ah, so this was what she had been seeking.

Carla landed a particularly sharp strike and created distance from Ria.

Then she sheathed her sword and raised both hands toward the heavens.

"Eh? Don't tell me you're surrendering?"

Even after using that spell, Carla still had magical power remaining.

Wasn't the real battle about to begin from here?

"No. But this will be the last."

Carla gathered her magical power.

The strongest spell, composed within her mind.

At this point, it was questionable whether it could even be called magic. It was the power of a god.

"— Spirits of earth and sky, in accordance with fate, fulfill your duty —"

"— Collapse of Heaven and Earth —"

There, light was born.

That light became a pillar, swallowing everything.

The earth crumbled and vanished.

The atmosphere broke down and scattered into space.

It was truly a power to collapse heaven and earth.

Enveloped in light, Ria was wrapped in darkness within it.

The dark dragon fighting spirit. It was a dragon's power, opposing the power of a god.

"Uaaaaaaah!"

A roar. Defying the power of a god, Ria burst from the light. Carla was ahead of her.

She crashed into her with that momentum, and the two fell to the earth.

Beneath Ria's arms was Carla.

As if cradled in Ria's arms, there was Carla.

That perfect beauty had crumbled.

Her hair was disheveled, her cheeks flushed, her forehead beaded with sweat.

She had brought an angel down to earth. There was that sense of transgression.

"I lose."

Carla said only that, her breathing ragged.

Her eyes were clear. Even defeat, it seemed, could not bring her humiliation.

"Don't you actually still have a trump card?"

"No, that was the last. I could still fight, but the damage to the surroundings would be too severe."

"Ah, that's true."

This newly born super-massive crater. If the battlefield hadn't been restricted, how much destruction would have occurred?

"The victor's right. You did stake your life, after all."

Come to think of it, there was such a thing in these kinds of duels.

Beneath Ria's body, Carla stirred slightly.

What a soft body. Where in this body was such power hidden?

"Then, a kiss from you…"

Without showing surprise at the request, Carla closed her eyes.

Looking at those pale pink lips, Ria became intensely flustered—

In the end, she could only manage to kiss her cheek.
The Conference
Ah, she got to see her right away.

Seeing Carla walking through the castle corridor with her white mantle fluttering behind her, Ria called out to her.

"Hey. Where are you headed?"

"Yes. I was thinking of reviewing the knights' training until Hime-sama's preparations are complete."

Carla answered coolly, but that perfect beauty had collapsed in Ria's arms not long ago.

Just thinking about it made Ria's chest tighten. Wicked desire was overflowing from a part she didn't have.

"In that case, would it be alright if I came along?"

"Of course, please do."

With a perfect smile, Carla responded.

And so the two stood side by side, watching the knights' training.

From time to time, knights would seek advice, and Carla would answer.

They would nod as if in a feverish dream, then return to their training.

Carla wore a faint smile. Exposed to her gaze, the training took on an intense fervor.

Strangely, no one directed lustful gazes at her. Perhaps they thought falling in love with a goddess would be insolent?

Well, if they were thinking about such things during training, their superiors would surely reprimand them.

Even Carla must eat and use the restroom like anyone else.

… Actually, that's fine too.

While Ria entertained such insolent thoughts, she stood dignified beside Carla.

One knight stood before her.

"If I may, Your Highness?"

He stood at attention. He seemed like a serious martial artist.

"Yes, what is it?"

"I've heard that Your Highness uses a katana as her weapon. In truth, I also use a katana, so if it pleases you, I would appreciate some instruction."

There was indeed a katana at the knight's waist.

"Oh?"

That alone put Ria in a good mood. As requested, she stepped onto the training grounds.

When she drew her blade, she could focus on nothing else. That was the kind of creature Ria was.

She taught him the basic forms, and when they actually crossed blades, he showed considerable skill.

"You're quite strong."

Carla called out to Ria upon her return.

"You already know that from when we actually fought."

"Watching from the side and experiencing it firsthand are different."

Perhaps that was true.

Just as Carla had seemed cold when merely looked at, yet had warmth when touched.

But what was this?

The moment she released her katana, all she could think about was her again.

This was that.

This was probably that emotion.

The emotion called love.

"Now then, let's get right to business, shall we?"

Clap! Guinevere clapped her hands and began to speak. No unnecessary preamble needed—that was the declaration that the meeting had begun.

Present were the cabinet ministers who directly participated in national governance, along with Ria's group. Though calling them a group, it was only Gig and Maal standing in attendance as representatives of the ogres and beastkin. The others were spending their time elsewhere.

Perhaps she should have brought Serge, but she couldn't very well introduce a child as a strategist.

"First, the purpose of this conference is to unite the forces of the continent's northwest and survive the coming Millennium. Is that acceptable?"

Ria nodded.

"Exactly. In the process, we will destroy or subjugate Cordova and reform its government."

"What do you mean by reform?"

"First, revision of its laws. That country is far too harsh on criminals."

What Ria meant by Cordova's legal harshness was essentially its rigidity.

Precedent-worship had become rampant, leaving no room for considering extenuating circumstances. Furthermore, charges of treason were handed out freely, and commoners had no right to complain about the government.

Their thought control was like a socialist state. Being a despotic nation made it even worse.

Perhaps she should have brought Serge after all, Ria thought. With all his reading, he might have various ideas to offer. She would speak with him privately later.

"Also, though not limited to Cordova, discrimination against demi-humans should be eliminated. Though that might be a bit difficult."

The beastkin population in this region, though not precisely known, might actually exceed that of humans.

It was strange that this hadn't formed into a nation until now, but the prevalence of hunting and gathering lifestyles might be the cause. In the first place, even in her previous world, there was a theory that large settlements formed because population concentration was necessary for agriculture.

"Demi-human discrimination, is it… There are issues of territorial separation, but we don't particularly exclude them here either."

However, there were surrounding countries that clearly distinguished demi-humans.

Since their ecologies were different, there were perfectly natural reasons why coexistence was difficult. There were also foolish examples of powerful individuals driving them out due to personal distaste.

"However, conflicts will inevitably arise over food and territorial rights."

The Minister of State was nodding.

"That may be an issue for the future, but what we're dealing with now is the immediate Millennium. As for the food problem, I believe the spread of agriculture is necessary. However, both beastkin and ogres fundamentally love meat…"

This time, Maal and Gig nodded behind her.

"Well, I have a way to manage the food problem. What I want are the dwarves' metallurgical techniques and magic stones produced from labyrinths. If we have those, frankly, I'm confident we won't lose to Cordova."

There seemed to be a plan to mass-produce the golem that Guinevere had ridden.

Cordova's military was famous for its heavy infantry with magic-enhanced equipment and its cavalry with great mobility and striking power. However, when considering the progression of wars and subsequent occupation, the real threat wasn't there.

"To defeat Cordova, the question is how to dismantle their engineers and logistics."

Cordova's greatest strength was that the nation itself was specialized for war.

Maintaining domestic highways, building fortifications, transporting equipment and provisions, moving armies.

That very function was the threat.

"So I don't think we can overthrow Cordova without forming a grand alliance."

The Foreign Minister and Intelligence Chief explained: there were countries that clearly regarded Cordova as an enemy, but also countries trying to survive by aligning with Cordova.

But what both sides had in common was their fear of Cordova.

Even those aligning with Cordova were only doing so out of fear. If possible, they'd want Cordova to fall or have its power diminished.

"And so, the standard-bearer to rally this anti-Cordova grand coalition… is you!"

Guinevere pointed sharply at Ria.

"Me?"

"You're～ Casalia's～ princess～. A princess of～ Cordova's～ main house～"

Guinevere twirled her finger in circles with a strange lilt to her voice.

"If it's under you～ other countries will gather～"

Then she stopped abruptly.

"Do you have the resolve for that?"

When asked that, Ria was perplexed.

To become a standard-bearer for something. She had experienced that before.

Above all, all the ogre tribes were under Ria's command. Those warriors would die for Ria.

She had no objection to racing across battlefields with them. But wasn't it arrogant to bear the burden of citizens from countries she didn't even know?

"Get the title of Archduke from your royal father in Casalia and create an Archduchy. Then oppose Cordova. What do you think?"

So that was Guinevere's strategy.

"I don't know anything about governing a nation…"

"Leave that to me. I'll serve as regent. In reality, it would be like Manesh becoming an Archduchy."

But wouldn't that mean Manesh as a country would cease to exist?

"So I would like you to adopt my son. That would preserve Manesh's legitimacy."

Ah, so that was it.

"And I'd like you to choose a consort from among our nobility… but let me ask you frankly. Is it true that you're homosexual?"

To ask so frankly. As expected, the ministers' faces tensed with nervousness.

Though Ria had some thoughts about this queen's audacity, there was no point in lying here.

With an exaggerated sigh and a shrug of her shoulders, Ria answered.

"It's true. From birth until now, I have never once felt that kind of emotion toward a man."

At Ria's declaration, the cabinet members turned astonished faces toward her.

Normally, one would conceal such things. Well, there were reasonably famous male homosexual nobles, but they wouldn't answer so resolutely.

"Not even a beautiful boy who looks like a beautiful girl?"

"Impossible. There were many beautiful boys in Casalia's court, but even so, the only ones I found appealing were women."

At her declaration of being a hardcore homosexual, the ministers drew back.

Ria was interested in what Carla thought, but she stood behind the queen with a face as if nothing had happened.

"Well, if it's politically necessary, I don't mind living in the same residence, but don't expect anything at night. Rather, if that's the case, give me a bride."

At such frank words, the innocent courtiers' faces reddened.

The leadership of this country had a relatively young age demographic, so there seemed to be some who couldn't let it pass.

"A bride, huh… That might work."

The queen said something outrageous.

"Among our high-ranking nobles' daughters, still unmarried, and beautiful of course…"

Her gaze turned behind her.

"Carla, would you like to try?"

At that moment, the assembly hall erupted.

"N-no, absolutely not!" "Anyone but Carla-dono!" "Carla-sama belongs to everyone!" "Rather, Your Majesty should be the one to marry her!"

Carla-sama was quite popular. Perhaps that was understandable for the nation's savior and saint. Unexpectedly, the queen didn't seem to have much popularity.

Even so, was this sort of mutual obstruction why Carla had remained unmarried until now? For Ria, she couldn't help but say GJ.

"That's right! To think that Carla-sama would be with a man…" "… Man?" "She's not… a man, right?" "…"

Why go silent there, courtiers?

"… Isn't this acceptable?" "Yeah, if it were a man it'd be different, but with Her Highness…" "This is practically a reward!" "It's happening!"

Oi oi, the conversation was rapidly converging on something incredible.

The Prime Minister cleared his throat and reported to the queen.

"And so, we ministers do not oppose Hime-sama's proposal, but…"

All eyes in the room gathered on Carla.

The saint's expression was the same as always, her face not reddening even slightly. She spoke with a faint smile.

"As Your Highness desires."

It was a stage of politics and diplomacy.

First, envoys were dispatched to make maximum use of Casalia's authority.

Naturally, someone at the cabinet minister level would become the ambassador, and Carlos would accompany them. To convey the detailed story of what happened since leaving on her journey to Ria's royal father.

Lulu would also accompany them. To explain the various circumstances to Agatha.

In addition, representatives from the ogres would travel with them, but Gig was exempted from this. The actual problem was that he simply didn't understand political discussions. They would pick up someone from the ogre territory along the way.

Similarly, adult beastkin would also be picked up along the way.

It would be best if Ria herself went, but she had a mountain of work to do—getting acquainted with domestic nobility, negotiating with foreign ambassadors, and other duties that required showing her face.

"Take care of yourselves. Carlos, if you lay a hand on Lulu, I'll kill you."

"I swear on my honor as a knight."

Carlos declared while trembling.

And so the two departed from Manesh.

"Feeling lonely?"

Shizuna called out from behind Ria. Come to think of it, those two had been with her from the very beginning of their journey.

When Ria turned around, she was smiling faintly.

"I am lonely. So, will you comfort me?"

Embraced as if being gently enveloped, Shizuna's face turned red.

Ria and her companions moved into a residence in the castle owned by Carla, but opportunities to see her there were few.

Carla, as captain of the queen's personal guard and serving in a secretarial role, was busy. She normally lived in the inner palace, and Ria herself often traveled around the country.

Time apart from Serge also increased. He was contributing to the development of the queen's magical weapons. There were many cases where he received magic instruction from Guinevere herself.

Irina was also away from Ria, learning the basics of swordsmanship from the knights. And she wouldn't leave Maal's side.

Thus, the ones constantly with Ria were Shizuna and Gig, but…

Ria and Shizuna shared a bedroom.

Shizuna's nominal title was Ria's guard, but in reality, she was her mistress.

She participated in the knights' training and showed her skill, so there were few scornful gazes directed at her, but being thought of as someone's lover was embarrassing.

Shizuna was innocent after all.

Meeting Ria, she had learned what it was to be in love with someone, but she wasn't inherently inclined toward same-sex love.

Considerate of her feelings, Ria didn't seek her every night.

When she had a little time, she would kiss her cheek, whisper sweet words, and fall asleep.

Peaceful days continued.

Since Carla and Ria didn't share a bed, Shizuna was relieved. Carla held the position of primary wife, but that was due to matters of status, so it couldn't be helped.

That she was the one who actually slept in Ria's arms—even while feeling inferior to Carla's beauty, Shizuna consoled herself with this.

When Carla had settled into the position of Ria's wife, Ria had said to her:

"Since we're not a real couple, if you find a man you truly love, it's fine to leave me."

"That won't happen."

Carla declared with her usual gentle smile.

One evening on such a day.

Ria had secretly slipped out of the castle and was wandering the town below.

She had no particular purpose. Her purpose would come to her.

A bat flew through the darkness of night.

Standing in a small alley was a maiden with flaxen hair wearing a hood.

"It's hard for me to enter the castle, you know. Could you loosen that barrier a little?"

Asuka began the conversation with such a complaint.

"Cordova is making a move."

The upheaval had begun.
The Demon King-sama is Surprised
"Well then Haruto-san, see you tomorrow."

"Yes, take care."

After making arrangements with Ferna-san, I returned to the inn and unlocked my room.

Taking off my boots, I collapsed onto the bed just like that.

"Aah～"

I couldn't help but groan.

What was that?

Those two, what in the world were they?

Were they idiots? Did they want to die?

Give me a break.

I mean, I knew Carla was strong, right? We actually fought together after all. But in the three years since then, she's become so strong it's like she's a completely different person.

That girl is only 19, right? Even if her Gift is powerful, she doesn't have memories from reincarnation, and she doesn't have the benefits of being transferred from another world. How did she get so strong?

Well, she really did get that strong though…

Thermonuclear Darkness Detonation Hell, that's a forbidden spell, you know? It's supposed to be a spell under national control that you can't take out!

You're not supposed to use it in wars. It's an incantation prohibited by treaty.

Well, the empire that was enforcing that treaty is gone now though!

I mean, I'm the one who did it though!

It couldn't be helped. I couldn't capture the imperial capital with Clarice around.

Even so, three million deaths is too many…

… It's all my responsibility though. Not his. I'm not trying to avoid responsibility here.

Reflection over.

"Uuh～"

And then there's Collapse of Heaven and Earth… Isn't that the magic the gods used during the Great Collapse? Where did she even get that?

I mean, even if you know how to use it, you shouldn't be able to actually use it normally…

God's Bloodline is incredible.

Uaah～

I definitely don't want to make her my enemy.

Not when I already have to fight those people.

Well, in terms of not wanting to make an enemy, the other girl is actually more dangerous though.

Yeah, I heard about her from Rei and Asuka.

Ryukreiana Christoll Casalia Ogress. That's long.

Completely unrelated, but doesn't Christoll kind of sound like clitoris?

… Let's stop escaping from reality and think seriously here.

That one is dangerous.

My hamster-like intuition that's kept me running from heroes for a thousand years is telling me.

That one is something I must not make my enemy.

It seems Rei made friendly contact with her first. I have to say GJ to that. Next time I meet her, I'll pat her head.

Unlike Asuka, Rei doesn't ask for things like that herself.

Now then, what I need to think about.

First, should I make direct contact with that girl called Ria?

Ah, but if she has the Dragon Eyes Gift, my true identity would be exposed.

What should I do? Maybe I should leave it to Asuka after all. Considering my future movements, that girl could probably handle things smoothly.

But you know, Asuka doesn't realize it herself, but she's a bit… no, quite careless.

That girl doesn't seem to have any discrimination against beastkin or ogres, and she can interact with demon tribe members without any problems, so she might actually become an ally surprisingly easily…

That girl seems like a muscle-brain though.

Normally, you wouldn't pick a fight with a country's hero on your first meeting, right?

She's a battle junkie, that one.

As someone who was a laid-back high school student in peaceful Japan, I really want to be spared from dealing with her.

I was smiling when facing Ferna-san, but honestly I was completely put off.

But you know, this is just my prediction, but with pretty high probability, she's probably going to see through my skills and challenge me to a fight too.

On top of that, what she was using was a Japanese katana.

Why a katana? In this world, they're hardly used anywhere except the south.

No matter how you look at it, she's from this world, so I know she's not a summoned hero, but that's just impossible～

Her movements were weird, you know? All squirmy and strange.

I think I've seen them somewhere in Japan in my previous life. It was like Chinese martial arts.

I wonder if she's a reincarnator.

If she has Dragon's Bloodline as a reincarnator, that might be a first.

I don't want to fight her～

I don't want to fight degozaru! I absolutely don't want to fight degozaru!

But kids with that much fighting spirit, if you don't give them a match, a lot of them get all sulky…

Wait, isn't that the same as demons!?

That bloody death march from back then again… No no, the opponent this time is just one person. It shouldn't be that bad.

Fortunately, it seems like she's forming a friendship with Carla, so maybe I can work things through her.

Haah, so many things to think about.

For now, I need to do something about Cordova.

You know, that country is in a pitiful state.

They put too much effort into their military, and everything's out of balance. While their citizens are starving, they're expanding their military, giving preferential treatment to the military, suppressing discontent with military force, invading other countries, and then building up their military even more.

They're finished～

They were a proper country at first, you know. A system that operated with strict, clear laws and fairly considered the burden on its citizens.

As soon as I took my eyes off them, this happened. It's not rule of law, it's rule of neglect! That's not even funny!

Maybe I have no choice but to dismantle them. But even that, if I mess up the method, lots of blood will flow.

Let's think about other places for a bit.

Istria is doing well. After all, the prince there is advocating for slave emancipation as policy.

Well, the chances of success are low, but as part of that process, our side can also gradually infiltrate.

Humans and demons coexisting. It's much more difficult than slave emancipation, but that prince would probably be fired up about it. Strategist-dono is a good person too.

… That's why the civil war still hasn't ended though. No, I shouldn't blame others. The one who hasn't ended it is me too.

As for Lemdria… King Hollyn, I hope you live a long life. But that person is the type to leave things to nature, so he hates life-extension magic. From my perspective, living another hundred years or so wouldn't make much difference.

The successor problem is the issue. The brothers get along well, but their principles and ideologies differ. Prince Sion especially. Despite being flexible on the battlefield, he's stubborn in everyday matters.

I'd appreciate it if he became the army's supreme commander, but to begin with, the way armies are operated is different from demon territory.

The Black Cat people are also focusing there, so maybe I'd just be stirring up a hornet's nest by interfering.

As for Casalia… I made a bit of a mistake with who I put in charge.

I mean, I told them to cause a little internal chaos, but that was only a means, not the goal.

Directly assassinating ministers isn't really my style, and if those people find them and kill them, I won't help, you know?

Well, for a while I need to focus on Cordova, so maybe I should call them over here and monitor them directly within sight.

If I immediately purge them for every failure, I'd be no different from a dictator.

Ah, that's right. Once things settle down here, I should return to demon territory.

Even if I'm receiving reports, leaving everything to the prime minister makes me no different from an incompetent monarch in the human world.

Even though there are many long-lived races among demons, personnel reshuffling is still necessary.

… The number of people who want to battle me has probably increased again too… how troublesome.

… Come to think of it, it's almost time for dinner.

The food in demon territory is better, but this inn's cooking doesn't lose either. That's why I chose this place after all.

Now then, I wonder what today's dish will be.

I changed into sandals and left the room.

This smell is stew. Stewed dishes rarely disappoint.

There's still a lot to think about, but for now, filling this empty stomach is Justice!

Humming a tune, I headed down the stairs. The end.
Mobilization
News that Manesh's ally had been invaded by Cordova without any real justification was immediately brought to the royal palace through various channels.

By the time the request for reinforcements arrived, preparations for the first wave of relief forces were already complete. In this regard, a young nation moves quickly.

"They mobilized two army corps of 24,000, plus their supply units."

What the intelligence bureau reported matched Asuka's information.

The allied nation would likely have their territory trampled by Cordova's forces. Their ally could mobilize around 10,000 troops at most.

Manesh had also prepared to mobilize an army of similar size. Additionally, an urgent messenger had been dispatched to the ogre village.

A single ogre possessed the same fighting strength as ten trained soldiers. If even 100 of them came, it would be a considerable boost to their forces.

A child sat among the conference attendees, looking somewhat out of place.

It was Serge. Guinevere had allowed him to attend as a future staff officer candidate.

That Serge timidly raised his hand.

"Um～, this is a fundamental question, but…"

When prompted, Serge continued.

"Would it be bad to have Carla-sama's magic annihilate them? She can do it, right?"

The generals froze in place.

She could do it. But it must not be done.

They must not let Carla do that.

"Politically, it's impossible. Even so, if it truly comes down to it, I would have her do it, but now is not the time to play our trump card."

Political issues, huh. He didn't understand the details, but using that in a war was probably bad. He could kind of understand that.

"Carla is our trump card. A trump card has value precisely because it isn't played. If she were attacked by a group of assassins, something could happen in the one-in-a-million chance."

Well, she doesn't seem like she'd die no matter what, Serge thought but didn't say.

No matter how skilled she was, even Ria would dislike being targeted by assassins year-round.

"More importantly, I want you to handle the operational side of logistics."

Guinevere appointed Serge. This was because she knew Serge could use space-time magic.

"For 10,000 infantry and the accompanying horses' fodder, how many days' worth could you transport?"

"For 30 days' worth, what would the volume and weight be?"

A secretary calculated it and wrote it on paper. It was an amount Serge could easily transport with his ability.

"In that case, I could easily transport a year's worth."

The attending generals stared wide-eyed. After a moment of surprise, Guinevere let out a delighted laugh.

Serge's supply transportation ability. She understood that this would become the key to this war.

"Information about this child's magic is also forbidden from disclosure. You have a duty of confidentiality."

Even without directly appearing on the battlefield, this power was immense. Everyone properly understood this.

Only the person in question was a little slow to understand.

"Irina and Maal will guard Serge. With those two, there's nothing to worry about as long as their opponent isn't a dragon."

Ria also properly understood Serge's ability.

As the nominal supreme commander, Ria would personally take the field.

There was political intent behind this. First, it would serve as a warning to Cordova that they were opposing Casalia. And for their allies, it would be Ria's debut.

The ones who would actually command would be the generals, led by Carla.

This was the same across almost the entire continent: 100 soldiers made one platoon. Ten of those made one battalion. And ten more made an army corps.

The corps commander led the army corps, and supply units were attached to each corps. Generals led two or more army corps.

This time, however, three generals including Carla were assigned to Ria. Since the chain of command was properly established, this shouldn't be a problem.

"Still, an army's march really is slow."

Ria muttered while swaying on Matsukaze's back.

"Since we don't need to match the pace of the supply train, we're actually moving quite fast."

Next to Ria, Carla was also riding forward on horseback. Her horse was a grey that suited her well.

Originally a week-long journey, the army was marching at a pace that would cover it in three days.

Even so, they weren't going at maximum speed since they were waiting for the ogre and beastkin reinforcements.

And being able to march faster than the enemy expected meant that in a pitched battle, they could set the battlefield themselves.

Cordova was an army with absolute confidence in pitched battles.

Of course, they were also strong in siege warfare and defensive battles, but in pitched battles, they could easily crush enemies twice their number.

"Still, with you here, we can win, right?"

Guinevere had said before their departure.

After all, Ria's Gift was the Divine Protection of the War God. When commanding a battle, it would demonstrate absolute effectiveness.

Looking at the planned formation, Serge and the others had said something they shouldn't have.

"Isn't it overwhelming, our army?"

Ria's fist had immediately descended upon him.

The Manesh army set up camp on a slightly elevated hill.

The allied forces that had retreated here joined them, forming an army of 20,000.

Inside the commander's tent, Ria was making long spears. Only Carla and Serge were watching.

While creating spears with her hands, Ria's eyes studied the topographic map spread before her.

"Having few cavalry is painful…"

"Have you commanded an army before?"

To Carla's curious question, Ria told her about the battle at the village.

"That's reckless… or maybe not. Indeed, under those conditions, making maximum use of individual valor was the only way to win."

If Carla had been there, she probably would have annihilated the enemy's core with long-range magical attacks.

That couldn't be applied to this situation, but there was one thing in common.

The enemy would likely try to encircle this army positioned on the high ground.

She had heard that while Cordova's cavalry utilized their mobility, their shock power wasn't that impressive.

Being encircled meant being attacked from all directions, which had to be avoided.

That afternoon, a beastkin force of 300 joined them.

They probably didn't fully trust Manesh yet—more precisely, they didn't fully trust Ria. It wasn't a very large number.

Then in the evening, the ogre army joined them. Their number: 2,000.

Not 200. 2,000.

In terms of destructive power, they surpassed even cavalry. 2,000 elite ogre soldiers.

Moreover, the one who led them was the Ogre King.

"Can't leave something this interesting to the young ones."

He laughed, baring his fangs.

That night, officers gathered in the tent.

The beastkin forces had scouted the detailed terrain during the day. They were now entrusted with reconnaissance tasks.

"Strategies that are too detailed tend to fail, so I'll explain roughly."

Ria then explained the terrain, the enemy's likely actions, and their own movements in response.

"Setting aside the finer details for now, does anyone have questions so far?"

To that, an old general spoke up.

"I think it's an excellent strategy, but that said, Your Highness, did you study military science in your homeland?"

"No, at best I only have secondhand knowledge of warfare."

And she'd watched a lot of public broadcasting programs in her previous life, she supposed.

She had read Sun Tzu, but that was closer to political theory.

Even so, for some reason she felt this was the right approach.

The strategy meeting concluded without incident. The faces of the officers returning from the tent to their positions were filled with a fighting spirit of certain victory.

We can win, Ria thought.

The general commanding the entire army and the staff officers must not think they can win. That would lead to carelessness, arrogance, and recklessness. However, those in positions of directly commanding soldiers must have a conviction of certain victory.

"Your Highness, you…"

Carla, remaining in the tent, spoke without thinking.

"Just who are you?"

"Didn't you hear from Guinevere?"

Ria and Guinevere already called each other by name.

With Guinevere's Dragon Eyes, she should be able to see all of Ria's Gifts. It was surprising that her close friend Carla didn't know.

"Hime-sama rarely speaks about what she sees with Dragon Eyes."

I see. If she casually spoke about the information she obtained, others would find it unsettling. Perhaps, apart from when she was a child, she now only used it for herself.

What a scheming woman. In a good way, of course.

"I see, it's fine to tell you everything, Carla…"

About her Gifts, her conversation with Valis. And even the story of her previous life.

She would surely never betray her. Or rather, if Carla did betray her, it would be Ria's own fault.

"When this is over, will you listen? It'll be a long story. And also…"

Smiling somewhat bashfully, Ria spoke.

"Would you call me by name? You know… s-since we're like a m-married couple… is that no good?"

"No, understood. Riana-sama."

No, that's not it.

"Ria. Drop the '-sama' too."

"But wouldn't that set a bad example?"

Hmm. That might be true.

If two women flirted with each other on the battlefield… no, that wouldn't happen. Carla wouldn't do such a thing. The problem was only Ria.

"When we're not on the battlefield, call me Ria… And on the battlefield too, when it's just the two of us, call me Ria."

"Understood, Ria."

Ooh.

This. This is good.

Ria drew closer to Carla and brought her lips near her ear. Naturally, Carla's lips also drew near Ria's ear.

"Ria? What's wrong?"

Fuooh.

She nearly went weak in the knees, but Ria desperately held her ground.

However, in that moment, she ended up grabbing Carla's shoulders with both hands. As if pressing for a kiss.

But somehow she got her reason working and pulled away.

"Tomorrow will be the decisive battle. Let's rest early."

Leaving a somewhat dazed Carla behind, Ria left the tent.

But in the end, the battle didn't happen.

Cordova's army arrived at the plains before noon and began constructing their camp, and while they formed up, they didn't attack.

"Well, it's Cordova after all."

Ria said matter-of-factly.

Cordova's army rarely engaged in combat immediately after making contact with the enemy. They would first thoroughly scout the situation, build a strong encampment, and assess the timing for battle. It was a manualized combat procedure.

Of course, the combined forces of the alliance and Manesh didn't just watch. They kept their distance and shot arrows at the enemy soldiers while they worked, but the defensive soldiers protected them with shields, so it wasn't very effective.

So what Ria came up with was to strengthen their own position.

"Holes…?"

"Yes, they don't need to be very deep. Dig countless holes to eliminate the horses' mobility, from here to here."

Ria issued instructions while pointing at the map.

The combined army's soldiers weren't regular troops. They were composed of mercenaries and volunteers. She would turn them into engineers.

"But wouldn't the cavalry just go around with their mobility?"

"Of course they will. The point is to prevent them from coordinating with the infantry, which is the enemy's main force."

Besides, if they could weaken the cavalry's charge even for a moment, that would create an opening to exploit.

Maintaining morale was one challenge.

Despite the enemy being right before them, they weren't attacking the enemy camp. Instead, they were doing construction work.

The ogres, natural-born warriors, were mostly hot-blooded types who looked ready to charge out at any moment. Stopping them was Ria's job.

She simply stopped them by force. She stopped them without question. After repeating this several times, even the ogres who hadn't known Ria's strength fell into line obediently.

For the regular soldiers, Carla went around providing care. With this many people, some would inevitably fall ill even without doing anything, and Carla would heal them.

A saintess and holy knight of the battlefield. Alongside Ria, who stopped things by force without question, charisma spread among the soldiers.

"Still, what a well-disciplined army."

Ria gazed into the distance and sighed in admiration at the enemy army's movements.

Their sentries didn't look away. They perfectly fulfilled their duties.

"This isn't the time to be praising the enemy."

Carla appeared calm, but this was her first war too. In reality, she was thinking about many things.

"Do you think we should make some kind of move?"

"No, if it becomes a long war, the side on expedition is at a disadvantage, so I wonder why they don't attack."

"True. Their supply lines should be stretched long… I suppose this is Cordova with their renowned logistics."

The two had been talking rather leisurely, but thinking from the enemy's perspective, Ria realized something.

"No, that's exactly it—they're aiming for a long war. They don't know we have Serge on our side."

Right, without knowing about the massive supplies Serge held, they would scout their supply situation and think it more certain to drag things out into a prolonged war.

"This is troublesome. It's become a tedious war…"

Personally, Ria's ideal scenario was to settle things in one decisive battle.

Politically too, winning brilliantly in a pitched battle would have the greatest propaganda effect. Of course, just winning against Cordova, who normally never lost in a straight fight, would be impressive in itself.

"For now, let's increase the cooking smoke. We need to show them we still have plenty of room to spare."

Then, about ten days passed.

In the middle of the night, the sky far to the north was stained red.

She immediately sent the beastkin forces to scout what had happened.

A report came the next morning. Apparently, two of the enemy's supply bases had been raided and gone up in flames.

"Which army did this?"

The officers tilted their heads in puzzlement, but Ria had an idea.

Launching a night raid, breaking through defenses, and burning supplies required considerable ability.

Vampires and dark elves.

Those two, hostile toward Cordova and feeling no need to hold back, could probably destroy one or two bases with just their individual combat power.

"Don't dawdle. The supply base has been destroyed. The enemy will come out."

The officers hurried off toward their units.

Watching them, Ria smiled cruelly.

"Now then, at last it's time for the fun war to begin."
Pitched Battle
A battle does not begin the moment orders are given.

It takes a considerable amount of time for soldiers to leave the camp and form their ranks.

"So we won't be fighting from inside the fortifications?"

A general confirmed. Indeed, fighting from within the reinforced position would allow them to wage a considerably advantageous battle. The number of casualties would also decrease.

However, that would not achieve their fundamental objective.

"As planned from the start, we will settle this in a pitched battle."

There were no further objections to Ria's words, and the generals dispersed to command their respective units.

Ria also prepared her military attire and readied herself for a speech. In pitched battles like this, it was customary for the supreme commander to give words of encouragement.

On Cordova's side as well, generals were giving speeches to their soldiers. Enduring the urge to hurl a fireball at their backs was difficult.

"Soldiers, you all know what has happened to the nations that have been invaded by Cordova."

Using amplification magic, her voice should reach the entire army, but Ria was particularly conscious of the officers and soldiers of the allied nations' forces standing at the front.

"Defeated soldiers become slaves, exploited in mines or on farms, and most of them lose their lives within three years."

Whether it was true or not, such rumors certainly existed. She thoroughly fanned their fears.

"And the conquered nations suffer under heavy taxes and forced labor, with the army's watchful eyes making escape impossible."

She continued piling on the stress.

"Why has Cordova's barbarism been tolerated until now? It is not because that nation is strong."

Here, she shifted the topic slightly.

"It is because we could not unite. Because Cordova attacked the weak nations."

This too was fact. Isolating nations through diplomacy, then invading. That was Cordova's standard practice.

"But now things are different. Against Cordova's aggression and tyranny, Manesh has risen up, with beastkin and ogre warriors lending their strength."

Yes, they were different from the nations that had been defeated in the past.

"Ogre warriors, each one worth ten humans, number three thousand!"

A little padding of the numbers should be permissible. Victory justified the means.

"And you have the latest weapons and armor in your hands, fully prepared to meet the enemy."

The weapons had been quite an ordeal to make. It would be pointless if they weren't put to good use.

"Furthermore, on our side is the Dragonslayer Saint, Carla Raparb Uslan!"

A hero of this age who had slain a dragon capable of destroying nations. Here, Carla also stepped forward, revealing herself. Carla's fame, frankly speaking, exceeded Ria's. And now, she was their ally.

"We will be victorious. And we will be freed from Cordova's terror."

Ah, she'd forgotten to mention Casalia's support. But she couldn't start over now.

"For our homeland and our families' futures. Victory!"

She raised her drawn katana toward the heavens. Carla also drew her holy sword and joined the chant.

"Victory!"

Soldiers with loud voices whom she had instructed beforehand began chanting along. That murmur spread and was shared by all the soldiers.

Victory. Victory. Victory.

Morale had risen.

Now, let the war begin.

When Ria and the others returned to the command post on the high ground, the allied forces positioned at the front began their advance.

In response, Cordova's infantry also advanced, and both sides entered bow range.

Since both armies' soldiers carried shields, the arrows weren't very effective. However, those with bad luck would be struck through the gaps and lose their lives.

Ria sighed in her heart.

She was reminded once again that she loved war.

Not just the deaths of enemies, but even the deaths of allies—she received it all as pleasure. She loved battles where lives were on the line.

What a deeply sinful person she was. Ria couldn't help but smile wryly at her own heart.

The infantry advanced further, and the spears in their hands made contact.

Their spears were longer. These were spears Ria had specially made. Despite being mass-produced, gathering this many had been difficult.

The initial clash appeared to favor their side, but Cordova's army gradually began pushing back. Their fundamental strength was different. Cordova's harsh military training was famous.

The cavalry tried to encircle them from both flanks.

Their side had only about half the cavalry the enemy did. Therefore, Ria had concentrated all their cavalry on the right flank.

This clash between cavalry forces was roughly even. Rather, since they had lured them into simple traps, their side might even have the advantage.

The left flank was being defended by Manesh infantry, using long spears and traps to force the enemy cavalry to detour. So far, everything was going exactly according to plan.

The reserve forces at hand consisted of five thousand Manesh soldiers and two thousand ogres in full.

Since Cordova had divided its infantry into three groups, roughly two-thirds of their twenty thousand infantry were calculated as reserves.

Considering the ogres' combat strength, it seemed like they could win even if they just attacked head-on. But she couldn't be optimistic.

Though ogres possessed physical abilities that overwhelmed humans, there were two aspects in which they were hardly different from humans.

First was magical power. In this regard, humans could even be said to be superior. And the other was a crucial factor on this battlefield.

That was stamina.

Because of their massive bodies, ogres only had stamina comparable to humans. While they excelled in momentary destructive power, they couldn't sustain it continuously.

Therefore, the ogres' fighting strength would be used for the final push.

"Serge, contact the 13th Battalion. One hundred paces to the right."

"Roger."

An even more unfair weapon than the ogres. That was the inter-unit communication using Serge's space-time magic.

Trained Cordovan soldiers moved organically at battalion or platoon scale, but their side couldn't do the same. This instantaneous communication from headquarters compensated for that.

Without being overwhelmed, they held their ground and fought. This was due to their high morale as well as their enhanced physical abilities.

"Deploy the 17th Battalion. Rotate with the 9th Battalion."

They appropriately withdrew fatigued units to let them recover their stamina. For that, there was Carla's magic.

The enemy's mage troops used attack magic. They returned fire, but the coalition clearly had the advantage here. Carla, a mage with nearly infinite magical power, neutralized the enemy's spells.

The Cordovan infantry that normally should have gradually overwhelmed their opponents was completely halted in place.

They rotated reserves in at battalion scale and pushed with fresh strength, but the line didn't budge. It was a stalemate.

"Contact the right flank cavalry to separate the enemy from the battlefield."

"Roger."

Along with the enemy hitting the left flank, a gap formed between the enemy's cavalry and infantry.

The enemy commander seemed competent as well, trying to bring back his left flank cavalry. However, their cavalry desperately obstructed this.

The enemy's right flank cavalry had detoured too far in attempting to encircle them. Their cavalry's initial charging power had weakened, and now mounted soldiers were merely fighting against their infantry equipped with long polearms.

The battle that began in the morning had clearly shifted in the coalition's favor by noon.

This was because wounded and exhausted soldiers sent to the rear were returned to the battlefield by Carla's wide-area healing and recovery magic.

Though Carla didn't use—couldn't use—destructive magic, she devoted all her power to healing and recovery.

(With Carla and Serge, there's practically no way to lose on a single battlefield. The problem would be if the battlefield were divided and I had to oversee the entire situation.)

Ria's Gift allowed her to survey the battlefield from above, but she would need to test eventually just how far its range extended.

The enemy's reserves were deployed, and their side also sent out reserves.

This left their side with the ogre forces remaining, while the other side had no reserves left.

And the enemy's infantry and cavalry were now separated.

"It's time."

Ria judged and ordered Serge.

"Have the ogres charge the enemy from both flanks."

A battle cry rose up.

The ogres, who had been forced to wait all this time, exploded with combat fervor.

Their penetrating power was incomparable to cavalry. They enveloped and divided the enemy infantry from both flanks.

'What fine warriors.'

Something clicked into place within her, and Ria naturally spoke those words.

This was Ria's fifth Gift. The one even Valis hadn't mentioned—a Gift simply for continuing to fight.

If it had to be named, it would be 'Shura' or 'Primal Instinct.'

Despite being semi-encircled, halted by an iron wall in front, and trampled by the ogre charge, the Cordovan army still maintained order.

This was because their non-commissioned officers were each excellently commanding their soldiers, but there was no time to praise that.

"Well, one more push then."

She might as well deliver that push herself.

"I'm heading out. Shizuna, follow me. Rudolph, let's go!"

Those around her hastily tried to stop Ria as she mounted Matsukaze. Among them were both Carla and Serge.

"Ria, this is reckless!"

Ria felt like she'd heard Carla's voice like that for the first time.

"What about my reports?"

Serge, on the other hand, wasn't particularly worried. He had already seen Ria charging into Cordovan soldiers once before.

"Keep sending them to me. I'll give instructions as needed."

Amid the flustered officers, Ria sortied leading her personal guard.

One rider worth a thousand.

A warrior without equal.

With Shizuna and Rudolph slightly behind her, Ria led her personal guard, cutting through allied lines and crashing into the enemy front.

Each time the cross spear was swung, a life was extinguished.

"Her Highness has come! Don't show her anything shameful!"

Commanders shouted encouragement to their soldiers. Soldiers who had been fighting at their limits exceeded those limits.

The same was true for the ogres on both flanks who heard the voice. Hearing that Ria was fighting alongside them, their fighting spirit couldn't have risen any higher.

If Ria had died or been captured here, it might have led to a complete reversal by Cordova.

But Ria had calculated that the enemy lacked such reserves before deliberately taking this bold action.

In fact, the Cordovan army collapsed.

Cordovan soldiers, bound by strict discipline that forbade retreat without orders, finally broke and ran.

The front collapsed, and a rout began.

Far away on a high ground, two figures watched the battle unfold.

One was a dark elf, her appearance unchanged.

The other appeared to be a middle-aged human male, but the bestial aura emanating from him was different.

"Looks like Cordova's gonna get destroyed, huh?"

To the man who spoke without much thought, Rei returned a flat voice.

"Cordova's resilience should not be underestimated. This won't be decided so easily."

"Nah, nah, think about it more intuitively. War has momentum, you know?"

The man's words carried weight. It was probably a unique sense that came from having actually commanded wars in the demon territory.

Ordered by the Demon King, this man had come to this land.

His name was Ordo.

A subordinate of the Demon King who boasted outstanding strength, and at the same time, a man famous for his many problematic behaviors.

Why did their beloved Demon King continue to employ such a man? Honestly, Rei found it questionable, but if ordered, she had no choice but to cooperate.

"Even so, what a beauty."

Ordo's vision, far beyond human capability, had laid bare Manesh's encampment.

"Especially that silver-haired woman. I want to force her down and violate her over and over."

He spoke his desire-laden words casually in front of a woman. This too was unpleasant for Rei, who possessed strong self-awareness.

"That's the Dragonslayer. And His Majesty also said not to carelessly reduce the humans' fighting strength."

"I know. I won't disobey His Majesty's orders."

But, Ordo thought.

Could a human who could be defeated by the likes of himself really become a useful force for His Majesty?

Besides, as long as he didn't kill them, enjoying himself a little could be written off as battlefield matters.

He had time. For a while, he would be operating covertly in this northwestern part of the continent.

Unlike the conspicuous dark elf and the vampire who could barely move during daylight, he could easily infiltrate human society.

He had no intention whatsoever of defying the Demon King. But there was more than one way to look at things.

Imagining himself pinning down the silver-haired saint, Ordo wore a savage smile.
The Queen's Coronation
The pursuit of the fleeing Cordovan soldiers began.

Here, the insufficient cavalry strength of their own forces prevented them from maximizing their military gains.

They let most of the enemy cavalry escape. Even so, a small number were caught by the beastkin who had been lying in ambush behind them.

As for the infantry, their numbers steadily dwindled through the pursuit. The final casualty count was approximately five thousand. They also obtained nearly the same number of prisoners.

The remaining enemy forces abandoned the territory they had invaded and retreated into Cordovan territory. Stopping the pursuit at the border, the allied forces began constructing a simple fortress.

On the grounds where the battle had taken place, Serge learned why Carla couldn't be counted as part of their fighting strength.

She was healing the wounded with magic regardless of whether they were friend or foe. Because she used her magical power for this, she couldn't use magic for combat.

None of the allied officers had died. To be precise, Carla had resurrected even those who had died. Of course, this required an enormous amount of magical power. And she couldn't resurrect every common soldier.

"So resurrection magic really does exist…"

Though Serge was impressed, he was busy walking around distributing supplies.

To the front lines, reinforcements from Manesh that had finally arrived—though belatedly—were sending supplies.

Ria and Carla stood before the wounded enemy soldiers and prisoners, giving a speech.

"Gentlemen, you have several paths before you."

It was Ria who raised her voice. Some enemy soldiers gazed at Carla, who stood close beside her as if snuggling up to her, worshiping her like a goddess. They were probably the ones she had healed from the brink of death.

"First, you can choose death as you are, but I don't recommend it."

Ria shrugged as if joking. Some enemy soldiers smiled with just their expressions.

"There is also the path of being released and returning to your homeland. Probably most of you will choose this. However, we cannot permit you to keep your weapons. We will provide minimal rations."

Many showed surprised expressions at this. Normally, prisoners of war were either detained until a prisoner exchange or sold as slaves. Yet she said she would even provide them with rations.

Because the battle had ended quickly without dragging on, the allied forces had food to spare. Ria had proposed releasing the prisoners to make use of this.

Of course there were many dissenting opinions, but in the end it was included as one of the options. The intention was to deliberately release prisoners and spread propaganda within Cordova.

"The third path is this: you will serve as slaves of our nation for three years, working to clear and cultivate development land. After three years, you will become free citizens. You may keep the land you cleared as your own, or sell it and do whatever you wish. You are also free to return to Cordova."

This was also an extraordinary proposal. If she was going to enslave them, she could just do it without asking. Yet she was deliberately limiting the term, and even giving them land when it ended.

Wasn't this essentially immigration? Or perhaps part of a population growth policy?

"Among you are surely second and third sons of farming families, or those from low-income urban backgrounds. If you have no hope even if you return to your homeland, I recommend this option."

Since Cordova's army also served as a countermeasure for vagrants, this was quite attractive. Especially the fact that, unlike Cordova, they wouldn't be drafted into war.

"And the last path—this one is selective."

Ria's gaze swept over the soldiers. Only a few soldiers didn't flinch under her powerful stare.

"I, Ryuke Riana, am recruiting soldiers for my personal guard. I want any daredevils among you to apply."

Even if they weren't daredevils, if they were men, they couldn't help but take notice when told that.

Especially the men who prided themselves on their martial prowess—their eyes lit up. If they hadn't witnessed Ria's superhuman fighting, they might have thought it was a good offer.

"My personal guard is truly dangerous, so I only seek genuine warriors. That is all."

Ria had thoroughly provoked them.

As a result, more than half the soldiers still returned to Cordova.

Manesh soldiers escorted them to the border and released them there. They hoped these men would spread their side's political message throughout Cordova.

Additionally, nearly half chose to become slaves. They would be sent to Manesh's development lands. Since the area had golems being experimentally introduced, the environment wouldn't be that harsh.

And as for Ria's personal guard, approximately one hundred soldiers remained. It goes without saying that Ria proceeded to break the pride of every one of those daredevils.

After completing the postwar processing and returning to Manesh, one month had passed since their departure.

The victory against Cordova had a tremendous impact, and most of the surrounding nations sent envoys announcing they would join the alliance. Cordova's infamy had reached its peak.

However, it was troublesome that many of these ambassadors came to say similar things.

"By the way, we have heard that Your Highness does not yet have a spouse. If it pleases you, our nation's prince is of suitable age to be a groom…"

To such offers, Ria answered politely.

"Unfortunately, I have no interest in men. If it were a wife, I might accept…"

"… Pardon?"

Not a single ambassador was able to immediately propose offering a princess.

In such cases, Ria typically met with ambassadors in her private chambers, and she always had Carla and Shizuna present.

"You see, I already have a wife."

She said, indicating Carla.

"And a mistress."

She said, indicating Shizuna.

"So I have enough women for the time being. I don't even have time to dote on my beautiful wife and adorable mistress."

Carla maintained her composed expression without faltering, but Shizuna turned bright red and looked down.

Unlike Carla in her knight's attire, Shizuna was dressed in a gown like a noble's daughter.

"B-but then, what about an heir?"

The flustered ambassador asked.

The succession issue that nobles naturally worried about had already been settled.

"I plan to adopt Manesh's prince. Once I assume the position of Archduchess, it will be formally announced."

Since it was originally Manesh's territory, adopting their prince as her successor was a reasonable arrangement.

As expected, no nation would give their daughter as a bride to a woman who had no possibility of producing an heir. It would have been interesting if there had been one.

"Even so, I'm far too busy. I don't even have time to flirt with my wife."

Ria grumbled, but everyone around her was busy too. Not just Carla—Shizuna was also training alongside the men who had newly become Ria's personal guards.

What Shizuna had requested from Valis was the acquisition of a new skill.

It was something Ria and Carla already possessed as Gifts, but something ordinary humans couldn't obtain: [Limit Break].

A skill that allowed one's ability values to surpass human limits. She was striving to master this skill through combat training.

As a result, Ria couldn't have fun tormenting her exhausted self at night.

"We're finally back from the battlefield, yet it's even busier than before…"

"Give up. That's what being a ruler means."

Guinevere laughed at Ria, who was desperately wrestling with documents. Though Guinevere herself had a mountain of papers beside her as well.

Such days passed, and just when Ria had finally learned to delegate her administrative work to others, something she had been eagerly awaiting arrived.

A messenger from Casalia.

First came the advance party: thirty knights leading three thousand cavalry. The one commanding them was a familiar face.

"Reyas!"

From the group of cavalry lined up in the plaza before the palace, Casalia's vice knight commander appeared.

He knelt on the spot and gave Ria the deepest bow.

"Your Highness appears unchanged…"

"No, I've changed quite a bit."

Her appearance had changed considerably. Above all, even her eye color was different now.

"I'm sure there's much to discuss. For now, please come inside. Tell everyone else to be at ease."

Saying this, Ria had Reyas stand.

Their eye levels were different. Since Reyas hadn't changed, she must have grown.

"Understood. Then, just one more person."

Reyas raised his hand and called out a knight's name.

"Fione, come!"

The one who came from the group was a small-statured knight. It made sense—when the helmet was removed, long black hair spilled out.

A girl. Around the same age as Ria. Tall for a woman, though not as tall as Ria. She could certainly be called a beautiful girl, but her eyes were intense. It looked like she was glaring at Ria.

No, was she actually glaring?

Ria didn't recognize her, but had she perhaps done something indirectly wrong to her?

… She had too many things that could apply, so she couldn't tell.

Since her level was quite high, it would be troublesome if she held a grudge.

"I am Fione Uran Crystera. I shall serve Your Highness, staking my very life upon it."

No, no, rather than staking her life on serving, that look in her eyes seemed more like she was staking her life on killing her.

Reyas had the girl who had knelt and made this declaration stand. The Crystera family was an earl house if she recalled correctly, so for a young lady from such a family to become a knight must have taken considerable effort to gain her family's understanding.

"She will serve at Your Highness's side as a liaison with the knight order. As she is close in age to Your Highness, please use her without reservation."

"Please treat me well."

That greeting seemed to carry fighting spirit, perhaps even killing intent.

In truth, she worked as a capable secretary.

"Fio, get me those documents."

"These?"

In no time at all, they had reached the point of using nicknames. Their chemistry rivaled that with Lulu.

She was probably someone who could clearly separate personal feelings from work. She often met with Guinevere as a liaison, and Guinevere's evaluation of her was high as well.

If you excluded Shizuna who shared her bedroom, Fio, who accompanied her for both paperwork and troop reviews, was arguably the person she spent the most time with.

But even so, the intensity contained in those eyes watching her was concerning.

"What was Carla up to today?"

"Her Royal Highness Consort Carla—"

Fio spoke in a freezing tone. And with "Royal Highness Consort" no less.

"—should be visiting the orphanage today."

Ah, that's right, she remembered now. The orphanage that had taken care of her during childhood.

"By the way, Shizuna-sama should be reviewing Manesh's Third Army."

It felt strange for Shizuna to have "-sama" attached, but she was now officially recorded in the family register as the Second Consort. It had been decided that calling her a mistress forever wasn't appropriate, though the phrase "queen's wife" was odd in itself.

But Ria understood from Fio's attitude now.

She probably disliked homosexuality. Well, it couldn't be helped. That was a perfectly normal value system.

"Fio, listen."

So Ria spoke to her gently.

"I understand that homosexuality is hard for you to accept. If you find it unpleasant, you can request a transfer."

In response, Fio reacted intensely.

"That's not it!"

It was a strong denial.

"I… I admire Hime-sama!"

It was a confession of strong affection.

"M-me?"

Overwhelmed by her intensity, Ria found herself pushed back. This was the first time she had received such pure affection from a woman.

"But, Fio, it always seemed like you were glaring at me…"

What had that been about?

Fio's eyes darted about. But then she stared at Ria with renewed intensity.

"I was being foolish."

And then Fio's confession began.

How she had been drawn to Ria's freedom back when she was at Casalia's court.

How she had admired the figure who could openly declare her preference for women—something one normally couldn't say publicly.

How she had wanted to be even a little closer and decided to become a knight.

How she had regretted not conveying her feelings before Ria left on her journey.

How she was once again moved by Ria's stance of taking a woman as her wife despite being a woman herself, and allowing no objection to it.

And how she had been jealous of the two women who had become Ria's wives all this time.

Fio poured all this out as if expelling it from herself, and at the end, added in a very small voice:

"I love you."

Honestly, Ria was overwhelmed.

This was the first time a girl had told her she loved her so directly.

"Fio… do you like women?"

That's why she ended up asking such a foolish question.

"The only one I like… is Hime-sama."

So straightforward.

It was different from the strength Carla possessed—a single-minded devotion.

"I love you."

Fio told her while staring straight at Ria, tears welling up in her eyes.

Ah, damn it. She was adorable.

Ria stood up, reached out to Fio's cheek, and brought her face close.

She kissed the tears that had gathered in her eyes.

Then she embraced her gently, softly, as if handling something fragile.

"If you stay with me, you won't be able to have children. Well, even if you have an affair and have children, as long as you come back to me, I don't mind…"

"The only one I like… is Hime-sama."

In Ria's arms, Fio had made herself small.

She should take responsibility. Ria made her decision.

"Once the coronation is over, become my third wife."

She felt Fio give a small nod.

A duke-ranked noble from Casalia arrived bearing a letter from her father along with the crown, and preparations for the coronation began.

Since Casalia had sent a massive army of thirty thousand along with him, even selecting an encampment site was a challenge.

Many royals from surrounding nations gathered for the coronation, so she had to arrange their reception as well. Since Ria was fundamentally not one to put on airs, she tried to meet with anyone who came to see her.

As expected, the workload had increased too much, so Fio managed her schedule.

"If you cut back on training time, things would become much easier."

"That's the one thing I can't do."

Various minor incidents occurred, but the coronation day arrived without issue.

The duke placed the crown on a stand before the throne. The procedure was for Ria, dressed in male attire as always, to place it upon her own head.

Rather than sitting on the throne, she turned to face the courtiers, the kings of various nations, and the ambassadors, raising both hands.

"Long live Her Majesty the Queen!"

Guinevere shouted enthusiastically. Everyone joined in the chorus.

Archduchess. That was Ria's official position.

When a member of the royal family left the line of succession, duke was normally the highest rank they could attain. This was exceptional.

She had heard how difficult the negotiations her father had conducted were, but all she could do was bow her head toward Anaias.

Now, the nation's name.

Originally, they had planned to use Manesh's name as the base, but since Duchess Guinevere of Manesh would continue to exist, that would be inconvenient.

They considered calling it the Cordovan Archduchy with the intent of conquering Cordova, but Cordova's name simply had too bad a reputation.

So they decided to use the name Ogress.

It was a name derived from ogres, who were sometimes called barbarians. But by deliberately using it, they demonstrated harmony with other races.

To the nobles of surrounding nations, they formally recognized their autonomy.

From now on, territories would take the form of "the _____ Territory of the Ogress Archduchy." They would need to establish overall laws and organizations, but that would be done gradually.

The self-governing cities of Shashmeer and Jaeburg would have their elected mayors treated as earls for one generation only.

Incidentally, at this time, Vargas was granted the rank of baron.

It would have been awkward for the Archduchess's wife's father to remain a commoner.

The Ogre King and representatives of the beastkin also received noble titles.

At least under Ria, this demonstrated their intention to obey the Archduchy.

Without sitting on the throne, Ria stood and began her speech.

"In the past, I conquered the labyrinth city and received a revelation from its master: the Millennium will arrive within ten years."

This was a fact that, until now, only a small number of people had known. The courtiers stirred greatly.

After waiting for the commotion to settle, Ria continued.

"The primary purpose of establishing this Ogress Archduchy is to survive that Millennium."

This was a clear national vision. And it was a reason that no nation, no person, could oppose.

"However, before that, there is a problem that must be dealt with."

Yes, what lay before them was not the Millennium.

"The evil nation of Cordova, which has invaded other countries without just cause and brought about war—we shall destroy it. And we shall return the territories to their rightful lords."

In the audience chamber now were nobles from countries that had been destroyed by Cordova.

Tears glistened in their eyes.

"Cordova is a great nation. However, we are united under one will, and we have the support of the Kingdom of Casalia. We have every chance of victory. All that remains is your efforts."

Here, Ria drew Kotetsu and pointed its tip toward the heavens.

"We shall bring the hammer of justice down upon Cordova! Victory shall be ours!"

Yes, they were justice.

Being able to believe that would become their strength.

Someone murmured "Victory" in a small voice.

Others followed, and the voices grew louder.

The morale throughout the court was rising.

With this, could they somehow defeat Cordova? Was she still not anxious?

There would always be anxiety. But she must not let it show on her face.

In an atmosphere like a battlefield, Ria shouted once more.

"Victory!"
Outbreak of the Great War
Even after deciding to subjugate Cordova, that didn't mean military action could be taken immediately.

First, steady logistical preparations had to be made.

This meant improving the roads within Ogress, as well as cultivating farmland that would serve as the rear base. Serge's space-time magic could be used for transportation, but there was only one Serge.

Four main routes were being considered for the invasion of Cordova. Of those, three were intended solely to disperse Cordova's forces.

The main force would consist of the Manesh army, the Casalia army, the ogre army, and the beastkin troops.

The beastkin in particular were expected to excel outside of the battlefield. When it came to reconnaissance, humans couldn't hold a candle to them.

"I want more budget～"

At the meeting, Guinevere groaned like a spoiled child.

Guinevere's golem cavalry project required an enormous budget.

The problem was where to get that budget from. Ogress was a new country without any bloated, wasteful parts to its organization. Its predecessor Manesh had once had its center of political power destroyed by a dragon, so they had built a lean organization.

Guinevere had apparently thought of a means for this.

"A commercial route project!"

Guinevere's plan was to stimulate commercial trade within the newly unified Ogress Archduchy and collect taxes from it.

"There's also the issue of cultivating uncultivated land."

Ria objected quite reasonably.

"Cultivation takes time. The golem unit is absolutely necessary. This will change the nature of warfare in this world."

Serge actually agreed with Guinevere's opinion.

In this world's battlefields, golems would likely play the same role as tanks did in his previous life. If they were to fight against Cordova, which relied on infantry as its main force, golems would be a formidable countermeasure.

"There's also guns, but this world has magic after all."

A means of one-sided annihilation from a distance wasn't easily achieved. Even so, the number of magic soldiers dispatched from Casalia would pose a threat to Cordova.

While having a tea party, the fate of this country was being decided. Serge was at that table.

Serge had been elevated to nobility in recognition of his perfect logistical management during the recent battle.

Rising from nothing in a single generation, and at such a young age at that, was unprecedented, but such status was necessary to participate in discussions with Ria and the others.

Incidentally, his rank was knight. It was the lowest noble rank, but a noble was still a noble. And what made it impressive was that he had risen to this position through his own efforts.

"Since the distribution of magic stones and magic crystals from the labyrinth has increased, we can also increase golem operation tests～"

And thanks to Serge, transporting these golems to the front lines had become much easier.

Until now, they had been considered only for base defense, but if giant golems could be used in pitched battles or siege warfare, what kind of results would that bring?

While Cordova's strength could be attributed to many factors, the most significant was surely the strength of their basic infantry.

Having actually fought them, she had been surprised by their stubbornness.

They would neutralize that infantry. Neutralizing the enemy's main force was important to winning battles.

"I want to deploy them in a major battle right from the start to secure a decisive victory, but I also want to do operational tests～"

That should be done in some defensive battle. Cordova would likely attack somewhere to dispel the image of their defeat.

And that prediction turned out to be completely correct.

"An inspection?"

Fio asked with a puzzled expression.

"Yeah, I want to see how the city is doing."

"That's… certainly important, but isn't it dangerous?"

"To eliminate danger, I'm bringing powerful escorts."

A formation to completely eliminate danger. It was certainly complete.

Ria and Carla. The two strongest in this country, plus Irina. And as attendants, Fio, and finally Serge.

"Somehow I'm really feeling out of place here."

"Don't worry, me too."

In the back, Serge whispered to Fio. Frankly speaking, compared to the three in front, the two of them were representatives of ordinary people.

Those three were hiding their faces deep under hoods. Since their faces were too well known, it couldn't be helped, but they looked extremely suspicious.

If they were questioned by guards, Fio would handle it. That was why she had been brought along.

There was also one other reason she should be here.

"I really wanted to bring Guinevere too."

Ria said, but Carla concisely opposed.

"It would be best to avoid that. There's no telling where she might wander off to."

So she had done things like that in the past.

The group proceeded through the town as the sun set.

Manesh was a city, and sunset didn't mark the end of people's activities.

Light spilling from food stalls and shops illuminated people's faces. Their expressions were all bright.

"What a good country…"

Fio found herself murmuring.

"Since Ria defeated Cordova, hope has been overflowing among the people."

Carla responded with those words.

But tonight, Ria had left the palace not to show her this.

A bat flew through the darkness of night.

Following it, Ria took a path away from the main street.

For Fio, who had poor night vision, Serge cast a light spell.

"Um, where are we…"

Fio's anxious voice and the appearance of that girl happened simultaneously.

"Oh, are you doing well?"

Since Ria called out to her, Carla and Fio, meeting her for the first time, didn't raise their guard.

A beautiful girl with flax-colored hair was there.

Incidentally, what Fio thought was: could this person possibly be one of Ria's lovers?

"Things aren't going well with a colleague on my side."

It was the usual honest Asuka.

"Did you have a fight with Rei?"

"No, it's someone you don't know. Well, let's set that aside and move to another location."

And where Asuka led them was one of the finest high-class inns in Manesh.

"Welcome back, Ojou-sama."

"Bring drinks for everyone."

Giving orders in a practiced tone, Asuka invited everyone to her room.

It was a luxurious room, the kind where nobles or wealthy merchants would stay.

"Have a seat anywhere."

Following her words, everyone sat down, but only Carla remained standing.

Her gaze was observing Asuka. She could probably tell Asuka was no ordinary person. But she couldn't determine her true identity. That was making Carla more cautious.

"Carla, it's fine. She's our collaborator."

"That's right, Dragonslayer-san. If you got serious, you could easily kill me, couldn't you?"

Carla hadn't released any killing intent at all, but only after hearing that did she finally sit down on the sofa.

"Now then, let me tell you about the situation in Cordova."

There was a small city-state called Saraf in the north. Cordova was apparently mobilizing to capture it.

"Three legions."

One more than last time. It was more than enough force to capture Saraf.

Saraf was a trading relay city and wasn't in an especially important military position.

"Well, if they rely on their walls and focus on defense, they won't fall that easily. In the meantime, our forces will tear their supply lines to shreds."

Saying that, Asuka glanced at a corner of the room.

"Pineau, come out."

"Yes."

Until then, no one had noticed someone was there.

It was a male cat beastkin with tiger stripes. His eyes were sharp.

"This is Pineau, one of the captains of our black ops forces. He's still young, but his skills are certain."

That would be the case. The fact that Ria, being in the same room, hadn't noticed him meant his concealment abilities were extraordinary.

Still, young, she said… Compared to a vampire, wouldn't any beastkin be young?

"This child's unit and the colleague I mentioned earlier will carry out sabotage operations against Cordova. We'll probably deal enough damage to make prolonged warfare impossible for them."

Beastkin units were indeed suited for such activities. Ria's forces had also primarily used them as reconnaissance troops.

That was fine regarding Cordova, but Asuka had one thing troubling her.

"There's some big movement in the central part of the continent, so Rei and I will probably have to leave here for a while."

The central part of the continent. Word had reached them that Lemdria was annexing the various city-states that had once belonged to the empire.

If they were to investigate movements there, they would indeed need manpower.

"Great King Hollyn is also elderly. Even Lemdria, which seems stable, could instantly descend into civil war if something happens to him."

During the Millennium, they might need to cooperate with Lemdria to repel the demon tribe's invasion. But for now, that wasn't an immediate concern.

Still, what exactly was the Millennium? Seeing Rei and Asuka, coexistence between humans and the demon tribe seemed possible.

"Anyway, I'd like to make Pineau our liaison, so who should he contact?"

"I can do it."

"I'm fine too."

Fio and Serge raised their hands. Indeed, in terms of being close to Ria, both were well-suited.

"Serge and…"

"Fio. Fione. I serve as Her Majesty's secretary."

Originally, Fio was planned to become Ria's wife, but due to the pressing issue of having no replacement, she was still serving as Ria's secretary.

So Ria hadn't yet embraced her. Not in a physical sense, but in a sexual sense.

"Understood. From now on, pass information to those two. Pineau, I'm counting on you."

"Acknowledged."

The cat beastkin nodded coolly.

Sending Irina and Fio back first, Ria decided to tell Carla everything, with Serge present.

They borrowed a private room at a nearby restaurant, and Ria began to talk.

First, about meeting Serge when she started her journey.

That she and Serge were reincarnators from another world.

That she was originally male, which was why she had no interest in men.

That she had conquered the labyrinth and met Labyrinth and Valis.

That Irina was the successor of the golden dragon Clarice, and that she herself had been chosen as Valis' successor—she told her everything without hiding anything.

After hearing everything, Carla thought for a while.

But eventually, in her usual voice, she asked:

"Who else knows about this?"

"Several people know parts of it, but the only one who knows everything is probably Irina. Though I get the feeling that girl doesn't quite understand it."

Valis had probably had her come along with Ria specifically so she would come to understand.

"Then why are you telling me?"

"Because I thought it would be fine to tell you."

Truthfully, she had wanted to tell all her companions with whom she entrusted her life.

But whether they had the ability to keep the secret hidden if it leaked was another matter. Carla had that ability.

"Ria, you trust me too much."

Carla said with an unusually troubled expression.

"For example, for Guinevere-sama's sake… I might tell someone what I just heard."

"If that's your judgment, then it can't be helped. Trust is like that."

"Yeah yeah, if I were tortured, I'd spill everything immediately."

Serge interjected with a joke, and Carla smiled.

At the next day's meeting, the Cordovan army's invasion of Saraf was announced.

It was information that even the intelligence bureau hadn't yet obtained, but if it came from the queen's own connections, they would move the army based on that trust.

Of course they would verify it, but that was only to confirm the information's accuracy. The same information arrived one day later.

Ria declared that she would personally lead 3,000 cavalry as an advance force and rush to Saraf.

Opposing opinions were naturally raised, but she wouldn't bend her position.

"Saraf will have to fight a siege. In such cases, what's needed is to maintain the morale of allies."

And for that, it was indeed most effective for the queen herself to sortie.

Separately from that, an invasion force against Cordova's homeland was also being assembled. Instructions for assembly and advance were sent to the lords bordering Cordova.

The great war that would later be called the Cordovan Upheaval was now about to begin.
The Siege
The three thousand cavalry led by Ria were mostly from the Manesh Kingdom, soldiers who had tasted victory in that battle.

Accompanying them, Ria was operating two precious dragoons that Casalia had lent her.

In war, dragoons were famous as the ultimate spear, capable of attacking from the sky or charging with even greater force than cavalry, but Ria decided to use them exclusively for reconnaissance.

"You won't count us as combat strength?"

"Flying dragons are certainly strong, but they're powerless before the might of an army. It would be different if we could deploy them in concentrated numbers like Casalia does."

Those who accompanied her on this march were Carla, Fio, and Serge. Everyone else was staying behind.

Shizuna, who wasn't well-versed in cavalry operations, was also staying behind. More precisely, she was scheduled to join the main army that would cut off Cordova's retreat.

The only exception was Serge, who had once again been drafted as the transport personnel for siege supplies. He was currently riding on Rudolph's back.

"Well, if I don't have to fight, that's easy enough."

This operation was simple. Pin down Cordova's forces at Saraf, then cut their supply lines with beastkin troops.

Block Cordova's path as they give up the siege and attempt to return home with the combined forces of Manesh and Casalia.

Then the forces departing from Saraf would catch Cordova's army in a pincer attack from front and rear, annihilating them.

"Will it really go that smoothly?"

The night before they would arrive at Saraf, the four de facto leaders gathered in a tent.

Even Carla, who had witnessed Ria's magnificent tactics that crushed Cordova, felt uneasy.

Fio, who was joining a military campaign for the first time, had her lips pale with tension.

"Well, it probably won't go smoothly."

Ria said plainly.

"First, there's the question of whether Saraf can hold out against Cordova's forces."

Ria listed each point of concern one by one.

"Cutting the enemy's supply lines is something we did before, so they'll be on high alert. It's also doubtful whether our main army can catch the enemy at the right timing. And even if everything goes well, whether we can win…"

"Our main army alone numbers sixty thousand, and more forces should deploy from Saraf as well…"

Having received training as a knight, Fio believed they could win if they just succeeded in holding the siege. After all, the enemy numbered thirty-six thousand, so they had nearly double the forces.

"Cordova is a country that regularly defeats enemies with two or three times their numbers…"

Even in the recent battle, their infantry's tenacity was impressive, and their cavalry withdrew from the battlefield splendidly.

Without the ogres' charge, while they wouldn't have lost, they probably wouldn't have achieved such a complete victory.

"Well, we have various secret weapons, so let's play it by ear."

With that, Ria ended the strategy meeting.

Looking at the town of Saraf, Ria thought this was bad.

It was a typical fortress city surrounded by a water moat and walls. But the moat was narrow and the walls were low. This defense hadn't been built with the idea of facing an army.

"Your Majesty, welcome."

When the mayor came out to greet Ria, she cut off his welcoming speech and immediately decided to inspect the city's defenses.

"The moat is shallow."

"We haven't been attacked by enemies for many years…"

"The walls are low too."

"That's for the same reason…"

She wasn't particularly criticizing him, but the mayor's voice grew smaller and smaller.

"How many soldiers do you have?"

"Three thousand between mercenaries and guards, and five thousand volunteers have gathered."

That seemed like a decent number, but when she looked at the volunteers, they included children, people who couldn't move properly due to injuries, and frail old men.

"Carla, heal the sick and injured. Fio, sort out those who can't fight and assign them to rear support."

The volunteers they could actually use were probably half at best.

"What about defensive weapons and armor?"

"We have some prepared, but… the smiths are working at full capacity right now."

That wouldn't be ready in time. The mercenaries and guards already had their own equipment, but Ria would have to make enough for the volunteers.

When she actually looked at the armory, there were many weapons that had been neglected and couldn't be used.

"Are there any logs?"

"Logs?"

"Logs. To drop on enemies climbing the walls, and to reinforce the walls."

"I don't know. I'll have someone check."

Ria's genesis magic required a large amount of magical power to create wood. In the worst case, she would have to create massive metal rods, but that would also consume a lot of magic.

Arrows were also in short supply. She would have to make those as well.

"You're drawing water from the river to the east, I see. Any concern about them stopping the river's flow?"

"We've heard about Cordova's engineering corps, but ten or twenty days wouldn't be nearly enough time. We also have wells."

"What about food supplies?"

"About ten days if we ration it. We're still gathering more."

I see, that's sufficient.

"First, have them dredge the moat. As it is now, they could cross it easily."

While saying this, Ria also deepened the moat with her own magic.

Carrying the excavated soil up onto the walls, she reinforced them with hardening magic.

Seeing Carla heal the injured, some warriors volunteered that they could fight if their old wounds were healed. Restoring old wounds that had already healed incorrectly to their proper form required extra magical power, but it was still welcome to have more experienced fighters.

At night, Ria was busy creating weapons and armor.

First, spears would do for the number of people. Then she needed arrows. She made armor too, all the same type but sturdy.

"What kind of weapons are used in siege warfare in this world?"

Serge asked while storing the weapons and armor she created. Incidentally, Carla was already asleep to recover her magical power, and Fio was busy with personnel assignments.

"I think most things that existed in our previous life exist here too… catapults are probably commonly used. With this town's walls, long ladders would be effective."

"Well, there is magic."

"Yes. But while magic can block magic, science cannot be blocked by magic."

That was this time's surprise weapon.

"I still need to make oil too… But genesis magic is more useful than I first thought."

"That cyclops would be a piece of cake now."

The enemy who should have arrived in three days came in four.

Moreover, the siege weapons they should have prepared were almost nowhere to be seen.

She knew this from reports she'd received from Pineau, but apparently they had conducted arson attacks on Cordova's equipment. That was welcome news.

The Cordovan army dutifully set up their encampment first, then began to deploy.

Saraf had gates to the south, north, and west, and it seemed they would focus their assault on the west gate.

Ria positioned herself there. For the enemies to the south and north, she appointed experienced commanders from among the mercenaries and volunteers.

A cavalryman came to the gate to deliver a demand for surrender, but he fled after being pelted with stones before he could finish speaking. Not using arrows was their small mercy.

And so the battle began.

Cordovan infantry lined up their shields and rushed toward the moat. They threw in the sandbags they were carrying.

Meanwhile, arrows were loosed from the Saraf side, steadily inflicting casualties on the enemy.

"So they came with sandbags… Well, their long ladders were probably burned."

She sent out the dragoons to check on their allied main army's movements.

They had successfully circled to the northwest and were blocking Cordova's rear. Now they would win as long as Saraf didn't fall before they could appear behind the enemy.

"Fire arrows."

Following Ria's order, fire arrows were shot into the moat.

The oil covering its surface ignited, and black flames rose up.

If they had used any method other than filling it in, she would have saved this for later, but with the enemy present, this couldn't be helped.

In the end, that day's fighting concluded with the moat's oil burning out completely and both sides just exchanging arrow fire.

On the second day, the enemy's attack objective became clear.

As expected, they were focusing on the west gate, concentrating small catapults and archers there.

They responded accordingly, but Carla's presence was still unfair.

Soldiers who normally would have been unable to fight after taking arrow wounds were healed in the blink of an eye.

She could even resurrect the dead, so their defensive capability didn't diminish.

Though resurrection magic seemed to have a limit of about twenty people per day, even with intervals.

On the morning of the third day, she sent out the dragoons to scout behind enemy lines.

As Asuka had said, the supply base was destroyed.

However, when they descended despite the danger to investigate in detail, they found that the base wasn't just destroyed; its garrison had been almost completely annihilated.

This was different from Asuka and Pineau's way of doing things. Not just accomplishing the objective, but massacring the enemy as much as possible. This was probably the work of that new Demon King's Army executive that Asuka had mentioned.

They were on Ria's side for now, but this was different from her own principles. Not that she could complain about it.

Separately, they also received reports that the Ogress army had completed their flanking march and reached a position that cut off communications with the Cordovan homeland.

The Cordovan army sent out many scouts, so they had probably already obtained this information. Unless the enemy commander was incompetent, they should already be considering retreat.

Since she needed to command the defense during the day, Ria checked on the wounded soldiers in the mornings along with Carla.

"Your Majesty, to come to such a place yourself…"

"Don't worry about it. For the warriors who are doing the fighting, this is all I can do."

Saying that, she went about treating the wounded.

The awareness that their commander herself was looking after them was very effective at raising morale. Ria made her rounds through the tents, all according to plan.

"This one has pus accumulated. It probably won't heal easily with magic."

Saying that, she cut open the soldier's wound herself, sucked out the pus with her mouth, and then treated the wound.

"Y-Your Majesty…"

To the soldier who was too surprised to speak, Ria smiled with her beautiful visage.

"You're the ones doing the fighting, after all. Please hold out a little longer to protect this town."

Leaving behind the soldier who prostrated himself in reverence, Ria left the tent.

"Ria-sama… you're so kind."

Fio said, unable to hold back her emotion. But Serge felt differently.

"It's in the Records of the Grand Historian, isn't it?"

"Yes, it's all calculated."

Ria murmured with a cold expression.

"Calculated? That just now?"

Fio was surprised, but Carla thought about it and spoke.

"Is there a precedent?"

"Yes, though it's a story from over two thousand years ago. With this, my reputation will spread through that soldier and overall morale will rise. Soldiers who overcome their fear of death are stronger than trained veterans."

Even she thought she was being cynically self-deprecating about it.

If she were just an ordinary mage, she would surely have done the same thing. But now the same actions carried different meanings.

Carla, walking beside her, grasped Ria's hand.

She was surprised. Carla almost never initiated contact, even though she allowed Ria to approach her. For her to take such an action was unexpected.

"I understand that everything you do is based on deep consideration."

Carla squeezed her hand firmly once, then quickly let go.

"No matter what you may be, I am your ally."

Carla's gaze was gentle. Her sky-blue eyes seemed as if they could accept everything.

"Don't spoil me too much."

"Yeah yeah, Nee-chan is just right when she's teased a little."

Serge said that carefreely, but he probably didn't understand just how precious it was to have someone who could treat her like that now that she sat on a throne.

It was precisely because he didn't understand that she was grateful.

On the morning of the fourth day, the Cordovan army began its retreat.

Seeing that, cheers erupted from the walls. They had repelled the Cordovan army.

"We did it, Your Majesty."

Returning a smile to the beaming mayor, Ria's expression immediately turned serious.

"Begin preparations for pursuit. Gather those who aren't fatigued and those who volunteer."

"Pursuit? But the enemy hasn't been worn down that much…"

That was true; they were retreating in orderly fashion. But Ria knew that the real battle started from here.

"The Ogress army and the Cordovan army will clash head-on. At that moment, we attack from the flank."

Even if they succeeded in defending the siege, it would be meaningless if they lost the crucial battle. Cordova would immediately attack Saraf again.

Saraf was small, but it was one of the important trade hubs. If it fell, the flow of magic stones and magic crystals from the Dark Labyrinth to Manesh would be disrupted.

And then Guinevere would be angry.

"We will rest today and begin pursuit tomorrow! Mercenaries and volunteers, only those who wish to participate!"

Ria's declaration rang clearly across the plaza where the soldiers had gathered.

"I'll volunteer!"

She recognized the first one to raise his hand. It was the man whose pus she had sucked out and healed.

"Me too!" "I'm going!" "I'll follow Her Majesty anywhere!"

Soldiers filled with fighting spirit gathered around Ria. Pitiable, fearless warriors. Ria held them dear.

In the end, seven thousand would join the pursuit in addition to Ria's cavalry.

This was nearly the entire mobilized military force of the trading city of Saraf.
Pursuit Battle
The battle between the Ogress army and the Cordovan army began advantageously for the Ogress side from the very start.

First, Cordova was in the middle of a retreat and didn't have sufficient supplies on hand. As a result, they couldn't establish the fortified encampment they would normally be able to set up.

Facing the Ogress army head-on, with no encampment to fall back to, they had no choice but to form up and fight.

In contrast, the Ogress army had made thorough preparations.

They occupied strategic positions and attacked the Cordovan army from the high ground.

The one in command was Reyas, Vice-Captain of the Casalian Knight Order. He was a man whose martial renown had spread even to other nations.

He had thirty thousand Casalian soldiers charge head-on.

The opposing Cordovan infantry numbered the same. Their training was roughly equal, and in terms of experience, Cordova had the advantage.

Thirty thousand Manesh soldiers were gradually encircling the Cordovan army. Cordova's cavalry was being held in check by roughly equal numbers of enemy cavalry.

Until now, Cordova had always fought with overwhelmingly superior equipment and thorough training. This was the first time they faced soldiers who could fight on equal terms with them.

Until now, enemies were things to be pressured, surrounded, and trampled.

In contrast, Casalia and Manesh had equipped their entire armies adequately through their national resources and trained them well. These were not armies that would simply become prey.

And when there was no difference in the quality of soldiers, what mattered was tactics and numbers.

In terms of tactics, the Cordovan army, which had accumulated real combat experience, was superior when it came to moving an army as an organic whole.

However, more than anything, the numbers were different.

Their cavalry's flanking and encircling maneuvers were being blocked, while their infantry was being half-surrounded by double their number. In this situation, the fact that Cordova's command structure hadn't collapsed was the truly abnormal thing.

And watching this unfold, Reyas couldn't help but want to sigh.

This was bad.

In such a perfect situation, there was no way they could lose. But they lacked the final push needed to break through the enemy's formation.

They had been fighting for half a day, and Cordova still hadn't given in. Normally, they should have already lost cohesion and collapsed by now.

The reserve forces at his disposal included one hundred Ogre soldiers. If he used their shock power, they might be able to win.

But if even that didn't work, they might have no choice but to call it a draw and retreat.

On the other hand, gradually wearing down the enemy through attrition wasn't a good approach either.

Cordova still had a large number of soldiers remaining in their homeland, but they didn't. Casalia's reinforcements were scheduled to include a second wave, but due to the distances involved, their mobilization capacity couldn't match Cordova's.

Moreover, Manesh's soldiers were elite troops. Once lost, they would take time to recover.

They could win if they forced a war of attrition. But that would mean losing the war overall.

Reyas found himself feeling respect for the enemy's soldiers and commanders.

But respect alone couldn't end a war.

"Have the Ogre soldiers charge."

Their strongest fighting force pierced straight into the Cordovan infantry.

Even so, Cordova's battle formation didn't collapse. What kind of training could possibly allow them to hold out in such a disadvantage?

Reyas began thinking about how to bring this battle to a close.

That was when Ria's army arrived.

Seven thousand fearless soldiers who had just experienced victory, all under Ria's command.

They struck the Cordovan army from behind.

It wasn't that Cordova had let its guard down—Ria's army was simply too fast.

And even so, she still had cavalry held in reserve.

"Follow me!"

Shouting that, Ria took the lead and plunged into the sea of Cordovan soldiers.

Not wanting to be outdone by their commander, the hastily trained elites charged in with reckless abandon.

The Cordovan army collapsed.

The leadership positioned behind the infantry was annihilated by Ria's charge.

Of course, not all of them were killed, but the chain of command that issued orders was destroyed.

From that moment on, the Cordovan army was no longer an army. It was just a collection of individual soldiers.

Carla and Fio watched their allies' winning momentum from a small hill nearby, with the cavalry in tow.

The battle was certainly going in their favor. But Ria's figure was lost among the soldiers.

"Carla-sama… aren't you worried?"

Fio asked in a whisper. Carla looked completely unconcerned.

"I can't say I'm not worried. But I know firsthand just how strong that person is—I've fought her directly."

"Eh, Carla-sama has fought with Hime-sama!?"

The reason this wasn't widely known was that Guinevere hadn't wanted the fact that Carla, the Dragonslayer, had been defeated to spread.

"Yes. It was a complete defeat. That person is probably stronger than even a dragon. Even if the enemy in front of her numbered not thirty thousand but three hundred thousand, as long as it's not someone like the Hero or the Demon King coming after her, there's nothing to worry about."

Back in Casalia, Ria's strength was thought to be about the same as Reyas's. But if even a hero who had slain a dragon was no match for Ria…

Fio began to worry belatedly about what kind of person she had confessed to.

"It's almost time for the cavalry to move."

Carla murmured. The collapsing Cordovan infantry was being cut down one after another. Seeing this, the cavalry fled toward their distant homeland, Cordova.

"Serge, Fio, don't stray from my side."

At Carla's words, Serge on Rudolph's back and Fio on horseback both tensed.

However, Serge's principle magic, Hostility Detection, showed no reaction.

"… There don't seem to be any enemies nearby…"

"It might not be an enemy. But we're being watched."

It was from so far away that even Rudolph hadn't noticed.

It might not be an enemy. At least, not right now.

But Carla couldn't forget that gaze for a long time—that sticky, leering stare.

Cordova's casualties continued to mount.

They had already been fighting with their retreat cut off.

On top of that came the final blow—three thousand cavalry under Carla's command swept down upon them.

Cordova's cavalry collapsed just like the infantry.

The fleeing cavalry were caught and cut down by the Ogress army's cavalry.

The final tally was twenty thousand prisoners and eight thousand killed or wounded—an unbelievably overwhelming victory.

Their own casualties were less than a tenth of that.

The Ogress cavalry relentlessly pursued the fleeing Cordovan soldiers.

They chased them across the border, all the way until they took shelter in a massive fortress that had been constructed there.

Ria, who had been nearly at the head of the pursuit, stopped when she saw the fortress's full scale.

Naturally, all the cavalry stopped as well, and Reyas, who had been leading the infantry, also came to a halt.

"Your Highness! If we charge now, we can take the fortress!"

Reyas's heart was racing. This was a major victory against Cordova. They should exploit these military gains to the fullest.

But Ria remained calm.

"The objectives of this battle were to rescue Saraf and destroy the Cordovan army. We've already accomplished that."

"But right now, we could capture that fortress!"

There's such a thing as momentum in war. With their current momentum, they could take even an impregnable fortress. That was Reyas's view.

But as Ria said, that wasn't the purpose of this battle.

"We already have tens of thousands of Cordovan prisoners that we haven't finished processing yet. Are we going to proceed to the next battle while still holding them? Especially when our forces are at best three times theirs?"

When she put it that way, Reyas could see what Ria was looking at.

They had repelled the Cordovan army. This would likely have a significant propaganda effect.

And there was the post-war processing of the prisoners. That was certainly important too.

Even so, Reyas still felt tempted to take the fortress before his eyes.

"Don't worry, Reyas."

Ria spoke with an attitude that exuded composure.

"A fortress of that level? We can take it anytime."

The words came so naturally that Reyas blinked.

"That fortress… you say?"

When he looked again at the imposing structure towering before them, it seemed like rushing in on momentum alone might not have been the right call after all.

But if Ria said so, then it must be true.

Holding an odd sense of conviction, Reyas nodded.

In truth, Ria had no actual plan for taking the fortress.

She simply didn't have enough information yet. Launching a siege without it just felt intuitively wrong.

(But I will take it, without fail.)

With strong determination in her heart, Ria turned her back on the fortress for now.

"She noticed from this distance…?"

Far from the battlefield, perched on a branch of a solitary large tree in the wilderness, Ordo muttered to himself.

After completing his mission, he had been surveying the battlefield from above. And in the pursuing army, he spotted a conspicuous pair of black and silver.

The black-haired one was something different. There was nothing there that triggered his male instincts.

But the silver-haired one was different. The Dragonslayer. The humans' greatest fighting force, one he probably couldn't match even if he tried.

While gazing at her and imagining himself pinning down that hero, he realized she had noticed him.

He certainly couldn't win in a straight fight. So then, how could he win?

"Well, whatever. Now's not the time."

For now, he was on Ogress's side. That was the Demon King's order. He simply couldn't bring himself to defy the Demon King's commands.

But at the same time, he knew the Demon King was lenient with his subordinates. As far as he knew, the Demon King had never purged any of them. At worst, they would fall out of favor and disappear at some point.

That's not me, Ordo thought.

He would earn achievements in this war, become even stronger, and someday, he wanted to fight His Majesty again.

Thinking of the pleasure of battle, akin to ecstasy, Ordo bared his fangs in a grin.
Reinforcements
Ria's handling of the Cordova soldiers who had surrendered or been wounded and taken prisoner was divided into three options.

The first was being released after three years of road construction work. This was similar to the previous land reclamation conditions, but this time she was counting on the Cordova soldiers' abilities as military engineers.

The second was immediate release, but with a condition attached this time. This was for those who absolutely had to return to their hometowns. She had heard rumors that the soldiers she had released before were treated as traitors in Cordova.

And the third was the path of working as part of Ria's personal guard.

After letting them make their choices, Ria and her leadership group set out on the road back to Manesh.

What awaited Ria upon arriving at Manesh was the second wave of 20,000 reinforcements from Casalia, along with some familiar faces.

"Lulu! Carlos!"

Yes, among these reinforcements were the magic corps that Lulu belonged to, as well as the knight order that Carlos belonged to. It was a reunion after several months.

For the Ogress army, which had gathered mercenary troops but lacked unit commanders, this was extremely welcome.

And from Lulu, she was also able to hear about the situation in the royal capital. Apparently, the confusion from the minister's assassination had been settled by concluding that the culprit was an agent of a foreign country.

Incidentally, among the soldiers sent in the second wave were many second and third sons of impoverished nobles.

They were undoubtedly aiming for land that would certainly be acquired in the war with Cordova, or land whose lords had been eliminated.

And Lulu had also brought up an incredibly important personal matter.

"Huh? Marriage? You're getting married?"

"No, I haven't given my answer yet, but…"

In the king's private chambers, only her old companions and Ria's wives were gathered. Except for Carlos.

One of the parties involved, Carlos, was excluded.

Yes, Lulu had been proposed to by Carlos.

"Ah… I see… and so?"

"Well, I was wondering what I should do…"

"Even if you consult me about something like that…"

Ria tilted her head.

Carlos was a good man. Yeah, a good man.

He had contracted that disease known as Elf-lover, but since Lulu was a half-elf, that probably wouldn't be a problem. He was devoted and gentlemanly. She had heard that his efforts during their journey with Ria had been recognized, and he had been officially appointed a knight. Not just a single-generation noble, but a hereditary one.

His face wasn't bad either, and she couldn't think of any particular problems.

But even so, she was troubled by being consulted about such a thing.

"So, what did you say to him for now?"

"That I need a little time."

"And what about yourself?"

When asked that, Lulu's eyes reddened slightly.

"I think he's a good person. He thinks about me, he's dependable, and even the parts where he's a bit unreliable are cute in their own way…"

"Then isn't your answer already decided?"

The women nodded in agreement. Even Gig was nodding, so it was all the more obvious.

However, there was one person who raised their hand.

"I think you should wait until after this war is over to give your answer."

It was Serge, the youngest, who shouldn't understand the hearts of women all that well.

"Eh? Why?"

Lulu asked with a puzzled expression, but Ria understood.

"I see, a flag."

"Yeah. The most powerful flag of all: 'I'm going to get married after this war is over!'"

As Serge emphasized his point, even Ria nodded in agreement.

"The conditions certainly are too perfectly aligned. This is bad."

The two of them discussing so seriously naturally caused the expressions of those around them to grow stern.

"What's wrong with that～?"

The one asking without reading the room was Irina, which was a GJ in this case. Incidentally, Maal was being squeezed in her hands.

"Well, it's basically a superstition, but…"

"When a soldier says 'I'm going to get married after this battle is over' before a war, there's a pattern where they die in the next battle."

"That's definitely a superstition."

Carla, who despite being called a saint was an atheist, cut it down decisively.

"But it's certainly something you see a lot in stories."

Shizuna, who had recently been reading many books after being told she needed proper education befitting a queen consort, argued back.

"Well, setting aside whether or not words have power…"

Ria thought about it logically.

"Wouldn't it be fine to say that you'll give your answer after this war is over? That way Carlos will fight desperately to survive in order to hear that answer."

"I see, that makes sense."

After that, the short tea party passed by with cheerful chatter.

"So, that's what happened."

At Ria's explanation, Guinevere gave a disinterested "Hmm."

"While I was desperately sorting through documents, something that fun was happening…"

Fio said enviously, but if she pulled away Fio, who was her secretary, work wouldn't get done.

When would she be able to officially make her a wife? It was one of Ria's headaches.

"More importantly, the plan for the golem corps project is completely finished."

"I'm surprised you had the funds for that."

"I invested my personal fortune. It was originally my country after all."

"Oh… wait, you're using the Uslan Marquis family's money too. Have you talked to Carla about this?"

"What's Carla's is mine, what's mine is also mine. It's fine. Carla will understand if I explain it to her."

Certainly, Carla had no interest in accumulating wealth, and her personal belongings weren't particularly luxurious.

Rather, in Carla's case, she was in a situation where she could live just off of gifts from other nobles.

Even so, the fact that she was managing her territory through a magistrate was barely noble-like.

"Ah, we also need to create the imperial household regulations…"

"That can wait. For now, road maintenance and land reclamation are the highest priority."

"I just want to go to war with Cordova though…"

"For that, please move supplies through the paperwork."

"Damn it. Come on, let the war start alrea～dy."

While checking each document that Fio placed before her and stamping her seal, she noticed something.

"This Black Cat Company seems to be supplying us with quite a lot of goods."

"The Black Cat Company is mainly a famous transportation company in Lemdria, but they should have a branch in Casalia as well. They've been doing business with Cordova for years, but it seems they've recently changed their policy."

In other words, they had abandoned the declining Cordova.

If merchants with good information networks were making that judgment, then Ogress's power must be becoming widely recognized even to outside observers.

"I'd like to meet with the company head at least once. Could you arrange that?"

"The branch manager might be possible, but the company head would be difficult. His name seems to be Yamato, but I barely know of anyone who's met him."

"Hold on."

Ria found herself stopping involuntarily.

"… The head of Black Cat is named Yamato?"

"Yes. It seems to be a name passed down from generation to generation. There's even talk about who the true identity of Yamato, whom no one knows and isn't supposed to know, really is. Although they technically call themselves a secret society, everyone knows them as the Black Cat Company."

"Ah, I see."

Without a doubt, the founder was probably a reincarnator or someone who had been summoned.

"Well, there's also the matter of goods accumulation, so I'd like to meet with their representative at least once. Let's see… the person in charge is Fernasa Cristor… Cristor family, huh."

The Cristor family. It was also Ria's mother's maiden name, but in truth, it wasn't a surname passed down through generations.

It was a special surname that mages took, just as Ria had casually given it to Serge. Conversely, mages who bore this surname were generally considered full-fledged.

For example, her mother received this surname from Rufus, and Rufus had received it from Azelford. As for Ria, since she had high magical power from birth, she had naturally been given this surname.

In other words, this woman named Fernasa was also quite a skilled mage.

"Then, I'll confirm whether she's willing to meet."

"Yeah, please do."

Having finished her routine work, Ria spread out a map on the now-empty desk.

It was a map of Cordova's territory. Of course, it wasn't particularly accurate, but it was better than nothing.

"Still, Cordova being able to mobilize 500,000 troops seems like some kind of joke…"

"If you include reserves and minors, there are even more. Of course, they can't use all of them since they need to maintain border defenses and prevent rebellions."

"Well, I suppose that's true. Even so, how is it that with such oppression, there are no rebellions?"

It seemed like they should happen. When she said that, Guinevere looked surprised.

"You don't know? They have an informant system. And if one person starts a rebellion, the entire family is executed under guilt by association."

"That's the worst…"

What kind of medieval country was this? Well, this was a medieval-style world, after all.

"But in exchange, they'll be incredibly happy if you liberate them. After all, any administration would be better than one that keeps them starving year-round."

"But then, we'll need to prepare food supplies to distribute to the populace to gain their support too… There's no way Serge alone can handle that."

Then the problem was logistics.

Truly, she thought Cordova was a strong country. It wasn't simply that their military power was strong, but the entire country existed in a twisted way for the sake of war.

Why was this country built so thoroughly for war? If she had time to investigate, she wanted to look into it.

"Once we enter Cordova's territory, there's one advantage."

"Oh?"

At this point, she wanted to hear any advantage, even just one.

"That country has fully paved and maintained all of its roads. Marching armies and transporting supplies will be easier."

"I see, so first we need to take one of their border strongholds…"

No.

No, no.

More than that, they needed to do something the enemy would hate even more.

If they took one of the enemy's strongholds, they would be able to move freely within Cordova.

In that case, rather than just one, shouldn't they take as many border strongholds as possible?

After all, the main force of their army consisted of Casalia and Manesh soldiers. But they wouldn't be able to defeat Cordova's 500,000-strong army without using the armies of other countries.

Ria immersed herself in her thoughts.

The more a general used their head, the fewer soldier casualties there would be.

Ria was far from hating bloodshed — she actually loved it — but needlessly spilling her allies' blood was a different matter.

"Fio, from tomorrow, increase the number of meetings with ambassadors and military officers from countries bordering Cordova, as well as merchants who do business with Cordova."

"That would mean reducing my sleep time, though…"

"… Well, Guinevere will probably help with about half."

"Ugh."

"Just so you know, I'm only working hard until this war is over. After that, I'm leaving all the domestic affairs to you."

Ria's irresponsible statement, unbecoming of a ruler, somehow felt pleasant to Guinevere instead.
The Conference Doesn't Dance
Starting from the next day, the conference to plan the Cordova invasion operation began.

The attendees were led by Archduke Ryuke Riana and Regent Guinevere, followed by the cabinet ministers of each department, the various corps commanders, and the great nobles of each nation — now territories of the dukedom.

And among them was Serge.

Among them was Serge. This is so important it bears repeating.

A boy mage who wasn't even a formal soldier and held the lowest rank of nobility was occupying the seat right next to Ria.

"Somehow, I really feel out of place here…"

"Deal with it. We can't even plan this operation without your transportation abilities."

"But I'm just an ordinary guy…"

"Once this war is over, I'll give you a special two-rank promotion to baron. I'll give you good territory too. You can have a pool of wine and a forest of women."

"Well, I only need one girl… no wait, as a noble's duty, maybe I need a few?"

Serge's desires were starting to peek through a bit.

A large number of people entered the great conference room.

Normally, time would be wasted on greetings between acquaintances, but Ria would not allow such things.

"Thank you all for gathering here. Without further ado, we shall begin planning the Cordova invasion operation."

A rough map of Cordova appeared on the wall behind Ria. Several points had already been marked on it.

"First, as a major premise: Cordova must be crushed. Are there any objections to this?"

Ria's Dragon Eyes were activated. Despite that, there was one brave soul who raised his hand.

"Would it be possible to isolate them through economic blockade? Even if we do invade, wouldn't it be easier afterward?"

"That won't work. First of all, Cordova is a country capable of self-sufficiency in food production. And as long as they have access to the sea, controlling smuggling is nearly impossible. If we take our time, the Millennium will arrive."

The man was satisfied with a thoughtful hmm, but Ria pressed further.

"I'll say this now: the Millennium will arrive within eight years. I heard this directly from the master of the labyrinth."

Her words threw the assembly into an uproar.

There were no fools here who would underestimate the person called Ria. However, believing everything she said was difficult even for them.

"We cannot fight a war with a country like Cordova at our backs when the Millennium comes. This is the reason we must crush Cordova as soon as possible."

"We will stake our lives to liberate our homeland from Cordova!"

The one who shouted this was an exiled noble whose country had been destroyed by Cordova. Ria merely nodded in response.

"Cordova is a large country. Even though their mobilizable forces were reduced in our recent battle, they should still be able to deploy around 450,000."

That seemed like a hopeless number. Every noble present could only muster between 20,000 to 30,000 soldiers at most.

"Against this, the dukedom's total military strength exceeds 3,000,000 on paper."

Her words again caused a stir in the assembly hall.

Did they really have such forces? In truth, it was Ria's bluff, but only Guinevere and Fio knew that.

"Of course, this is truly a last resort. These numbers will be useful when the demon race attacks during the Millennium."

Ria calmed the disturbance with both hands and returned to the topic of Cordova.

"Of Cordova's forces, excluding those stationed at the borders and in the capital, their active forces number approximately 200,000. We will defeat these."

Someone audibly swallowed. Even 200,000 could be called a sufficiently hopeless number.

What Ria presented were realistic figures to the end.

"Reinforcements from Casalia: 50,000. Manesh's army: 50,000. The ogre army is…"

Here, she deliberately paused. When delivering a positive shock, nothing beats building suspense.

"100,000."

The greatest commotion yet erupted in the room.

"And it looks like the beastkin army will also be able to muster 100,000. While they lack power on the battlefield, they will prove useful in disrupting Cordova's specialty — information warfare — and destroying their supply lines."

Ria emphasized just how important disrupting the rear had been in their victories against Cordova so far.

"If we add the forces of each lord to this, you can understand from these numbers that defeating Cordova is not impossible."

Ria concluded that topic there.

"Now, regarding the actual invasion of Cordova, I'm considering four or more routes. This isn't to actually divide our army into four to fight, but by maintaining four possible routes, we prevent the enemy from discerning our intentions."

Three points were marked from the southern tip to the northeast to the northern tip. And the largest point was at the border nearest to Manesh.

The actual invasion would proceed along this route. The area near Manesh was a breadbasket, making it suitable for gathering provisions.

"I want the other three positions defended to the death. The aim is to divide Cordova's forces."

Ria bowed deeply, saying she was counting on them.

After that, what Ria asked of the lords near each invasion point was the construction of siege weapons.

While they would also contribute some troops to the actual fighting, the core of their military strength was the armies of Casalia, Manesh, and the ogres. By giving them combat experience, true elites could be trained.

Where the battlefield within Cordova would be was unknown, but for the decisive battle, Ria would rely on these three armies.

The details still needed to be worked out, but the general framework was decided. When she asked for other opinions, a noble with coastal territory raised his hand.

"What if we issued letters of marque targeting ships trading with Cordova? Even if Cordova is an agricultural nation, it's not as if they don't trade. It might be effective even just to unsettle their people."

"Very well. I'll permit it. However, set a time limit and manage it properly."

"Also, Your Majesty…"

A timid-looking noble raised his hand.

Despite his demeanor, the fact that he didn't flinch from Ria's gaze suggested considerable courage.

"On the matter of Your Majesty's spouse, when considering the dukedom's future, isn't an heir necessary…?"

Ria sighed very, very deeply.

She understood that his thinking was common sense not just for nobles but for ordinary people. You could even call it the common sense of living beings. Leaving descendants.

But it was impossible for Ria. Come to think of it, this was a good opportunity.

"I do not menstruate. In other words, I cannot bear children. Setting aside my preferences for the same sex, there cannot be an heir who inherits my blood."

This time, her words silenced the assembly hall.

"There are skilled doctors in our country…"

"Even the divine dragon Valis, who can easily resurrect the dead, said it was impossible. It is not within human ability."

This time, the noble was truly at a loss for words.

He had made his sovereign, the archduke, say something she should never have had to say.

"Well, don't worry about it. I don't mind either. Rather, if you have a beautiful daughter, send her over to attend to my personal needs."

"Y-Yes, certainly!"

What happened some time later when that noble sent his beautiful daughter to serve as Ria's attendant is another story.

"Ahh, I'm so tired～"

Ria groaned as she slowly soaked in the bathtub. Her twin peaks bobbed gently in the hot water.

"I think you did well. The nobles' morale was raised too."

In the bathtub that could be mistaken for a pool were also Guinevere and her prince, as well as Irina and Maal.

Irina was having Maal wash her hair. She was bad with shampoo.

"I just wanted to leisurely adventure around the world and fight various monsters…"

"Give it up. Once we somehow deal with Cordova, things should ease up a bit."

"I'd rather wage war than deal with domestic affairs～"

Ria lamented, but given her position, it couldn't be helped.

A voice called out to Ria from outside the bathroom as she sank bubbling into the tub.

"Ria-sama, a merchant named Fernasa has arrived. I've shown her to the reception room."

"Understood. I'll be right there."

True to her word, she immediately rose from the bath, dried herself without the help of the maids, and — gathering her hair up as her only concession — entered the reception room with Kotetsu in hand.

Her first impression upon meeting was: What is this person?

A girl in male attire with chestnut hair cut at the shoulders.

Cool eyes and well-shaped lips. The figure was quite to Ria's tastes, but none of that was the issue.

"Thank you for selecting our company this time. I am Fernasa Christoll, director of the northwest branch."

When she stood up with that slight movement, Ria nearly reached for Kotetsu instinctively.

So this is what it's like.

This is what someone with the [Gift of the Sword] is like.

Her level showed as 40, but that couldn't be right. The magic power that leaked out despite being carefully controlled was probably greater than Serge's.

She fully unleashed her Dragon Eyes. What she could see then was first the protective charm equipped at her chest. That was probably the magic tool causing recognition interference.

"Fernasa — no, may I call you Ferna? You may call me Ria as well."

She desperately wanted to fight the girl before her.

The usual affliction.

She wanted to confirm whose swordsmanship was better. In swordsmanship alone, this girl was probably superior to Carla.

"How gracious of you. Then I shall call you Ria-sama."

"So Ferna, is that charm on your chest what's hiding your true abilities? Or is it some kind of magic?"

Ferna froze with a twitch.

Her center of gravity lowered. Seeing her shift her weight, Ria took hold of Kotetsu.

Despite her opponent being unarmed.

"Black Cat has… as it was business, certainly invested in Cordova. However, we have changed our policy and intend to do business exclusively with Ogress Dukedom-sama from now on."

Ferna was tense, but not afraid. Did she believe she could handle things even if Ria drew Kotetsu?

However, Ria wasn't foolish enough to actually draw her katana here.

"I have high expectations for Black Cat's transportation capabilities. We shall also offer favorable treatment."

Ria then indicated the sofa, having Ferna sit down.

"What I want to say is… let's see… that among the unknown, there exists a practitioner like you. What level is your swordsmanship? 8? 9? Surely not 10?"

"Who can say? As a merchant, even information about myself is merchandise…"

"Hmm… Black Cat controls the distribution across the continent… do you intend to dominate the world from the shadows through the power of money?"

"Absolutely not! We simply aim to deliver packages safely and securely, motivated only by everyone's smiles and words of thanks."

Those words alone seemed to come from the bottom of her heart.

"Well, I won't ask you to reveal everything. I look forward to working with you."

Ferna clasped Ria's outstretched right hand with both of hers.

"Ah, Ferna-san, how did it go?"

Leaving the royal palace and seeing Haruto's usual gentle face, Ferna nearly collapsed on the spot.

"What's wrong? You look pale. Did she make some outrageous demand?"

No. It wasn't that.

It wasn't on that level at all.

"I felt like my life was in danger…"

She instinctively checked the sword hanging at her waist. With this, she could at least manage to escape somehow.

"Was the queen really that scary?"

"Absolutely! Seeing her from afar and feeling her presence up close are completely different!"

She had watched the battle with the Dragonslayer, but when she actually got close, the killing intent was different. The dignity was different. There was no way this could come from a fifteen-year-old girl.

"Well, when you put it that way, Ferna-san, other people find you scary too, you know."

Finding that offensive, Ferna bonked Haruto lightly a few times.

"The negotiations themselves were concluded, but since the amount of supplies to prepare is enormous, could you help me, Haruto-san?"

"Yes, I was originally planning to focus on Ogress anyway."

Watching his natural smile, Ferna finally felt her tension ease.

On the way to dinner together with Ferna, Haruto looked back at the royal castle once more.

The labyrinth conqueror who had even defeated the Dragonslayer. And now displaying genius talent for war, opposing the military nation of Cordova.

Only a few years remained until the Millennium. That choice lay with them.

(I really don't want to fight…)

Haruto felt that from the bottom of his heart as he followed after Ferna.
Siege Warfare
The operation to invade Cordova began.

As originally planned, they would first attack the fort at the southern end of the border.

Their numbers totaled an impressive 150,000.

However, rather than relying on brute force through sheer numbers, the battle began with mundane matters like long-range attacks using magic and catapults, as well as combat engineers securing water sources.

On a nearby hill, Ria was watching the attack without paying much attention to it. The documents she was currently wrestling with concerned matters of law.

The Ogress Archduchy was essentially a federation of nations. Laws that would serve as its model were needed—a constitution, so to speak.

Though Guinevere had demonstrated her considerable skill in technical and commercial matters, even she lacked expertise when it came to creating legislation.

Thus, while observing their one-sided attack on this front line, Ria was discussing postwar legal frameworks with her staff.

And the fact that their model for this would be the very Cordova they were about to destroy struck her as rather ironic.

"Fio, pass me the next one. Serge, take a look at this."

In situations like this, Serge's knowledge from his previous life in Japan was useful.

Though he hadn't come from a law school background, he had received ordinary history lessons, so he had a reasonable understanding of legal transitions.

"Nee-chan, isn't this way too lenient no matter how you look at it?"

By this point, even within the army, Serge's way of addressing Ria as "Nee-chan" had become fixed.

"Ah, the people of Cordova have suffered under tyranny for years. Once they experience kindness, they'll never think to revolt."

"Hmm, but I read somewhere that laws are better off being strict rather than poorly lenient…"

"That's the story of Zi Chan from China. Under a virtuous ruler, governance should be as familiar and gentle as water, but under a ruler lacking virtue, the people become too accustomed to leniency, so it's better to deal with them as strictly as fire."

Since Ria enjoyed historical novels, she had read her fair share.

Don't look at her with such strange eyes.

"… Nee-chan, do you have virtue?"

"Nope."

But she did have dignity. Overwhelming military achievements and fame.

Serge, who took such a nonchalant attitude toward that hegemonic ruler, had actually earned some respect without realizing it, though he himself was unaware.

There probably weren't any vassals among their opposing generals who could flatly tell their king to his face that he lacked virtue.

"By the way, Your Majesty."

"Hm?"

"The castle walls are nearly destroyed, so perhaps we should launch a charge…"

At her general's suggestion, Ria merely glanced forward briefly before returning her attention to the documents.

"Not yet."

"However, if we destroy them any further, we won't be able to use them ourselves."

"That's fine. I planned to destroy them completely from the start and build new ones."

The general's jaw dropped.

"I mean, such a small fort would just get taken back immediately, right? That's why I brought 150,000 soldiers—for the construction work."

The general said nothing more.

Shortly after that, the garrison soldiers raised the white flag, unable to endure the relentless barrage of boulders.

"Aah, I'm exhausted."

Inside her tent, on cloth spread over the ground, Ria lay down still holding documents.

Though her body had only been on horseback all day, it was her mind that was tired.

To begin with, this sort of thing should probably be left to scholars, but what was needed now wasn't universally applicable law.

Ria's dictatorship was necessary until the Millennium.

"Fio, Fiiiooo～"

"What is it?"

"Give me a lap pillow～"

"A-a lap pillow…"

Fio obediently sat down on the floor, and Ria placed her head on her knees.

"Maal～, be my hug pillow～"

"Okay～"

Accustomed to this, Maal snugly settled into Ria's arms.

"Ah, that's not fair～"

Irina hugged Maal from the opposite direction.

"What are you even doing…"

With an exasperated, yet slightly envious voice, Shizuna entered the tent and glared at Ria.

"Being healed… Come on, Shizuna, over here."

"Eeh～?"

Though wearing a displeased expression, Shizuna sat down next to Fio. It was cute how obviously she wanted attention.

Ria wrapped her arm around Shizuna's waist and pulled her close, then began caressing Shizuna's bottom with her left hand.

"Wait… not here…"

"So nice and soft～"

Since Ria said it so honestly, Shizuna's cheeks reddened even as she focused on those fingertips. Ria wasn't just caressing her—she was definitely gauging Shizuna's reactions.

It was frustrating. But it felt good.

"What are you doing?"

A cold voice echoed through the tent.

Carla-sama was watching.

She wasn't particularly jealous, nor was she angry—she gazed at Ria and the others with a mysterious expression.

Those innocent eyes rather made Ria feel uneasy.

"Ria, I don't mind if you indulge yourself, but there are outside observers. You should have someone standing guard at the entrance."

Rather, her voice was gentle.

"Yes."

"Also, these are documents that arrived from Manesh. I know you're tired, but please review them by tomorrow."

Having said that and set down the documents, Carla briskly departed.

"As expected, the legal wife is something else…"

"She didn't seem jealous at all."

Shizuna and Fio whispered admiringly. Indeed, jealousy seemed like an emotion utterly foreign to Carla.

That, in its own way, made Ria feel a bit lonely.

Repairing the fort and turning it into a proper fortress didn't take long at all.

Materials had been prepared, manpower was plentiful, and supervising the work were engineers from Cordova who had been enemies until just recently.

Though they were first-rate combat engineers, it wasn't as if the country had forced them—they took the initiative to work themselves. The large-scale walls were completed quickly.

Cordova did send an army corps several days later, but their numbers were overwhelmingly inferior. It would have been better if they'd actually attacked, but they merely stared forlornly at the walls and went home.

Leaving the fortress to nearby nobles, Ria's main army moved on to its next target.

With nearly identical developments, two more forts fell. And again in the same manner, they were fortified.

On the second attempt, Cordova prepared a considerable force to recapture them, but the catapults used in the siege were turned to defense, inflicting heavy casualties and forcing their retreat.

By the third time, they had stationed substantial troops from the start, but even so, they were powerless before the mechanical might of the massive number of catapults that had been prepared in advance.

Furthermore, in this battle, Guinevere's prized golem soldiers finally strode across the battlefield.

The golem soldiers, advancing with infantry support, displayed offensive and charging power exceeding even ogres.

On flat ground, nothing could stop their charge. Even the encampment that had been built to be sturdy had its palisades smashed by single punches as they surged into the camp's interior.

Infantry charged through the gaps the golem soldiers opened, widening the breach.

This devastating power was something neither infantry nor even cavalry could possibly match.

"But we also found quite a few flaws, didn't we."

Serge said to Ria while storing away the broken golems.

"Well, of course. It's not like new weapons ever perform flawlessly right from the start."

Ria remained calm throughout. Guinevere should have been prepared for this as well.

The first problem with the golem soldiers was their impact resistance. And not from the expected enemy charges from the sides, but from vertical impacts.

Stumbling over small differences in elevation and falling, with the person inside hitting their head numerous times. If someone died from that, it wouldn't even be a funny story.

"It's just like Spe*unker, isn't it."

"You know some obscure references…"

Also, when faced with extraordinary warriors who exceeded the norm, the golems could only respond with golem-level movements.

There were a few strong soldiers among the enemy who could easily slice through magically reinforced armor.

And the biggest flaw was probably their maintainability.

Destroyed for the aforementioned reasons, there were no facilities or arsenals to maintain and repair the disabled golems. There weren't even people available to perform maintenance.

The technology created by the genius Guinevere had not yet been standardized among the battlefield engineers.

"Still, they're definitely useful in pitched battles. Please take them back for repairs."

"Roger."

At the very least, seatbelts and helmets should be mandatory for the riders inside. Why hadn't they thought of that sooner?

Golems were something you fought against, not something you rode inside—that preconception had seeped into their thinking since reincarnating into this world.

There was also the fact that in their previous lives, despite all those robot anime, combat robots that humans could pilot were never actually developed.

"When I get back to Manesh, I'm going to seriously tackle golem development."

When it came to practical combat, Serge couldn't really claim to be well-versed in magical theory.

Once this war reached a lull, perhaps he should seriously consider studying abroad at the Magic City.

With three forts captured, the Ogress army turned toward its final objective—a single fortress.

Unlike the previous three forts, this one had deep moats and high, thick walls. Its garrison now numbered over 30,000, making it a strategic stronghold that completely blocked the route into Cordova.

Maladus Fortress. Previously, Ria had given up capturing this fortress and withdrawn. It had been a rational decision at the time, but seeing how much it had been reinforced now, she couldn't help feeling conflicted.

Though Reyas said nothing in particular, there were probably those who had doubts about Ria's decision back then.

"Now then, a frontal assault would be foolish, but taking a detour would interfere with supply lines. We haven't prepared enough to incite defection, and we have no bait to lure them out…"

As it happened, Ria did have a way to easily capture this fortress. Though it could hardly even be called a plan.

If Ria and a few of her companions infiltrated and opened the main gate, the capture would be complete. It would be even better if they assassinated the commander on the way.

But politically, was that something she should do?

For one thing, if she did that, her allied generals would be absolutely furious.

Ria believed it was perfectly natural for warriors to die in battle.

But having warriors die needlessly in battle was a commander's negligence.

Most likely, no one realized how much Ria was trying to minimize soldier casualties. But Ria wanted to value her soldiers.

The conquest of Cordova was essentially a preliminary bout. The main event would be the war against the demon tribe, whose true nature remained completely unknown.

(So I'll end up having to kill Rei and Asuka too, huh…)

Even as her mood grew melancholy, Ria couldn't afford to stop thinking.
The Fortress
"A hole?"

"That's right. A trench, to be precise."

The siege of Maladus Fortress began with surprisingly unglamorous work.

They would approach the fortress situated on high ground by digging zigzagging trenches.

It was a tactic that had never existed in this world until now.

The siege of Maladus Fortress would go down in history.

And it all began with such mundane labor.

"Now that we're actually doing it, this really does seem like a good idea. How did Your Majesty come up with this?"

Reyas asked admiringly, but she could hardly tell him it was cheat knowledge from her previous life. She simply exchanged glances with Serge and laughed.

Still, it was strange that trench fortifications hadn't been developed long ago. She wanted to have a word with those Japanese reincarnators about reflecting on their actions.

"It's not just digging straight down—digging at angles is key. That way, even the enemy's magical attacks will have their power reduced."

Ah, so that was why. Simply digging ordinary trenches wouldn't protect against things like magical flames or wind.

That's why the concept of crisscrossing diagonal trenches had never been conceived.

Normally, it would be easier to just use earth magic to create walls. But walls of that caliber couldn't withstand catapult attacks.

Now then, Cordova's tactics were refined.

Refined, but not innovative.

Though they were proficient in the deployment of weapons, they were lacking in weapon improvement. Technology was the sole weakness in Cordova's military might.

As they closed the distance, despite the difference in elevation, the disparity in weapon performance meant both sides' losses were roughly equal.

And when losses became equal, how well each side could recover became crucial.

They had Carla for that.

Though she wielded tremendous healing magic, Ria had her regulate her usage so that she always kept more than half her magical power in reserve.

Even if someone lay dying right before their eyes.

Even if there were those who could still be called back from death's door at that very moment.

There was a limit to how much magical power could be used in a single day.

"The Viscount has fallen in battle!"

"Carla! Resurrection magic!"

This was precisely why.

The loss of a senior commander could, depending on circumstances, be more painful than losing 1,000 soldiers.

Especially the one who had just died—he was an old man renowned as a fierce general.

For times like these, Carla's magical power was kept in reserve.

While drinking magical power restoration potions, Carla revived the viscount.

On this battlefield, death was given equally. But life was not.

Gradually, day by day, the fortress's defensive capabilities were being worn down.

"Should we use that?"

Ria spoke these words about a week after the fortress siege had begun.

"That" referred to a weapon that had been prepared for a previous siege but ultimately went unused.

Since she had conceived it herself and even tested it, she knew it would be quite effective.

That weapon was gunpowder.

Because magic had developed in this world, scientific progress was slow. Even fundamental fields like mathematics had developed in a distorted manner.

Ria could produce the raw materials for gunpowder with her magic. After all, they weren't magical substances.

Make black powder, attach a fuse, add iron fragments and scraps to increase lethality, and you have a proper bomb.

They launched these into the fortress using their catapults.

Magical flames or magical wind could be neutralized by dispersing the magical power itself, eliminating their effects.

But there was no magical power involved in a gunpowder explosion.

Setting aside magic that could block all physical effects, magical defenses designed to diffuse magical power couldn't negate the shockwave of an explosion.

It took the enemy mages a little time to realize this fact.

And on the battlefield, a little time was more precious than anything.

Ria's hesitation was brief.

She would launch an all-out attack while the enemy was in chaos. The original plan had been to wear down their morale and forces over more time, but this might be the perfect opportunity.

"Intensify catapult and magical attacks on the enemy's rear, then commit to a full army charge."

Ria's orders spread throughout the entire army.

Leading the charge as always were the hot-blooded ogre warriors.

Raising their battle cries, they burst forth from the trenches.

Enemy arrows pierced through the warriors.

Yet trampling over the fallen, allied soldiers reached the castle walls.

Long ladders were placed against the walls. Soldiers trying to climb over were doused with boiling oil.

The casualties were turning out heavier than expected.

But once she had made her decision, and with victory in sight, she couldn't give the order to retreat.

"Nee-chan, want me to at least break the gate?"

The steel castle gate was sturdy enough that even considerable magic probably couldn't breach it. If they could break it, soldiers could pour in all at once.

The problem, however, was that using such magic would draw attention.

"I can't credit you for it. And it would be bad if you stood out."

"I know. So, can I?"

"… Please do. Irina, guard him too."

"Okaaay."

The potential danger that might come for Serge in the future versus the military gains right before her eyes.

Thinking rationally, she should prioritize Serge's safety above all else.

But Ria wanted Serge's strike.

"Roger."

And so Serge and Irina burst out of the trench.

He faced the fortress's main gate. It was reinforced with magical defenses, a formidable barrier. Even if a hundred ordinary mages gathered, they likely couldn't scratch it.

But Serge had spacetime magic. And a new skill granted by Valis.

[Chant Discard]

It was neither chantless nor abbreviated casting—it was the ultimate close-combat weapon for mages.

Amplify. Accelerate. Accelerate. Accelerate.

Serge's magic was amplified, with acceleration stacked on top.

And then—Explosive Transfer.

The current Serge could invoke that spell with room to spare.

With a thunderous roar, the main gate warped and was forced open.

Once opened, the gate was too bent to ever close again.

Through that gap, fearless soldiers charged in.

The battle's outcome had been decided.

Inside the fortress, where formations couldn't be maintained, individual combat prowess was everything.

And that was the ogres' domain.

With bladed weapons, with blunt weapons, with bare hands.

They slashed, bludgeoned, and crushed the enemy soldiers.

Limbs were severed and sent flying, teeth scattered, faces caved in.

Blood flowed like a river, and some soldiers slipped and fell in it.

The frenzied ogres couldn't distinguish friend from foe. Everyone scrambled to flee from their vicinity.

The enemy commander was a rational man.

Because he was rational, he didn't push his luck. When it came to this, he fled the fortress along with his staff officers.

"The enemy general has fled!"

"The enemy commander has escaped!"

Such cries rose from the beastkin reconnaissance units.

Because it was true, it drained the remaining fortress soldiers of their will to fight.

Even units that had been fighting bravely on their own threw down their weapons upon hearing it.

"Surrender!"

"Don't kill those who surrender!"

"Don't kill those who surrender!"

Thus concluded the siege of Maladus Fortress.

Looking only at the results, it was an overwhelming victory for the attackers with minimal casualties.

Rather, the postwar cleanup was more troublesome. Starting with the broken main gate, many facilities had become unusable.

They needed to repair them and prepare to intercept the enemy who would almost certainly counterattack soon.

The siege weapons could be repurposed as defensive weapons, but the problem was disposing of the corpses.

This time, because the ogres had gone a bit too hard, there were many enemy casualties.

Carla had also used considerable magical power, so she naturally had no capacity left to revive enemy dead.

"If I had to find fault, I suppose it's a shame we let the enemy leadership escape."

She knew she shouldn't expect perfection in war, yet Ria couldn't help dwelling on it.

For instance, they lost eight ogre warriors this time.

Should she say "only eight" or "as many as eight"?

For Ria, it was the latter.

Even after several days passed and the fortress repairs were on track, no enemy recapture force came.

"This region was only recently annexed by Cordova, so they may be having trouble gathering soldiers."

One of the staff officers offered this explanation. Indeed, even Cordova, which prided itself on iron discipline, might be seeing its chains weaken after suffering defeat after defeat.

"Let's ask the beastkin to increase their scouting. Also, if they find beastkin settlements, try negotiating to see if they'd join our forces."

So far, Cordova's army was composed entirely of humans. That was fortunate.

If cat beastkin came on a meowing march with spears, even Ria didn't think she could bring herself to give ruthless orders.

To prevent such psychological warfare from being deployed against them, they needed to liberate the beastkin as quickly as possible.

Beastkin were sent running to the settlements, and forces were dispatched to nearby human villages as well. After giving her instructions, Ria decided to return to Manesh for the time being.

She left Reyas as the fortress commander with the staff officers remaining as well. Only her personal guard and secretary accompanied Ria.

If assassins showed up here, it would just add another tale to her story, but they arrived at Manesh without incident.

Ria had business with Guinevere.

It was about Carla.

In this battle, Carla had used her magical power to near exhaustion, consuming restorative potions in such quick succession that they stopped being effective.

Restoring that much magical power, she healed not only allies but even wounded enemies.

Of course, Ria had no objection to healing enemy prisoners after battle.

But this time, with the enemy casualties being so severe, her devoted treatment bordered on self-sacrifice.

Come to think of it, Ria didn't really know the person called Carla.

Dragon slayer. Wife. A holy woman who didn't believe in gods.

She could list characteristics in words, but none of them seemed to capture Carla's true essence.

Carla didn't show her heart to others.

If she showed anything, it was the kindness of worrying about someone. And that wasn't merely for appearances.

And she was strong.

Strong of heart. She was unshakeable. She accepted everything. Even Ria herself.

Ria felt there was something inhuman about that.

She needed to know about Carla.

Simply asking her directly probably wouldn't get answers. Or even if she answered, it might not be the answer Ria was hoping for.

So Ria needed to speak with Guinevere. With that queen who was supposedly Carla's best friend.

Sensing this would be a tougher negotiation than any battle, Ria's lips curled into a wry smile.
Her Lips
"Ah～, welcome back～"

Buried under a mountain of documents, Guinevere greeted Ria in the office.

Though fatigue showed on her face, her eyes alone sparkled with intensity. Ria had already heard from the court ladies that the queen had been staying up all night messing with her golems.

"Looks tough."

"Not really. When you're doing something you love, you forget all about being tired."

Indeed, that was probably true.

In her previous life, Ria had trained in swordsmanship while coughing up blood. And things like organizing laws were mentally exhausting work.

"I wanted to talk to you about something…"

"Sure, I was wanting a little break myself… Want to take a bath together?"

"Ah, sounds good."

These two may not look it, but they shared many similar hobbies and tastes. Loving baths was one of them.

The two entered a vast bathtub filled with hot water.

Dismissing the court ladies, they created a space for just the two of them.

Shizuna might feel danger to her person in this situation, but Guinevere knew she wasn't Ria's type.

Guinevere had her hair wrapped up in cloth, but Ria let hers drift freely in the water.

"So, what did you want to talk about?"

"It's about Carla."

Ria told her about Carla's behavior at Maradas Fortress.

"I see, that does sound like something that girl would do."

It didn't seem to be anything unusual to Guinevere.

Floating her large breasts in the hot water, she said something striking.

"Do you want that girl?"

Ria's breath caught.

Guinevere had guessed exactly what she was thinking. Had she really been making such a lustful face?

"If you're serious, you have to convey your feelings head-on. Clumsy tactics won't work. But if you face her sincerely—"

With her finger, the queen lifted a strand of Ria's hair.

"That girl will respond to you."

"I'm a woman, you know."

It was a bit late to say it, but Ria said it anyway. The queen simply laughed in response.

"So what?"

"You should understand this as a queen too. A relationship between two women is already unfruitful enough, and on top of that, she's a noble."

As the queen silently urged her to continue, Ria let out her feelings of helplessness.

"She has a duty to leave behind her bloodline, doesn't she?"

Even if Carla was called her wife, if someone else came along, she would have to let her go. Ria had always been prepared for that.

"Wrong. Not wrong, but wrong."

The queen smiled mysteriously, as if presenting a riddle. This attitude of knowing Carla better than anyone irritated Ria.

"What's wrong about it!?"

Ria raised her voice without meaning to.

Yes, she might as well admit it.

She was jealous of this woman.

Of this woman who knew Carla better than she did.

"To get that angry about it, you really must love that girl…"

She deflected Ria's intimidation with just a light shrug. What a remarkable woman.

But the smile that followed was gentle, yet somehow lonely, leaving Ria at a loss for words.

"I'll tell you. That girl's secret."

The queen's golden eyes pierced through Ria. It was an intense gaze. If she looked away now, she would surely be scorned.

"That girl cannot bear children."

Ria's memory of what happened after that was unclear.

When she came to, she was sitting on the bed in her room, still in her bathrobe with her hair barely dried.

This was the first time she had been so shocked by something concerning someone other than herself.

"She doesn't menstruate. The doctors say it's something she was born with."

Guinevere had said something like that, but it no longer mattered.

Just as Ria couldn't become a man.

Carla couldn't bear children.

It hurt.

Why did it hurt? She had accepted as natural that she herself couldn't have children. So why, when it came to Carla…

Even without children, a person can live. She had been prepared for that. It had been the same in her previous life.

But Carla's case was different.

She had decided to live for others after learning she couldn't leave behind descendants.

Only Guinevere had known about that resolution.

Only her best friend had been told. Not Ria.

Though perhaps it wasn't the kind of thing one would talk about anyway.

If Carla couldn't have children, then even if she stayed by Ria's side for life, it wouldn't be unnatural.

She didn't know how long those who possessed the Dragon's Bloodline might live…

"Ria?"

She had heard the knock. She knew who was outside the door.

That's why she didn't answer.

"I was told you called for me…"

Carla entered the room naturally, placed the documents she was holding on the desk, then walked over to Ria, who was still in her bathrobe.

"Your hair is still wet."

Carla took out a handkerchief and tried to dry Ria's hair, but instead, her arm was grabbed.

Ria stood up, restrained both of Carla's hands, spun her around, and pushed her down onto the bed.

"Ria?"

Even in this situation, there was no wavering in Carla's eyes.

A strength that seemed able to accept anything—or perhaps a kind of self-abandonment.

"I heard from Guinevere. That you can't have children."

She knew her own voice sounded terribly cold.

"Yes. That's why I never married."

Indeed, she was an eternal maiden.

A terribly distorted ideal goddess for men.

Beautiful, never aging, her love overflowing endlessly, bestowed fairly upon all.

Drops of water from Ria's hair fell and wet Carla's face as she lay pinned beneath her.

"You are my wife."

This time, without any hesitation.

Ria kissed Carla.

Once, twice, and on the third time, the tip of her tongue parted those lips.

She traced along her soft tongue as if savoring it. The sweetness sent shivers down her spine.

Beneath her body, Carla trembled.

With lingering reluctance, Ria separated her lips from Carla's.

A thread of saliva briefly connected them.

"Someday, without fail…"

Ria groaned. As if making a declaration.

"Someday, I will make your body and heart mine. I will make it so you cannot live without me. So that you think of nothing but me."

Saying it like a curse, Ria released her hands.

Carla remained lying on the bed for a while, but eventually she sat up and straightened her slightly disheveled hair.

Then she began fixing Ria's bathrobe, which had become disordered, as Ria still sat on the bed.

Her fingertips brushed ever so slightly against Ria's skin.

It was surely just coincidence, but Ria shivered at the subtle pleasure.

"I live for my country and for my people."

Carla declared.

"And now, for you who lead them."

It wasn't what she had hoped to hear, but for Carla, it was a confession.

"Someday, I will make you obsessed with me."

With a bow to Ria's parting shot, Carla left the room.

Ria didn't know.

How intensely Carla's heart had been pounding beneath her.

Ria didn't know.

That Carla had touched her own lips, savoring the sweetness of Ria's.

Ria didn't know.

How much Carla already loved her.

… Ria didn't know.

Several days passed after that.

Word came that the fortress they had established as a bridgehead at the southern end of Cordova was under attack by a large Cordovan army.

Ria set forth with only the Ogre army and Casalia army at hand to lead the relief force.

Behind her, of course, was Carla.

"The enemy force is approximately five corps strong. It appears they prioritized speed, so their siege weapons and supply trains are minimal."

Fio's report came from the beastkin within Cordova's territory.

They had only become Cordovan territory about ten years ago, and since they had been treated as a race entirely beneath humans, they immediately offered their full cooperation to Ogress.

Ria responded in kind, officially recognizing each tribe's leader as a noble. How succession was handled within the tribes was not her concern.

When the Cordovan army learned that the opposing force exceeded their own, they immediately withdrew.

She didn't know who their commander was, but it was a wise decision. After all, they faced approximately double their numbers. And thirty thousand of them were ogres.

They should have known from the battles so far that they couldn't win in a direct confrontation.

"Things are going to get a bit troublesome from here."

Ria muttered, but Fio unexpectedly threw her a lifeline.

"But Ria-sama, according to Cordova's military regulations, if they encounter the enemy, they're supposed to be punished for retreating without engaging at least once, unless there are exceptional circumstances."

"Well, what do you know."

She instinctively checked the document, and Ria laughed. It was a mocking laugh.

"Cordova is suffering from institutional fatigue."

"Institutional fatigue? What's that?"

Fio didn't seem to understand what it meant, but Ria could clearly perceive it.

Now that she thought about it, while the Cordovan army's movements were disciplined, they lacked the vigor befitting a military force.

War was literally a fight of blood against blood. It was a mistake to demand complete human reason and order in such a setting.

This war might end sooner than expected. That's what Ria thought.

If war was humanity's unforgivable sin, then ending it quickly was the least a ruler could do.

"In addition to the beastkin, increase the human scout units as well. Also, spread rumors as much as possible in human-inhabited towns."

Cordova was a nation that had rapidly expanded its territory, which meant it hadn't completely won over the hearts of its new territories' people.

Given the oppressive rule they had experienced, if their former lords returned leading armies, there was a high likelihood of rebellion.

At this time, Ria decided to end the war with Cordova quickly.
The Invasion Begins
Ria entrusted an army to the nobles who were formerly lords of those lands, aiming to break apart Cordova's territory.

Of course there was the danger of being defeated piecemeal, but even so, she chose to expand the front lines and seize territory all at once.

The former lords who had become her staff officers departed with great enthusiasm. That was only natural. When it came to reclaiming their ancestral lands, it would be strange not to be fired up about it.

The army Ria entrusted to them wasn't composed of ogres or Casalia's elite troops.

It was primarily the combined forces of Manesh and other lords, so even if they failed, she had calculated for the damages to be minimized.

As a result, there were territories where this was effective, and territories where they failed to recover the land.

Ria, together with her staff officers, studied the causes.

Well, the reasons were obvious. Territories that had enjoyed good governance welcomed their former lords with open arms. As for the lords who had foolishly imposed even harsher rule than Cordova, they were driven out by their own people who sided with Cordova's forces.

Nobles who recovered their territories through their own power would be left to govern their previous territories as before. In cases where Ogress' forces were necessary, their lands would be reduced.

After all, mankind no longer had the luxury of supporting nobles who indulged in luxury.

"It appears Cordova's governance was even less appealing than expected."

One of the staff officers said as much, and it was certainly true.

Particularly the countries that had been annexed in the past few decades rose up in rebellion as soon as outside pressure was applied.

"And yet, countries that continued with even worse exploitation than Cordova…"

Ria placed her hand on her forehead. It had that "Are you stupid? Do you want to die?" kind of feeling.

To begin with, Cordova had targeted such countries to expand its influence, then used its grown national power to annex surrounding countries. In other words, the order was reversed.

It seemed they'd had a succession of quite intelligent leaders, but thinking that approach would work forever was Cordova's folly.

Ria believed that no country could last forever.

Even the empire that boasted of its three-thousand-year history had disappeared, its cause unknown.

The five kingdoms including Casalia had continued for a thousand years, but the royal families that held great power were Casalia, Lemdria, and Istria, while Luabra and the like were said to be on the verge of collapse.

Even Casalia, while not at the point of collapse, had faced many crises of decline.

What had overcome those was human strength.

Not the strength of a system. Systems were certainly useful for governance, but it wasn't rare for them to bloat and torment society.

That was when the power of exceptional individuals became necessary.

Ria didn't believe in democracy. Of course, that included socialism and communism under the umbrella of democracy.

What she thought was best was a saintly dictatorship.

An absolute autocracy by a ruler with as few errors as possible. If talented individuals could be placed at the top, it would be the most efficient.

Of course, in reality, that too was nothing but armchair theory.

Ria had never thought of herself as a saint, and Guinevere would be far better at handling politics.

But right now, to destroy Cordova and fight against the Demon King, it seemed Ria needed to stand at the top.

Even though she didn't want to.

She honestly wished to be excused from it, but when combining authority, lineage, personal military might, and charisma, at least in the northwestern part of the continent, there was no one more suited than Ria.

"Shall we also start diplomatic maneuvers from inside Cordova?"

Naturally, Cordova had nobles other than the royal family. Though it was a centralized nation, that didn't mean there were no nobles.

Ogress would recognize nobles who still had popular support among the people. In other words, guarantee their current domains now.

If this made them abandon Cordova, that would be good. If they even went so far as to betray Cordova, that would be most welcome.

"Let us arrange for that immediately."

The actual work was left to the staff officers. Ria would think about the big picture.

There were various minor schemes to consider, but ultimately, they needed to crush the enemy's main forces.

And then, occupy Cordova's capital. Crush the royal family so they could never rise again.

Or rather, should they prop up a royal with popular support as the legitimate Count of Cordova?

If it went well, they could split the country. It would prevent losses from occupation.

Scheming was quite enjoyable to think about, at least. Whether it succeeded was another matter.

Conversely, she also considered her opponent's stratagems.

Cordova's plots had, in fact, mostly fallen apart due to Ria's appearance.

What had Cordova's stratagems been until now? Taking away the opponent's national power through pressure, concessions, and division, ultimately leading to annexation.

But the countries that should have been annexed had instead united due to Ria's appearance.

Of course, there were likely plots to instigate separation from this alliance called Ogress.

However, currently, Ogress had achieved victory after victory against Cordova, so there was no reason to break away.

Unlike Cordova, Ria hadn't imposed unreasonable demands on the countries under her. For now, at least.

She wasn't pressuring them into annexation either. At most, she formed advantageous alliances.

Shashmeer and the like continued to exist as semi-independent city-states.

Ria's objective, her national strategy, was clear.

Dealing with the Millennium.

Once that was over, she couldn't care less.

Ria would abdicate, make the young prince a puppet, and have Guinevere govern as regent.

She had the ability for it, and the motivation… well, probably more than Ria had.

The Great Collapse and the Divine Dragon's successor could be dealt with when the time came.

They were probably a long way off.

After that, Ria would set out on a journey again.

How many would come with her this time?

She'd bring Carla along. She'd somehow sweet-talk her way into convincing her, and take her no matter what.

Shizuna would probably follow. Despite everything, she liked being teased by Ria.

What about Fio? She herself would probably want to come. But was it really alright to keep abducting a noble's daughter?

Irina would have to be brought along, of course.

Maal would probably come. Gig wouldn't be a problem either. Lulu and Carlos could go find happiness on their own, those bastards.

Surprisingly, Serge might not come along. Perhaps she should raise his peerage so he could realize his harem dream.

Ah, but she needed to find a bride for Matsukaze soon.

Drawing such a map of the future that could be called a delusion in her mind, Ria prepared for the battle that loomed before her.

The Ogress army began its invasion.

They could have waited for various plots to take effect, but by first applying military pressure, they would raise the success rate of those plots even further.

They suppressed every village, town, and fortress on the map like carpet bombing.

They basically didn't harm the residents, and soldiers were bound by slave contracts with set time limits.

This stance of the Ogress army, which didn't impose oppression, was generally well-received by the populace.

But Ria didn't let her guard down. Just because there was change, there would be people who hated that change.

Those people would, unfortunately, be removed from the stage.

They were the minimal necessary sacrifices to reduce overall casualties.

While passing through such towns, Ria was occasionally targeted by assassins.

Usually, her guards dealt with them, but there were some with incredible skill who got close enough to Ria to stab her arm with a poisoned knife.

"Well done."

Ria had enough composure to say just that to the assassin she cut down with a return stroke.

Even deadly poison that would normally kill instantly only made Ria feel a slight tingle. She didn't even need to bother with an antidote.

"It's nothing serious. The blood of a dragon flows through me. I cannot be killed by poison."

She calmed the fussing people around her with those words.

Indeed, in legend, no dragon had ever been killed by poison.

There were also times when poison was mixed into her food, but that wasn't a problem either.

Rather, what Ria needed to be careful about was Serge being targeted.

Carla was also an important figure in terms of preserving their forces, but she had the same all-resistance as Ria.

Serge had been given all the resistance magic that could be made in Manesh, but if something like hydra poison were used, he would die.

There was no one who could take over for him, who handled supplies with his space-time magic.

"That's why you can't stand out. At least until this battle is over."

It was a heartless way of putting it, but that level of joking was understood between them.

The establishment of logistics through Serge's magic was the ultimate deciding factor for victory in this war.

There were various reasons they were fighting advantageously against Cordova: Ria's individual strategic planning ability, her Gift's command ability, the ogre corps' combat power, and Manesh's technological prowess. But ultimately, these were the deciding factors.

Ria's armament production capability and Serge's transportation ability.

After all, war was about gathering a large number of people, feeding them, and arming them. The side that did that better won.

"War is about numbers, aniki."

"Huh?"

To the staff officers who made puzzled faces, Ria casually made up a story about this being something she once said to an older brother who passed away long ago.

Among the staff officers who somehow seemed convinced, only Serge was snickering.

In truth… these references from her past life were becoming one of the factors adding to Ria's mystique.

An ever-victorious young beautiful general who sometimes said things they couldn't understand. And only the young mage in charge of logistics understood her.

There must be some reason behind this, the veteran staff officers thought as they consulted strategy books and military classics. They were naturally improving their own education, but if Ria knew about it, she would have writhed in embarrassment.

Two weeks since the Ogress army began its invasion into Cordova's territory.

With practically no resistance to speak of, the Ogress army was encroaching on their territory.

The reason Cordova offered no resistance was simply that preparations took time.

If they fielded poorly prepared forces, they would be defeated piecemeal before the Ogress army's massive forces.

Organize a large army and crush them in a decisive battle. That was the answer Cordova's leaders reached.

But that took more time than expected.

The simple fact that paperwork procedures were slow was a problem of their bloated bureaucratic organization, but even more simply, they struggled to gather soldiers and food for them.

They probably thought it was rebels rather than the enemy, but there was a group conducting raids on villages that were supposed to be key to their supply lines. Since beastkin were confirmed among them, there was no mistake who it was.

Unlike Ogress's regular forces, they were brutal.

First and foremost, they destroyed water resources as much as possible, which all living things needed.

Corpses and excrement were thrown into wells, limiting their means of obtaining water.

They attacked civilians, wounding them enough that they wouldn't die. This was likely to tie up healthy people in caring for the injured.

And food stores were burned without exception. Cordova had no choice but to release military supplies, naturally lengthening their supply lines.

And defending those required even more troops.

Even so, the Cordova army somehow managed to mobilize twenty legions. A great army of 240,000.

Against this, the invading Ogress army was a nearly equal great army of 250,000.

The place of confrontation was Maza Plains, where the Ogress army had taken position first.

The great battle that would later be known as the Battle of Maza Plains was about to begin.
The Great Battle
Ria was troubled.

Troubled from the depths of her heart.

It wasn't about how to win this battle.

She had been thinking the whole time about what manner of victory to achieve.

According to the original plan, she was going to neutralize the enemy forces using simple, clear, yet magnificent and innovative tactics like she had until now.

Considering the charging power of the golem corps and the combat strength of the ogres, she had thought that even against the enemy's maximum mobilization, they wouldn't lose in a pitched battle.

That changed when she received a report from the reconnaissance unit that the enemy's supply lines had been torn to shreds.

Ria had made careful calculations and believed she had Serge prepare sufficient supplies, including surplus food.

However. However.

Demon Tribe Disruption Unit-san, you overdid it.

When you took prisoners, you had to feed them.

She had planned to take that food from the enemy's storehouses, but that was apparently no longer possible.

There was no way she could take food from the residents. Doing that would make enemies of the populace.

Where was she supposed to get food from?

Manesh no longer had surplus food prepared to feed hundreds of thousands of mouths.

Of course, there was nothing left in Cordova either.

In this situation, how was she supposed to deal with the starving enemies and residents?

She never imagined her allies would hold her back in this way.

And yet, these people.

The staff officers before her eyes.

Just how many defeat flags were they raising?

"This territory, as expected, should go to me…"

"I see, then since this one is adjacent to my territory…"

"No, considering future trade routes, I really must have this territory…"

"That's just what's convenient for you. This one also has advantages…"

They were discussing the post-war disposition of Cordova's territories over the map.

Ria instinctively drew her katana and cut the table in two.

Clean in half. The room fell silent.

"Gentlemen, what exactly are you discussing?"

With a cold voice and Dragon Eyes fixed upon them, nearly all the staff officers — in other words, the nobles — gasped.

"With only a 10,000 difference in troop strength, and moreover in a situation where we're inferior in cavalry power, why are you discussing what happens after the war?"

War is something far more pressing, brutal, desperate, and bleak!

Discussing post-war land distribution like you lot are doing — this isn't a topic for a strategy meeting.

Until now, they had never seen Ria angry.

They had been reprimanded for operational failures and lack of ability. But that had always been rational behavior.

This, however, was a complete eruption of emotion.

They learned.

Ria was harsh toward people who didn't take war seriously. She might even despise them.

"Serge, get a replacement table."

"Sorry, there isn't one."

"Then Fio, please prepare one. We'll take a break until then. I need to cool my head, but you all should also make sure to cool yours."

There stood the staff officers, nodding with all their might.
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Inside the tent, Ria sat down heavily on a cushion.

She'd done it. It was close to taking out her frustrations on them. True, it was foolish thinking that ignored priorities, but that wasn't what Ria considered the problem.

No one understood what the problem was. That was what Ria couldn't stand.

Just as she was about to call Serge to share this indignation with him—

"May I come in?"

Carla entered the tent, carrying a pot and cups.

She didn't drink alcohol. Naturally, it would contain milk tea.

"Would you like some?"

"Yeah, thanks."

Sitting up, Ria accepted the cup.

The sweet fragrance of milk tea eased her frayed nerves.

"I showed you an unsightly side of myself."

"No, I think that was fine."

"Really?"

"Yes. The atmosphere in the war council had grown lax."

So it had looked that way to Carla too.

"Even so, it's not good for the supreme commander to explode with emotion."

"No, I think that was fine too."

Carla looked straight at her. With those eyes that resembled the color of the sky.

"You did the right thing."

She affirmed Ria.

"Ria-chan～?"

Maal poked her head in and entered the tent.

Ria beckoned Maal over and embraced her to her chest.

She felt at ease. Maal really was Ria's tranquilizer.

"Ah～, Onee-chan, that's unfair～"

Irina came in, apparently having been chasing after Maal.

It can't be helped. Since she's the Onee-chan, I'll give her half the right to hug Maal.

Following that, her companions came in one after another.

When Lulu and Carlos came in together, Ria thought "Riajuu scum," but right now she was the same.

Last of her traveling companions to enter was Fio. She seemed a bit surprised at the number of people.

"Um, the staff officers wanted me to check on how you were doing."

She wanted to tell them to come see for themselves.

"Well, Nee-chan is scary when she's angry, after all."

Serge agreed in a carefree manner, and even Maal in her arms nodded.

Well, she didn't like it, but if everyone said so, then it must be true.

Ria sighed, yet felt herself relaxing.

"Everyone, I want to borrow your wisdom."

With a serious expression, she spoke those words.
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Several days later, the Ogress and Cordova armies faced off against each other.

It was a large-scale battle rarely seen even in the continental war history.

Due to the sheer size of both armies, neither side could choose a war of attrition.

The two armies that faced off early in the morning deployed their forces as if flowing, and entered combat without any speeches.

Cordova's formation was unchanged from usual.

Heavy infantry at the center, cavalry deployed from both wings.

Cordova's tried-and-true tactics. Despite having already been broken before, did they have no other option?

Or had they grown arrogant, now that they had overwhelming numbers in hand?

Or perhaps they were showing their usual tactics while having some other plan?

No, that wasn't it.

With an army of this scale, hasty tactics would be counterproductive. The most practiced, simple tactics would be the most effective.

You couldn't call it negligence. But you also couldn't say they were progressive.

The Ogress army, unlike before, pushed one of their main forces to the front from the very beginning.

The golem corps.

The charging power of the golems was on a different level from cavalry. The Cordova infantry that had boasted of their iron discipline and truly ironclad defense until now were being trampled with shocking ease.

No matter how many long spears they wielded or steel breastplates they wore, they were powerless before simple mass.

Their center broken through, the Cordova soldiers split to the left and right.

Following that, the cavalry positioned on both sides spread out even further to the left and right, trying to surround the Ogress army.

But even though they had chosen a plain suited for commanding large forces, there were limits to how far the left and right extended.

The uneven terrain and forests that greatly reduced cavalry mobility blocked them, making it impossible for the Cordova cavalry to make use of their specialty.

What remained now was simply a war of trampling.

She sent the ogre soldiers against enemy forces that barely maintained discipline.

When their order collapsed, she immediately pulled them back. The Cordova army that had become mere mobs of soldiers surrendered with disappointing ease.

This was also trust born from Ria's distaste for needlessly killing enemies.

That queen would not meaninglessly slaughter us who have lost the will to fight — or so they believed.

In fact, even in this case, Ria did not kill them.

Even knowing that killing them would be advantageous in terms of provisions, Ria did not kill.

This was both a matter of Ria's aesthetics and a result of considering future occupation policies.

The battle that was supposed to determine hegemony became unexpectedly one-sided.

Enemies who would no longer even flee simply threw down their weapons and surrendered.

They were no longer enemies, but pitiful individuals.

They won the war without greatly reducing Cordova's national power — in other words, its population.

Ria's scheme succeeded frighteningly well.

This great battle began in the morning and ended by evening.

Nearly 200,000 prisoners were disarmed, each unit and commander separated.

That processing took three days.
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And Ria was angry.

Not at anyone in particular — she was angry at the situation.

To feed the nearly 200,000 prisoners, she had to slaughter the captured horses for food.

Tens of thousands of horses.

Ria loved horses just as much as cats. This was hard for her to bear.

Therefore, she was driven to relieve her stress.

Maintaining the mental equilibrium of the supreme commander was tremendously important, after all.

"Let me grope your breasts!"

"Huh?"

She pulled Shizuna, who she had summoned to the tent, close and began unceremoniously groping her chest.

"Haah～, so calming～"

"C-Calming my butt!"

Shizuna protested, face bright red, but it wasn't very persuasive. After all, her body wasn't resisting at all.

"Oh stop it, you feel good too, don't you? What's this? These bumps here?"

She couldn't sexually harass the pure Carla or the serious Fio, but she could with Shizuna.

Because she knew that Shizuna actually enjoyed it.

"Th-That's! Stop!"

"Nope～"

Nibbling on her earlobe, Ria thoroughly toyed with Shizuna.

"Actually, aren't you already wet?"

"I-I'm not!"

That lewd display continued until Carla was summoned and put a stop to it.

"Now then, time to begin the speech."

Stress had been relieved.

She bathed to cleanse herself, polished her armor until it sparkled, and Ria stood before the captive Cordova soldiers.

The content of the speech wasn't particularly novel. But for the Cordova soldiers who stood dazed, realizing they had lost to this beautiful girl before their eyes, it was effective enough.

She spoke concretely about how much oppression the country called Cordova had imposed until now. She compared it to Manesh.

Then she spoke of how Cordova had not prepared sufficient provisions for this battle, and how they were about to be discarded.

Ria further dangled bait before their eyes.

She would return the weapons and armor taken from them.

In the coming assault on Cordova's capital, they would serve as the vanguard.

Violence against citizens was forbidden, but all the treasures of the royal palace would be left to the soldiers' plunder.

It was outrageous.

The royal palace had been an unattainable flower for the soldiers. An existence they could only look up at.

And they were told they could violate it however they pleased.

To the commanders who were not swayed by mere impulse, she also made an attractive proposal.

If they distinguished themselves in this battle, they would be elevated to Ogress nobility.

"However, only for three days after breaching the capital's walls. Anyone who continues plundering beyond that will be executed without question."

Carrot and stick. There probably hadn't been such a clear example of this on the continent.

With the soldiers who had been Cordova soldiers until just the other day now under her command, their morale couldn't possibly be higher.

Leading a great army of 400,000, Ria advanced toward Cordova's capital.
The Battle for the Capital
There was a man named Manyu.

He was a high-ranking bureaucrat of Cordova, a man who held the lowest seat in the royal court's council.

As the palace fell into chaos over the threat of the approaching Ogress army, he made a single proposal to the King of Cordova.

"How about we free the slaves and turn them into soldiers?"

Those words shifted the mood of the council, which had been leaning toward surrender.

Ria had issued several surrender demands to Cordova, but each one had been rejected.

The reason was simple: Cordova still had sufficient military forces remaining.

However, the army of twenty legions they had sent as their elite had suffered defeat before the Ogress army, and now that army was marching toward the capital.

Ria's words about making the royal palace's treasures into rewards had already reached them.

Even now, if they surrendered and came under her rule, they would at least be guaranteed their positions as Cordovan earls.

But Manyu urged them to wait.

Would the Queen of Ogress really spare the life of Cordova's king after he had resisted this much?

The same went for the nobles who had been the king's close aides.

Cordova's capital had strong walls and food supplies. As long as they had sufficient forces to rely on, they could still fight.

And after putting up a good resistance and demonstrating their strength, wouldn't they be able to negotiate better terms, even if they did eventually surrender?

Manyu's words strongly swayed the will of the king and nobles.

"Then, Manyu, is there anyone left in our country who can command the slaves?"

The king finally spoke.

"If permitted, this retainer will stake his life on it…"

The King of Cordova nodded firmly.

"By the way, Fio, take a look at this man's documents. What do you think of him?"

"He seems… very capable."

Fio murmured involuntarily.

Baron Manyu, a bureaucratic noble of the Kingdom of Cordova.

His name was Manyu, but since he was a man, he probably didn't have large breasts.

"Why is it that when a country is on the verge of destruction, capable people like this always appear?"

Ria couldn't help but sigh.

Rather, perhaps a situation where such extraordinary individuals weren't needed was the ideal state for a country.

The news that Cordova was using slaves as soldiers reached her immediately.

Those who participated as soldiers would be freed as commoners afterward.

Those who distinguished themselves would receive either a lump sum or land.

Anyone who captured or beheaded Queen Ryukeriana would be elevated to nobility.

Those were quite attractive terms. Certainly, if Ria were gone now, there would be no one left to attack Cordova.

Reyas might have the ability to lead this great army.

But ability alone wasn't enough. Leadership and legitimacy were also necessary.

If they brought Guinevere in as supreme commander, that might work, but then there would be no one to handle logistics back in Manesh.

And Carla was simply not suited to being a military commander. She might have charisma, but…

They began with a preliminary assault.

The former Cordovan soldiers whose lives Ria had saved attacked the capital with fierce intensity.

The siege equipment was fully prepared. But Cordova's side, knowing they had no escape, naturally raised their morale.

Long ladders were set against the walls, but they were destroyed one after another by stones and logs.

The catapult attacks also failed to do much damage to the magically reinforced walls.

The excessive defensive strength built by some cowardly king generations ago was now proving its worth.
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Five days passed.

The enemy forces had taken moderate damage, but the allied casualties were clearly greater.

Ria attended the war council, but the push for brute force attacks remained strong.

That was only natural. Those being sacrificed were mainly the Ogress soldiers who had formerly been Cordovan soldiers.

It was natural for nobles whose own territories' armies weren't being depleted to keep pushing for attacks.

But that wouldn't work for Ria.

If she didn't subjugate Cordova while preserving its national power, they wouldn't be able to fight the demon tribe in the Millennium.

But even so, Cordova's capital was an iron fortress.

"Attacking the castle is the worst strategy; attacking their hearts is the best…"

She casually spoke those words aloud.

She had said them without much thought, but they changed the direction of the war council.

Thanks to being constantly exposed to Ria's way of thinking, her staff officers had grown.

And from the next day, it was no longer a siege, but psychological warfare.

First, they began mixing paper slips in with the stones being launched.

These were directed at the beastkin.

Even now, they weren't treated equally with humans and weren't even allowed to volunteer as soldiers.

Yet outside the walls, beastkin were already being treated the same as humans, and some were even said to be receiving the queen's favor.

Even without inciting outright rebellion, this caused support from the rear to drop sharply.

Outside Cordova's tall walls, they used earth magic to create an even larger hill, making the inside visible from it.

It wasn't at catapult range, but for humans, having all their movements observed was tremendously stressful.

Under that pressure, the spirits of Cordova's soldiers gradually wore down.

The Ogress army also began constructing not just a camp, but a fortified position with massive walls and moats that could be called a town.

This was a declaration that they would take the capital no matter how long it took. For the Cordovan soldiers hoping to be freed from slavery when the war ended, the prospect of an endless battle filled them with despair.

Similarly, they began another project requiring a large workforce.

The water that supplied Cordova's population came from a great river, and they were constructing works to cut it off.

It was a project requiring enormous labor and technical skill, but the current Ogress army had both.

Moreover, separate rewards were provided for this work.

They also began announcing their bombardments in advance.

The day before, they would drop bundles of paper indicating which district of Cordova would be bombarded the next day.

The following day, that district would naturally be bombarded, and while the physical damage might be limited, the psychological pressure built rapidly.

The walls still stood, but the citizens who supported the soldiers defending them were breaking down.

And then came the final ruthless strategy: separating Manyu and his soldiers from Cordova's leadership.

First, they sent an envoy strongly demanding Cordova's surrender, along with documents promising Manyu, who had fought bravely, the position of viscount.

Perhaps Manyu should have cut down and discarded this envoy. But he courteously sent the messenger back and handed the documents to the palace.

For the moment, the king praised Manyu's handling of the matter, but suspicion had been born.

The contents of the documents were harsh toward the royal family, but generous toward Manyu.
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Several days later, Manyu was dismissed on charges of having secretly met with enemy envoys.

The morale of the slave soldiers defending the walls plummeted.

If this were the Ogress army, Ria or Carla could stand before the troops and rally them.

But Cordova's king had no charisma.

He was simply the existence at the top of Cordova's governing structure, with no need to be capable or to show his face.

One night, without any warning, one of Cordova's gates opened.

Many beastkin fled from it toward the Ogress encampment.

Since this wasn't a coordinated defection, unfortunately they couldn't take advantage of it to invade the city.

But this might have been the final push.

Papers with this fact written on them were launched into Cordova's streets by catapult.

The citizens' support for the crown collapsed completely.

The Cordova famous for its cruel officials was no more. The law had ceased to function.

Military discipline was also lost. One could say that Cordova's fate was sealed the moment Manyu was removed from the front lines.
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Just ten days into the siege.

Cordova offered its surrender to the Ogress army.

In response, Ria permitted the Cordovan royal family to leave the capital with their minimum possessions.

She left the royal palace to the soldiers' plundering.

However, just before that, Casalian soldiers under Fio's direction had removed certain items.

The tax records for all of Cordova, along with law books and case precedents.

Fio valued these bundles of paper, worthless as treasure, above all else.

"Ah, I hadn't thought of that. Good work!"

Ria patted Fio's head and smiled.

Fio smiled happily in return.

The soldiers' plundering was thorough.

Everything of value in the Cordovan castle was gone.

Except for the food, of course.

Honestly, the Ogress army had been running low on provisions, so they were relieved that they could finally wrap up the war.

Baron Manyu, who had been under house arrest, was a rather small and refined man.

It was a wonder how he had been able to command the slaves, but perhaps his very appearance had given them a sense of security.

"Cordova shall be renamed Cornada, and Baron Manyu shall be elevated to earl. I entrust you with the governance of Cornada. Do your best."

Ria announced grandly in the audience chamber.

With an expression that looked like he wanted to cry, the newly named Earl of Cornada accepted it humbly.

An empty treasury. No more slaves. His rule would be difficult.

But Ria believed that such difficult governance was best left to others.

He had overwhelming support from the freed slaves, after all.

Above all, Ria simply couldn't be bothered anymore.

The Earl of Cordova had most of his territory stripped away, but his life was spared, and succession passed to his son.

He would live a long life, passing through the era of upheaval, greeting the Millennium, and seeing the age beyond.

But his name would never appear in history again.
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"I'm so tired～, so tired～"

Rolling around directly on the carpet, Ria troubled those around her once more.

"Here's some tea."

The tea Carla prepared was her usual milk tea.

Ria drank it and finally stopped her baby-like tantrum.

"Ahhh, things are going to be tough from here on～"

She collapsed forward onto the table in exhaustion.

"Indeed. I'll do my best to organize what needs to be done, so please bear with it."

Fatigue was heavy on Fio's face as well. But the one actually moving around the most was probably Carla.

She spent every day healing those who had been injured or fallen ill due to the war.

Since there was no longer any need to keep magical power in reserve, even those who normally wouldn't recover were being restored to full health by her hand.

Because of this, she was often called not the dragonslayer, but the saint.

"This one does not want to work! This one absolutely does not want to work!"

Even though she said that, Ria somehow ended up working anyway.

Hurry back to Manesh, then return to Casalia once, make Fio officially her wife…

Dreaming of a life of luxury and pleasure, Ria did her best today as well.
Dealing With the Postwar Period
It's common sense that wars are busier before and after they happen than while they're ongoing.

Ria worked diligently at her governmental duties every day to rule the vast former Cordova territory that had become her new domain.

"We have no money."

The man who said it so bluntly was Count Cornada.

Originally a financial bureaucrat, he had complete understanding of the national finances.

"… Why?"

"Because Your Majesty generously distributed it to the soldiers."

"Ah, that…"

Of course she remembered permitting them to plunder the treasury.

That had been necessary to win over the Cordovan soldiers. Besides, Ria thought that something like money could easily be produced as long as they had people.

"That may be true, but right now, immediately, we have no money to pay the soldiers."

"… Serge! Serge-emon! Come up with some ideas!"

At times like this, Ria was quick to rely on others.

And when summoned, Serge actually came up with a solution rather easily.

"How about military scrip or government bonds?"

Indeed. Military scrip wouldn't work since the war had ended, but government bonds were viable. Moreover, these would only need to be temporary bonds.

Because Ria had no intention of keeping the bloated bureaucracy of former Cordova.

She wouldn't waste money on the elderly like a certain country either. In that regard, a country without basic human rights was wonderful.

"For now, we should have the wealthy merchants buy them. At around twenty percent annual interest… think that'll work?"

The financial bureaucrat was calculating. The results came immediately. He nodded.

"Also, I'll provide the truly urgent portion from my personal funds, so wait until tomorrow."

She could just create it with genesis magic. While inflation was a concern if she made too much, getting through the immediate crisis was the priority.

However, the cabinet ministers didn't seem to see it that way. They were moved by Ria's stance of using her own private wealth to prevent salary delays.

With this, finances should somehow work out. Since there was cash in Manesh, she could have that transported here.

Next was the matter of law.

Cordova was known as a country ruled by law. Moreover, it was famous for taking rule of law to excess.

What new legal order would they introduce to this Cordova? Also, how would they maintain consistency with the Kingdom of Ogress?

Ria's immediate policy was already decided.

"Major crimes get the death penalty. Minor crimes get the whip. That's all."

The assembled cabinet ministers gaped with their mouths hanging open.

"This isn't permanent, of course. But Cordova had been bound by laws for many years, with a huge number of political prisoners. We need to change the people's thinking from the ground up."

One year. Ria set a deadline.

By then, she needed to unify this vast territory, including Manesh, under a consistent legal system.

Of course, they also needed to establish separate residential areas for ogres and beastkin, which was another challenge.

"For now, grant amnesty to all former political prisoners."

"B-but that's limited to those who targeted Count Cordova, isn't it?"

"Amnesty. In exchange, if anyone tries the same thing against me, or if anyone targets Count Cordova again, there will be no mercy this time."

The judges' faces went pale, but that wasn't her concern. Cordova had far too many trials to begin with.

"Criminal offenses aside, how should we handle matters like territorial disputes?"

"Ah, right, there's that."

Territorial disputes between nobles were things that absolutely required the monarch's ruling to resolve.

Land was a noble's asset, something they must defend, something they stood upon.

"New nobles should probably be robe nobility without land whenever possible."

Guaranteeing their positions with money might actually cause fewer problems.

However, everything had its pros and cons, so no conclusion could be reached in the end.

"For now, since land reclamation is progressing in Manesh's new territories, if too many territorial disputes arise, we'll relocate one of the parties there."

This was something that could only be done while the monarch's power was strong.

Even so, civil matters couldn't be decided as easily as criminal law.

(Liu Bang did an impressive job unifying Guanzhong…)

Ria found herself admiring the great figures from her previous life.

"The temples? I don't know anything about that."

Another problem had arrived.

Ria honestly couldn't understand why such problems kept arising.

But when she listened, it certainly was something relevant to her.

"Carla-sama has been treating the sick and injured completely free of charge, so donations to the temples have decreased."

"Ah, so that's what this is about."

In this world, religious power was weak. After all, the gods themselves had been almost entirely wiped out by the dragons.

Then did faith in dragons become strong instead? Well, because they were real entities, that actually made them harder to worship.

Plus, if you worshipped them carelessly, they might destroy you instead.

That aside, back to the temples.

For the aforementioned reasons, temples held almost no power over secular affairs.

However, they did admirable work as institutions for helping the weak in society.

As monarch, she should make donations to them and have other nobles follow her example.

"Even so, it costs so much money…"

She had known it would, but money kept draining away. A certain merchant came to visit Ria as she lamented this.

"Thank you for your continued patronage. Always smiling, safe and secure, I am Ferna from Black Cat Transport."

"Hey, good to see you."

Black Cat had accepted the difficult task of transporting valuable cash without hesitation. Moreover, they had succeeded quickly.

"Now I can finally breathe."

"Well then, we look forward to working with you again."

"Ah, wait a moment. Would any of Black Cat's leadership be interested in becoming nobility?"

That was actually why she had called for her today.

Black Cat's transportation capabilities were very attractive from both military and commercial perspectives.

Leaving them as a private entity would become a problem in the current situation.

"That's a generous offer, but as we travel between various countries, we can't tie ourselves to any specific nation…"

"I see, I won't force you. But do consider the current situation. The Millennium won't care about national borders."

After finishing her audience with the queen, Ferna let out a deep sigh.

As always, or perhaps even more than usual, she was a person who gave off an oppressive presence.

"Ah, Ferna-san, good work."

Seeing Haruto waiting right by the castle gate, she felt relieved.

Though he would probably object if told so, Haruto was a healing presence. Being with him was calming.

He was probably the person most unconnected to royalty and nobility.

"How did it go? Any unreasonable demands?"

The way he showed concern was different from the people on the executive board. They certainly trusted Ferna, but sometimes she wished they would speak to her more gently.

"No, it was appreciation for our work so far and another recruitment attempt. Haruto-san, I think you could serve as a royal purveyor though."

Haruto couldn't help but smile wryly. That wasn't something he could do.

"Now that this job is done, where will you go next, Ferna-san?"

"Let's see… probably Casalia."

Casalia had lost Cordova as a potential enemy. And Ogress was now a perfectly friendly nation.

This meant a considerable portion of the forces they had stationed at the borders could now be allocated elsewhere.

"I also think it's looking suspicious there. Rather, if Casalia doesn't annex it quickly, small states will start popping up everywhere."

The former empire's territories still didn't belong to any nation. Medium and small lords each maintained defenses over their own territories.

Lemdria was making moves to annex the empire's southeastern regions, but the exact opposite direction would have to be left to Casalia.

"Then we'll be together for a while longer?"

"Ah, yes, that's right."

She could get there instantly with teleportation magic, but Ferna was reluctant to use it.

She thought it wouldn't be bad to actually see the route to Casalia with her own eyes.

"Well then, I look forward to working with you, Ferna-san."

"Yes, likewise."

And so the two of them walked together toward the inn where the wagon was kept.

Northeast of Cordova. Deep in the remote mountains, far from any village.

The group that had finished their sabotage operations against the Cordovan army was preparing to return home.

"Well then, we'll take our leave."

"Yeah, good work. Glad we didn't lose anyone."

Sent off with a rugged smile, the beastkin teleported away. Only Ordo and Pino remained.

"You could have gone back too, you know? You should show your face to your family."

Ordo said. Surprisingly, this man was considerate about such things.

Though his direct superior Asuka despised him, Pino didn't dislike this side of Ordo.

"No, contact with beastkin really should be handled by another beastkin. More importantly, Ordo-sama, is it alright for you to not meet with your wives?"

Yes, that. In other words, the fact that he had built a harem. That was probably why the man-hating Asuka detested him.

Though she herself seemed to be building a harem of girls.

Basically, she hated all men except His Majesty the Demon King.

"Well, something came up that I need to take care of."

The business Ordo spoke of was nothing more than his personal matter.

Carla the dragon slayer. His feelings toward her could only be called love.

"Please be careful not to reduce our fighting strength."

"I know. I'm not interested in dead women."

He would take women he liked by force. He had angered His Majesty the Demon King over this more than twice or thrice, and this time would probably become another such instance.

As a man, Pino could understand it. The way Ordo didn't abuse his power or make flimsy excuses actually felt rather manly.

But this time, his target was who she was.

Recalling the image of that woman with beautiful silver hair, Pino let out a soft sigh.
Homecoming
The expedition army's return home began.

First was Casalia Kingdom's army. Fifty thousand soldiers led by Reyas traced the path back to Casalia.

Among them, a small number had expressed their desire to transfer to Ogress, and their requests were granted.

They were mainly young soldiers who had distinguished themselves in battle. Ria bestowed noble titles upon them—both the men and the few women among them.

Carlos was one of them. For him, who was about to marry a half-elf, Ogress—where the social hierarchy wasn't as rigidly established—would be a more comfortable place to live.

Next were the ogre and beastkin forces. The ogres, having thoroughly enjoyed the war, returned to their homeland with the bones of their fallen comrades on their backs.

More problematic were the beastkin. Ria granted noble titles to those among them who desired it.

This applied regardless of whether they were in Ogress territory or the former Cordova territory.

Beastkin who had been oppressed for many years suddenly becoming nobles—there was certainly opposition from the human side.

However, this policy was one of Ria's fundamental principles.

The establishment of the Nyan-Nyan Mofumofu Kingdom.

Could there be anything more important than that? No, there couldn't!

Opposition to Ria's policies could still be crushed through military force at this point.

Strike while the iron is hot. Her policies were swiftly made known throughout the land.

Half of Manesh's army would also return home for domestic security purposes.

What was painful was that all the golem soldiers had to return to Manesh for maintenance.

Even though that was the only place with the facilities to service them, it was still a significant loss in terms of military strength.

However, looking at the remaining troops and their level of training, it could be said to be sufficient.

Manesh's army, which had achieved victory after victory, and the disciplined former Cordovan army.

Naturally, rebellions occurred.

But these rebellions that broke out immediately were something Ria didn't consider a problem at all.

The policies Ria had put forth, particularly those concerning law, invited massive opposition.

Cordova had practiced racial discrimination for many years and had codified it into rigid laws.

Now that was gone.

The beastkin they had looked down upon just yesterday now sat beside them in meetings.

Setting aside reason, she could understand why some found it unbearable.

But Ria crushed such nobles through sheer force.

The fools who rebelled at a time when Ria's authority and military power were at their peak were, in the end, not her enemies at all.

Ria used the rebellions to essentially sweep away the domestic opposition.

Of course, there were also opponents who hadn't acted rashly, but those who operated on reason and self-interest were actually easier to deal with.

This policy of Ria's to abolish beastkin discrimination was particularly warmly welcomed among the beastkin. In many villages, stone statues of Ria were erected, and they would remain there for many years until worn away by wind and rain.

The day came for Ria herself to leave Cornada as well.

She had to return to Manesh and take care of the accumulated government affairs.

This meant temporarily parting ways with her companions.

First, Maal was going to visit her home, and Irina would accompany her.

Since they had no horse, Ria lent them Rudolph.

Gig was also returning to the ogre village.

Apparently the Ogre King would specially spar with him to see how much he had grown.

He also needed to return for the funeral rites of the fallen ogres.

Shizuna would also be returning temporarily, traveling with a caravan heading to Jaeburg.

As expected, there was no way she could avoid explaining to her family that she had become a queen's wife.

She looked quite depressed about it.

Carla and Serge would be staying in Cornada.

The reasoning was that if something unexpected happened, these two could handle it.

Indeed, with Serge's spacetime magic, instant communication would be possible.

And considering Carla's combat strength, she could likely handle any rebellion immediately.

Of course, Ria was operating under the assumption that no such events would occur.

Ria's remaining companions would return to Manesh together with her.

Carlos, who would officially become an Ogress knight and be ennobled as a baronet, and Lulu, who would be having a wedding ceremony before that.

Thinking about it, Ria had known Lulu since before she had lost her murder-virginity in this world. The fact that someone who felt like both an older and younger sister to her was getting married filled her with deep emotion.

She considered doing the whole "I won't hand over my daughter!" act, but seeing the two being so affectionate with each other despite their embarrassment, she decided not to be a wet blanket.

Fio continued to work as Ria's secretary.

Since she had made the promise, she needed to properly marry her, but she wondered if she should do the whole "Please give me your daughter!" thing.

She would need to return to Casalia for that, so it would have to wait a while longer.

Speaking of marriage, she needed to find a bride for Matsukaze too.

It would depend on the horse's own preferences, but being such a fine steed—and Ria's beloved horse at that—many brides would surely gather.

In fact, wouldn't more come than even some royalty or nobility could attract?

What's this, so the word "harem" was meant for Matsukaze all along?

Carla called out to Serge, who was watching Ria's receding figure from atop the castle walls.

"Are you sure? About not going with her."

"Well… what about you, Carla-sama?"

"I have things I must do."

Carla wore her usual gentle smile.

That was true. Handling administrative duties as Ria's representative, going around to heal the injured and sick—there was plenty of work that only Carla could do.

And Serge also had things that could only be done here. If another rebellion occurred, the transport of supplies wouldn't go smoothly without him.

"Returning to Manesh means dealing with Guinevere-sama's work, which is exhausting, so I'll stay here, watch Carla-sama's treatments, and study magic."

"I don't mind, but…"

Carla placed her hand on her chin in thought.

"That's rather formal."

"Eh?"

"You call Ria 'Nee-chan,' yet don't you find it odd to keep adding '-sama' when speaking to me?"

Actually, Serge calling Ria 'Nee-chan' was a privilege specially granted to him when he was elevated to baronet.

Therefore, no one could stop Serge from calling Ria 'Nee-chan.' However, Carla took a different approach.

"Shouldn't you call me 'Onee-chan' as well?"

This unexpected attack left Serge stunned.

Ria was Nee-chan. More Nee-chan than Nii-chan—she was Nee-chan.

Carla-sama was Carla-sama. The only ones who called her by just her name were probably Ria and Guinevere.

Hardly any cabinet ministers didn't call Carla-sama "Carla-sama," and even those who didn't still used "Carla-dono."

This was a matter of one's caliber as a human being.

"Um, well, since you'll be teaching me magic… maybe Shishou or Sensei…"

In that instant, Carla's expression was filled with sadness.

"T-then, Carla-san. Please let me off with that."

"… Understood. That will do."

Serge felt relieved, but then he noticed something about Carla he had never seen before.

Had the tension broken now that the war was over?

Or had she become anxious about being separated from Ria and the others?

Either way, living with Ria and the others had brought about a change in Carla.

Carla's life in Cornada was orderly.

Early in the morning, before sunrise, she trained in swordsmanship and magic.

After eating a surprisingly hearty breakfast, she would receive citizen petitions or endlessly stamp documents with her seal.

Lunch was light. Apparently so she wouldn't get sleepy.

In the afternoon, she patrolled the city and visited orphanages and hospitals.

At night, she would usually accompany Serge in magical research, though sometimes she was called away for emergencies.

As for Carla's reputation—well, this goes without saying, but it was extremely good.

After all, there was her beauty, her character, and her healing magic.

Her relationship with the temple, which had initially seemed likely to turn hostile, was smoothed over by having her perform her treatments at the temple.

Such a person was naturally called things like the Silver Saint or the Last Angel to Descend to Earth, but she herself flatly stated that she was an atheist.

"To begin with, the other continents were supposedly destroyed because of the gods' foolish war."

She casually mentioned some rather important history that Serge didn't know about.

"Eh? Other continents?"

"Due to the gods' war, not only humans but all living things died. It's said that the very few humans who survived drifted to Krasil Kingdom, the Seven Cities Alliance, and the demon territory."

This was already over three thousand years ago, so the details were unclear.

At that time, this continent was also on the verge of destruction, but according to legend, the Saint Emperor Ryuke Shifaka put an end to the fighting.

By cooperating with the divine dragon and some of the gods, and destroying the other gods.

"Heh～, but I've never heard any of this before."

"That's right. It was a story sleeping in the forbidden library of the magic academy."

Now that the imperial capital had vanished, that was probably the only place where this history remained. Or perhaps it survived in the memories of elves.

Serge felt he should have asked Dark Dragon Valis more about various things.

"But hey, is it really okay to tell me stuff like this?"

"Serge, you should eventually go to the magic academy. There, you should be able to make use of your knowledge from your previous life."

When Carla said it, it sounded almost like a prophecy.

Indeed, Serge had hoped for an environment where he could train alongside rivals. While he was surrounded by many strong people, their strength was too different in nature, and most of the time they weren't much use as reference.

"Yeah. Once this city stabilizes a bit more, I'll go to the magic city."

Yes, at that time, Serge certainly thought that.

But his wish would be granted for entirely different reasons.

The occupation policy was proceeding smoothly.

Small-scale rebellions occasionally broke out in the provinces, but they were easily suppressed by the dispatched armies.

Cornada was peaceful.

That is, until the serial murder case occurred.
Trap
"Alright, let's begin the 3,998th People's Army Supreme Council meeting～!"

At the awfully half-hearted crimson-haired girl's declaration, a giant clapped his hands.

"So～, first of all, regarding the magic that erased the imperial capital, I've concluded that we don't understand it."

"Oi oi, what's that supposed to mean?"

The giant couldn't help but retort, but the girl just waved her hand dismissively.

"It wasn't spacetime magic or genesis magic, and of course it wasn't a fusion of fire magic or wind magic either. In other words, it was a magic that doesn't exist in this world."

Despite her words providing no concrete explanation, they held a strange persuasiveness.

"What's that supposed to mean?"

"Like I said, I don't understand it. Maybe it was magic from Thor's world to begin with?"

The giant warrior, Thor, scratched his head.

"I was more of an athlete, so I wasn't good at physics or chemistry…"

They didn't understand the meaning of his words, but everyone present understood what he was trying to say.

In short, Thor was dim-witted.

"Let's change the subject. About the hero."

A young man holding a huge staff spoke. His vague smile carried something bitter.

"Through the power of the water dragon Rana, he was banished to another world. On top of that, together with a High Elf child."

"A High Elf!? Isn't that Quorfos' successor!?"

"Isn't that bad!?"

Ferna cried out along with the girl.

"I'd like to meet with Rana to hear the details, is that alright?"

At the young man's words, Yamato gave a slight nod.

This Millennium, they would have to fight the Demon King without the hero's power.

From there, the discussion moved on to the nations of Lemdria, Istria, and Luabra, as well as various regions.

Everything was heading toward stabilization. Toward concentrating humanity's power for the Millennium.

The ones who would mainly fight against the Demon King's army would likely be Istria, Lemdria, Casalia, and Ogress.

Ferna gave her report regarding Ogress' queen.

"To put it in one word, she's a terrifying person."

Asked with their eyes what she meant, she continued.

"First, her Dragon Eyes. Most humans probably can't oppose them."

That was likely true. Among the powers of the gaze known as magical eyes, Dragon Eyes ranked as considerably powerful. If used carelessly, she could kill someone with just a glare.

And her personal combat abilities were also terrifying. Even Ferna didn't think she could win against her.

"I can't say for certain due to compatibility, but among us here, the only one who might be able to win would be Yamato-san."

The leader of the secret society Black Cat, Yamato.

Naturally, the executives knew his hidden strength.

Of course, she also knew the other executives' abilities, but she still said Ria was probably stronger.

"She took Thermonuclear Darkness Detonation Hell and Collapse of Heaven and Earth in succession and came out perfectly fine, you know? Actually, that's no longer human."

"Would it be no good even with Meteor Shower?"

Azelford asked. If that wouldn't work either, she really wouldn't be killable by magic.

"That's a strategic-grade spell, so she'd probably just dodge it."

The mages fell silent. The only thing beyond that would be the highest-tier spacetime magic, but no one present could use it.

"So I have no choice but to fight her in close combat, huh…"

Thor groaned. His melee combat ability could certainly silence most enemies.

But that assumed his opponent couldn't use magic.

"Her magical power exceeds Carla's. If she uses magic from a distance, even Thor wouldn't win."

"What the hell. Why is such a monster among humans?"

Thor spoke as if lamenting, but what existed couldn't be helped.

Everyone's gazes gathered on Yamato, but he uttered only a single sentence.

"She hasn't been decided as an enemy."

Rather, that possibility was lower.

After that, everyone discussed Ria's policy-making abilities and military talent before adjourning.

It was only later that Ferna realized she had forgotten to mention Haruto.

Fear was assaulting the city of Cornada.

A serial killer attacked those rushing home late at night.

The first victims were prostitutes standing on street corners.

Facing their gruesome corpses with their intestines pulled out, Carla's resurrection magic was powerless.

The serial killer changed to robbery.

Shops with bad reputations among citizens were targeted, but the methods were cruel.

Not a single survivor remained; everyone was killed.

If too much time passed after death, Carla's resurrection magic had no effect.

With no witnesses, the incidents continued to escalate.

And finally, a noble's residence was attacked.

This was also a noble who opposed the current administration, but fortunately, since the discovery was quick, several people could be resurrected.

The attacker was said to be a tall man.

Before anyone knew it, he was inside the residence, killing off the inhabitants one after another as he found them.

The nobles were especially killed thoroughly; even with Carla's magical power, resurrection was impossible.

"Carla-san, are you alright?"

Serge couldn't help but ask, seeing how exhausted Carla had been these past few days.

Her mental exhaustion was severe, but she was using too much magical power on resurrection magic.

Normally she should recover after resting for a day, but she was pushing herself to save one more life, even just one.

Seeing families mourning their dead right before her eyes, there was no way Carla could just leave them be.

Actually, even if this incident was left alone, it wouldn't have much effect on the administration.

The murdered nobles belonged to the faction opposing Ogress' rule, so they should have been grateful for it in a sense, but they couldn't ignore it from a public safety perspective.

Above all, there was no way Carla would leave something like this alone.

"Still, what exactly is the purpose here?"

That was Serge's question. Looking at those being killed, it seemed like the work of a faction trying to solidify control over Cornada, but they themselves weren't doing this.

Even if it was the demon race's doing, why would they go this far? At the very least, Asuka wouldn't do something like this.

"And well, that's what's been happening."

The one Serge was muttering to, facing the sky, was Ria. It was a spacetime magic called Far Conversation.

Though it had the drawback that only Serge could initiate contact, it allowed him to convey the day's events to Ria. It was a quietly excellent magic.

"Thinking normally, it would be to cause chaos among the populace, but…"

That was hard to imagine at this point in time. Especially since those being killed were nobles and merchants from the old Cordovan faction.

"Well, contact me immediately if you learn anything. I'll head back there as soon as things settle down here. Don't let Carla push herself too hard."

"Even if you say that, pushing herself is just what Carla-san does."

"Carla-san… is it. You've gotten quite close, haven't you?"

At her suddenly chilled voice, Serge hurriedly made excuses.

"That's because I call you 'Nee-chan,' so Carla-san wanted me to call her that way too."

"Hmm…"

Just as Ria seemed to accept that, a voice called out for Serge. He had been given a room in Cornada's palace.

"Serge-sama! The killer has appeared again! Carla-sama has already gone ahead!"

Raising his hand in acknowledgment to the lady-in-waiting, Serge replied to Ria.

"So that's the situation. I'll go handle it somehow. Later."

Thinking about the situation on the other end of the now-cut communication, Ria pondered.

Who on earth could do such a thing? The demon race could, but this wasn't how Rei or Asuka operated.

"Fio, I'm stepping out for a bit."

Saying that, Ria left her office.
Disgrace
It was a night with a full moon.

Under its profound radiance, a massacre was being repeated.

Each time the sharp blade swung, skin was torn and organs spilled out along with their warm, coppery scent.

The star of this tragedy was a single man.

A man clad in beast hide, sword in hand. Yet what carved apart his victims were his long, extended claws.

Indeed, Ordo's weapons were his own body. Claws and fangs that could rend even mithril.

And the sense that allowed him to detect the presence of the strong.

Sensing the overwhelming presence of a powerful opponent heading his way, Ordo immediately vanished.

The first to arrive at the gruesome scene of slaughter was Carla, leading an order of knights.

"This is horrible…" "This one still has a pulse!" "Carla-sama."

Those capable of healing magic began treating the critically wounded.

"Ah, Mother…"

Before the injured boy lay a woman whose eyes had lost their light.

Carla gathered her magical power, connected to the world's laws, and called back the lost soul.

Not all attempts succeeded. But several people were indeed brought back by Carla's magic.

"Ooh…" "It's a miracle…"

Some worshipped Carla as if she were a goddess.

"Wow, amazing. You really are a saint."

A voice, utterly out of place in its casualness, rang through the scene.

Carla readied herself for battle. She hadn't noticed the man's presence until he was at point-blank range.

"Who are you?"

Perhaps this was the one who had caused this disaster.

Even so, Carla questioned him in an ice-cold voice.

"Ah, name's Ordo. Demon General Ordo. Not a general anymore though."

With a vulgar face and a fierce smile, Ordo introduced himself.

"Why would you do something like this…"

Seeing people still groaning all around them, anger welled up within Carla.

This wasn't even a fight. It was pure torment.

"Well, I could come up with various reasons, but in the end, it's you."

"Me?"

"Yeah."

Ordo wore a cruel, calculating smile.

"You can barely use any magic right now, can you?"

Carla's complexion changed. She had used too much magical power on resurrection magic.

Forget powerful offensive magic—she could hardly even use body reinforcement.

"Carla-sama, leave this to us!"

The knights charged forward. But with a single swing of Ordo's sword, they were brought to their knees.

Strong.

His inherent magical power was great, but he was strong in close combat.

No one but herself could defeat him. That was Carla's conclusion.

"Everyone, stand back. I'll be his opponent."

And what she drew was the Dragon-Destroying Sword Ekudra.

No matter how much her opponent reinforced himself, this sword that had slain dragons would surely pierce his defenses.

And so the battle began.

In swordsmanship alone, Carla was superior.

But that didn't mean much.

"It was worth choosing a full moon."

As Ordo spoke, his muscles swelled before her eyes, his upper body taking the form of a wolf.

A werewolf.

Among the demon tribe, they are said to exhibit their maximum power on nights with a full moon.

With strength that easily surpassed human limits, Carla was forced onto the defensive.

But suddenly, her vision seemed to flow in slow motion.

(Serge, thank you.)

It was acceleration magic from Serge. He must have used magical power for healing too.

She poured her remaining magical power into fighting Ordo.

Her blade somehow caught Ordo's body.

But it was shallow. It wasn't just that Carla lacked strength—the magical power enveloping her opponent's body was interfering with her blade.

Considering their stamina, she would be the one to lose eventually.

Carla felt she needed to take a gamble.

She poured all her magical power into her sword.

She stole her opponent's vision for an instant with a fog of magic.

And there, she thrust with all her might.

Carla's sword pierced Ordo's abdomen.

"Too bad."

The next instant.

Ordo's claws had severed Carla's right arm.

"Aaaaah!"

Even the resolute Carla couldn't endure that intense pain.

The severed surface of her right arm burned hot, blood streaming freely.

"Hahaha, damn, that was close. A little higher and you'd have hit my heart."

Saying that, Ordo slowly pulled the sword from his own abdomen.

Despite being wracked with pain, Carla used the minimum healing magic. If she didn't stop the bleeding from her right arm, she would die from blood loss.

As if he had been waiting for that, Ordo took Carla's remaining left arm and hoisted her into the air.

"Uu… aaaaah!"

Her left arm, gripped tight, was crushed at the wrist.

"You don't have enough magical power, do you? I calculated this fight, after all."

Ordo spoke with evident pleasure. Indeed, she didn't have enough magical power. At this rate, she couldn't even fight. At the very least, she needed to create some distance.

As if realizing her intention, Ordo's claws stabbed into Carla's thigh.

"Uu…"

This time Carla didn't scream.

Despite sweating from the pain, she glared at Ordo from point-blank range.

"Nice, you're really something else."

"Carla-sama!" "Let go of Carla-sama!"

The knights surrounding them rushed at Ordo. But Carla couldn't even stop them.

If she opened her mouth, she would surely scream from the violent pain.

And one after another, the knights were swatted away and rendered unable to fight by Ordo, who still held Carla aloft with one hand.

It was a massacre.

Right before her eyes, everything was being destroyed.

Her precious people were falling.

"Frustrated? So powerless."

Saying that, Ordo hooked his claw into Carla's collar and tore it away in one motion.

Carla's skin, whiter than snow, was exposed under the moonlight.

"Carla-san!"

He couldn't wait any longer.

This was past his limit.

Serge burst from his hiding spot and released a Longinus accelerated to its maximum.

At a speed impossible to dodge. Yet it was deflected by the fur covered in fighting spirit.

"Oh, a kid."

Even so, not underestimating Serge, Ordo discarded Carla on the spot and closed in on Serge with explosive speed.

Despite having increased his speed to the limit with acceleration magic.

Serge couldn't dodge Ordo's strike and was slammed into a wall.

If he hadn't been reinforced, he would have died right there.

Even so, bones throughout his body were broken.

(Damn… I'm so weak…)

Ashamed of his own weakness, Serge lost consciousness.

(Nee-chan…)

"Now then, shall we continue? After all, I've been told not to kill you."

Still sprawled out on the ground, Carla heard those words.

Her crushed left wrist was lifted up again.

Ordo's claws pierced into Carla's exposed chest.

"Can you feel it? This is your heart beating. Pounding violently in fear."

Ordo explained with evident enjoyment. Carla could only desperately endure the pain.

"That's it, that's when you're most beautiful—when you're enduring the pain like that."

Muttering with pleasure, Ordo stabbed his claw above Carla's navel.

"… hh… hah…"

"Your organs are so warm… This feels great. They're about to spill out."

His fingertips moved around inside Carla's body.

He traced her organs one by one. The pain of her abdominal muscles being sliced had already gone almost numb.

His other claw tore through her knight uniform's trousers, exposing her legs.

"This hard thing here must be your womb, huh? Not many people last this long without dying, so I'm going to enjoy this to the fullest. You're a virgin, right? I can smell it."

Even while violating Carla's insides, Ordo spoke with an innocent air.

Like a beast innocently toying with its prey, he was trying to destroy Carla's mind.

"I'll ram it in right here. Don't worry, I won't kill you. In fact, you'll probably feel good."

Even so.

Even so, Carla did not despair. Even if all that awaited her was the death of her own spirit.

Serge was probably still alive. If he met with Ria, she would definitely stop this man.

Ria.

I want to see you, one more time.

The next instant, Ordo was blown away by an impact from the side.

She understood the cause because the person responsible was standing right there.

Carla's eyes caught sight of that girl.

Black wings sprouting from her back.

She stood there, bathed in silver moonlight from behind.

"Ria…"

The black-haired girl said nothing. She simply healed Carla, who lay unable to move, reduced to tatters.

"You bastard…"

Ordo, who had crashed into a wall, rose from the rubble. As expected, he hadn't taken any damage.

And Ria—

Ria was trembling.

So long as she held a katana, she should remain calm no matter what.

But that was impossible now.

She was so angry she couldn't suppress her trembling.

"I will kill you."

It was a declaration utterly devoid of emotion.
Rage
Ria was furious.

This wasn't the emotion similar to murderous intent that one feels toward an opponent in battle.

It was pure anger—a simple desire to erase this existence from the world.

"I'm going to slowly cut you to pieces starting from your toes and torture you to death."

Ria said this in a voice that was almost calm.

She healed only the deepest of Carla's wounds.

"Ria…"

She came for me. But Ria's current anger was intense enough to eclipse even that joy.

"I'll finish this quickly."

With just those words, Ria stood up.

Kotetsu was drawn.

That motion filled Ordo with fear.

Fear of an overwhelming existence. Like a dragon, for instance. Back then, he had been saved by the Demon King.

He had felt this same sensation only once before—when he had angered the Demon King.

Did that mean the woman before him was the same as the Demon King?

Impossible.

That guy—that person was supposed to be an absolute existence.

"Aaaaaaah!"

Ordo howled.

It was a desperate roar to escape from his fear.

In contrast, Ria flowed into range, swinging her katana at a speed Ordo couldn't even react to—

And then, it was stopped.

A golden orichalcum longsword.

Between Ria and Ordo.

A man in a golden mask stood there.

His appearance was sudden.

But that didn't matter to Ria.

Those who protect enemies are enemies. That was simply how she thought.

So she didn't bother asking who this person was, but Ordo informed her anyway.

"Your Majesty…"

So this was the Demon King.

Strangely, Ria found herself accepting it. He had easily stopped her strike. One couldn't be the Demon King without at least that much ability.

"Don't interfere!"

Her diagonal slash was caught by the longsword. As they pressed blade against blade, she got a clear view of the golden mask.

"I apologize, so could you please sheathe your sword? I still don't want to lose him."

The Demon King spoke as if pleading.

"No."

Ria replied curtly and stepped back.

The man before her was strong. Probably stronger than any enemy she had ever faced.

But right now, Ria could cut through anything.

"Please. There's no doubt you're stronger than him. But I also want to protect him."

"Don't screw with me!"

That shout came from Ordo's mouth.

"I don't want to be protected by you! I want to stand beside you! I'm not going to be protected forever!"

The Demon King's shoulders seemed to droop slightly. Then, to Ria, he said just one thing.

"I won't let anyone else interfere."

With that, he withdrew.

The outcome had been decided from the start.

Even so, Ordo's pride was protected. He was a man who valued his pride over his own life. Even if that pride was twisted.

This time, Ria swung her katana at Ordo for certain.

Claws came to intercept. Both hands' worth. But they were slow. His technique was fatally lacking.

She deflected them and cut.

His right hand was severed from the middle.

"Guaaaaaaah!"

Before his scream could finish, she severed his left hand from the elbow.

Her rage was overflowing.

She wanted to kill him gruesomely, but she had too much anger to stop herself.

A diagonal slash against the man who had lost both hands.

Split in two, the man's torso fell at an angle.

Having lost all interest, Ria rushed to Carla's side.

She picked up the severed right hand. She wasn't skilled at healing magic, but with Carla's regenerative abilities, it should reattach properly.

"Ria…"

"Don't talk."

Her respiratory system seemed undamaged. Her beautiful skin was torn in many places. Ria slowly healed her so that no scars would remain.

"I'm fine, but more importantly…"

Following Carla's gaze.

The Demon King was cradling Ordo's body, now divided into four pieces.

He slowly approached them. If it came to a fight, Ria probably couldn't win.

Not while protecting these people who were now liabilities.

"I'm sorry."

The Demon King bowed his head slightly.

"And I thank you for giving him a warrior's end."

Behind the mask, the Demon King seemed to be deeply grieving.

When she had taken that life with her katana, Ria's anger had dissipated. But that didn't mean she would choose not to fight the Demon King.

Rather, she wanted to try fighting him.

"Is your name Ars?"

"That is one of my names."

The Demon King confirmed it readily.

"On Earth, I was called Arisugawa Haruto."

"Why do you save humans and hurt them?"

"I want to save everyone. But my power doesn't reach that far."

The Demon King's voice was quiet.

Even though he could probably kill every human here.

"I wanted to save him too."

He spoke while gazing at Ordo in his arms, now returned to human form. As if lamenting.

"But he chose to fight you rather than be protected by me."

"Want to try fighting me too? Honestly, my woman got hurt, and my anger hasn't fully subsided yet."

"Let's not. I can't afford to fight to the death with you before The Millennium and the Great Collapse."

"Do you think I'll just let you go?"

The Demon King nodded.

"I'll tell you one thing."

As if it were a bargaining chip.

"The Millennium is in three years."

To those who knew what it meant, that would sound like a terrifying declaration.

"Once it passes, the permafrost will melt and the demon race's invasion will begin. You should prepare."

Why was he telling her this?

The Demon King floated into the air. Just as Ria thought she wouldn't let him escape, Carla weakly grabbed her leg.

Without Ria's healing magic, there were people here who would die. She couldn't pursue the Demon King now.

"I want to survive The Millennium."

The Demon King murmured clearly, so she could hear.

"And the Great Collapse that comes after."

There was unwavering conviction in those words.

"You all need to get stronger too. That's the way to minimize the sacrifices."

He spoke with a voice that seemed to carry sorrow.

"Let's meet again."

And then he flew off into the distant sky.

"Ria, Serge and the others—"

Only after Carla spoke did Ria notice the devastation around her.

She covered Carla's naked body with a cloak and hurried to the fallen knights.

Serge had done well. If she hadn't received word through his magic, she might not have made it in time.

Fortunately, he had only suffered a concussion. But he was also sinking into despair over his own powerlessness.

None of the knights had particularly severe injuries either. Other than the initial attack, they had clearly been holding back.

Those who couldn't fight were killed; those who could fight were left alive.

Once again, Ria recognized that abnormality.

"What is… the Great Collapse?"

Far from Cornada, Haruto landed in a forest.

Here, no one would see him.

He cremated Ordo's remains. What should he say to his wife and children? Haruto's head ached. He didn't want to get used to this, but he was becoming accustomed to it.

Even so, he had noticed the pursuer.

"So you were the Demon King."

He had been found out. Leaving the inn in such a rush—of course she would notice.

"Ferna-san…"

"Did you deceive me?"

She drew her sword and pointed its tip at Haruto.

Various excuses came to mind. But they were all just that—excuses.

"I'm sorry."

"I have to—with you!"

She had to fight him. That was how it should be.

"I don't want to fight…"

Ferna murmured weakly.

Haruto removed his mask. There was his usual gentle face.

But unlike normal, there was a somewhat troubled expression on it.

"If you don't want to fight, you don't have to. I've been creating a world where fighting isn't necessary."

"You're the enemy of the world!"

"No. I'm an enemy of humanity, but the enemy of the world is… no…"

Haruto shook his head.

"True, I might be the enemy of the world. But I don't intend to simply accept The Millennium."

Ferna knew well the look in Haruto's eyes at that moment.

The eyes of an immortal, weary of life.

But strength quickly returned to those eyes.

"Do you accept The Millennium? The slaughter between humans and demons to circulate souls—do you accept this system that creates nothing new?"

His gaze held such powerful will that Ferna found herself overwhelmed.

"I don't accept it. I will fight."

Ah, this was anger.

Anger at the world's injustice.

The anger Ferna had already forgotten—no, had tried to forget.

"You're a dangerous person."

Even while thinking that, a feeling welled up from deep within her body.

If it's this person, she thought.

If it's this person who could even tolerate a murderer like that—could he also tolerate the mass slaughter of The Millennium?

"But you might be able to become one of our comrades."

"I've parted ways with the Black Cat. Neither Azel nor Shana would follow me."

The brown-skinned young man and the scarlet-haired girl. Haruto remembered his comrades who had once stood against the Demon King's tyranny together with him.

It was understandable. Natural, even. That was how this world had survived The Millennium—to avoid the Great Collapse.

"Then I will go with you."

Ferna said clearly.

Genuine emotion. Haruto was surprised by the sincere eyes watching him.

"You?"

This girl who should have been raised by the Black Cat. This girl who understood well what The Millennium meant.

"Yes."

Ferna nodded firmly.

"Please let me go with you."
Hearts Intertwined
After dismissing the court ladies who had been attending, Ria entered Carla's room alone.

It was a simple room. Apart from documents on the desk, there was nothing else—nothing that gave off any sense of life.

In the canopied bed at the far end, Carla lay.

Her complexion was still pale. That paleness, conversely, had sublimated her beauty into something beyond human.

"Ria?"

"Did I wake you?"

"No."

Carla tried to sit up, but Ria pushed her back down onto the bed.

"Does it still hurt?"

"No, though my stamina hasn't recovered."

Even as she said that, her magical power probably hadn't recovered either.

Ria took Carla's right hand. The severed parts had reconnected cleanly.

"Can you move it now?"

"There's still some numbness, but…"

Ria moved her hand along Carla's arm as if tracing it, then touched her tongue to that area.

Carefully, Ria traced Carla's arm with her lips. When she reached the fingers, she bit the tip of her pinky with her lips.

Carla let out a soft sigh. Ria extended her hand and began to undress Carla.

"Ria…"

"Show me your other scars too."

Saying that, Ria spread open the collar of Carla's clothes.

The scars had healed cleanly, though they still held a slight redness.

Ria traced Carla's body with her fingertips and lips.

"I'll never… let anyone else touch you again."

Carla's arms moved, embracing Ria against her body.

When Ria looked at her, Carla's eyes were wet as well.

"I'll never let you… go somewhere beyond my reach again."

"As long as you don't let go of my hand."

As if seeking each other, their lips met.

Their lips parted, and their tongues intertwined.

Hands entwined with hands, legs entwined with legs, moving sensuously like a single living creature.

They sucked each other's tongues again and again. Hands and legs exchanged their heat.

Before long, an incredible heat was born from Ria's lower abdomen.

"Ria, that's… a man's…"

Surprise showed on Carla's beautiful face, flushed with fever.

"Valis told me. When two people desire each other strongly enough, it happens naturally…"

Indeed, Carla desired Ria intensely.

And of course, Ria desired Carla just as intensely.

"Yes, Ria… please, come…"

Lying on her back, Carla moved to receive Ria.

And Ria offered herself into Carla.

That night, the two joined as one.

Again and again.

Over and over, they joined together.

Ria released inside Carla, changing positions many times, continuing to release.

Carla moved as Ria willed, responding, and climaxed many times.

Again and again. Over and over. They sought each other. They gave themselves to each other in countless ways.

"I never said it before. I love you, Carla."

"Yes, I love you too."

A belated confession.

The morning light was strong. They must have overslept considerably.

"Ria, please wake up."

How many years had it been since someone had woken her?

When the naked Ria opened her eyes, Carla, who should have been in her arms, had already changed into her clothes and was standing beside the bed looking no different from usual.

It was as if the previous night had been a dream, but the disaster upon the bed told her otherwise.

Ria's body had returned to normal. As if that form had manifested just at that moment, only when needed.

"I'm going to work now. Could you… please take care of the bed?"

Carla spoke in a hushed voice. This was certainly not something she could leave to the maids.

"Understood… Is your body alright?"

"I can still feel you inside me…"

Carla said, her cheeks faintly flushed.

Hearing that, Ria couldn't help but blush as well.

"Today, I'll only do light work… Ah…"

"What's wrong?"

Fidgeting, Carla rubbed her inner thighs together.

"Yours… from inside…"

"S-sorry."

Both of them blushing, Carla forcibly switched to a dignified manner.

"Well then, see you later."

After Carla said that and left the room, Ria flopped back onto the bed.

"So cute…"

In Ria's arms, Carla had changed positions as she was guided, and Ria had touched her with lips and fingertips wherever Carla desired.

That could truly be called becoming one.

"Ah, I need to clean up, clean up."

Even as she said that, Ria rolled up and tucked away the sheets bearing the proof of Carla's purity.

Someday, when they did this again, she wanted to show Carla these sheets and see her reaction.

"Even so… I'm exhausted…"

She knew it was Carla's first time, but she couldn't stop. It felt as though something fundamental had been thoroughly drained from her, and she couldn't bring herself to get up.

She couldn't remember how many times they had done it. She had gone to the limits of her stamina, but now she belatedly worried whether Carla, who had just recovered from her injuries, was truly alright.

"Carla…"

Her fingertips and lips had touched nearly all of Carla's body.

Ria embraced herself and stayed motionless on the bed for just a little while longer.
The Garden
"Ah～ so peaceful～"

Ria was drinking tea in a gazebo built in the garden.

Uncharacteristically, she was wearing a dress. Since she loved her beautiful self, she didn't particularly dislike dresses themselves. The problem was the men who swarmed around her whenever she wore one.

And as something else unusual, Carla was also wearing a white dress and joining her for the tea party.

The dress suited her well. While her dignified nature was usually emphasized, wearing a dress emphasized her femininity instead. It could be called a purity and beauty befitting a saintess.

In addition to those two, Shizuna, Fio, and Guinevere were also wearing dresses. It was a proper noble's tea party.

Though Guinevere was the only one who wasn't Ria's bride, their relationship was something like sisters-in-law.

After all, Guinevere's son was also Ria's adopted son.

Shizuna had returned from Jaeburg right away and was participating in this tea party.

It seemed she had been told quite a lot at her family home, but apparently Vargas had given his consent.

After that, Ria had finished dealing with Cornada alongside Carla, and unusually rode in a carriage all the way back to Manesh.

She had been worried about Carla's mental state, but since Matsukaze sulked about Carla not riding him, Ria alone ended up returning on horseback partway through.

By the time they returned to the capital, Carla had completely recovered her spirits… and then the paperwork hell began.

During her absence of just half a month, somehow a whole month's worth of matters requiring attention had piled up. Once these things start accumulating, they apparently grow exponentially.

It was only about a month later that she finally had some free time.

She had been thinking she needed to tell Guinevere about the Demon King, when unusually, Carla proposed having a tea party.

"Every once in a while, this is nice. Relaxing under the sun like this."

When Ria spoke leisurely, everyone nodded. Basically, everyone in this group except Shizuna had mountains of work to deal with.

Incidentally, in terms of interpersonal dynamics: Guinevere was feared yet laughed at. Carla was liked by everyone. Ria was the husband, and there was some friction between Fio and Shizuna.

However, those two weren't the ones causing problems today.

"How is the taste?"

Carla had brought out scones, but she herself wasn't touching them. It's not as though she would poison them, but still.

"They're delicious. Did you make these, Carla-sama?"

Shizuna asked with her mouth stuffed full. It was a bit unrefined, but since Guinevere was doing the same thing, it probably didn't need to be worried about.

"No, I asked a palace cook to make them. It would have been a bit inconvenient for me."

It wasn't that Carla was bad at cooking. Ria had seen her cooking for herself in the middle of the night before. She simply didn't have the time.

"So, everyone, have you all had enough to eat?"

Everyone nodded together. Then Carla's beautiful face, which usually wore a smile, took on a serious expression.

"There's something I need to tell everyone."

She sat with her back perfectly straight, directing her gaze to each person present.

Ria and the others instinctively straightened their backs as well.

"Originally, this is probably something I should tell Ria alone first, but everyone here is like sisters."

Wait, this lead-up was…

"So I'll say it here."

For some reason, it felt like when a girl broke up with him in his previous life…

Carla spoke the words resolutely.

"I'm having a child."

"Heh?"

"Huh?"

"Eh?"

"Who is?"

That last one was Guinevere. But even she hadn't caught up with the situation.

"Um… who is?"

"I am. I'm pregnant."

At that instant, Shizuna shot to her feet with tremendous force, knocking over her cup.

"I-I've lost all respect for you!"

No one realized she had misunderstood.

"I-I thought no one could come between Carla-sama and Ria…!"

She turned on her heel, her dress fluttering as she left in a hurry. They tried to stop her, but no one's head was working properly.

"… I'll talk with her later."

"I suppose so… So, whose child is it? Also, weren't you supposed to be unable to conceive?"

Yes, doctors and mages had told Carla that, and she had explained it to Guinevere.

"W-well, about that…"

Ria raised her hand with jerky, rusty movements.

"I think I can explain."

Receiving the gazes of Fio and Guinevere, Ria began her explanation.

That she, too, had a body that couldn't conceive children.

That she had heard from Dark Dragon Valis that when the time was right and both parties desired it, they could have a child.

"And then, after Carla went through such a terrible experience, my feelings became incredibly intense… and then, um, a man's part came out. And then we joined together, so…"

She was hedging her words somewhat, but Carla had turned completely red. Her fair skin made it quite noticeable.

Fio also understood what she meant and turned bright red, but the mother who had already borne a child was different.

"Oh? Are you still like that now?"

Far from being surprised, Guinevere was brimming with curiosity.

"No, I'm back to having a woman's body now. I think I probably need to be considerably worked up for it."

"U-umm!"

Fio called out in a desperate manner.

"So… in other words… the father of Carla-san's child is Ria-sama, right?"

"That's right."

Ria let out a long sigh. She never thought she'd become a father with a woman's body.

However, it was a happy thing. A joyous occasion.

"You'll need to rest for a while, won't you? Vigorous exercise is strictly forbidden."

"Um… is it alright for me to have this baby?"

Those words from Carla were unexpected for Ria.

"Of course, absolutely, I want you to have it. She's mine and Carla's daughter. I already know she'll be an incredible beauty."

"You've already decided it's a daughter…"

"Yeah, if she inherits the dragon blood from both of us, she'll naturally be a daughter."

When she explained that dragons are fundamentally all female, they were surprised by that as well.

"Even so, Carla becoming a mother, huh…"

Guinevere grinned, but her gaze was somehow gentle.

"From now on, it's not just your body anymore. Don't push yourself too hard."

"… Not just mine…"

It was a common saying, but when she thought about it happening to her own body, Carla felt strange.

"Certainly, I can't push myself."

Carla murmured, stroking her lower abdomen as though cherishing it.

"Um… may I?"

Fio, who had been relatively quiet until now, looked at Ria with intense, purposeful eyes.

"W-what is it?"

Ria felt overwhelmed; could this gaze of Fio's be some kind of Gift?

"I'm going to become Ria-sama's third wife, right?"

That was a promise. Fio herself had said she didn't mind even though Ria was a woman.

But now, the situation had changed.

"Fio, if you've changed your mind—"

"No! That's not it!"

Fio, her hands clasped at her chest, wore an expression overflowing with hope instead.

"If it was possible with Carla-sama, then maybe I could bear Ria-sama's child too!?"

Well, how about that.

Founder Leyte Anaia did give birth to Valis's child. Following that logic, it should be possible with Fio as well.

But why Ria had temporarily become partially male was still unknown. It wouldn't have been strange if it had happened when she slept with Shizuna, after all.

"I don't know, but it's worth trying."

"Ah… um… trying can wait until I've mentally prepared myself a bit more…"

Fio turned red all the way to her ears again, and not just Ria but even Carla was patting her head. She was certainly the youngest among Ria's three wives.

"Well then, I'll go to Shizuna."

"Are you sure, Carla? The way she was acting, I think she'll just reject you…"

Misunderstanding or not, Shizuna had been quite angry. It would probably be better for Ria to talk to her directly, or for the uninvolved Guinevere to do it.

"No, I'm going to be her older sister, so I should go alone. Having Ria there might actually complicate things."

Even at times like this, Carla was Carla.

Even in a dress, Carla's retreating figure was both dashing and beautiful.

Such a beautiful woman belonged to her alone. She had to treasure her.

"Your face is slackening."

Oops, oops.

"So, Guinevere, there's something I need to tell you…"

Receiving her gaze, Fio excused herself. She took the empty plates and teapot with her.

"Well, you've probably noticed some of this already, but…"

And so, Ria told her what she had been thinking.

The most important part was that Shinji's father was probably the Demon King.

That said, if Valis's words were true, he should have originally been a hero who became the Demon King.

"I never thought he was an ordinary person, but the Demon King…"

Even after hearing everything, Guinevere only let out a single sigh.

Ria understood why she had made everyone else leave.

"He was the boss of the one who put Carla through such an ordeal, but I can't bring myself to think he's a bad person."

That was based on Rei and Asuka's attitudes, as well as Ria's battle with Ordo.

If he had wanted to, that man could have certainly killed every human there except Ria.

The Millennium was supposed to be a conflict between humans and the demon tribe, yet he was also trying to nurture humans.

"If Serge were here, he might have offered a different perspective."

Serge was no longer here.

Not that he had died or anything.

He had departed from Manesh to enroll in the magic academy.

"Well, what we can do is raise humanity's fighting potential. You'll help with the golem army plan, right?"

"Yeah, that's not a problem."

However, Ria's plans would be derailed.

Because a few days later, news of the furnace's completion would arrive from the dwarf village.
Healing
In an empty room, Shizuna threw herself onto her bed, pressed her face into her pillow, and stifled her sobs.

What was making her so sad?

That was obvious. Carla had made a child.

Carla suited Ria perfectly. As vexing as it was, she could accept that. There was no one else Ria could entrust her back to other than Carla.

That was precisely why she couldn't bear the thought of Carla hooking up with another man.

"Shizuna, it's me. May I come in?"

It was the voice she least wanted to hear right now. She didn't even want to talk to her.

"I believe there has been a misunderstanding, so we need to talk."

What misunderstanding could there possibly be? She saw no need to discuss anything.

However, Carla was persistent. She called out to Shizuna gently again and again, knocking softly on the door.

Finally, unable to resist any longer, Shizuna opened the door.

Having already removed her dress, Shizuna stood there in practically just her underwear. Not caring about being seen was typical of her.

"May I come in?"

"Go ahead."

Shizuna sat down on her bed as she was. Thinking she would use the sofa, Carla sat down beside her instead.

"Shizuna, you have misunderstood something."

"Misunderstood? You're saying there's some misunderstanding about you shaking your hips for some man and getting knocked up?"

She deliberately spoke harshly, but she couldn't bear to look at Carla's face and see if it had hurt her.

"It is a misunderstanding. And let me also tell you about the creatures known as dragons."

Unable to endure Carla's gaze any longer, Shizuna met her eyes.

Her eyes seemed to draw you in. As if there were no barriers between them, they gazed at Shizuna.

"To begin with, the root cause lies in the fact that both Ria and I carry dragon blood."

That dragons were originally all female creatures, and when necessary, certain individuals would become male to leave descendants.

That Ria and Carla, who had inherited a strong concentration of dragon blood, seemed to possess this characteristic as well.

That after Carla fought against the demons and nearly died, their feelings for each other had intensified, leading to the act.

As a result, even Carla, who should not have been able to bear children, had conceived.

Thanks to having rehearsed this in her head many times, she was able to explain it smoothly.

However, Shizuna was still dissatisfied.

"You know, I… before you met Ria, I slept with her."

That was her sole point of superiority.

But Carla's expression remained unchanged.

"But nothing like that happened at that time."

In other words, Ria at that time had not truly desired Shizuna.

Thinking about that made her want to cry.

Carla gently embraced Shizuna's shoulders.

"There are several possible reasons, but there is one simple way to disprove that."

"Eh?"

Just as Shizuna blinked in surprise, Carla naturally stole her lips.

"… Eh?"

Carla pushed the stunned Shizuna down onto the bed.

"W-w-w-wait, um, Carla, I don't have that kind of preference…"

"It seems I'm fine with either."

"Eeeeh!?"

Carla's hands stripped away Shizuna's underwear using movements she had just learned. Shizuna tried to call for someone… but realized it was incredibly difficult to do so.

"W-w-wait, why…"

"While watching you, I have always thought this."

Carla stared intently at Shizuna.

"That you are cute."

Ria's eyes were eyes that dominated everything. In contrast, Carla's eyes were eyes that drew everything in.

Hostility, malice, even hatred.

She was being swept away.

She would be swept away.

"Shizuna, I love you."

"Eh, but you… Ria is…"

"Those whom Ria loves are also those I love."

Shizuna was confused. But as reality, she couldn't put any strength into her body.

Carla removed her own dress as well. When her naked body was revealed, Shizuna gasped in surprise for the first time.

What was below Carla's abdomen was something that should belong to a man.

"When I thought I wanted to comfort you… something hot emerged from within my body."

Carla's cheeks were flushed as she exposed herself.

"Just as Ria loves me, just as Ria loves you, I also want to love you."

Carla's caresses were similar to Ria's. In response, Shizuna's body also grew hot.

"Shizuna, please. Staying like this is painful… Please… accept me."

Saying that, Carla truly did look pained, sweating, and somewhat cute.

Shizuna spread her knees.

After several bouts of intimacy, Carla erased all traces and slipped back into her dress.

Shizuna lay naked on the bed as if sleeping, but hidden parts of her body bore the marks of Carla's lips.

"Come to think of it, why did it… succeed this time?"

Carla touched the hair of the murmuring Shizuna. Just that was enough to make her feel good, causing Shizuna to convulse.

"There are several things I can think of…"

First, although it was a harsh truth for Shizuna, when she had slept with Ria before, Ria had not yet had the resolve for it.

It was also possible that by mating with Carla, that ability had manifested.

And there was also a matter on Shizuna's side.

"On my side?"

Shizuna tilted her head. She couldn't think of anything.

On that first night, Shizuna had intended to devote her entire being to Ria from the bottom of her heart.

"Yes, but unlike dragons, humans have a reproductive cycle."

Dragons decided their reproduction by their own will. In reverse, they did not mate without the intention to breed.

"I have thought of you as dear for a long time now. However, truly wanting to mate with you… that was just now."

Until then, she had just been trying to comfort her in an ordinary way.

"Most likely… from this mating, you have conceived a child."

It was a shocking statement.

Shizuna instinctively sat up, but her head spun dizzily as if from anemia.

Carla held her firmly.

"This is bad… this is really bad…"

"What is?"

"Because I'm Ria's queen…"

"I don't see a problem."

And then Carla uttered a famous phrase.

"What is Ria's is mine. What is mine is Ria's."

To the dumbfounded Shizuna, Carla continued further.

"You, whom Ria loves, made love with me, whom Ria loves. There is no problem. If need be, I am willing to take all responsibility."

"No, that would really be bad…"

Carla remained composed even at a time like this, but what would Ria think?

"Next time, let's talk with just the three of us. There's no one else we can consult about this…"

That was tentatively decided, but the opportunity for just the three of them to meet proved unexpectedly difficult to arrange.

Because Ria was heading to the dwarven village.
Pride of the Dwarves
Dwarves were a stubborn race.

Their personalities were stubborn, of course, and that stubbornness extended to the quality of their work as well.

Therefore, they wouldn't accept jobs they couldn't understand themselves, and even when they did accept work, it would take time to complete.

Word came from those dwarves. The furnace was finished, so bring a mountain of mages with you.

That meant they would be using magic while forging the katana, but it wasn't like they could simply gather mages on command.

Currently, Ogress was developing plans for golem soldiers, centered around the former Manesh. Mages were absolutely necessary for that, but…

"Oh my, shall we go?"

Guinevere herself suggested it.

Apparently the process they needed right now was more about the theoretical side of magic than the practical application. And if Guinevere was going, that meant the court would essentially be relocating to the dwarven village.

However, dwarves lacked common sense that way—they didn't care whether it was a king or queen coming to visit.

"With that said, Carla absolutely cannot drink any alcohol."

She gave the warning in advance. Dwarves might lack common sense, but they weren't inhuman, so they surely wouldn't make a pregnant woman drink.

Carla was riding in a specially-made suspended carriage designed to minimize shaking, along with Shizuna.

Guinevere was also aboard, making it a de facto gathering of VIPs.

"So, what are you two hiding?"

Guinevere asked abruptly. She turned her Dragon Eyes toward Shizuna.

"Eh, we're not hiding any…"

"We are hiding something, but I can't say it yet."

Unlike Shizuna, Carla, who had known Guinevere longer, answered honestly.

"Oh my? Is this secret something related to Ria, by chance?"

"It is related to Ria, so I'll tell you after I talk to her first."

"Hmm? Well, as long as you're not leaving me out."

She might have seemed brazen, but Guinevere was actually lonely.

Being left out of her friends' circle was especially hard on her emotionally. It was a childhood trauma.

The group, protected by golem soldiers, headed toward the dwarven village. That's when Irina caught up with them.

They had sent her a letter, and apparently she had come racing down the road wearing her orichalcum armor on Rudolph's back.

"Onee-chan!"

Irina embraced Ria firmly, and she had brought a letter from Maal.

"… What!?"

Reading the contents, Ria couldn't help but clench her fist around it.

"Irina, is what's written here true?"

"Yeah～"

The letter said that Maal was getting married.

The groom was a childhood friend who had participated in the recent war.

"Uu～aah～"

Ria agonized atop Matsukaze's back.

Once you become a queen, you can't easily attend a friend's wedding.

"Fio～, prepare a gift to send her. Something edible would be nice if possible. I'll write the letter myself."

It felt like everyone close to her was getting paired off one after another. Gig was also approaching marriageable age for an ogre…

"Ah～, I should probably have a proper wedding ceremony with Carla too…"

If she didn't properly explain the Dragon's Bloodline there, Carla's child would end up being treated as illegitimate.

It was supposed to be a joyous occasion, but troublesome matters just kept piling up.

The night before they would reach the dwarven village, the four of them finally managed to have their meeting.

Ria, Carla, Shizuna, and the dragon Irina.

There, Carla matter-of-factly revealed that she had grown male anatomy and had mated with Shizuna.

Hmm, Ria pondered. Even assuming Shizuna was pregnant, that wasn't a problem. If it was Carla's child, she could love it fully as her own.

The problem was why she hadn't been able to join when they did it.

Watching Ria lost in thought, Shizuna grew anxious. This was, to put it bluntly, nothing other than infidelity.

But Ria didn't concern herself with that.

"If it's Carla and Shizuna's child, it's the same as my own child. Don't worry about it. However…"

Ria's expression changed sharply, and she glared at Carla.

"Next time you two do it, I'm watching. No, I'm joining in."

"Understood."

"You're okay with that!?"

Shizuna's scream echoed through the night.

"Actually, how about we do it now?"

"I don't mind, but…"

"She's pregnant! Don't strain her body!"

In a rare occurrence, Shizuna's opinion was accepted that day.

Since they had sent advance notice to the dwarven village, the head foreman and foremen actually came out to greet Ria's group for once.

The head foreman looked at Carla and spoke:

"She's quite a beauty for a human. Whose bride is she?"

"Mine."

The head foreman turned his eyes toward Ria, who had answered without a moment's hesitation.

"… Humans marry between women as well?"

"No, I'm just a special case. By the way, I have another bride and one more fiancée."

"I see."

The dwarf quickly gave up on trying to understand.

"Well, whatever. More importantly, come look at this. What do you think?"

The head foreman led Ria to a hemispherical furnace that had just been completed in the center of the village.

"… It's… very big."

Rather than for processing weapons, it looked massive enough to forge a giant ship's deck.

"Aye, we needed a furnace like this to process the dragon fang. And the furnace alone won't do it either."

And so the dwarves began their research into what would later be called the Divine Furnace.

At first, they made an ordinary furnace using heat-resistant bricks, but it couldn't withstand the heat at all.

That level of heat wasn't enough to process the dragon fang.

Next, they tried a mithril furnace. Since mithril could accept magical enchantments, it could withstand even higher temperatures.

But even that had its limits. It couldn't endure the magical power needed to raise the temperature high enough to process the dragon fang.

This left them with two choices. Orichalcum and hihiirokane.

Orichalcum was simply high in strength and resistant to heat. Hihiirokane wasn't as strong, but it was the ultimate material for magical enchantment.

But even those weren't enough heat to process the divine dragon's fang.

So the dwarves resorted to their final option. First, the outer building frame was made from heat-resistant bricks. The interior was coated with orichalcum, and finally, the part of the furnace that directly produced heat was made from hihiirokane.

As for fuel, they used charcoal made from the World Tree. Since that fuel alone wasn't enough, they planned to supplement the shortfall with magic.

"Raising the temperature inside the furnace without raising the temperature of the furnace itself. That's the difficult part."

Such a feat was possible with hihiirokane.

"However, that requires a lot of mages…"

And thus Manesh's mage corps was mobilized.

"This has become quite the undertaking…"

Ria said as if it were someone else's business, but this was for a weapon made from the divine dragon's fang. It could be called a godslaying weapon, a divine treasure.

It was no exaggeration to say that all renowned dwarves from the surrounding areas had gathered for this. And that was just for building the furnace before they even forged the weapon.

"Well then, here we go～"

"Okay～"

Guinevere and Irina lit the furnace. The charcoal produced from the World Tree ignited magnificently, easily pushing the furnace's temperature past several thousand degrees.

But even that still wasn't enough.

"Now then, I'll begin."

Carla began her incantation. In tandem, countless mages chanted cooling spells.

"Thermonuclear Darkness Detonation Hell."

Flames of darkness filled the furnace.

Ria thrust the fang into it with her bare hands.

The heat gradually softened the fang's form. When she pulled it out, she hammered the fang into the shape of a katana.

It was a specially-made hammer of adamantite mixed with orichalcum. Even that would lose its shape after only a few strikes.

"Switch!"

"Yes!"

Sweat didn't even have time to flow before evaporating the instant it formed. If she breathed carelessly, her lungs would burn and she would die.

It was a scene one step away from hell itself.

By the end of that day, all the hammers had broken just from turning the fang into a metallic form.

The entire next day was spent repairing them.

And then they forged the fang again. Stretching it long, folding it back.

Tempering it. The mysterious impurities within the fang scattered as sparks.

The ones assisting Ria were veteran dwarf craftsmen. Among them was the foreman.

When it came to katanas in this region, he was the foremost expert.

Though this katana had the shape of a katana, its forging method couldn't truly be called katana-making. There was no core steel or edge steel, just a single fang being folded repeatedly into the shape of a katana.

The guard and handle were also the same. Everything was produced from a single fang. Magic was used for their shaping.

Then, Carla and Guinevere bestowed upon the blade every enchantment they knew.

Normal weapons could only hold two or three enchantments, but this katana absorbed magical power infinitely.

"Let's leave about twenty percent open. When Serge returns, we'll have him add spacetime magic."

"Yeah～. But even I have to say, we made quite a ridiculous weapon. Can anyone besides Ria even use this?"

Even Guinevere's magical power would be depleted after swinging it a few times.

It was a weapon suited for Ria, who had vast reserves of magical power yet hardly used any of it.

When they reached the final stage, it was the dwarves' turn once more.

Sharpening the blade.

Honestly, even without sharpening, it was a weapon that could destroy most enemies with a single swing, but a katana must be sharpened.

They used a philosopher's stone created from a dragon's liver to sharpen it. Since it was normally kept in storage, many dwarves came to watch it actually being used.

And one month after fire had been put to the furnace…

At last, a single katana was completed.

In its standard form, it had a blade length of two shaku three sun five bu (approximately 71 centimeters) with a curve of three bu three rin (approximately 1 centimeter), and a beautiful wave pattern shone along its wide, straight temper line.

Its color was like radiant darkness. It resembled the color of Ria's hair.

"Magnificent…"

Ria gazed at it, captivated by the katana.

From birth until now, she had never thought anything could be so beautiful…

"You should give it a name…"

In this world, famous weapons were given names. Most were named when created, based on their origins, but many were also named later.

"Wouldn't Black Dragon Katana Valis be fitting?"

When the head foreman said this, most of the dwarves nodded. Certainly, no one would object to naming it after Valis.

But Ria had a name in mind that she had been thinking of for some time.

"I name this katana Divine Katana Gallach."

Gallach.

That was the name of the only katana smith in the village, the foreman's name.

Unsteadily, the foreman—Gallach—stepped forward. Exhausted from days of continuous sharpening, his face was so haggard it hardly looked like a dwarf's.

"Y-you're naming it after me…?"

"Kotetsu was also named after its creator. More than anyone, you made this katana possible. That's why, Gallach."

Saying that, she raised the jet-black katana above her head.

"I take the name of the one who put the most effort into forging this blade! I name this katana Godslaying Gallach!"

Dwarves were a stubborn race. This was well known.

However, it was less well known that they were also deeply sentimental.

For the strongest weapon born from a divine dragon's fang to bear a dwarf's name. Every dwarf understood what that meant.

Like a wave, murmurs spread.

Like an explosion, cheers erupted.

The dwarf foremen slapped Gallach on the back.

Here, a single katana and its legend were born.

"Well, you played that beautifully."

The feast continued for three days and three nights, and Ria's party, finally released, was on the road back to Manesh.

Gallach was not at Ria's waist as she rode Matsukaze—it was too powerful to use normally.

What hung at Ria's waist now were Kotetsu and a short sword forged by Gallach.

From inside the carriage, Guinevere called out to Ria on horseback.

"Don't say that. If the katana hadn't turned out well, I would have honestly named it Valis."

Guinevere explained to the puzzled Fio and Shizuna.

"In other words, Ria gained the support of every dwarf just by naming a single katana after one of their own."

Dwarves were stubborn.

And simple.

Once they decided on something, they wouldn't bend. Once they decided to do something for someone, they would never betray them.

The fact that Ria had given the name of a still relatively unknown foreman to a weapon that would surely be recorded in history had moved every dwarf deeply.

Nearly every renowned dwarf craftsman in the region had been in that place. She had gained the support of all those dwarves with a single naming.

"So there was an ulterior motive like that…"

Shizuna seemed slightly disappointed, but Fio was instead impressed.

"In exchange, I can never betray them either. Shizuna, dark thoughts are bad for the baby."

Yes, that's right.

Shizuna had, as expected, become pregnant.

Her morning sickness was severe, and they sometimes had to stop the carriage for her to vomit by the roadside.

Carla strangely showed no early pregnancy symptoms, but perhaps that was just her constitution.

"Thanks to that, we've secured the dwarves' full cooperation for producing the golem soldiers though."

Guinevere was satisfied with that.

In fact, with this, Ogress had brought under its umbrella the ogres, beastkin, and dwarves—all major forces among the non-human demi-humans within its territory.

Even when fighting against the Demon Lord's army in the coming Millennium, they would be able to form a considerable united front.

"I'm so jealous, Onee-chan. I want a special sword too."

Irina said, but no, an orichalcum sword is already plenty special.

Since everyone thought that, conversely, no one bothered to point it out.

"Then just call it Valis. Valis actually made it, after all."

"Hmm～"

Not quite satisfied, Irina clapped her hands.

"Then, Rudolph!"

"Wau!?"

The one most surprised was the Rudolph she was riding.

"You're always taking care of me, and I thought it was a cool name."

"No, that would be confusing. Wouldn't it be better not to?"

Rudolph's face also seemed to show displeasure, though it might have been their imagination.

"Then you name it, Onee-chan!"

Ria thought maybe Excalibur would work, but she happened to have a name in mind.

A golden orichalcum sword. The greatsword Irina used had tremendous destructive power but was a bit unwieldy.

"How about Orfevre?"

"Hmm? What does it mean?"

"It means 'goldsmith' in another world's language."

"Heh… Yeah, I like it."

And so, the Holy Sword Orfevre was born.

Incidentally, the katana that Ria named Gallach would later come to be called by another name among the dwarves.

That epithet was: "Pride of the Dwarves."
The Queen's Marriage
"So you're Maal's partner!"

"Y-yes!"

The cat beastkin had completely frozen under Ria's full-force Dragon Eyes glare.

He was a beastkin with gray tabby stripes and a rather sleek neck. Apparently, he was a year older than Maal.

His name was Niko.

This was Maal's new home.

Though it was called a new home, it had actually been an abandoned house left behind when a family that used to live there moved to another settlement.

It had been cleaned up and furnished with the bare necessities. Maal had apparently purchased everything with money she'd received from Ria.

"Hmph, if you're a man, I'd have liked you to build a new house yourself."

Ria was being mean, but she was aware of it.

After all, the hug pillow she'd cherished even more than a little sister was being taken away by some other man.

"Well, fine. Let me hear how you two got together."

She plopped down onto a chair. Since it was made for beastkin, it was a bit small.

As for how they got together—they had actually been childhood friends from the start.

When Maal was captured by slave hunters, the boy had still been too young to help or search for her.

But he spent the following year gaining experience before setting out on a journey to find Maal's whereabouts.

Various things happened during that journey, but we'll skip over those.

When he heard that Ria was using beastkin liberation as one of her rallying cries during the war with Cordova, he joined up. He distinguished himself somewhat in raids on supply lines, it seems.

It was during that time that he finally found the Maal he had been searching for.

After the war, when he returned to the village, he learned that Maal had also returned after being freed from slavery.

Worried that something else might happen, they rejoiced at their reunion and he immediately proposed.

She said yes, they held a wedding ceremony, and that's how they ended up here.

Ria had desperately wanted to see Maal's bridal outfit, but beastkin apparently didn't prepare special bridal outfits—they just dressed up a little and held a party to announce their marriage to everyone.

When she asked Irina, who had attended the party, about it, all she remembered was that the food had been extravagant.

"I see. Understood."

Ria's Dragon Eyes faded, and Niko was finally released from his tension.

"It's unfortunate that I couldn't attend your wedding, but there's nothing to be done about that. But do come to my ceremony."

"Eh!? Ria-chan's getting married!?"

Maal was surprised, but that was only natural since she didn't know the details.

"Yeah. Carla and Shizuna are already my wives, and Fio still needs to talk to her parents."

"Huh?"

Niko gave a perfectly natural reaction.

In response, Ria gave them a brief explanation. About being a ryuujin. About having both genders. And that two of them were already pregnant.

"Oh, congratulations."

"So there are races like that, huh."

That was the married couple's reaction.

After getting them to promise to attend her ceremony, Ria and the others returned to Manesh.

There she would be plunged into document hell again, but separately from that, they also had to prepare for the reception.

It was simple for Ria since she'd decided on men's formal wear, but Carla and Shizuna each had to prepare dresses. Carla in particular had to avoid constricting her lower abdomen, so she would conceal her figure with lace decorations.

"You're both so pretty～"

Only a very limited number of people could enter a place like this, but since Irina wasn't human to begin with, she basically had a free pass to everywhere.

Clanking about in her orichalcum armor here and there throughout the vast castle, she happened upon the two trying on clothes.

"D-does it look good on me?"

Shizuna lacked confidence in herself. In terms of pure beauty, she knew Carla was overwhelmingly more beautiful. Even so, she asked because she knew Irina wouldn't lie.

"Yeah, super pretty～"

Since Irina said so, Shizuna was a little satisfied.

There was only one month between the announcement and the actual ceremony.

This was in consideration of Carla and Shizuna already being pregnant, but the nobles attending the ceremony had a terrible time adjusting their schedules.

Thanks to that, Guinevere, who had to coordinate things even further, had it even harder—but this work suited her tastes, so she happily carried out her duties.

There was one other person stuck with an even harder job.

None other than Ria herself.

Once it was announced that ryuujin were hermaphrodites—or rather, possessed both sexes—and could have children even with women, a mountain of potential brides came flooding in.

Clad in gorgeous dresses, armed with fashionable hairstyles, and wearing perfectly applied thick makeup, they arrived—and were each handed a wooden sword.

"Please swing this one thousand times. Anyone who cannot do so holds no interest for Her Majesty."

When told this by Fio, a knight, the majority of the young ladies quietly withdrew.

Those who still came were muscular women who had joined the knight orders despite being female, but they were interviewed by Carla and quietly withdrew.

Just how many women would think to compete against such a beauty?

Even so, some made it past both the wall of muscle and the wall of beauty.

"To begin with, why did you want to become my wife?"

At this point it was practically a company president's interview. Among the candidates, some actually could only love women, and those were introduced to similar others. This wasn't supposed to be a matchmaking service.

"Ria, wouldn't it just be easier to create a rear palace at this point?"

Guinevere suggested with a grin, but Ria wasn't interested in just any girl.

Shizuna was incredibly cute when bullied despite her strong will, and she'd felt something like destiny with Carla from the start. With Fio, she purely wanted to answer her straightforward affection.

"Let's wait until after the Millennium is over. After that, I'll do a harem or whatever."

Ria muttered. With a battle that would decide humanity's fate looming, she didn't have the luxury of taking on more wives.

"In the first place, the first in line for the throne is Guinevere's son, so even if they give me wives now, wouldn't it just be for my own pleasure? And really, how many women would be happy being married off to another woman?"

It had already been announced that Guinevere's son, Shinjest—nicknamed Shinji—was Ria's adopted son. She had also stated many times that she would eventually pass the throne to him, with Guinevere serving as regent.

Despite all that, how many nobles were still trying to send their daughters to be Ria's wife.

"Well, rather than being married off to some strange man, wanting to marry a woman who's beautiful, gallant, and can even have children—I think that's perfectly natural for a woman."

When she posed the question to Guinevere, who was in the same room handling government affairs, that was the response she got.

"… Could it be that I'm popular?"

"Did you know that because all the young women are vying for the position of your wife or mistress, there's a surplus of eligible male nobles?"

And so Ria had to organize a pseudo-matchmaking party to create opportunities for noble men and women to meet.

Even though she needed to expand military preparations for the Millennium, apparently things like this were also part of a ruler's duties.

"Also, a message from Count Cornada. Small rebellions have been occurring again, and he'd like you to show your face soon."

A paper fluttered down from Guinevere's hands.

"Guaah! Why do rebellions keep breaking out so quickly!?"

She had other things she wanted to focus on.

"Um, I've been thinking…"

Here, Fio came up with a splendid idea.

"What if you promoted Count Cornada to Margrave? That way, he'd have the authority to mobilize surrounding nobles, and he could even grant titles to viscounts and below. The people rebelling are those who opposed the postwar settlement anyway."

"But if you do that and Count Cornada himself rebels, it'll become a serious problem, won't it?"

"No, that's good! Let's go with that! He doesn't seem like the type to rebel, so let's expand what he can do!"

And so, another problem was thrown onto someone else, and the day of the ceremony finally arrived.

Nobles and bureaucrats had gathered in the audience chamber, which wasn't normally used. Ria emerged from the side accompanied by Carla and Shizuna, and took her seat on the throne.

As the representative of the vassals, Guinevere praised the queen's military achievements and rule, expressing wishes for a long reign.

Ria stood and expressed gratitude to all her subjects for their cooperation in governance, and asked them to exert themselves for the coming Millennium.

And this was one of the day's main purposes: she granted a large-scale amnesty.

Not just political prisoners, but also criminals of minor offenses would all be released from prison.

In addition, she issued a decree to recruit talent.

This decree was famous for having been issued by Cao Cao during China's Three Kingdoms period, and it was a declaration that anyone with ability would be employed regardless of their past.

This received pushback even from the great nobles who had been informed beforehand, but Ria resolutely carried it through.

The reason being that otherwise, she would be buried in paperwork.

Even if their conduct was somewhat poor, Ria wanted bureaucrats with administrative ability and someone in a prime minister-like position to lead them.

Indeed, a certain marquis who was supposed to have retired would return to court and serve once more.

This man had allied with Cordova and been politically opposed to Guinevere.

Therefore, he would become a non-mainstream anti-Guinevere faction in the current Ogress, but with Cordova gone, that became a distant concern.

"Alright, now I can finally go back home!"

By making this capable man Secretary of State and nominally placing him under Prime Minister Guinevere, many nobles who had previously opposed Manesh returned to court—but it was all according to Ria's plan.

That's a story for later. On this day, Ria formally announced Uslan Marchioness Carla as her queen and Baroness Shizuna as her consort.

With two beautiful women at her sides, Ria showed herself to the citizens from the royal palace balcony and was greeted with cheers of "Long live the queen!"

Even with the Millennium approaching, she had destroyed Cordova and brought peace to this region. She was a godlike ruler.

(Ah, I need to reform the laws too. Well, I can just pick up some scholar from the streets and leave it to them.)

The reality was that she was making things up as she went, but at any rate, with this ceremony, the Ogress Archduchy had demonstrated its might.

Temporary stalls were set up in Manesh, free gladiator matches were held, and more than five hundred thousand citizens enjoyed the benefits.

Of course, there were also those who observed the situation without being swept up in momentary pleasures.

In a corner of a moderately noisy dining hall, Haruto and Ferna were sipping stew.

"Haah, what should I do…"

Ferna had followed Haruto on impulse, but she had no vision for what to do from here.

She had simply stayed close, felt the existence of Haruto—both hero and demon king—and thought she should follow him.

Even though what Haruto was thinking was probably incompatible with Black Cat's plans…

"I'm going to Casalia, and then to Lemdria."

"Lem…!"

That was Black Cat's headquarters.

Ferna had heard that Haruto was avoiding Lemdria.

"It's dangerous!"

"It'll be fine. I'll be bringing about three trump cards. Besides, I'm not going there to fight."

And then Haruto wore his usual cheerful smile.

"Meanwhile, I'd like you to protect this country. Specifically, the Manesh duke and the Uslan marchioness."

Those two were dragonslayers.

Both should have power equal to or greater than Ferna's, so what danger could be approaching them?

"Well… they might be targeted by some demon or assassins from some organization. Especially the Uslan marchioness, since she's pregnant."

Haruto—the demon king—intended to ally with Ogress. Even now, after having one of the demon tribe's executives killed, that intention hadn't changed.

In that case, how would Black Cat move? They were supposedly on humanity's side, but considering the possibility of Ogress allying with the demon tribe, Ferna couldn't tell what judgment Yamato would make.

"Are you really not in any danger?"

In the end, that was what it came down to.

Ferna was simply worried about Haruto.

"Yes. I'm a coward, after all. I'll run away the moment I sense danger."

Ferna had no choice but to believe those words.

In matters like this, the one who falls in love loses.

"So, Ferna-san, I'm leaving this to you."

"Understood."

Even if it was an illusion, their relationship felt equal.

For now, that was comfortable for Ferna.
Hometown
Ryuke Riana Crystal Casalia Ogress was returning to her hometown.

For Casalia, this was an incident in its own right.

After all, she was the current king's eldest child yet illegitimate, and despite being the eldest daughter, she was a troublesome existence to deal with.

What made matters even more troubling was that she was a ryuujin.

No one knew the details about ryuujin, but whether they were androgynous or hermaphroditic, it was said they could leave behind descendants as a man could.

In fact, information had already reached the court that the two wives she had left behind in Manesh were both pregnant.

For Ria to return to Anise, she needed to bring along a proper entourage.

500 elite ogres, 300 elite dwarves, 1000 elite beastkin, plus 1000 humans.

This signified that the nation called Ogress was a complete multi-racial state. The reason they numbered only 3000 was to avoid needlessly provoking Casalia, and simply because without Serge, transporting food was quite difficult.

Even so, wearing jet-black armor in the midst of the group with a red-lined black cloak draped over her shoulders, Ria stood out remarkably.

Today she wore no mask, entering the castle with her face exposed to the citizens. Many of those who saw her apparently fainted on the spot—she must have polished her appearance considerably in preparation for this day.

She dismounted at the castle gate. Royalty could ride on horseback until the inner gate, but this was proof that as an archduke, she had already taken up her position as a vassal.

Yet without even a small blade on her person, her figure—which shouldn't have been that imposing—strode dignified through the palace corridors. Naturally, the retainers watching from afar clasped their hands and bowed their heads.

Her caliber as a human was simply different.

Those who inadvertently met her Dragon Eyes found themselves weak in the knees, having no choice but to kneel on the spot.

In the audience chamber, Ria knelt on one knee, presenting herself not as family but with the courtesy of a retainer.

Her royal father Neyas received Ria firmly as his daughter.

"Rise, my daughter."

His voice has grown weaker, Ria thought.

Thinking about it, while Ria had fled from the palace's bewildering complications, her father had properly confronted them. Even if he had no other choice, that was something worthy of praise.

"You've grown taller. It's already been two years, hasn't it?"

During that time, it seemed Ria had gained more siblings. She wondered if things had become complicated once again.

Her royal father sat above the stairs on his throne, looking as though it was all that was holding him up.

Even without using her Dragon Eyes, she could tell how exhausted he had become.

A minister at the bottom of the stairs enumerated Ria's achievements. They were all true, and if they were true, they were already the deeds of a hero.

Even though they had been informed beforehand, now that everything was being listed out before them, it was no wonder they found it hard to believe.

A sense of reverent awe never before felt in this palace pricked at Ria's skin, along with a sense of envy that had likewise never been felt before.

After the minister had finished recounting all of Ria's achievements, the king rose from his throne.

"I hereby recognize my daughter Ryuke Riana as the head of the new archduke house of Ogress."

Cheers and applause rose in response to the king's declaration.

 

*


 
"Even so, Father, you've grown haggard."

"Half of it is your fault."

Having moved from the audience chamber to the office, Ria stood alongside the cabinet ministers.

"Mine?"

"Due to your role in destroying Cordova, there was a movement among some to make you Queen of Casalia."

"That would be impossible. Ogress and Casalia are geopolitically far apart. There are limits to how much territory a single ruler can govern."

That was precisely why even with its great power, the Empire had never aimed to rule the entire continent.

"Well, it took quite a lot to crush that movement. I can finally catch my breath."

Looking closely, her royal father's complexion was poor, but his mood didn't seem so bad. The troubles within the court had apparently truly been resolved.

"With this, Casalia and Ogress are fully prepared for the Millennium."

"The Millennium, huh…"

The king brought his hand to his chin in thought.

"Will something like that really come?"

"What are you saying at this point?"

That was Ria's thought, but to humans who had never directly met Labyrinth or the Demon King, the Millennium must have seemed like nothing more than a legend.

"I spoke with the lord of the labyrinth, someone who fought in the Millennium a thousand years ago. I was told it would come within ten years. And then just the other day, when I fought one of the Demon King's subordinates—"

Since this wasn't something that had been in Reyas' report, everyone was surprised.

"I fought the Demon King directly."

The ministers nearly fell out of their chairs.

"The previous hero changed sides, became the Demon King, and said he would attack within three years."

That was Ogress' greatest secret.

A secret known only to Ria, Carla, and Guinevere.

Three years.

It was far too short.

"T-three years…?"

To the groaning ministers, Ria continued.

"This is something our Manesh duke said, but…"

First, Casalia would annex the northwestern part of the former empire and create a massive kingdom.

Then, they would forge an alliance with Lemdria, which had similarly annexed part of the former empire, and establish a system to counter the Millennium.

Ogress would provide new weapons to Casalia and Lemdria to bolster their military strength.

"But wouldn't that be far too advantageous for us?"

Once the Millennium ended, foolish wars between humans would no doubt resume.

Despite that, Ogress was offering to provide its latest technology.

"Does it not matter?"

Her royal father was taking the Millennium too lightly.

And above all, other humans didn't know about that Demon King.

In the previous Millennium, it was said humanity's numbers had been reduced to a tenth or even a hundredth.

But that Demon King was planning something beyond even that.

The Great Collapse.

The chaos that had occurred three thousand years ago, washing away all history that came before it.

"We'll need to deepen our cooperation with Lemdria and Istria. After all, the Empire is no more."

There was no Empire. There was no Golden Dragon Clarice protecting humanity.

Humanity would have to overcome the Millennium using the technology and abilities it currently possessed.

"You're right…"

Her royal father nodded deeply.

Now then, having finished her official duties for the time being, there was something Ria absolutely had to do.

Namely, speaking with Earl Crystera about asking for his daughter's hand in marriage.

Summoned to Earl Crystera's residence, Ria met Fio's father for the first time.

It wasn't strange that she had never encountered him at court. As the former earl, he was already over seventy. More grandfather than father in terms of age.

The former earl received Ria in a separate building constructed on the estate grounds.

"Fio was a child born of love in my old age. I had extended my life with magic, wanting to at least see her married, but…"

In other words, he was actually even older than he appeared.

"I never imagined it would turn out like this…"

The former earl looked reluctant but also sighed as though he had given up.

"Father…"

Fio embraced her elderly father, nodding many times over.

Having secured Fio much more easily than expected, Ria's group would later have conflicts with Fio's much older brothers, but that's a story for another time.
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Having slipped out of the castle, Ria returned to Agatha's shop—the home that could truly be called her home.

The five original members plus Fio. It was a bit lonely that Serge wasn't here.

"That said, I always thought you weren't normal, but…"

Agatha looked at Fio with the same gaze as always.

"I never thought you'd take a girl as a bride."

So that's what it was.

"Also, becoming a queen was unexpected. Though you being the ogre queen isn't surprising."

Is that so?

In the end, humans were no match for those who had changed their diapers.

Speaking honestly, Ria wanted Agatha to come to Ogress. But there were reasons why that couldn't happen.

One was that Agatha herself didn't want to. Her attachment to the shop she had run for many years wouldn't allow her to close it.

There was also the aspect of her being Ria's hostage. Her existence would serve as a guarantee that Ogress and Casalia would not become hostile.

And this was something Ria wished for as well—Anise was safe.

If the demon tribe invaded, the first three places they would attack would be Istria, Sacred Mountain, and Ogress. Compared to those, Casalia's capital held little danger.

"Well, next time I come, I'll bring your grandchild. Mom will be a granny."

Hearing Ria say that, Agatha froze.
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The discussions between Ria and Casalia's leadership concluded relatively amicably.

If there was one issue, it was probably the difference in their sense of crisis regarding the Millennium.

While Casalia's leadership thought it would be an ordinary war against the demon tribe, Ria sensed it would be something different.

Otherwise, there was no reason they would have allied with Ria so strongly in the fight against Cordova.

Something leading to the Great Collapse must exist. And the person who knew the details of the Great Collapse was likely no longer on humanity's side.

After the daily conferences and feasts, Ria would return home to Ogress.

Yes, return home. Ria's home was no longer Anise. While Anise was her hometown, Ria's heart was in Manesh.

The next time she came, Anise might no longer exist. Conversely, Manesh might be the one that no longer existed.

Looking back at the royal castle many times, Ria left Anise behind.
The Demon King vs. The Black Cats
It wasn't that he was careless. But he had been reckless.

He really shouldn't have come to Lemdria after all.

To think he would have to fight against those monsters…

Haruto was fleeing from his pursuers in a truly desperate manner.

(I let my guard down since nothing bad had happened lately～!)

Through the forest, across the plains, and where he finally arrived was the wastelands.

No, it wasn't even wastelands.

It was a place where no living things existed at all. In its center was a gargantuan, deep hole.

The remnants of where the imperial capital once stood. The remnants of where even the souls of three million people had been burned to ash.

He tried to flee from there, only to realize it was impossible.

They had gotten ahead of him. No, had he been guided here from the very beginning?

A magical barrier. He couldn't even use teleportation. From how strong it was, he immediately knew who had created it.

"Azel and Al-san, huh…"

Both were called Great Sages, the strongest mages on the continent.

And as for who was approaching from behind…

"Haruto, it's over."

Shana. A scarlet-haired mage who wielded the strongest destruction magic.

"Well, you went a bit too far."

A giant stood as if protecting her, greatsword in hand.

Thor. Likely the strongest swordsman on the continent.

A hint of sadness was visible in his expression.

"Toru-san…"

An existence from the same world, once called a hero.

But now, a clear enemy. Whether to destroy this world, or to stop it just short of that.

Their paths had diverged.

"Hey, even now, don't you want to start the Millennium? You understand too, don't you, that the circulation of souls will ultimately save this world from ruin?"

Yes, only Thor still retained that softness.

Even Azel and Shana, who had once defeated the Demon King together with him, didn't retain it—that softness toward Haruto Arisugawa.

"It's pointless. Isn't that right?"

The one who emerged from the very back was the leader of the Black Cats.

Yamato. But only a very limited number of people knew his real name.

"Shifaka-san…"

The strongest of the strong. The one Haruto could never defeat no matter what. The strongest human on this continent.

Saint Emperor Ryuke Shifaka.

Having lived for more than three thousand years—an existence that surpassed even dragons.

"I will kill you, set the demon race in motion, and bring about the Millennium. There is no other way to save this world."

Yamato's—Shifaka's voice was weary.

It was the voice of an aged man who had lived not just three thousand years, but many times that.

"By doing that, you rob this world of its possibilities and repeat the same thing over and over, thinking yourself a savior!"

Haruto howled. A man who had been summoned as a hero and witnessed tens of thousands, hundreds of millions of deaths.

Facing him was a man who had witnessed several times that number.

"I am no savior. I simply wish to prevent a Great Collapse like the one three thousand years ago. That is all I live for."

The Great Collapse.

It was certainly something that had to be prevented. But his methods were robbing all living things of their futures.

"In the end, you can't do anything."

Even with sadness in his voice, Haruto murmured.

"You repeat the same thing over and over, just changing your companions slightly. You have no regard for the living will that demons and humans possess."

Haruto's mana swelled. Even though he knew he had no chance of winning against this many opponents.

"While you spent the same thousand years over and over, I failed countless times, yet still searched for a future."

The lives he had sacrificed numbered not just in the thousands or tens of thousands. It was truly the work of a Demon King.

But even so, he had believed in the possibility.

A means to overcome the Great Collapse, to overcome this world's ruin.

"Blocking teleportation but not blocking summoning will be your downfall."

In that moment, Haruto's eyes were unbelievably cold for him.

"Summon: Demon Lord Machine God."

A massive summoning formation appeared in the sky.

There was no one present who couldn't instinctively feel how dangerous it was.

"Come forth, Humanoid Decisive Battle Weapon!"

A golem exceeding fifty meters in height. But its true value couldn't be understood from its appearance alone.

"That's… no way…"

Only Thor—the one who had been in another world, Toru Hakamada—knew of this impossible thing.

Haruto entered the red crystal that had opened in the golem's chest.

Sporting horns like a devil, its jet-black body was almost human-like. It held two short swords in its hands.

"While you desperately maneuvered behind the scenes to maintain balance in the human world, I believed only in the possibility of a future."

Haruto's voice echoed.

"This is the crystallization of that belief."

"You're kidding…"

"Thor, what is that?"

Even in this situation, only Shifaka's voice remained calm. But that didn't come from courage—it came from indifference to everything.

"That is the power of science. And probably the power of magic combined with it…"

Yes, Thor understood. He understood just how dangerous it was.

"That isn't a golem. It's a decisive battle weapon."

"I see."

Shifaka drew his sword. A divine sword. A true divine sword that had once slain a god.

"Either way, what I must do remains unchanged."

And so, the battle began.

There was no loser.

However, the one to retreat was the Black Cats.

Shifaka made that decision before there were any casualties.

In other words—

The victor was the Demon King.

What the heck.

What is up with those people.

Really, what are they even thinking?

Even though I was planning to make a grand entrance at the final battle all like, "This is my strategic-grade humanoid decisive battle weapon!" with a smug look on my face.

If you gang up on me five against one like that, of course I won't have the luxury of holding back.

It's good that they went home after getting fooled by my bluff, but my secret weapon got all scratched up.

I know there weren't any witnesses, but a wild dance of forbidden spells is a bit much, isn't it? Thermonuclear Darkness Detonation Hell and Meteor Shower and such. Give me a break.

Ahh, the armor's all warped and the magic formations are slightly damaged. The foremen are going to be angry… Or maybe they'll be happy for more work? Those guys are work junkies after all.

Well, it wasn't all bad. Even if it was as expected, I was able to measure the operational time limit in actual combat.

Alrighty, teleport. Good work, me.

"Haruto-san… no, His Majesty Ars."

Ah, Ferna-san. When did you get here?

Eh? What's with those sparkling eyes?

Hey, seriously, stop it. I'm not good with that kind of thing.

Yeah, I'm really grateful from the bottom of my heart that you took our side instead of just sheltering me.

But right now, you have the same expression as my retainers.

I don't like that kind of thing, which is why I've been acting alone.

"My will is with your ideals."

Uwaa, there it is!

The ideal declaration's arrived!

"Ferna-san, please stop. My ideals aren't anything so great."

No, really. It's more like haphazard than ideals.

My original motivation was trying to recreate modern Japanese life while also preserving the environment.

In the process, I learned about the meaning of the Millennium and the hopelessness of the Great Collapse, and by that point, there was nobody else who could do anything about it.

Ah, no, wait. That's not right. Those people have the power too, and if the dragons felt like it, they could survive the Millennium.

In the end, I'm just doing what I want to do.

Also, weren't you supposed to be in Orgus?

"I'm just doing what I want to do."

Really, that's true. It's just that, unfortunately, what I want can't be achieved without saving the world.

Even now, if there's someone who wants to swap with me, I'd swap in a heartbeat, you know?

Ah, Ferna-san, please stop that pose where you clasp your fist over your chest.

Please stop making your eyes sparkle even more.

Yeah, I understand. I really do. I've had that look directed at me many times.

That's still just being in love with love.

You still have time, so instead of an old geezer like me, go fall in love with a boy your own age. I'm older than your great-grandfather, you know.

Yeah, she's my type, so if she comes on to me, there's a possibility I won't be able to refuse, so I need to do something about this now.

While I was thinking about such things, my adorably annoying child came along.

"Your Majesty～"

The barrier's gone too, after all. Well, if she'd used the real trump card, she probably could have gotten through, but that's still incomplete.

The adorable flaxen-haired vampire descended in front of me. And then she took my right arm. Ooh, soft. No, no—this is familial love.

Rei was following behind her too, but devil wings are faster after all.

"I was so worried! No, actually, I wasn't worried at all!"

Eh, what's that about?

Hmm, does that mean she trusted me?

Well, that's better than having her stick her hand in that battlefield.

But if you don't worry about me at least a little, even I'll cry, you know?

"Your Majesty…"

Rei was standing a step back. But her eyes looked like they might start crying any moment.

Ahh, she was worried for me, huh. Well, I was up against two heroes and two Great Sages. I'll pat her head slowly later.

H-huh?

Somehow my left hand is being held by Ferna-san?

And she and Asuka are glaring at each other?

"Your Majesty, who is this woman?"

"Ah, she's Ferna-san, who's going to be our companion from now on."

"Please call me Ferna."

Ahh, Asuka-san. Even if they've gotten bigger, please stop pressing your chest against me.

I've known you since you were a baby. I know you from when you were bawling in a diaper.

No matter how cute you've grown up to be, my sense of ethics is kicking in…

"Nice to meet you. I am Ars-sama's foster child, Asuka."

Speaking of ethics, there was that woman, Princess Guinevere.

In that suspension bridge state right after desperately defeating that dragon, she said something adorably devoted, and I ended up doing it with her.

"At the very least, I want to offer my purity to the person I love from the bottom of my heart."

If someone says that, you can't call yourself a man if you don't respond, right?

But you know, when you think about it.

The only remaining royalty was that person alone.

With Carla firmly on her side as her greatest fighting force, she could choose any lover she wanted. It didn't have to be with my child.

Thinking about it now, maybe she chose me precisely because there were no obligations?

That woman was fundamentally scheming. Should I call her a wicked woman? She's not a bad girl though.

Well, I got plenty of pleasure from her too, so I don't have the right to complain.

At least let me grumble in my mind, okay?

While thinking about such things, my left arm ended up being held by Ferna-san.

… Um, Ferna-san.

You seem to have a complex about being boyish.

But the destructive power of breasts is a threat to all men, you know?

"For now, let me show Ferna-san to the base."

I teleported with the girls gathered around me. Rei, your chest is as deadly as ever. Your father here hopes you find a good husband soon.

Of course, I'll make absolutely sure to vet the man thoroughly though!

"What an unusual room."

Yeah, it's natural for Ferna-san to have trouble adjusting since this is her first time seeing it.

This room was originally meant to recreate an average Japanese house… in other words, my old room.

Add a bath, toilet, and kitchen, and you can pretty much live like this.

Ahh, I'm so tired though.

I don't think those people can catch up to my thousand years of accumulated knowledge at this point.

But still, I wanted to stay hidden if possible.

"Sorry, but could you keep watch? I'm going to sleep for a while…"

This is a hidden place in demon territory, so those people shouldn't be able to get in.

I'm already getting sleepy from using too much mana…

I found various points for improvement too, but…

For now, sleep is justice!

So, Asuka-san.

Please stop trying to sleep beside me.
The Magic City
Yo, I'm Serge. Right now, I'm standing in line at the gates of Magic City Jemidan, waiting to get in.

Why? Well obviously, it's to enroll in the magic academy.

After Cordova's upheaval came to an end, I felt it keenly.

I just don't have enough power.

Well, my comparison targets are a bit extreme, but Nee-chan and Carla-san are basically Super Saiyans.

Irina would be a Saiyan on the verge of awakening, I guess.

My position? Well, it'd be nice if I were Krillin, but I think I'm about Yamcha-level at best.

That's why I wanted to at least get up to Krillin's level, so I consulted various people about it.

Most of them said that for a mage, enrolling in the magic academy was the best way to go.

Well, Nee-chan said actual combat comes first though. She doesn't realize she's a monster. Normal people die before they can get stronger.

So, when I consulted Carla-sama about the magic academy, she gladly wrote me a letter of introduction.

"You will certainly become a splendid mage."

After saying that, she smiled and rephrased herself.

"No, you are already a splendid mage. You will likely become a mage who leaves his mark on history."

Ahh, the smile of a goddess! Nothing less from a former saint. Even I, who've gotten used to it, felt like I was floating up to heaven.

Oh, speaking of beauties, Nee-chan's a beauty too, but she's more like… the cool, beautiful barbarian warrior woman type? She's a different type from Carla-san's pure, orthodox model type.

So after all that happened, I took stagecoaches and caravan carriages to make my way all the way here, but…

"Haaaah? Say that again, boy."

I ended up getting into it with some people.

"I said, wouldn't a wall this height be unable to withstand an invasion from the demon tribe?"

Yeah, I was just standing in line normally, but someone in front of me happened to be a resident of this city.

So I asked if a wall this height would be okay.

I mean, it was only about three times Gig's height.

Then they said it'd be fine because they could put up walls with magic when the time came.

Isn't that weird though?

Couldn't they save magic power by building the wall beforehand?

Then they said there was no way they'd ever run out of magic power.

When I asked why, thinking there might be some incredible magic device, they said that if all the mages in the magic city used magic together, no matter how many monsters attacked…

I thought to myself.

Isn't that just willpower talk?

Well, I didn't say it quite so bluntly, but I asked specifically how many monsters they could handle.

Yeah, no answer. "No matter how many" isn't an answer. Isn't this just wishful thinking?

Well, I've hidden behind Nee-chan's skirt, but even I have some pride in having been through my share of battlefields.

Since I was interested in the defenses of the city I'd be living in, I asked various detailed questions.

But none of the people around me could answer.

There was even the extreme argument that everything would be fine because Azelford-sama was at Sacred Mountain Cyrus.

But even Carla-san, whom Azelford-sama evaluated as "beyond me," could lose to someone weaker if caught exhausted.

Besides, that Demon King-sama is stronger than Azelford-sama, right? Well, that's off the record, so I won't say anything.

So while we were talking like that, the mage-looking people around me kept getting more and more hostile.

Finally, someone started shouting "A foolish noble brandishing his status!"

Oh, I was dressed formally since I was going to visit the family who'd be taking care of me. The formal attire of a Manesh baron.

I wasn't brandishing my noble status at all. Though I suppose my appearance might have looked that way.

Generally speaking, would a real noble ride a shared carriage?

I was originally a farmer, and even in my previous life, I was from a middle-class family. There's no way I'd be hung up on social status.

But they didn't see it that way. It was already a storm of abuse. They're probably getting carried away thinking I'm just a kid.

No, I'm not losing my temper, okay?

I feel like I grew a lot through that war. Intimidation without real strength behind it isn't scary at all.

Level 20 or 30? Small fry. Small fry, I tell you.

Even I could subdue them barehanded if I used body strengthening magic.

But I won't. I can't cause a scene here and sully Carla-san's reputation.

Still, while enduring it by thinking of Carla-san's smile, I thought about it.

If Nee-chan had written that letter of introduction, I'd probably be free to cause a ruckus right about now.

I mean, she'd enjoy that kind of thing.

Well, just as I was getting troubled about when this would settle down, that carriage happened to pass by.

"Be silent."

A voice amplification spell that brooked no argument. Everyone went quiet.

Oh yeah, come to think of it, I don't know much about neutralization magic that doesn't cause injuries.

Anyway, the carriage window opened, and the person inside showed their face.

I was surprised.

It was a bespectacled girl.

This world has magic, you know. Bad eyesight can be cured. There aren't many people with bad eyesight to begin with.

Yet she was deliberately wearing glasses, so I used Identify on her.

A surprising level 70. Moreover, she even had the Gift of Magic Natural Talent.

She was about my age with black hair. Well, I suppose you could call her a beauty, but you know, I had someone with a world-class beautiful face right next to me for a while.

Besides, she's still a bit young. Not in my strike zone.

Also, her face doesn't quite look like someone from the northwest part of the continent. If anything, she looks kind of Japanese.

"What seems to be the matter?"

When the girl asked, I explained the city's lack of defenses in a well-reasoned manner.

"I see, that is reasonable. I will inform Otou-sama."

Saying that, the carriage carrying the Ojou-sama headed toward the main gate, passing by all the people lined up.

I heard later that nobles have that kind of privilege here. I should have used it too.

 

*


 
Magic City Jemidan was a vertically-oriented city. Buildings that looked like high-rises were lined up, and they were called towers.

Heading down the main street, the magic academy was at the end, and the large mansion where I'd be staying was right next to it.

When I asked to be announced at the front gate, they made strange faces. Well, it probably doesn't happen often that a noble's child shows up alone.

Nevertheless, as expected of Carla-sama's letter of introduction. A butler came out and welcomed me courteously.

"Danna-sama is currently out on business, but fortunately Ojou-sama is here."

Well, it would be unusual for him to be home during the day.

After waiting a few minutes in the reception room, there was a knock at the door.

When I stood up to greet her, to my surprise, it was that beauty from earlier.

She seemed surprised too, but quickly put on a composed expression. Kuudere, that's kuudere. She hasn't gone dere yet though.

"Nice to meet you. I am Chrystina Koto Marken, daughter of this house."

"Nice to meet you as well. I am Sagittarius Cristoll Crowley."

Eh? Why Crowley, you ask?

When I was appointed baron, I had a new title name made for me.

"Is Sir Sagittarius a noble?"

"Yes. I am equivalent to a baron of the Ogress Kingdom."

"Ah, I see." Chrystina-jou said. It is the most famous country right now, after all.

"The treatment of nobles in Jemidan is somewhat special."

Ah, I'd heard a bit about that, but it might be good to hear more.

First, in Jemidan, almost none of the typical noble privileges apply. I'd heard about this.

At most, you get priority passing through the gates, or it's easier to get restaurant reservations—that level of thing. Using noble privilege doesn't make crimes any lighter.

"Well, I was originally a farmer, so I think I'll be fine with that."

At these words, the Ojou-sama seemed quite surprised.

"Did your father achieve military merit?"

Well, considering how Ogress was established, that's a reasonable assumption.

"No, I happened to become a companion of Her Majesty the Queen during her journey, and I served in the supply division during the war, so I was evaluated for that."

"So you yourself hold the title?"

Oh, she's surprised. Very surprised.

This is exactly it. I'm AWESOME!

"A commoner in one generation… and at such a young age… Was it through magic? No, since it was the supply division, you must have been quite competent."

No, it was the power of magic.

Well, I couldn't really say that, so I just smiled like a noble and dodged the question.

Earl Marken had the same oriental features as his daughter. I didn't know this before, but apparently, this type of appearance is common in the eastern city-states.

The family has one son and one daughter, and Chrystina-jou is the younger sister. The eldest son seems to have taken more after their deceased mother, with features that look Southern European.

And well, this guy doesn't give off a great impression.

He said things like how his sister's appearance wasn't that good so please be friends with her, and that it was impressive for an upstart to get this far at my age.

"Chrystina-jou's appearance is unusual for this area, but in the eastern city-states, she would be considered quite a beauty."

Well, when I offered that bit of lip service, her father the Earl was overjoyed. After all, people are happy when someone who resembles them is called beautiful.

I heard from the butler later that the elder brother's academic abilities are considerably inferior to Chrystina-jou's, and that's his complex.

Even if you tell me that, I can't do anything about it. Thanks to that, it doesn't seem like I'll get along with the brother.

Even though I went out of my way to praise Chrystina-jou, she didn't show much reaction. But according to the butler, that was her being embarrassed.

Well, she's at a difficult age, isn't she.
The Blazing Transfer Student
Normally, the magic academy doesn't have a transfer student system. While there is technically a start of the academic year, plenty of people enroll partway through. However, such people require something special—in this case, that meant needing Carla's letter of introduction.

Incidentally, he also had letters of introduction from Ria and Guinevere, but he ended up not using those. He decided to hold onto them just in case something happened.

"Alright, we will now begin the written examination."

As expected, he couldn't enroll without any testing at all, so he had to take both written and practical exams.

The practical exam was one thing, but Serge thought the written exam would be his biggest hurdle. However, he had a secret technique.

Namely, cheating through spacetime magic.

By using this to reference the grimoire he'd received from Labyrinth, he could score considerably above average even without getting a perfect score.

Don't call it unfair. Serge's goal was to become stronger, not to get good grades.

Now for the crucial practical exam. This measured two things: output and control.

For output, they prepared a special crystal ball and had him pour magic power into it to measure the total amount, but…

As expected, his magic power was too strong and the crystal ball exploded.

Carla had apparently done the same thing, making him the second person to accomplish this feat since they'd started this examination.

(Well, there's still quite a gap between me and Carla-san though.)

He'd used Identify beforehand and knew that his magic power would destroy it. He considered hiding his true strength, but when he thought about his purpose for coming to this academy, it would be meaningless to do so.

The control test was also simple.

Hit the center of a target with concentric circles drawn on it with a single shot. Destroying too much of it would be bad, and so would missing.

By using guidance magic with Longinus, he was able to pierce exactly the center point.

The instructors were astonished. Well, that was only natural when he'd pierced the target at a speed too fast for the eye to follow.

Even after doing all this, there were still people far above him.

Not only was there Carla's absurd magic, but he probably couldn't hold a candle to those two demon generals either.

That werewolf had taken him down in a single blow.

Even so, he wanted to at least prepare to fight alongside his comrades in time for the Millennium.

A curriculum was assembled by the academy's masters, but it wasn't satisfactory for Serge.

Given his abilities' tendencies, Serge's expectation was to start with actual combat, but the masters seemed intent on having him practice basic magic.

Frankly, with his boosted intelligence, magic power, and his Gift for magic, he could perform well in that field too, but he wanted practical lessons to prepare for the Millennium.

But when he voiced this opinion, they earnestly lamented that young people always rush toward the flashy fields.

Those immediate concerns were important right now, but these elders didn't know that the Millennium was right around the corner.

They probably thought this peace would last for the rest of their lives.

But if he told them the truth, chaos would descend upon the city. There was also the possibility he'd just be labeled a liar.

Reluctantly, along with basic magic, he took spacetime magic, fire magic, and magical theory. Though apparently, hardly anyone besides Great Sage Azelford researched spacetime magic.

And so, that's how he ended up being brought to a homeroom-style classroom before heading home.

Surprisingly, mixed in among the older mages was none other than Miss Chrystina.

Well, considering her magic power capacity and Gifts, it was only natural she'd be among them.

Even so, it made him a bit uneasy that this was the magic academy's highest tier, but thinking of them as merely students made it understandable.

Their levels were 70 at the highest.

For reference, Serge's current level was 118. Moreover, factoring in his skills, you could consider him ten levels higher than that.

Even so, as a fellow mage, he didn't think he could fight that dark elf and vampire.

"I am Sagittarius Crystal Crowley. Pleased to meet you all."

He gave a light bow to students three or four years older than him.

"Crowley, huh. Never heard of it. What country are you from?"

A student asked with a smirk. Level 70, huh. Quite impressive.

Well, if they actually fought, it'd be an instant kill though.

"Crowley is a newly established baron house in the Ogress Archduchy. I hear he received the title directly from the Archduke of Ogress for his own distinguished service."

The one who followed up was Chrystina.

They had already become close enough to call each other Chrys and Serge during the previous night's dinner, but he hadn't expected her to so obviously defend him here.

"That's rare. Weird Face Chrys getting involved with someone else."

Since the persistent boy kept talking, Serge was getting rather annoyed and was about to shut him up by force, but—

"He enrolled here after receiving a letter of introduction from Carla Raparb Uslan-sama. Is there anyone else like that?"

Carla-san to the rescue in times of trouble.

The boy tried to grumble something after that, but he was stopped by the teacher and fell silent.

Chrys told him that boy's name was Alexi during dinner that night.

Though he had ability, his personality was troublesome, and even the teachers had difficulty managing him. Moreover, his family was nobility.

Serge couldn't help thinking, "What the hell."

"If anything happens, just tell me or one of the masters and we'll handle it."

No, no. That's not right.

Even if Serge excelled at hiding behind girls' skirts, this was different.

"It's fine. At worst, I'll just resort to force, right?"

"He is a magic user capable of destroying even iron golems."

Iron golems.

What a small fry.

"Chrys, you don't seem to understand, but…"

He struck a deliberate pose.

"I'm someone who's conquered the labyrinth."

The basic magic lessons were surprisingly useful for Serge.

Up until now, the only ones who'd taught him were the village mage and non-standard people like Valis and Carla, so the fundamentals had been completely missing.

Without the underlying theory, applications to actual combat often don't work well.

Also, since Chrys was taking this class too, she helped him out a lot.

Even in combat classes, he focused on control and refrained from purely destructive magic as much as possible.

The offensive magic here also seemed to be truly for offense rather than for actual combat.

Despite feeling considerable dissonance, there was still something to be gained, so he attended the lessons diligently.

It was one such afternoon.

Having finished his meal, Serge was thinking "alright, time to work hard again" as he opened his locker key and—

Bang!

He instinctively shut it.

Opening it again, there was a pink envelope inside.

Ooh, the stuff of urban legends.

A love letter in his locker. But Serge remained calm.

For someone to write a love letter at this age, they'd either have to be quite precocious or a shotacon. The latter would be fine, but the former was a bit outside his strike zone.

Besides, there was a higher possibility that this was a summons disguised as a love letter.

"What's wrong, Serge?"

"Uwahyaa!"

"Eh!?"

He'd been so distracted by the love letter lookalike that he hadn't noticed someone's presence. Right beside him, Chrys was looking at the letter in Serge's hand.

"… The day after yesterday, and you're already popular."

"No, no, this is definitely a trap."

When he peeled open the letter, it said to wait behind the training grounds in the evening…

No name, and the handwriting wasn't very girlish either. This was definitely a trap.

"This is… Alexi?"

"Probably."

He didn't remember doing anything to deserve such a grudge, but people like that were just like that.

"Want me to go with you?"

Then again, there were people like her too.

You're kind, Chrys-chan. Or rather, could this girl possibly be easy to win over?

Shaking away his rude thoughts, Serge made a request of Chrys.

"Are you sure about that?"

Despite acting cool, he could already see her worrying about him. As expected, she was different from Carla.

But that was that and this was this. Both were good things.

"Well, it'll be fine. If I get serious, I can definitely beat an opponent of that level."

When he said something a bit boastful, Chrys looked slightly taken aback.

"Understood. But Alexi has fire magic at level 6. Don't let your guard down."

"My fire magic is level 9, you know."

Chrys's expression seemed to say "you're joking again," but it was the truth. In the process of training his spacetime magic, he'd had Valis and Carla teach him fire magic since it was the most practical for actual combat.

As Serge walked away with more than enough composure, Chrys found his retreating figure dazzlingly impressive.

"So you actually showed up, brat."

Everything was as expected.

Waiting at the place written in the letter was Alexi and his five lackeys.

He'd expected them to say various things, but if he had to summarize it all: he was being insolent.

He could understand that. On top of the special treatment of being a transfer student, he'd enrolled with an introduction from the legendary magic warrior Carla. He knew the masters were looking at him with special eyes too.

But understanding didn't mean he had to agree with them.

"So? What are you going to do? I haven't particularly done anything wrong."

"Kneel."

At the overwhelmingly high-handed demand, Serge couldn't help but laugh.

"What's so funny!?"

"No, it's just that after going to all this trouble, all you want is for me to kneel?"

Well, his lack of dignity that let something like this slide might be one of his bad points.

"Making someone kneel isn't about ordering them, you know. It's done like this."

At that moment, Serge released his [Intimidation].

Starting with the Cyclops, then Divine Dragon Valis, the showdown between Ria and Carla, the demon generals' attack.

Through all those experiences, Serge had already acquired this skill.

Even so, Alexi still showed some backbone. But the other five collapsed on the spot.

"I-impossible…"

This immense intimidation was beyond anything even the masters could produce. The only person at the academy who might be capable of something like this would be Great Sage Azelford…

"D-damn you!"

In his panic, Alexi used his fire magic at full power. It was so fast that even the masters who had been secretly watching didn't have time to stop it.

"White Prison Flames!"

"Dimensional Fault."

And that magic was blocked effortlessly.

The magic was sucked into the gap between dimensions. Before he could even be surprised by what he'd seen, Alexi was hit by Serge's magic.

"Flame Circle."

A ring of fire surrounded Alexi and the others. Normally, this magic could be easily dispelled, but the output was on a different level.

Serge maintained the magic until all six people inside collapsed from oxygen deprivation.

"What a ridiculous person…"

Chrys said in a tone of utter exasperation.

When Serge gave a "tehe" laugh, she just stared at him coldly.

Being stared at coldly by a glasses girl is great!

In the end, this incident was settled with stern warnings to both parties.

In terms of right and wrong, Serge, who had deliberately prepared witnesses, shouldn't have been at fault, but since the other side was making a huge fuss, it was decided to punish both sides equally.

From then on, Alexi continued to avoid Serge until graduation.

And as the details of this incident spread somewhat exaggerated, Serge earned a peculiar nickname.

That being "The Blazing Transfer Student."

"A man's soul charge: complete!"

Saying incomprehensible things, Serge became known as a person of eccentric behavior.
The Great Sage
When Serge was voluntarily confining himself due to the commotion he'd caused—in truth, he was meeting with a certain individual during that time.

Who was this individual? The greatest mage on the continent, the man called the Great Sage—Azelford.

Serge had been invited to a garden at the summit of the Sacred Mountain Cyrus, which was said to reach an elevation of ten thousand meters.

By the way, as for how he got there—

"That's… a huge bird…"

In a field on the outskirts, a massive brown bird with a wingspan of what must have been a hundred meters had landed. Its head resembled a pteranodon's.

"I am one of the three servants who serve Azelford-sama, the Wondrous Bird Laplace."

The one who answered was a black-haired butler who had come together with Laplace.

Even so… Laplace…

That has nothing to do with Laplace's demon, right?

"Incidentally, I am also one of those servants. My name is Radam."

Nn?

"Umm, is the last one named Poseidon by any chance?"

"Yes, they are names based on a legend from a Hero-sama's world."

So it's BaXXl the Second…

And so they arrived at the summit of Cyrus, but what awaited there was a place covered in flowers and grasses that you'd never expect at the top of a high mountain, and there was even an outdoor stage built there.

"The master awaits over there."

Following those directions, they headed toward the stage seating.

By this point, Serge already had a terribly bad feeling about this.

And it came true.

Cha～ chara cha cha～ cha cha～ cha cha～ cha～ cha～

A beautiful youth with brown skin appeared together with music.

The youth began singing enthusiastically.

"Hidden～ by～ the snowy～ storm～"

The lyrics were different, but the melody was definitely that song.

"Living in～ the magic tower～ super-powered sage～ Azel～ford～"

He knew it. He knew this song.

He'd watched it on AniXXx or something, so he knew.

He could tell from the melody.

"To protect the continent's peace, he commands his three servants!"

"YAH!"

At this point he'd given up.

"Wondrous Bird Laplace～, soar through the～ skies～ Posei～don swims～ through the seas～ Radam～, transform～, can't go～ back～"

That's the part you changed!?

After singing through to the second verse properly, Azelford greeted him with a wonderful smile.

"I am Azelford. Feel free to call me Azel."

Maybe there's no Azel the First?

Shaking hands with an awkward smile, Serge decided to forget what just happened.

"Using spacetime magic—that's quite interesting. You're a reincarnator, aren't you?"

As expected of someone called the Great Sage, he could figure that out.

"Even among fellow reincarnators, you're different from Labyrinth. That one chose genesis magic and had quite a hard time with it."

Ah, I see. Since they lived in the same era, it's natural that he'd know about Labyrinth.

Right, they're from the same era.

"I heard you conquered the labyrinth, but how was she? Doing well?"

He guided Serge from the stage toward the tower. That appeared to be his residence.

"She was energetic, but… how should I put it, it felt like she was putting on a brave front."

"She's always been like that. Even so, it's amazing that her spirit hasn't worn down…"

The inside of the tower was filled with various experimental instruments and books.

What particularly caught Serge's attention was the mountain of books—they were piled up in heaps without any proper organization.

For Serge, who had kept his books neatly arranged in his previous life, it was a sight that was hard to endure.

"Sorry about this. It's quite difficult to organize, and even if I tried to get someone else to help, the kind of people who can come here are all bad at organizing."

The reason Serge had been able to visit a person called the Great Sage was because Azel himself had extended an invitation.

The destruction of a crystal ball—the first since the Dragonslayer—had made that much of an impact.

"Please take any open seat. Radam, bring some tea and appropriate sweets."

Saying that, he plopped himself down on a sofa. At that moment, another pile of books collapsed.

"Normally I'd have things a bit more organized, but I've been busy with preparations for The Millennium lately."

There it was again—The Millennium.

This man was the nominal head of the magic academy. What did he think about The Millennium?

Serge had been feeling that everyone lacked sufficient awareness of the crisis regarding The Millennium, so he voiced that opinion frankly.

"You're right. We've been far too lacking in that awareness. The human side will probably be completely defeated in the next Millennium."

Serge froze at such pessimistic frankness.

"Ah, it won't be that much of a problem. This is just between us, but actually, I recently fought against the Demon King."

Eh?

Isn't that top secret information?

I'm just a mere student, you know.

"Even though I was completely prepared for a sure victory, the result was a draw. Practically speaking, I lost. To beat him, we'd have to drag Kuo out of the Great Forest, mobilize your queen and the Dragonslayer… and even then it might not be enough."

Wouldn't that effectively mean humanity's extinction?

"The moment Clarice disappeared, our defeat in this Millennium was practically decided."

Serge nearly dropped the cup he was holding at Azel's words, spoken so casually.

"Isn't that… really bad?"

"Bad things are bad, but… it's just that the structure of human society will change. That Demon King never intended to drive humanity to extinction in the first place."

H-huh?

The Millennium was supposed to be a major invasion of human territory by the demon race, wasn't it?

"Ah, you haven't heard?"

Azel moistened his lips with the tea he was holding and spoke simply.

"The previous two Millenniums were caused by overpopulation flooding out from the demon race. But this Millennium is different."

He stared at Serge with a sharp gaze.

"His goal is human-demon coexistence. In other words, he's invading so that humans and demons can get along."

What a surprise.

Looking at ogres, beastkin, and other demi-humans, it wasn't difficult for them to coexist with humans.

Even though the southern part of the continent was mostly human territory, the Demon King was apparently aiming for complete multi-racial integration.

Ah, I see—Serge understood.

If he was a hero from Earth, and specifically from Japan, it made sense that he might try to do that as the Demon King.

The fact that he'd destroyed Cordova, and that Asuka and the others had sided with him for that purpose—it all made sense.

And that was an answer that seemed desirable to Serge himself as well.

"Um, isn't that… not a bad thing? Assuming they could really live together peacefully, of course."

"It's a good thing. If you're only looking at The Millennium. But if that happens…"

Just as he was about to say something, Azel cut himself off.

"You're a noble of Ogress, but do you think the queen could ally with the demon race?"

"It would be fine… probably. There's a bit of personal grudge, but she's the kind of person who became the Queen of Ogre, after all."

"Is that so? That's troubling… What's this personal grudge about?"

He didn't know? Come to think of it, that made sense.

"You know how our Joou-sama and Carla-san are all lovey-dovey, right…?"

"Ah, that. Even though both of them are mainly female-bodied, they went and got married, so I don't really get it."

I see, so even the Great Sage-sama knew about such things.

"Well, one of the Demon King's close aides nearly killed Carla-san, and that made Joou-san snap and slice them to pieces."

Just hearing that alone, one would think the two sides would inevitably split.

But if you knew how much help Ria had received from the demon race in defeating Cordova, it wouldn't be strange if killing the actual culprit served as a settlement.

Besides, from what he heard afterward, at least they hadn't intended to kill her.

Still, looking at it objectively, allying with the demon race seemed like quite a gamble.

"So the ones who would properly fight against the demon race would be Lemdria and Casalia, huh… That's troubling."

"Um, Azel-sama, why would it be a problem if humans and demons don't fight?"

This was the fundamental issue.

Couldn't they coexist with the demon race, just as the former hero had aimed for?

"That's… no good. If we do that… it will only lead to bad results."

He was being evasive. There must be something Serge shouldn't know yet. It seemed like he was being secretive, but was there some reason?

Even without a reason, there were things too heavy that one wouldn't want to know anyway.

"Well, there's still a little time. For now, let me try to win over you, a close aide to the queen."

It sounded like a joke, but his eyes were completely serious.

"I'll give you the right to enter this tower. The third floor and above are dangerous, so don't go there. The experimental equipment is dangerous too."

A single floor was wider than an entire library, and he could freely enter.

For a mage, these were truly covetable conditions.

"To get here, either call for Laplace, or once you can use teleportation, use the teleportation magic circle in the back. Any questions?"

"Um, why are you doing so much for me?"

"To strengthen our forces. Even if the Demon King successfully overcomes The Millennium… well, anyway, I want as many powerful warriors and mages as possible."

He was being evasive again.

"Radam basically knows where everything is, so you can ask him."

Oh well. Becoming stronger was indeed Serge's goal.

No matter how the process went, that was his one objective.

And thus, Serge was blessed with the opportunity to receive the most advanced magical education on the continent.

… The problem was that his teacher would occasionally get really into singing anime songs.

Fortunately, Azel wasn't tone-deaf.
The First Year
"Eh? Examinations?"

Chrys asked gracefully.

"Yeah. You haven't been preparing at all, so I thought you had some secret."

Yeah, nope. I didn't even know those existed.

With that topic brought up at the dinner table, Serge looked over the papers in a hurry.

It was definitely written there. Examinations once per year. If they are failed, the student would have to repeat the year.

Moreover, the they were less than a month away.

No matter how great Carla-san's prestige was, it'd be bad if he had to repeat a year.

Entering with a recommendation from someone with social standing, he'd be disgracing Carla's name if he failed.

Moreover, this exam…


	Students will be expelled if it is found that they have cheated on their written examinations.



It had that very clear stipulation.

He thought that he'd be able to handle anything with his spacetime magic, but as mana perception would be used during the examination, the looseness of the entrance exam made him wonder what that was all about.

As he was scrambling to prepare in his room, Chrys came to visit him.

It had only been a month since he transferred in. There was no way that he'd be able to prepare for the exams in time.

He was getting worried that he might have come all this way just to fail.

"Excuse me… Serge?"

"… Fueh?"

Serge's deadpan response startled Chrys somewhat.

"If you don't mind, do you want to study together? Only a few of our classes are the same though…"

"Chrys-sama, my lord and savior～!"

Serge jumped up and fell into a dogeza right then and there.

With that, he somehow managed to sort out half of his coursework's lessons.

For the other half—

"Save me, Azelemon～!"

Certain kill! Beg the Chairman-sensei with tears!

"I don't mind, but it won't be ordinary."

That's fine! Chairman!

Well, the original was a development in a huge private school, but this might be fine too.

"First, this and this are both useful for actual combat, so make sure to take the exam properly. Let's exchange this one and this one with my help. This one too."

Seeing the thing Azel tapped on, Serge tilted his head.

Practical magic study.

He didn't know why written tests were necessary for actual combat, but he was here, so there was no helping it.

"The masters take pupils with them to battle actual monsters during the vacation, so I'd like you to go with them."

Other than the standard holidays, the magic academy had three consecutive months as a vacation.

This vacation existed so that they could maintain the academy's entrance examinations and lessons that required a certain amount of time to complete.

Among those lessons were practical training for practical magic study.

There were no obligations to participate if one were to get good grades in their tests. Conversely however, if one were not confident in their tests, they should choose to go.

Serge, somehow managing to make it through his examinations by studying in a daze until the day before, prepared to participate in the following day's practical training.

Well, in truth, it was like child's play compared to when he was an explorer. In particular, as there weren't any limitations on weapons and the like, he was confident that he could take a hydra on by himself.

Even so, there was something he didn't expect.

He hadn't expected that Chrys would participate in the training as well.

It appeared that since Serge definitely wanted to participate in the training, her father, who doted on her, recommended she participate as well.

"It's a flag…!"

Serge muttered to himself.

 

*


 
The practical training was held in the forests between Sacred Mountain Cyrus and the Northern Permafrost.

The practical training was in regular intervals, so although it wasn't like there were many demons there, that didn't mean it held no danger.

Therefore, even though there were things such as last testaments prepared beforehand in the contract…

"Serge, you're not bringing anything?"

"I have a staff and magic bag, what else would I need?"

While other students gave the feeling that they were going to a picnic or something, it was more like Serge was planning on going to a local store to buy something.

However, people would know how prepared he was if they looked at how firm his stance was or how even his robe was made from sturdy mithril fibers.

He didn't actually even need the magic bag, but that was a secret.

"Alright, everyone ready? Let's head out!"

The commanding master calling out to everyone, their mock-adventure began.

And the first day finished without anything really happening.

"S-Serge… you're not winded at all, are you…"

Her glasses sliding down, Chrys was the youngest there along with Serge. It was no wonder why she had practically no endurance.

"I walk a lot."

They were in a forest, but it wasn't like it was that dense of a forest. Additionally, they had a beastkin scout as their guide.

So the hardest part about it only depended on whether or not they were accustomed to forests.

When a great tusk boar actually came to attack them and the upperclassmen all wore themselves out on it, Serge just defeated it in one shot with a wind ball.

Yep, everyone was big-headed.

He didn't think everyone's endurance would get so low just by having to walk over rugged terrain.

This might unexpectedly be an amusing exam.

Having grown up in a farming village in the forest, it wasn't hard at all for Serge.

"Alright, let's set up camp here for today."

The veteran Scout-san was about to say something after hearing the master's words, but wound up closing his mouth.

Well, Serge knew what the man wanted to say, he probably just thought that saying it wouldn't do any good.

But Serge was different. He wanted to avoid as much danger as possible.

"Sensei, could we search for a spot with a bit better view for scouting? Perhaps we head back to that riverbed a little ways back?"

Knowing about Serge's career, the master didn't reject Serge's opinion outright.

He decided that they would return there to avoid enemy attacks and looked towards Scout-san.

Even though everyone was eating their rations on the riverbed, Serge was the only one that went out to catch his own food.

It was a great tusk boar. He wasn't as skilled at it as Maal, but Serge was a farmer's child. He could dismantle something like this.

He wasn't expecting too much for the taste since the bleeding wasn't done well, but that's because Ria was the dungeon food person.

The students were sitting around looking at him with disgusted expressions at first, but the story changed once they saw it turning into a properly cooked meal.

"It'd be better if I left it to mature for few days…"

What he finished making was a stew made from potatoes, vegetables, and roasted meat.

Serge generously offered it to the students and master that started gulping back their saliva from its smell. That included the scout as well.

"So good!"

"How's this so tasty!?"

That's because they were eating something caught nearby and in a place with such good natural beauty.

Satisfied that his own work was passable, Serge watched Chrys eat at a rate much faster than usual.

"Thinking about it now, Maal's food tasted so much better…"

Hearing him, Chrys' spoon stopped moving.

"Who?"

"An old companion… no, a comrade. We went into the labyrinth together, but she's married with a husband now."

"… What kind of person is she?"

"She's a black cat beastkin, she was the scout for our party. More personally, I was happy whenever she made meals for us all."

"A beastkin? There aren't many of those in the magic city, are there."

There weren't many beastkin that could use mana, so there were naturally less of them in the magic city as students. There were a few special people that had Fairy Eyes like Maal though.

"Chrys, what do you plan on doing when you graduate from the academy? Like going around the world… well, The Millennium will be here first huh."

As Ria had once done, Serge also wanted to travel the world.

However, before he could do that, there was The Millennium. He couldn't forget that.

"The Millennium… is it really coming…?"

Looking at the spoon on her plate, Chrys spoke.

"Besides, how many more years will it be even if it comes…"

At that, Serge muttered words as heavy as boulders.

"Within three years."

"Eh?"

Seeing Chrys look at him, Serge realized he made a slip.

"Well, no, I mean, the permafrost looks like it's starting to thaw—"

"Are you certain!?"

The normally quiet Chrys shouted, drawing the attention of their surroundings.

She hushed herself in a hurry, drawing her face closer to Serge's.

"How many people know…?"

"Well, if we're talking about people in the upper tiers of countries, I guess everyone?"

She didn't think that she was being deceived. However, she didn't want to believe it.

The Millennium was a war that had decreased mankind's population to a tenth of its former amount in the past. If it was truly about to happen, these northern lands were very likely going to be submerged in war.

"Could you tell me more about what you know when this training is over?"

Chrys said it in an unusually stern voice, so Serge reluctantly nodded.

"In exchange, you have to keep it a secret. You can't even tell your father."

"But…"

"Secret."

"… Understood."
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In the end, there was nothing worth special note during the three days and two nights they were out.

If something had to be said, a hydra appeared for some reason, becoming valuable EXP for Serge.

Serge gained a new nickname, [Snakeslayer], but that's an inconsequential tale.

Serge had told Chrys practically everything in the end.

He even told her about the Demon King's subordinate fighting with Carla.

"I see, so the Demon King himself…"

That was all.

"If you want, you can come together with Earl-sama to Ogress. It's not a place that the demon tribe will be able to easily attack."

In various meanings.

However, Chrys was mumbling something and didn't seem to hear what Serge said.

Well, it's alright. When the time actually comes, he could probably get Carla to use her connections and get them to come to Ogress.

However, the conclusion Chrys arrived at wasn't one that Serge expected.

"I've decided! I'll also study offensive magic next year and become the Hero-sama's comrade!"

—Why'd it turn out like this!?
Start of the Second Year
"Hey Serge, can I ask you something?"

When he became a second year, he was able to make friends that called him with his first name.

"Sure, I'll answer if I can～"

Serge gave a suitable response. He was desperately transcribing notes from someone's notebook he borrowed.

"Are you and Chrys a thing?"

Buu—!

Serge fell forward against the desk, but the answer was obvious just by seeing his reaction.

"Sorry 'bout that…"

The girl was the daughter of the family whose residence he lived in. She wasn't an existence he should make moves on.

He convinced the guy when he said that, but recently… Chrys grew up pretty suddenly.

She was entering the category of beautiful in Serge's sense of aesthetics, but she was suddenly getting taller, more well rounded, and womanly. It even looked like her long black hair was getting more glossy.

For the short Serge, this messed with his short complex.

"Well, maybe I should trying going on the attack?"

"I don't really mind, but I think it'd be better if you didn't～"

Ignoring Serge's advice, the boy called out to Chrys.

The marriageable age came early in this world. Moreover, for aristocrats, their partners had to be chosen quickly.

Although marriages were usually for tying connections between houses, it wasn't as though there were none for love.

However, even so, the boy suffered a defeat against Chrys.

Above all, to talk to Chrys, first and foremost his mana was insufficient.

That Chrys was taking practically the same classes as Serge was.

Serge tried stopping her.

To begin with, if pushed, he'd say that Chrys' talent for magic wasn't suited for battle. If anything, it was suitable for research, analysis, and pursuing magic theory.

Even so, with the Millennium practically at their doorstep, she couldn't bear to remain a scholar. Despite her father the earl and the masters' attempts to change her decision, her will was firm.

What made her change so much?

The earl had probably realized…
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One day, he talked to Serge in the greenhouse.

"Is school going well?"

"Yeah, there are so many things that I wouldn't have realized on my own."

"Really now? That's great. I wrote that in a letter to Carla, after all."

The earl cut away rose thorns with some pruning scissors. The roses in this world had thorns as well.

"… By the way, what do you think of Chrys?"

It came!

If he stammered here or wasn't able to think properly he'd be disqualified.

"I believe that she is an excellent person. She is very kind."

He thought that was a very safe response, but…

The earl laughed out loud. Was there something funny in what he said?

"Most assessments of her say that she's big-headed or unsociable."

"I believe that those are the impressions of people that, along with being envious of her, can only see what she's like on the surface."

"In other words, if you don't envy her, that means you are paying attention to the inside?"

Umu. He failed a bit there.

"Well you know, I don't think bad of you. Frankly, it's just that at your preference of strict children is surprising."

Wasn't that thanks to Carla? After all, the one who took care of him as a child along with his now-deceased mother was Carla.

But even so, it was different. Carla certainly was a gentle person, but Serge had only associated with Chrys as a fellow student.

And then the earl finally came to his main point.

"In the event an emergency happens, could you take the girl to Ogress?"

The earl said something like that very simply.

"My son and I have duties to fulfill as our obligations as nobles. However, she is a woman. Her body is to marry another house."

"Sir, that's…"

He already knew what emergency he was talking about.

"Could I ask you to do that for me?"

"She herself might not want it though."

"Even if you have to force it. If it's you, you can do it."

"If she wants me to, I'll give it my all. However, if she herself doesn't want me to…"

Serge shook his head.

"It's impossible with my current strength. But if I'm strong enough at that time…"

He nodded.

"I'll help her. I'll risk my life for her."
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It appeared that Azel sent the date that the Millennium would be coming to the upper echelons of the Magic City.

Battle training began to be included in their classes and it was decided that Serge would serve as a special lecturer.

Heading to Azel's tower each day, he mainly researched space-time magic.

And then he would teach what he learned to Chrys. Serge's teaching method was good, but the girl's own Gift allowed her skill to improve remarkably.

But even so.

Even so, against that opponent that even Serge couldn't compete against, she wouldn't be able to do anything at all.

He thought she would be better off studying grand magic or something like imbuing magic into the armor and weapons of troops.

Chrys stubbornly continued desiring magic that would allow her to fight. To make it worse, she at least had some talent in it.

It was enough for her to overtake her brother, who had been studying the same offensive magic, with surprising swiftness.

"Really, why is she like that?"

"Isn't that because she's still aiming to be the hero's follower?"

Two people were talking with each other in Azel's tower while they sipped on Radam-prepared tea.

Even though they were talking, he was pushing his mana and was being trained.

"A thousand years ago. Shana Milgrid. As a companion of the hero, she was the great witch that defeated the Demon King."

"Ah, come to think of it."

To be rejected and still after the hero that set out to defeat the Demon King, it was a pitiable saga.

"Come to think of it, what happened to that person in the end?"

"She's alive. She was fighting against the Demon King just the other day."

A historical figure was being talked about so simply.

He felt it back when he met with Dark Dragon Valis, but it's a strange feeling.

"The hero that should've fought against the Demon King is the Demon King this time? How did that happen?"

He asked Valis the same thing, but he hadn't gotten a satisfying answer.

"Hmmm… let's put it this way. For you, what is human? How far does it go?"

"You mean like including elves and dwarves as humans?"

"Yeah. So? How far would you go including races?"

"Hmmm, ogres as well, same with beastkin… Basically, if they can communicate with us, I'd say they could be included."

"Right. The hero thought so too. Then he included goblins, orcs, and other low-intelligence races, spending years… hundreds of years thinking about how to have them live together with humans."

He heard about this the other day, the human-demon symbiosis thing.

The more he heard about the ideal, the more it sounded like he was a good man.

"You didn't cooperate? Or rather, you want to stop it?"

"Un, either way, I thought it'd fail. But then now it looks like he might succeed. He actually made that thing…"

"That thing?"

"A golem. Thor called it a robot though."

A machine. In other words, the power of science.

Uniting magic and science. That was what he had spent a thousand years on.

It was probably strong. It was the combination of two worlds' strength. No matter how much someone was called a great sage, there was no matching up against that.

"What'd you do!? Did you defeat it!?"

Serge's mana pushing interrupted, he shouted.

"I lost. Didn't I say it the other day? The problem is with how I lose and what'll happen after."

"… The Great Collapse?"

He'd heard this key word many times. However, no one would tell him what would happen.

The end of myth. The start of the world. That was the Great Collapse. He had been told that it caused even more people to die than the Millennium.

"There are only two humans in the world that about the Great Collapse."

Azel told him who knew.

"Saint Emperor Ryuke Shifaka and the Wandering Sage Alvis. Corfus of the Oomori Woods if you include the elves. And the dragons."

Azel said the name of the most famous human in history and the name of a person he'd never heard.

"The saint emperor… isn't that someone from three thousand years ago? She's still alive?"

"Even I've been alive for a thousand years. Is it really that impossible?"

Come to think of it, the saint emperor's last moments as they learned it in history class was that she had embraced death in a secluded life.

"And that person named Alvis-san is…"

"When the other continents were destroyed, he survived. He's not been alive for three thousand years as well, but he knows a lot. He doesn't have a specific base, but he's way stronger than I am, so it'd be great if you could get him to teach you if you meet him."

A great sage among great sages, even Azel wasn't someone who could compete with him. And then there was the Demon King that was even stronger than him.

However.

He believed that Ria would be able to do something about it.

"If it's Nee-chan… if it's Carla-san and Nee-chan, they will win, even if it's the Demon King."

"Yeah, according to the stories I heard, if it's those two, they might just win."

Azel's expression became languid as he spoke.

"If they fight, that is."

Right. Ria might not fight him.

She talked with ogres and vampires, yet fought against the werewolf and obliterated goblins and orcs alike.

For Ria, that wasn't a contradiction.

"I… I have to get stronger, too.."

"Hmph, then how about you try and fight against Laplace today?"

"Ah, how about I not."

Serge was still somewhat of a coward, as always.
Actual Combat
He got taller.

It's important, so it has to be said one more time.

He got taller.

Serge was in a good mood from his recent growth spurt. He practically danced for joy whenever there weren't people around.

And that's also why he ended up agreeing with Chrys's following request:

"Serge, I want to take part in an actual battle, could we go together?"

In this case, it didn't look like she had the alternative of relying on her brother. He was weak.

"I'm fine with it, but get permission from the earl alright?"

The earl loved his daughter, so he didn't expect that she'd actually get his permission.

"It's alright. I already got Otou-sama's permission."

Her response caused Serge to freeze up for a bit.

She actually had a strategy for that.

Chrys began assaulting her father with an extremely rare case of her 'begging'.

And like that, she was just barely able to have the earl give up and say his conditions.

One of those conditions were that Serge had to go along with her.

She did the order backwards, but Chrys was able to get permission to go through this method.

"Women are scary…"

Serge lamented as such later on.

Wondering what sort of fight Chrys was looking to have, Serge asked her.

"It has to be a hydra so I—"

"Yeah, no. Out!"

That hurdle was way too high.

"But Serge defeated that one easily?"

"You know, it's true that I can, but do you know the level difference between us?"

Serge was showing a much lower level than he was actually at by using camouflaging magic, but even with that, they had a pretty big difference between each other.

"We'll have to hire scouts and people to act as shields."

"Setting aside the scouts, do we need warriors? We didn't have them in the training though."

Serge was there at that time, so he was able to deal with most things. However, even though Serge would be there this time as well, relying on him would serve no purpose for training.

And so those two turned up at the mercenary guild.

As the name suggested, it was a place that acted as a mediator for mercenaries to find work. However, the one in this town wasn't that large.

But even so, it felt nostalgic when he went inside. Chrys followed closely behind Serge, gripping onto his robe tightly.

Feeling that familiar sensation and heading to the counter, Serge talked to the manager.

"Oji-san, I'm looking for a scout and two warriors to act as shields."

"Aah? It's not like there aren't any, but what are you doing?"

At that point, Serge gestured towards Chrys with his thumb.

"This academy Ojou-san wants some practical experience, but I'd like to get her some guards. Level 50 or higher."

"What's the pay? What's the Ojou-chan's level? And who else is going?"

"Five silver coins per person per day, up to a week, could be shorter. The Ojou-san's level is 76. Other than that, there's me—Serge the Serpent King Slayer. You guys should have heard of me by now."

When Serge gave his nickname, the people inside the guild reacted.

Having a nickname was proof of being first-class. Even if there were some strange nicknames, most of them were cool.

People like Ria the Ladykiller were special cases.

"Oi, no way."

"That shortie is?"

"No way, but he's still a kid…"

—Calling me a shortie's a bit much!

After that, the manager picked out a few members that Serge was wanting.

Even when Serge checked them out with Identify, it looked like they were good enough to defend Chrys.

"Shall we go then?"

"No no, we still haven't decided on the details."

The one who brought up the contract's details was a male beastkin that looked to be the scout. Judging by the black spots on his fur, he was a rare species in the town.

"At any rate, we're just looking to get experience, so you guys can have all the materials. If something rare shows up, we get first dibs on buying it though."

"What about luggage? It'd probably be a bit tough for the Ojou-san."

"We have magic bags, so it's alright. Just carry as many materials as you can."

The men laughed in satisfaction. Their payment was attractive enough, but now it looked like they'd be able to earn even more from materials.

Their negotiations after that went smoothly as well, so the scout and Serge shook hands with each other.

"Now then, next are the preparations."

"Eh?"

"We'll be staying in the forest for a week. There's lots of stuff to buy. I'll buy the stuff we need for adventuring, so if there's anything you need as a woman, go and buy them."

To be specific, undergarments and the like. Explorers would usually be in the same underwear for a week, but Chrys probably wouldn't be able to hold on that long. She also probably wouldn't take a bath as often as Ria did though.

Even though that girl was heroic, she had an oddly fastidious love of cleanliness.

"Make sure to buy stuff while referencing the trouble you had back in those three days of training. You won't be able to bathe, so be prepared for that."

"U-understood."

Serge could more or less use bath magic as well though. It was convenient for traveling, so he made sure to learn it.

However, it'd be bad to spoil Chrys so much from the beginning. In no way was this him wanting to smell her after a week of no bathing.
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On the morning of the next day, the group gathered near the town's front gate with everything prepared.

There were three people loaded down with a week's worth of equipment and two others in light dress. Chrys was carrying a splendid staff.

"Alright, leader, what's our route?"

The scout asked Serge.

"Eh? I'm the leader?"

"You're the employer, you have some experience yeah? Please decide the route."

So this was the weight placed on the leader?

So Ria endured this weight too… it felt like she didn't though.

"Well, pick a route that's dangerous for amateurs. I'll think about it tomorrow after we fight something."

"Alright, leave it to me."

Aah, so nice.

Having a party really was the best.

It wasn't likely that these members would be able to dive into a labyrinth though.

And so, Serge and the rest departed on their adventure.
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And they were immediately set back. It was mainly because of Chrys though.

Limply clinging to her staff, she could barely walk. Her feet were protected by her boots, but she wasn't accustomed to the forest at all. The difficulty level of this route was much higher than the one they used in their previous practice excursion.

"Leader, should we stop for a break?"

"Guess so."

"I-I can still walk."

Even though she said that, she wasn't convincing in the least as she looked like a newborn deer with her legs shaking.

Other than just being kind, Serge knew the importance of taking breathers.

"For now, heal."

When he healed her with magic, Chrys's face looked refreshed. However, her body's endurance hadn't recovered. It was only able to recover part of her fatigue.

"Ah, something's coming our way. A great fanged monkey?"

Great fanged monkeys were monsters, but they were close to normal wildlife. They would attack a human on sight.

"Just one of them huh… Chrys, want to give it a try?"

"Yes! I'll do my best!"

It was an enemy that wasn't even level 20, so it should be an easy victory for Chrys. Magic like Wind Blade or Ice Clump would take it out in one hit.

Just in case something went wrong, Serge prepared as well. With Snipe and Homing, Longinus was a sure hit.

However, what Chrys used against the large monkey that eventually attacked from up in the trees was—

"Fireball!"

The monkey lit up in a ball of fire from that attack.

Continuing on, the ball of fire lit up the forest trees as well.

"Acha～"

The monkey rolled around covered in flames, spreading the fire.

"O-oi! Leader!"

"I got it!"

After stopping the monkey, he put out the fires with water magic.

And then came reflection time.

"Now then, Chrys, do you know what you just did wrong?"

"That I failed to take it out in one hit?"

"Hmm～, that's true, too. However, fire magic is fundamentally prohibited in forests."

Burning down a forest was a crime itself. Of course, it might be permitted in some cases as a way to deal with monsters.

But for something like just now, it definitely wouldn't be excused.

While it was strong, that didn't mean that fire magic was always the best.
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After that, Chrys managed to use wind-type magic to defeat monsters.

However, there was that.

There was a problem where he didn't expect there to be one.

"Serge… umm… toilet…"

"Aah, just go wherever. It'll all return to nature anyway."

"Aa… uu～…"

That gaze of hers looking up at him with teary eyes… was it her wanting him to go with her?

Come to think of it, unlike that practice excursion, the party this time only had men in it. Was his consideration in that area lacking?

However, he wasn't going to pamper her. A beautiful girl's teary eyes were a reward in themselves.

"… I'll go with you if you're alright with me?"

"Please…"

To her requests of "don't look!" and "don't listen!", Serge acted as a complete gentleman.

Her reactions alone were more than enough to satisfy him.

And the same thing happened that night.

The Ojou-sama said she wanted to wipe herself down. Well, that was understandable. She'd been walking and sweating all day, after all.

Making sure to cover her in a cloth tent, Serge could see her silhouette as she wiped herself down.

Serge definitely wasn't a lolicon, but he couldn't deny that he got a little excited.
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And then it was the fourth day, the day they would turn back the way they came.

The party noticed a monster they were on the lookout for.

"Coming from the north. In the sky. It's a big one."

The thing Serge caught in his detection was…

"No way, a dragon!?"

"No, it's a wyvern."

"Can Serge defeat a dragon too?"

"Nope, impossible! I might be able to do something against a newborn, but an adult would be absolutely impossible."

He recalled Vargas being wrecked by the immature Irina.

"Well, I'll drop it out of the sky, so Chrys, please finish it from there."

"G-got it."

"It's been a long time… Extended Longinus!"

Getting its wing punched through by the Longinus from so far away, the wyvern lost its momentum and had to land.

Right in front of them. It looked like it got tangled in the trees.

Chrys's magic hit it dead on, but she didn't defeat it in one hit. The warriors defended against its counterattacks with their shields.

Serge was prepared for any unexpected situations, but nothing in particular happened, the wyvern died before long.

"Alright～! Now to skin it～!"

While watching the others rush in with glee, Chrys's legs gave out and she plopped down on the spot.

Compared to the enemies Chrys had faced so far and only had trouble against due to her insufficient experience, the wyvern truly was a tough fight for her.

"I want to take a bath…"

Chrys muttered.

Nothing particularly noteworthy happened on their way back.

So long as one weren't negligent with scouting for enemies, it was possible to return quietly.

The only problem was that Chrys was concerned about her own body odor. She had been changing her clothes, so she shouldn't smell that bad, Serge thought.

Even so, compared to when they first set out, she was a lot more used to traveling along rough terrain.

When their group arrived back at the town, they used the noble privilege of being able to skip the long line.

"Well then, I'll bring the materials to the guild tomorrow."

"Yeah, I'll leave it to you."

They separated from the other three once they'd gone into the gate.

"Bath… bath… even cold water is fine…"

"Eh?"

"… Eh?"

"Well, if you're fine with cold water, here, Clean Water."

Chrys was quickly wetted. The things she was wearing were thick, so it wasn't erotic.

"And now, Dry."

The water evaporated away. Lulu had said that overdoing this was bad for the hair.

"So?"

"I'm clean… but… why didn't you say anything until now?"

"You said you wanted to take a bath. You didn't say anything about using cold water."

"～～～!"

Chrys lightly beat against Serge. He laughed.

Like this, Chrys's first session of actual combat came to an end.
Gazing Upward
Serge turned 14 years old.

14 years old.

In fact, in most countries, 14 was the age at which one was treated as an adult. Marriage was permitted from this age as well.

The Earl gave Serge a ceremonial dagger for his birthday.

The katana he'd received from Ria before was far superior in performance, but the gesture warmed his heart. After all, no one else would give him anything.

(I wonder if everyone back home is doing well…)

His memories since reincarnating were much more vivid after meeting Ria. But that didn't mean he didn't miss his hometown.

He wanted to return at least once before the Millennium and get them away from danger as much as possible. Surely that much would be acceptable.

"Serge, you…"

Chrys called out to Serge as he gazed out the window.

"Could it be that you've grown taller than me?"

"Huh?"

It was just as she said. When he stood up, Chrys was now looking up at him.

Neither of them had noticed at all. When you're around each other constantly, that's just how it goes. However, at this age, it was only natural.

Serge's daily routine hadn't changed much. Attend classes, receive instruction from Azel, go home and sleep. What had been added was his subjugation expeditions with Chrys.

At first, Chrys was exhausted just from the journey there and back, but as her level rose a little, her stamina improved accordingly.

Now she could make the round trip through the forest without inconveniencing the other members.

But even so, she probably wouldn't be able to become the Hero's attendant. Even Serge, who was far stronger, couldn't imagine fighting back-to-back with Ria.

"Huh? The Hero? He's gone."

So when Azel said that, the shock was… there was some.

"Huh? Huh? What do you mean the Hero's gone? Was he summoned by the Empire and… disappeared along with it?"

"No, he said he didn't want to be in this world anymore and ran off to another world with a High Elf girl."

That's way too free-spirited, Hero.

There were actually more complicated circumstances involved, but looking at the facts alone, Azel's words weren't lies.

The Hero had been manipulated by the Demon King into playing a part in the annihilation of the Golden Dragon Clarice, and together with the High Elf girl he'd met in the Great Forest, had been sent to another world by the Water Dragon Rana.

"But why…"

"Well, having caused the deaths of three million people and then being told you have to fight the demon race—wouldn't a normal person's mind break under that?"

That was certainly true.

Being summoned from an ordinary world and told to kill people—that was asking too much.

"But didn't the previous Hero fight properly?"

She was referring to the current Demon King.

"The Hero before that one did as well. But he was apparently delicate. Not that I've met him directly."

Hmm, what about him?

If his previous self had suddenly arrived in this world…

Would he have been able to fight and kill Orcs?

Ria was different. That woman would happily adapt to anything.

Thinking about it that way, he couldn't blame the Hero.

"By the way, Serge."

"Yes, what is it?"

"Would you like to succeed me and become the Great Sage?"

"Excuse me?"

That came out of nowhere.

"I intend to fight at the forefront in the next Millennium. I probably won't survive. But like my predecessors did, I must pass on the knowledge of the sages."

He was completely serious. This wasn't some kind of joke.

"W-Why me…"

"Intelligence, magic power, insight, mental fortitude. And the fact that you clearly retain memories from your previous life. Those are the main reasons."

He was being overestimated. But Azel must have been watching him with this in mind.

He must have been watching him all this time.

"Well, you don't need to answer immediately. But we don't have much time."

"What are the benefits and drawbacks of becoming the Great Sage?"

"The benefit is knowledge. You'll be able to make the knowledge passed down through generations of Great Sages your own. Also, immortality. As for drawbacks… there are none."

"None?"

That was hard to believe.

"You only need to do what you believe should be done. That's what I do."

This was that?

Running this academy city, watching the world from behind the scenes, guiding it toward a better future.

Was that what he would be doing?

"Will I gain power?"

"If you apply the knowledge toward that end."

"What about Carla-san? I'd think she'd be more suited for it than me."

"She said she would return to her country and live for its sake."

Indeed, she had fought a dragon for her country and become the Dragonslayer.

In the end, he couldn't decide immediately.

What Serge sought was power. The power to protect his companions.

If he could obtain that, he shouldn't be too picky about the means.

But the reason he couldn't answer right away was that look Azel sometimes had in his eyes.

Those eyes weren't just aged—they were utterly exhausted, and that gave Serge pause.

Serge went out to the gazebo and gazed at the moon. It was a waxing moon. By the time it started waning, Chrys's birthday would arrive.

Normally, Serge would want to give her a gift too, but receiving something from a member of the opposite sex on one's 14th birthday was considered a marriage proposal, so he couldn't give her anything.

(Maybe I'll set off some fireworks for her.)

Or maybe hand-held ones would be better? He was mulling over such things.

"Serge?"

Chrys stood beneath the moonlight.

She wore only a thin garment with a single jacket over it.

"What are you doing?"

Honestly, for a moment he thought she was something other than human.

"What about you?"

"I saw you sneaking out, so I followed."

He hadn't noticed. How careless of him.

"You've been thinking about something ever since dinner, haven't you?"

"You see right through me. You really watch people closely."

"You were thinking about something, but you have no intention of telling me."

Of course he wouldn't.

"Your 14th birthday is coming up, right? I can't give you a gift, so I was thinking of giving you something that wouldn't leave a trace."

That was also true.

"In my case, there's no one who would give me a gift, so I wouldn't mind if you did…"

That was her own doing.

With how cold she normally was to men, of course no one would propose to her.

"Really? Then I'll give you some kind of charm. What would be good…"

Serge searched through his storage space. Among the things he'd made while practicing imbuing magic, there were various items.

What he selected from them was a silver barrette.

"It's handmade, so it's nothing fancy, but in exchange, it has various magic imbued in it, so I think it'll be useful."

When he handed it over, Chrys gripped it tightly.

"Thank you."

Saying that, she immediately tried it on. She gathered her long black hair and used it to hold the style together.

"Does it suit me?"

Beneath the moonlight.

The silver shone beautifully against her black hair.

No, what was truly beautiful wasn't the accessory, but—

"It does suit you, but for parties and such, I'd like you to wear something more proper. If you want, I'll get you a present for your next birthday too."

Serge said that, but the next birthday would fall in the third year the Demon King had mentioned.

When in that third year would the demon race's invasion begin? Thinking about that, he couldn't make careless promises.

"It's a promise."

Knowing that, Chrys smiled.

It was such a lovely smile that he wished she would always smile like that.

"Serge."

She gazed at him from up close. Looking up slightly.

"Thank you so much."

Days later, at the birthday party held at the Earl's mansion, Chrys wore a white dress and, unusually, light makeup.

That alone gave her a completely different impression from usual, but what adorned her pinned-up hair was a plain silver barrette.

Even when asked about it, Chrys wouldn't reveal its origin, saying only that it was a gift she'd received before her birthday.

(This is, you know… that, right…)

Serge wasn't a dense protagonist, nor was he a protagonist whose hearing conveniently failed him, so he had somewhat noticed.

Chrys had feelings for him.

He was aware that he'd been raising flags left and right. But honestly, Serge aspired to a man's dream: a harem.

Call him terrible if you will, but counting his previous life, Serge had already been a virgin for over 30 years.

If he took Chrys as his wife, he wouldn't be able to have mistresses easily. If he cheated, she would definitely cry.

Therefore, the Chrys route was something he should have avoided from the start, but…

(Well, what can you do? I'm a man, after all.)

He just couldn't be cold to a cute girl.

That day, Serge ended up dancing with Chrys.

Since both of them were clumsy at it, it apparently came across as rather endearing.

Her brother had plenty of snide remarks for him later.

Incidentally, there was one more thing.

It was only later that Serge learned: when a woman asks a man for a birthday gift, it constitutes a reverse proposal.
The Final Adventure
"It's almost time."

One day, Azel said it so casually that Serge nearly missed it.

"Huh? What do you mean?"

"The permafrost has started to melt."

Which meant the beginning of the Millennium…

In Winter of Continental Year 3002, the omen appeared.

Despite it being winter, the permafrost had begun to retreat. Then, when 3003 dawned, the trend became even more pronounced.

The leaders of each nation communicated with one another and sought to cooperate in response, but it didn't go well.

Setting aside Istria, which had been exhausted by civil war, the emerging nation of Ogress, despite its considerable national power, maintained a neutral stance.

The information Serge had received from Azel and sent onward had played a part in this.

Additionally, Regent Guinevere's opinions carried great weight domestically, and Queen Ryuke Riana herself cited the precedent of the former Ogres and chose to avoid immediate hostile action.

Naturally, Casalia, which directly bordered the demon territory, as well as the Magic City and Holy City, were vehemently opposed to this.

On the eve of the demon invasion, humanity could not unite.

Even within the Magic City, Ogress's stance was being criticized.

As someone from Ogress, Serge didn't face direct confrontation due to his abilities, but he could tell people were keeping more distance from him than before.

However, the man himself was reading a letter from Ogress with a relaxed smile on his face.

In addition to Carla and Shizuna giving birth two years ago, this year saw the birth of Fio's first child and Shizuna's second.

All of them were girls, which was quite the treat as far as Serge was concerned.

"They must be so cute. They should at least send me photos using magic."

Still, Queen Ria was certainly going all out.

Four official children in the past three years. Was she just that lustful? Did she have perfect aim? Or was it simply that heroes favored the finer things?

However, the fact that Carla wasn't currently pregnant showed she had at least considered things.

It wouldn't even make for a good joke if the Dragonslayer couldn't fight because she was pregnant.

Then came a knock at the door, and Chrys appeared.

"Serge, do you have a moment?"

"Yeah, I'm free."

The letter wasn't anything he needed to hide. He simply put it back in the envelope and left it on the desk.

"… From Ogress?"

"Yeah, just news that Nee-chan had another child."

Serge sent the information he obtained from Azel to Ria, but Ria rarely sent important information back to Serge. At most, there were just requests for specific types of information.

"So, what's up?"

"About the next expedition."

At some point, Chrys had dropped the formal speech. Perhaps it was a sign of how close they had become.

"Ah, the one where we're going after the Hydra?"

Over the past two years, Chrys's abilities had grown considerably. Of course, that was thanks to Serge's proper guidance, but now she even had her sights set on defeating a Hydra.

"I want to make this the last one."

Huh?

The last what?

"You should go back to Ogress. There are people there who need your strength, aren't there?"

"No no no, hold on a second. Don't just decide things on your own."

Chrys naturally knew about Ogress's movements as a nation.

Yet her behavior toward him had remained completely unchanged.

That was precisely why having her say something like this so suddenly was unbearable.

"Look, Chrys. This city is the closest to demon territory of any human territory. I can't just leave you all in such a dangerous place and go home."

Azel had also said that this city would likely fall.

He had also said he wanted to get as many non-combatants to safety as possible before that happened.

Even so, Chrys remained stubborn.

"I already have the power to fight."

Well, this is a problem.

If she thought she could fight with this level of strength, that was concerning.

The power to defeat a single Hydra meant nothing against a truly powerful opponent.

"Chrys, your abilities would be better used supporting from the rear. You couldn't stand beside Queen Ryuke Riana and fight."

"Wouldn't I have to try to know that?"

Hopeless.

"Fine. Then let's make this next expedition the last one."

At Serge's words, Chrys flinched. Even though she knew it was coming, it was still sad.

"I'll show you just how unsuited you are for war."

Preparations were carried out meticulously. Their prey was a Hydra, after all.

Both the mercenaries recruited and the supplies prepared were scrutinized more strictly than usual.

And Serge had no hand in it. Chrys did everything herself.

Even from Serge's perspective, the preparations were sufficient. She hired five warriors and a scout. She even hired an acquaintance from the academy who was skilled in healing magic.

The countermeasures against the Hydra's poison were also solid. With this, they could certainly defeat a Hydra. Though the problem was what came after.

Early in the morning, the group set out.

Chrys was the leader. Serge was basically just there to watch.

With steady footsteps, the group headed for their destination. There was a swamp there where a Hydra had been sighted.

The search proceeded smoothly.

Chrys no longer complained about the toilet or bathing. Well, that was because she had actually learned those spells herself.

And on the fifth day after entering the forest.

The group arrived at the target swamp.

They poured the animal blood they had prepared into the swamp. Minus one point. She should have burned away some of the forest to secure better footing.

Lured by the scent of blood, what emerged was a six-headed Hydra.

"Whoa…"

"It's huge…"

The one Serge had fought alone before was a five-headed Hydra. This one would be slightly more difficult.

"Detoxify!"

Chrys's magic flew toward the warriors. And there, minus two points.

If they didn't lure the Hydra further from the swamp, there was a high chance it could escape back into it.

Well, Hydras were aggressive creatures, so the chances of it fleeing weren't that high.

The battle progressed steadily.

The warriors and scout deflected the Hydra's attacks while Chrys's magic gradually dealt damage, with the healer providing support.

Taking down the first head was the hard part, but after that, things got much easier.

"Wind Blade Rend!"

Her wind magic tore through the final remaining head, and the battle was over.

Yes, that was the end of the battle.

The warriors slumped to the ground on the spot, and Chrys was barely standing using her staff for support. The healer was on his knees. Everyone had given everything they had.

Serge approached Chrys.

"Did you see that, Serge?! We did it all by ourselves!"

"Yeah, but you fail."

There was a dagger in Serge's hand.

Its tip was pressed against Chrys's throat.

"Fighting with everything you have, then having your throat slit afterwards. That's what war is."

Serge spoke in a cold voice.

Chrys stared at Serge.

She just stared. There was no sense that she accepted his words.

Her companions didn't understand what was happening either, but they could at least see the reality of Serge holding a dagger to Chrys's throat.

"Even if I hadn't attacked you by surprise, could you beat me alone from here?"

That would be difficult. Frankly, even if they fought at full strength against a completely fresh Serge, victory was uncertain.

"This is war. You're not suited for it, Chrys. I think your role should be providing support from the rear."

"… But you're going to fight, aren't you?"

Chrys's eyes were filling with tears as she said this.

"You're going to fight and face danger, aren't you?"

Ah, I see.

So that whole Hero's attendant thing was just an excuse.

Chrys had wanted to fight together with Serge.

"Me? Why would I?"

With a puzzled expression, Chrys looked at Serge again.

"Huh?"

"I'm in logistics during wartime. Didn't I tell you… I got promoted through supply management?"

Serge put the dagger away and placed his hand on Chrys's shoulder.

"I'm better at that than magic. That's why I didn't fight in the previous war either."

The only time he fought was against that werewolf who attacked Carla.

"So Chrys, you don't need to force yourself to fight either."

Hearing that, Chrys gave a small nod.

Her head probably wasn't working properly yet, but at any rate, she had accepted it.

"Alright then, you lot!"

Standing up, Serge shouted at the warriors who were starting to recover their stamina!

"Time to harvest the materials!"

"Hell yeah!"

And so, the final adventure in the Magic City came to an end.

But there was still one thing Serge had to resolve.

Yes.

His promise with Azel.
Seeking Power
Around the end of January of Year 3003 on the Continental Calendar.

Harboring a certain resolve, Serge visited Azel's tower.

Azel, who had been lying on a sofa reading a book, saw his expression and smiled faintly.

"It seems you've reached a conclusion."

"Yes. I…"

He paused once.

"I will become a Great Sage."

No preparation was necessary. However, since it would take three days, he needed to inform people of that much.

Serge was guided to a room on the fourth floor and above—the area he had been told not to enter.

In a word, it had the color of science.

Like copper wires running across a circuit board, the entire wall was covered in geometric patterns that continued all the way up to the ceiling.

This was science. Not magic.

Or perhaps it was a science that included magic as well.

"Becoming a Great Sage means inheriting knowledge. And those who inherit it will, almost without exception, come to watch over the world. You're free to interfere carelessly, but I wouldn't recommend it."

While saying this, Azel guided him to a capsule-shaped bed placed in the center of the room.

"Put this on your head, then just sleep. When you wake up, you will have become an existence known as a Great Sage."

Serge's throat gulped audibly.

"By gaining knowledge, your level will rise dramatically. Including that power… are you prepared to accept it?"

Serge took several deep breaths. This machine did somewhat feel like a brainwashing device. But even so, Serge had something he wanted to protect. He needed power.

With a nod, Serge entered the capsule. It was quite large. Come to think of it, races other than humans probably became Great Sages too.

He put the helmet on his head and lay down.

Before long, drowsiness came over him, and the torrent of knowledge began.

It was history.

The history of humanity leading up to the Millennium. And the battle against the demons.

Azel was there. That black-haired person was probably the Hero. The Demon King had the form of a demon.

It was a terrible war.

The demons that appeared from beyond the permafrost were simply hungry.

Hunger drove them to keep marching.

That was the truth of the Millennium.

Humans, animals—anything large was devoured completely. This happened across the entire continent. Even the Great Forest had its outer reaches encroached upon.

Most human cities were destroyed. Only the southeastern archipelago, the imperial capital, and a few cities suited for defense remained.

There was a Dragon.

A massive Dragon of darkness—Valis.

Even its mere breath reached beyond the horizon, destroying several mountains.

There was a golden Dragon as well.

This Dragon protected the imperial capital, annihilating every demon that drew near with its breath of light.

Eventually, when the numbers of both humans and monsters had dwindled to not one-tenth, but one-hundredth…

The decisive battle between the Hero and the Demon King took place.

The Millennium of one thousand years ago. Serge came to know its form.

History went back even further. People lived in cities completely different from the present day.

And again, the Millennium of two thousand years ago arrived.

Serge was screaming.

But the flow of history did not stop.

It repeated again. From beyond the permafrost, the demons came once more.

Humans died, demons died, and souls circulated.

That flow was strangely beautiful, painted in blood.

He saw a woman who looked very much like Ria.

She rode upon the back of the Dark Dragon.

The battle between the Hero with the greatsword and the demonic Demon King ended once again in the Hero's victory.

And then, three thousand years ago.

Serge learned the truth of the Great Collapse.

 

*


 
Three days had passed.

She had received notice, but Chrys had been worried the entire time.

After all, she had only been told that he would be away for three days.

It wasn't that she couldn't eat, but she sometimes suddenly woke up at night.

Where was Serge, and what was he doing?

He had told others not to push themselves, yet wasn't he doing something reckless himself?

So it was no mere coincidence that she was out in the garden that night, wearing only a coat over her nightclothes.

Someone opened the gate and entered.

Since the night watch had let them through, it must be someone from the household.

That figure was holding a mage's staff.

"Serge!"

She cried out softly and found herself running toward him.

Serge looked at Chrys as if holding himself.

"What's wrong? Are you alright?"

When Chrys approached and spoke, Serge embraced her.

"Everything is the circulation of souls…"

His hands trembling, his voice trembling, Serge continued to hold Chrys.

"Of course it is. There's no way it could work. But that person thinks he can do it. Even Nee-chan…"

Chrys embraced him back as he continued to mutter deliriously.

Serge's trembling stopped. His hot breath brushed against Chrys's neck.

"Sorry… just a little longer… let me stay like this…"

"Yes…"

The two remained in that position, supporting each other.

 

*


 
From that day on, Serge had changed.

He spent more time gazing into the distance, as if lost in thought.

And sometimes he would go into the monster forest alone, spending several days there.

What Chrys noticed was that the magic power Serge wore had become still.

Normally, magic power has a fluctuation to it, like breathing. This had nothing to do with the strength or weakness of one's magic—it was true for any human.

But the current Serge was different.

Like a puddle without ripples, she couldn't sense any movement in his magic power.

This meant he had complete control over his magic power, but only a very small portion of those called sages could do such a thing. In fact, Chrys knew of no one else who could.

When something bothered her, Chrys would ask about it.

After all, that night was the first time in her life she had been embraced by a man other than her father or brother. Surely it would be alright to ask him about it.

But she couldn't.

In those three days, Serge had aged and now showed an expression as if he had aged several decades.

Whatever had happened, it must be something he could never speak of to others.

That's what she thought.

But he told her. From Serge himself, as if confessing to Chrys, one day in the gazebo.

"I've become Azelford-sama's successor."

It wasn't much of a surprise.

Watching how troubled Serge had been these past few days, something like this wouldn't be strange.

So Chrys wasn't surprised by that alone. She was only surprised by what Serge said next.

"Because of that, I've become immortal, I understand how to use almost all magic, and I've learned three thousand years of history…"

"Serge…"

"My head's still all tangled up. But well, I chose this myself."

"Is there… anything I can do?"

But Serge shook his head.

"Nothing right now… but eventually, I might ask you for something truly terrible."

"If it's your request, I'll do anything."

Ojou-san, that's something you shouldn't say to a man!

What would you do if I asked to grope your breasts?

O-or if I asked you to spend the night with me…?

I wouldn't say that though! Really!

"When the time comes, I really will ask."

 

*


 
That night, Serge was called to the Count's study.

In the room, which had a sofa placed for receiving guests, there were only the two of them.

That alone gave Serge a sense of what the conversation would be about.

"A mobilization order will be issued to the mages of the city."

The Magic City was an oligarchy. A head of state elected by the nobles decided its policies.

"Of course, students are still exempt, but eventually there may be a student mobilization as well. No, when push comes to shove, they'll have no choice."

"You want me to take Chrys before that happens?"

"Can I ask this of you?"

This was convenient for Serge as well. But what would be the pretext?

"A call has been sent to Ogress for magical exchange and cooperation against the demon front line. Chrys has been slipped in as one of the trainees."

As a father, this was acceptable. But what about as a noble?

"The Count will…"

"My son and I will remain. That is our duty as nobles."

Honestly, part of Serge wanted to tell him to throw away his pride and duty as a noble and flee to Ogress.

But that would go against the Count's way of life.

Several days later, the envoy to Ogress was announced.

Chrys's name was among them.

As her escort, Serge would return to Ogress.

A few days before that, Serge visited Azel.

Amid his usual mountains of books, Azel waited for Serge while unusually sipping some wine.

"You're going?"

"Yes. That place is my homeland. And I need to tell the Queen the truth I've learned."

He had come to understand the significance of the Millennium. By circulating souls, this world was kept in a healthier state. For that purpose, many lives were sacrificed.

And the one suffering as he struggled to prevent that was the Demon King, who had once been a Hero.

"Even if we tried to repeat a Millennium like before, it would probably be futile. In the past thousand years, the demon territory has gained incomparable technology and power."

"But then…"

Would they face that Great Collapse?

"Even that is part of what the Demon King intends to fight. The fate of this world."

That was perhaps a far more difficult task than simply facing the Millennium.

Even now, Serge didn't know which side was right.

"The next time you come, I'll also transfer the master authority of this tower to you. If I die, the three servants will obey your commands."

This was effectively his will.

Serge's eyes wavered.

"Don't make that face. I've already lived more than enough. A thousand years is a limit for humans."

Azel smiled. It was a refreshing smile, as if released from exhaustion.

"Now I just pray that the enemy comes quickly."

Three days later, the delegation heading to Ogress departed.

From inside the carriage, Chrys kept watching the group seeing them off.

"It'll be alright."

Serge grasped Chrys's hand and spoke with strength.

"I'm with you."
The Demon Tribe's Invasion
It happened not long after the permafrost ice had melted.

The observation post established on the slopes of Sacred Mountain Cyrus detected an army of demons approaching from beyond the horizon.

Their numbers were unknown. It certainly was not a mere 100,000 or 200,000.

The soldier on watch reported to headquarters as follows:

"There are too many enemies to see the black ground! Seven parts enemy, three parts black. I repeat. Seven parts enemy, three parts black!"

Orcs and trolls clad in silver-polished armor marched in formation toward the fortress. Their appearance was clearly different from a thousand years ago. Seeing this, Azel felt fear.

(So this is it… This was the source of your confidence, Ars!)

When the demon army halted before the small fortress, a dark elf—whose vocal organs were the same as a human's—began issuing a call for surrender.

According to them, if they disarmed and provided provisions, they promised not to touch the civilians' property and would refrain from any violent acts.

Of course, the human side did not believe this, but they made full use of the three days of reprieve they were given.

They requested the dispatch of holy knights from the nearby Holy City, and mages worked to raise the walls even slightly higher.

But when the third day's deadline passed, they learned it had all been in vain.

"W-What is that…?" "A giant…"

The Gigas tribe. Though not as large as Cyclopes, these giants boasted enormous bodies, and they charged toward the fortress.

Wooden palisades were no obstacle whatsoever before them.

Through the holes they created, the demon army poured in. Tens of thousands upon tens of thousands flooded into a fortress that could barely hold a few thousand soldiers at most.

The fortress fell in a single day.

Afterward, the demon army split into three forces.

One force to establish an encampment at the fortress and its surroundings, and two forces to advance by flanking the Sacred Mountain from the east and west.

Of these, the force advancing from the east was halted by the combined army of the Magic City and the Holy City. Or rather, they halted of their own accord.

The western force was the true threat.

Cutting through the forest and carving out roads, the demon army circumvented the Sacred Mountain much like Cordova's forces once had.

At this point, the Magic City used a great magic befitting its name.

Meteor Shower.

A rain of meteors summoned through ritual by many mages struck the demon army directly.

"Ohhh!" "We did it!"

Among the officers cheering atop the walls, Azel alone remained calm.

(The power is too weak. They must have prepared countermeasures.)

They had certainly inflicted several thousand casualties. But for ritual magic, it was only several thousand.

By the time they could cast the next spell, the enemy vanguard would likely have reached the Magic City's walls. And the magic-adept races like dark elves, vampires, and nagas had not yet appeared.

And if it came to a siege, this city would fall in no time. That was clear from his experience a thousand years ago.

(How much damage can we inflict? Or should we evacuate the citizens…?)

But Azel's judgment was never even called upon.

"What… is that…?"

That group emerging from the forest.

At first glance they appeared to be golems, but they were far too large for golems, and far too swift.

(Those are—!? Impossible! He's already finished mass producing them!?)

At that moment, Azel knew the Magic City would fall.

The several dozen entities were not golems. They were robots.

The demon army's trump card, born from the fusion of science and magic.

"Intercept them!" "It's no good! They're too fast!" "We can't make it in time!"

The robots, charging at speeds many times faster than horses, trampled the walls.

The generals escaped harm by hastily evacuating, but the psychological shock was immense.

The robots had completely shrugged off fireball magic while attacking them.

"A thousand years, huh…"

Azel muttered to himself.

For a thousand years, humans had fought, made peace, and fought again. Some things had developed along the way.

But this from the demons was clearly different. It was a civilization created with purpose—created for war.

There was no time to be overcome by a sense of defeat. Even if Azel were to die here, he could not allow the citizens to be caught up in it.

"Evacuate non-combatants to the academy! Mages, focus on repairing the destroyed walls!"

Perhaps fortunately, the robots did not enter the interior of the walls. After their destruction, they retreated.

They were probably waiting for the defenders to exhaust themselves, or perhaps it was a show of force. It seemed more like the latter.

There was no way to fight against those things. The only ones who could possibly fight them would be several high-ranking mages working together, or perhaps Azel himself.

Their magical resistance was lower than the one the Demon King himself had used, but even so, ordinary magic would have no effect.

And that armor. Ordinary weapon attacks probably would not penetrate it.

Even the holy sword Thor had wielded could not inflict complete damage upon it.

Three days later, the demon army's main force arrived.

Orcs, goblins, and other numerous races poured in through the destroyed walls. The giant tribes destroyed the repaired walls once again.

It was devastation.

"Surrender! Those who surrender will have their lives guaranteed!"

The dark elf female general, Rei, called out, but no humans would surrender to demons.

This was due to the emotions of fear and hatred that had been cultivated between the two sides.

In the end, only those who had fainted or were too severely wounded to fight became prisoners.

"Find the Great Sage! If it is his will, the humans will surrender!"

Though few in number, there were also human soldiers mixed into the demon army.

They tried to persuade their fellow humans barricaded in buildings that in demon territory, humans and demons lived together.

But this too was futile. The humans' feelings toward demons were that biased.

They would choose death rather than be humiliated. There were soldiers like that—dozens upon dozens of them.

Seeing this, Rei bit her lip hard. What her beloved Demon King had said was coming true.

Humans would not try to assimilate with demons.

Therefore, the demons had to force assimilation, even by coercion.

To do that, they had to win the war.

Everything was as he said.

"Listen carefully. I will bring back the army dispatched to the east along with the holy knights. So do not act rashly, no matter what. Even if you become prisoners once, I will definitely rescue you."

What Azel said to the captain of the garrison holed up in the academy was something even he himself did not believe.

The Demon King had certainly given the demons discipline. Assimilating with humans was surely the Demon King's ideal.

But he did not think that awareness had permeated to every last demon. Even among humans alone, war was like that.

He understood, but for now Azel chose to flee. He had to inform everyone of this enemy's strength.

Could they win even if he informed them?

Without the power of the Dark Dragon Valis, as in a thousand years ago, human victory might be impossible.

Thinking this, Azel took to the sky and headed first toward the east.

Humans are foolish. That is what Rei thought.

Why do they choose death needlessly? Even if there is but a sliver of hope, should they not cling to it?

No, she reconsidered.

All of that was something the Demon King had given them.

At first, it was through coercion by force, they say.

Then came rule by law, they say.

And now, things like ethics and morality governed the demons.

Or perhaps that was only possible because of the authority of the Demon King.

When the demon army invaded the urban area, they first secured the food stores.

The provisions needed to maintain this army of nearly one million could barely be transported from demon territory alone.

Therefore, the demon army planned to procure food locally while also experimentally introducing a military farming system.

Originally, goblins—the most numerous among the demons—were omnivores, as were orcs. It was common knowledge that raising grain could feed more mouths than raising meat.

Meanwhile, it was obvious that the human forces holed up in the academy would soon face food shortages.

Even so, they did not surrender, clinging to the faint delusion that Azel would return with reinforcements from the Holy City.

In reality, at that time, the Magic City's army that had been dispatched eastward and the reinforcements from the Holy City were facing off against a demon army of over 100,000 on the eastern side of the Sacred Mountain.

No matter how large the Holy City and Magic City were, there were limits. They could not oppose a demon army of 100,000.

In the end, Azel abandoned the Magic City.

He merged the Magic City's dispatched army with the Holy City's forces.

It was an unavoidable measure, as staying would have risked being caught in a pincer attack.

The people holed up in the Magic City's academy held out for half a month.

But when the dark elf woman who was the enemy commander entered unarmed to negotiate, they finally capitulated.

Those who surrendered received no particular mistreatment and were given thin gruel, gathered together in one place as before.

And those who brought them their meals were good-natured goblins or friendly kobolds, and gradually the distance between the two sides diminished.

Eventually, the guards and the soldiers who had been seriously wounded joined them, and once they learned they had received attentive care, it became difficult to harbor ill will any longer.

Even so, many had lost family members, so it still took time.

One day, an earl who had survived by chance posed a question to the dark elf commander.

"Dark Elf-dono, what is it that you seek from us?"

The dark elf first introduced herself.

"I am Rei Bradford."

And then Rei spoke of the Demon King's ideals.

Human-demon coexistence.

It must have seemed like a fairy tale.

But in demon territory, it had already succeeded in practice.

That was why there were humans among the demon army.

The earl, who had lost his son in the war, could understand this.

On this day, the Magic City truly fell in every sense of the word.
The Jaeburg Invasion
On that day, an army advancing toward Jaeburg was spotted from afar on a mountain road.

This had already been anticipated, so the report was swiftly made, relayed via communication magic, and immediately delivered to Manesh.

Their numbers: tens of thousands.

Having come through the mountain pass, they were far fewer than the army that had attacked Magic City, but it was still more than enough to bring Jaeburg to its knees.

Moreover, among them sat a massive robot painted in crimson.

"Well, this is a problem…"

Vargas, commanding Jaeburg's forces, was inwardly holding his head.

Ria had told him not to open hostilities from their side. But even if he ignored that, there was no way to attack anyway.

However, when the demon army made camp, they simply surrounded them and nothing more.

The next day, Ria and Carla flew over from Manesh. Literally flew through the sky.

And waiting until dusk, an envoy emerged from the demon army as well.

Among them was a girl with flaxen hair, the vampire Asuka.

"Sorry about the timing."

That was Asuka's first words. Vampires couldn't function properly during the day. Even a powerful vampire like Asuka was no exception.

A tent had been set up midway between the demon army's encampment and Jaeburg's gate.

From Ogress's side there was Ria, Carla, and several officials. From the demon side, aside from Asuka, there were only military officers.

"Before we talk, I want to ask about what happened three years ago. What was that werewolf thinking?"

Ria's voice contained anger. When someone almost destroyed the person most precious to her, how could she not be angry?

"That was… I apologize. We weren't keeping a close enough watch either… Apparently His Majesty barely made it in time."

The one who stopped Ria's katana was certainly the Demon King. With that timing, he could indeed have saved Carla as well.

However, Ria was not satisfied.

"To be honest, I'm wondering whether I can trust a Demon King who keeps something like that around."

"I also thought that thing should just hurry up and die, but… well, his loyalty to His Majesty was genuine at least. And well, even someone like that had a family…"

So he had a family.

Even someone like that had a family.

Now a parent herself, Ria could pity those left behind, if only a little.

"Thirteen wives and twenty-five children, I think?"

Correction. She didn't pity them at all.

"What the hell. How much of a skirt-chaser was he?"

That said, Ria herself already had three wives and four children.

Behind her, Carla's expression remained unchanged.

"So, what is it you're seeking?"

Carla, the one directly involved, moved the conversation forward. That was already in the past. For her, it was over and done with.

At her words, Asuka's expression relaxed with relief.

"We do not wish for war with humans."

That was certainly true. The lie detection magic Carla was secretly using didn't react. Though there was the possibility of concealment.

"We want the land from those mountains to this area. We want to cultivate it and build a town."

This wasn't a lie either. Though if this vampire girl were to lie, it would probably show on her face immediately.

"And then, we'd like you to recognize coexistence between us and humans."

"Hmm…"

Ria fell into thought. Coexistence with demons. That was something she had been thinking about for over three years now.

The matter with Carla had almost derailed it once, but looking at it calmly, even if she fought the enemy here, massive casualties would likely result.

And more than anything, there was one thing that concerned her.

"Where is the Demon King right now?"

That was the most crucial piece of information.

If he was watching this meeting from nearby, he would attack once Ria and Carla crushed the demon army on their own. The two of them, exhausted, wouldn't be able to defeat that man.

If that happened, regardless of Ria's preferences, they would have no choice but to accept the demon army's terms.

"That's… something even I don't know."

Her voice grew weak. However.

"But he will always be where he's needed. That's the kind of person His Majesty is."

In contrast, those words were filled with absolute trust.

Ria didn't have many options.

Broadly speaking, it was whether to fight or not.

If they fought, it would be simple. Combining Ria and Carla's strength with Jaeburg's forces, even including this vampire they had become acquainted with, they could win. But there would certainly be casualties.

Ria didn't want to allow those casualties.

"I'll approve of building a town. But the conditions will be quite favorable to our side."

Asuka silently urged her to continue.

"First, we won't allow the construction of ramparts. This is to prevent the demon stronghold from being used in an emergency. A fence is the limit."

"Fine. That's acceptable."

"As for the land we're granting, it will be a bit further from Jaeburg. This is so we can organize our defenses if something happens."

"That's fine too."

Unlike Ria and Asuka, the subordinates behind them grew tense.

"And this might be the biggest problem…"

Ria stared at Asuka. A strong gaze that said she wouldn't tolerate any lies.

"Until we deem you safe, I want some hostages."

Asuka sighed and nodded.

"Understood. I'll leave myself and a few others who seem weak in your care."

"No, I don't need you. You're too strong."

Asuka slumped in defeat.

"For the hostages… would those people standing behind you work?"

"Eh, no, that would be a problem. Without them, the army won't function."

There were orcs and goblins among them, but they were probably staff officers.

"Then I guess just you is fine after all. You're weak during the day."

Thus, in Continental Calendar Year 3003, a non-aggression treaty between Ogress and the demons, known as the Jaeburg Treaty, was signed.

This was initially meant to be a treaty lasting only one year, but it would be extended by mutual agreement between both parties.

The demons, with many physically powerful races among them, quickly began building a settlement a day's walk from Jaeburg.

Along with this, the demon army that had been surrounding Jaeburg moved and began cultivating the land Ria had designated.

Ria personally went to observe it with her own eyes.

Eventually, caravans began traveling from Jaeburg to the demon settlement.

At first, either Ria or Carla always accompanied them. This was to act as a deterrent in case anything happened.

But truly, nothing happened at all.

The demons silently cultivated the land, and with knowledge unknown to humans, they coaxed crops from soil that had been thought barren.

Asuka in Jaeburg was also well-behaved, occasionally being escorted by her watchers to tour the human town.

Though this was limited to daytime hours, when the vampire's powers couldn't be used.
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As the days passed peacefully in this manner.

A piece of information was sent from Manesh.

Serge had returned home.

When she first heard this news, Ria simply looked happy.

But when she heard that Serge wanted to speak urgently with Ria, Carla, and even Guinevere, her expression became suspicious.

She had been receiving regular letters from Serge, and had also heard news from liaisons.

And now this sudden request.

She had a bad feeling about it.

"Asuka, would you mind coming with me?"

"I don't mind, but is that alright with you?"

"Leaving you here would be too dangerous."

Currently, Asuka's personal combat robot was housed in a tent set up inside Jaeburg.

If she started a battle with that, it alone could devastate Jaeburg.

She trusted Asuka, but considering worst-case scenarios was a ruler's duty.

 

*


 
Ria, Carla, and Asuka flew through the sky and rushed to Manesh.

When they arrived at the royal castle's courtyard, there was a nostalgic face.

"Nee-chan!"

But only the face was nostalgic.

Serge's height had easily surpassed Ria's.

"You've gotten big, haven't you."

He was easily over 170 centimeters. Though Ria was tall for a woman, she wasn't that tall.

"There's a lot to catch up on, but first… Asuka-san is with you too?"

The sun had already set, with not even any afterglow remaining. Otherwise Asuka couldn't have flown.

"If it's a problem that I'm here, I could just look around somewhere?"

"No… rather, I'd also like to know how much you demons know about this."

 

*


 
The five, including Guinevere, gathered in the castle's reception room.

The meticulous use of silencing magic to prevent voices from leaking made the other four wonder what was going on.

"Where should I begin…"

Serge seemed to be hesitant. His expression no longer held the childishness it once had. He even seemed mature beyond his years.

"Start with the conclusion. We can talk from there."

Ria urged him. Serge was glad that her straightforwardness hadn't changed.

"Alright, I'll say it."

Even so, he gulped before speaking.

"At this rate, humanity… no, the world will be destroyed."

That was the truth of the Great Collapse.
Delving the Dark Labyrinth Once More
"What are you talking about?"

The one who said that was Asuka, the person closest to being an outsider here.

"The Millennium is certainly about the demon race's invasion. But His Majesty has been properly thinking about ways for humans and demons to coexist."

"That's not it. That's not what I mean. I'll explain in order."

And so, first, Serge told them that he had become a Great Sage.

Everyone received this news with surprise, but that wasn't the important part.

"When you become a Great Sage, you're given access to records going back 3,000 years… in other words, the remaining records of humanity."

With that, Serge voiced something he had never thought strange until now.

"Nee-chan, how do you think humans evolved in this world?"

This was something Ria had never thought about either.

She had simply assumed archaeology wasn't developed. The temples claimed that God created humanity, but as a reincarnator, she knew that was a lie.

"3,000 years ago, there were no humans in this world."

Then where did humans come from?

"Through the Great Collapse, humans came to this world. Apparently only about 10,000 of them in total."

The Great Collapse.

As for The Millennium, they already knew what happened. Demons flooding in, seeking food and land.

But Valis hadn't said anything about the Great Collapse.

"From here on, my conjectures are mixed in too, so if anyone doesn't want to hear it, you might not want to…"

Even so, no one made a move to leave their seat.

The mystery of this world's creation. Right now, it was about to be revealed.

Serge sighed and spoke.

"If humans and demons don't kill each other to the limit during The Millennium to circulate souls, the power that makes this world a world will be lost, and a Great Collapse will occur."

This was an opinion that directly opposed the Demon King's intention of human-demon coexistence.

"So."

In the silence, Guinevere spoke up.

"What exactly is this Great Collapse?"

"There's no precise record of it, but probably literally, the world collapses. Not continents, not islands, but this planet itself."

The planet's collapse.

Well, that certainly would be a Great Collapse.

"But that's strange. The Demon King who fought alongside Valis a thousand years ago couldn't possibly not know about this. Knowing that, he shouldn't be simply promoting human-demon coexistence."

Ria's doubt was also valid. Serge sighed again.

"Yeah, that's what I don't understand either. That's why we need to meet it again."

Yes, the existence that probably knows everything.

They had to meet the Dark Dragon Valis.

Right now, leaving the country was quite a difficult situation. However, they left that to Guinevere.

The members who would be re-challenging the Dark Labyrinth were as follows:

Ria, Serge, Carla, Irina. Up to this point, no problems.

In addition to them, first was Asuka. As a member of the demon side, she absolutely insisted on going.

And there was one more person who absolutely wouldn't take no for an answer.

That was Chrys, who had heard the gist of the situation.

"You can at least look after your own wife, right?"

To Ria's teasing, Chrys answered seriously.

"She's not my wife yet. Besides, I need power."

The other members were generally favorable toward Chrys.

If she was a mage who could defeat a Hydra, she probably wouldn't be a burden.

However, Serge absolutely didn't want Chrys to accompany them.

If they met Valis, naturally she would hear the contents of this discussion. For an ordinary human, it would undoubtedly be a terrible burden.

And besides that.

He'd be troubled if yet another female member joined the group.

Well, the only one who could be called a true woman was probably just Asuka though.

That was actually what worried him. Especially how Chrys would look in Ria's eyes.

She was a beautiful girl with a Japanese aesthetic. At least, that's how she looked to Serge. What if she was Ria's type?

But in the end, he was pushed into accepting. At times like this, men really are weak against women.

"You'll protect me, won't you?"

If she said it like that, he had no choice but to protect her. As a man.
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Surprisingly, Irina couldn't fly.

Of course, she could fly if she returned to her dragon form, but because of that, she had never learned to fly otherwise.

Everyone else, including Chrys, could fly. That said, matching Irina's pace on the ground would waste precious time.

That's where Serge's new magic proved its worth.

"Summon Wyvern."

Irina removed her armor and mounted the summoned Wyvern. Serge temporarily held onto her armor.

With this, the group arrived at the Dark Labyrinth that very night.

There were no other explorers in the entrance hall.

With the demon army nearby, they probably didn't feel like exploring a labyrinth.

After a brief rest, the group began exploring the labyrinth.

"Hasn't the path changed from when we came before?"

Ria directed her question at Irina, but even from Serge's perspective, it had clearly changed.

"Probably, since Ria and everyone conquered it once, Valis-chan changed the inside."

That made sense. If they knew the map to the deepest part, exploration would just be a straight path.

To think she could do something like that. As expected of a Divine Dragon.

But in this case, it was extremely troublesome.

"Irina, don't you know any shortcuts?"

"Uu… there were some, but I don't remember… I'm sorry."

Unusually, Irina apologized, and Ria sighed.

"Can't be helped. While we're at it, let's raise that Ojou-san's level and have ourselves a labyrinth exploration after a long while."

Despite saying 'can't be helped,' her words sounded somewhat happy.
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Chrys had been mistaken.

She had thought she'd gotten a little stronger.

She was wrong.

She learned what true strength was for the first time in this labyrinth.

Severing a Hydra's neck easily with a single blow, piercing through its scales simply with magic.

Repelling magic creatures with even greater magic, slicing through Golem armor like paper.

In such a group, Chrys was mainly given the role of finishing off enemies.

It was said that the magic essence composing living creatures was what raised levels, but it was also commonly said that the one who delivered the killing blow gained the most of it.

In fact, each time they defeated a powerful enemy, she could feel power flowing into her.

And at the same time, just how strong were the other five people fighting alongside her?

"But you all are really beyond the norm. Especially that boy, he's grown incomparably from before."

Asuka said that, but she too was clearly stronger than before. It was rare for an existence that had already lived for so many years to grow so rapidly.

"Well, I've been cheating a bit."

After obtaining the title of Great Sage, he converted that knowledge into power and killed monsters en masse with magical experiments.

If you did level grinding with the sole purpose of killing, you would naturally become strong.

Asuka had also been training in preparation for The Millennium.

That's precisely why she could operate that giant Golem robot.
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And then, a week passed. Before them was a massive door.

That door that Irina had been guarding back then. Now, a giant stood before it.

It wasn't a Cyclops. Even larger, a giant clad in ice across its entire body. An Ice Gigas.

However, even that giant with an estimated level of 160 was no match for Ria.

Yes, Ria defeated it alone.

Moreover, in a single strike.

Drawing the dark god sword Gallach from her own shadow, she cleaved the giant diagonally from shoulder to hip with just one strike.

Darkness magic. Though Valis had taught it to her long ago, she hadn't utilized it at all until now. But the current Ria could manipulate it freely.

"Ahh, this really does cut well."

Using Gallach for the first time in this Dark Labyrinth, Ria said that.

She had been afraid of harming her allies, so she couldn't easily use it.

The ice giant became particles of darkness and was sucked into the god sword, disappearing.

Absorbing power to become even stronger. This was truly a divine weapon.

"Well then, I'll open it～"

Irina declared in a carefree voice, and the door to the Dark Labyrinth's deepest depths was now opened.
Conversing With the Dark Dragon
There was a massive dragon inside.

Its existence alone could instill fear and awe into those who glimpsed it. The sacred, chaotic Dark Dragon Valis.

Despite its enormity, Chrys was the only one whose knees buckled.

"Tranquil Area."

Serge's magic blocked the pressure that was weighing down on Chrys. With that, Chrys slowly stood back up.

"Are you alright?"

"Yeah, sorry."

Chrys was keenly aware of the fact that she was weak.

"You have done well to come."

Even her voice contained a certain pressure. Without the assistance of his magic, even Serge's might've buckled as well.

"Valis-chan!"

Valis, seeing the familiar person that was the shouting Irina, once again shrunk her giant figure.

Just like the last time, her appearance was that of a human woman, very much like Ria.

"I take it you visited for something concerning the Millennium?"

"Dark Dragon Valis, I succeeded the title of Great Sage."

Serge stood ahead of the others, saying that.

However, Valis didn't respond. She'd likely already known just by looking at him.

"With that, I learned the meaning behind the Millennium. Even so, I don't truly understand what the meaning of the Great Collapse is."

Valis nodded, allowing him to continue.

"Please teach us the meaning of the Great Collapse."

"It holds no meaning to humanity."

Valis replied.

It was an answer that wasn't an answer.

Switching in for the speechless Serge, Ria stepped forward.

"The Millennium has started in the world above. Unlike the ones that've happen so far, demons and humans aren't fighting against each other, instead looking for ways to live together. Will that path lead to the Great Collapse?"

"Yes, the Great Collapse will occur soon enough."

"Is this Great Collapse thing a planetary collapse?"

"It's different from that."

Valis outright swept away Serge's reasoning.

"Then what is it? What will happen? That's what we want to know."

"That is something that should not yet be known. If you want to ask someone, you should ask the Hero that became a Demon King."

Valis stubbornly refused to answer her.

For some reason, she wouldn't tell them. But why?

Would something happen if she told them?

If so, what was that something?

That something might be what she'd told the Demon King.

"Can humanity survive the Great Collapse?"

Ria changed her question.

"I do not know. However, a few humans should be able to make it through. Just like how the elves, dwarfs, and demi-humans did in the past."

So it was like that after all?

Ria made a prediction. Before, there used to be something called the Great Collapse.

And it was something like coming into contact with another world. Like how Heroes are summoned from other worlds.

Even humans were said to have come from another world. Assuming that to be true, what happened to their original world.

Did it not collapse, falling into ruin?

"Valis, I have one last thing I want to ask you."

Ria's conjecture could be cleared up with this single answer.

"With your strength… could you destroy this planet?"

"… I could."

Valis hesitated a few moments before responding.

Ria's conjecture solved, she would discuss with the rest about it later.

However, that 'everyone' didn't include someone.

"These three are visiting for the first time, are they not?"

Valis's gaze turned to Asuka, Chrys, and Carla.

"I shall grant you blessings."

In that instant, the mana of those two rose sharply.

"If you have a wish, tell me."

"For me, more power."

Asuka replied unhesitatingly.

Nodding, Valis rose Asuka's mana to the limit. Unable to endure it, she collapsed on the spot.

"Oi, idiot. Pull yourself together."

Watching Ria intervene, Chrys responded.

"If possible, immortality."

Immortality.

It was a power that could even be called a curse.

A cursed blessing that would eventually make one wish for death.

"Don't! Chrys! If you just want to stop aging, magic can handle that!"

The one to stop her was Serge. However, Chrys shook her head.

"You have resolved to live forever, haven't you?"

No. Serge had only sought power.

Immortality was merely a byproduct of that. If it came down to it, he could just end things by throwing himself into a volcano or something.

But Chrys had chosen this of her own will.

"It would be nice to have at least one person to share eternity with, wouldn't it?"

This was also a curse to Serge.

Bathed in the light Valis released, Chrys chose the path of living through eternity.

"Idiot… immortality is nothing but trouble…"

Serge knew of the expression that would sometimes appear on Azel's face.

However, all that Chrys knew was that it was the path that Serge chose.

Moreover, there was something that Serge didn't know.

Leaving behind her birthplace, the only thing left for Chrys was Serge.

Finally, the last one was Carla.

"I have only one desire."

She looked towards Ria, thinking of something painful. Ria returned her gaze.

"I only wish to stay with her through all eternity."

This was a much greater curse than even immortality.

However, this was something the two wished.

"This will be fulfilled so long as my power allows."

With that, Carla was bathed in Valis' black light.

"Now then, it's my turn for a question."

Finished with realizing their wishes, Valis spoke her wish.

"Ryuke Riana, are you resolved to become my successor?"

"Ready or not… it's not like I have any other choice, do I? Fortunately, there are some eccentrics willing to go along with it."

Shrugging her shoulders, Ria answered.

The eccentric silver-haired beauty smiled at that.

"Then go. The next time we meet will be when everything comes to an end."

With that, Valis sent Ria and the others back to the surface.

Six people appeared at the entrance to the Dark Labyrinth.

One of them was a girl with flaxen hair, her head hanging.

"I'll go. There's no meaning in me being a hostage at this point."

Conveniently, it was night time. It wasn't impossible for her to fly.

"Yeah…"

With Ria's terse response, Asuka took out her black wings and left towards the sky.

"That girl, pushing herself like that."

And so, five people remained on the human side.

"Now then, we should summarize everything."

Ria spoke.

Everyone gave their views concerning the Millennium and the Great Collapse and put it all together.

They already knew everything about the Millennium. The Soul Cycle. It was to maintain the world.

Due to the Demon King's refusal to kill wantonly, the cycle would be disrupted.

As a result, the Great Collapse would occur. Things concerning the Great Collapse were still unclear.

However, with Valis' information and Serge's reasoning, they understood that it wasn't like the planet itself would be destroyed.

And according to Serge's memory, they knew that ten thousand humans were split up across the four continents.

Right now, this world had four continents.

The largest was the one they were on, the Dragon Bone Continent. The other three were: the Dragon Fang Continent, the Dragon Claw Continent, and the Dragon Wing Continent.

However, it was said that humans currently only resided on the Dragon Bone Continent.

Setting aside how the other three continents' human populace died out, it's said that around twelve hundred years ago, immigrants from the other continents settled in the southeastern part of the continent.

They were the present Seven City Union.

Both the reason and the cause was unknown, but mankind currently only resided on this continent in this world.

This continent's population was said to be around six hundred million. That was just humans alone.

Supposing that one in a hundred survived the Millennium, that meant around six million people would remain.

Even so, only ten thousand people remained after the Great Collapse.

To think that only ten thousand people just barely survived their world coming into contact with this one…

In other words, the Millennium's slaughter was six hundred times better than a Great Collapse.

It was a sobering fact.

Moreover, Valis said that she didn't know if they could survive the Great Collapse.

And she didn't deny the collapse of the world.

Possessing infinite connections to other worlds, then killing them off. Was that what the Great Collapse was?

"I have a headache…"

Ria truly held her head in her hands. There was no way she could start killing demons now.

Setting Asuka aside, they were even more human-like than humans. At this point, she simply could not bring herself to engage in such brutal slaughter.

"I need to meet the Demon King."

She didn't know where the Demon King was. However, she needed the knowledge he possessed.

In the end, Ria came to a conclusion.

She would meet Demon King Ars.
The Demon Army Marches
Having effectively placed the Magic City under their control, the demon army next set their sights on the Holy City.

Holy City Palan.

A city that still believed in the gods said to have once existed in this world, spreading their doctrines and teaching divine magic.

Naturally, this was the one city that was incompatible with demons. An unavoidable battle awaited them there.

The demon army directed nearly all of their one million troops toward capturing this city.

Those who had defected from the Magic City to the demon army were sent to deliver a surrender ultimatum just in case, but returned as nothing but severed heads.

"It seems humans have fallen into an even more barbaric race than ourselves at some point."

Muttering this, Rei commenced the full army's attack.

Unlike the Magic City, Palan's walls stood at a full twenty meters tall, and its facilities were well-equipped.

Even the attacks from the giant races were blocked by magical defenses. The first day ended with almost all the casualties on the demon army's side.

The problem occurred before the second day began.

The holy knights commanding each unit were assassinated en masse.

The culprits were completely unknown. There were no eyewitnesses. Yet despite it being the dead of night, the temple's upper echelon was forced to decide on new assignments.

Then the second problem occurred.

These priests of the temple's upper echelon were also assassinated.

The second day's battle took place amid an atmosphere of suspicion and paranoia.

The demon army's attack was gentler compared to the first day. It was as if they were probing for weaknesses.

Nevertheless, Palan suffered heavy casualties.

This was because the hastily appointed commanders couldn't give proper orders.

And then the dreaded second night arrived.

Once again, several high officials were assassinated. Moreover, this time it was the priests.

In siege warfare, defeat is decided the moment morale breaks.

In that sense, Palan hadn't yet lost until the afternoon of the third day.

Their defeat was decided on the morning of the fourth day.

A dagger was found thrust into the pillow beside the head of the High Priest, who had been under heavy guard.

This was, needless to say, a message that they could kill him whenever they wished.

Thus, Palan's leadership decided to surrender.

The soldiers on the front lines were not satisfied with this.

Though they had taken some damage, the walls were still completely intact. They had lost some commanders, but there were still plenty remaining.

Yet even they lost the will to fight by the fifth day.

The holy knights who had been commanding them just the day before had greatly diminished in number.

The identity of the assassin was never discovered.

After all, no one would ever suspect that the harmless peddler they saw every day was responsible.

Palan was disarmed, and the expeditionary forces from the Magic City that had fought alongside them were permitted to return home.

The holy knights were naturally isolated and had their freedom taken away for a time.

Thus, in just six days, Palan, which had prided itself on its holiness, fell into demon hands.

However, Rei did not allow the demons to enter the city. She understood the matter of public sentiment.

What she did was destroy the walls and completely open the gates.

She left the temples where numerous divine statues were enshrined completely untouched. The residents of Palan would simply continue living anxiously in their city without walls.

The demon army's advance did not stop there.

They left behind about half their forces—units with inferior combat strength—for maintaining order and securing supply lines, and directed the remaining elite troops toward the center of the continent, the location where the empire once stood.

Currently, troops from Casalia and Lemdria were marching there to restore the lost order.

This was supposed to be where the first decisive battle between demons and the forces of Lemdria and Casalia would take place.

Meanwhile, in the eastern part of the continent.

In a certain sense, this area was enveloped in even greater peace than Ogress.

First of all, the demons never attempted to make a move on the Great Forest. This was due to a direct order from the Demon King himself from long ago.

Mutual non-interference with the elves. This was similar to the relationship between humans and elves.

Istria, to begin with, didn't have the stamina left to oppose the demon army.

Their ten-year civil war had finally concluded, and the new king had made the liberation of slaves one of his policies.

These slaves naturally included demi-humans, and for such an Istria, cooperating with demons was not a difficult decision at all.

In fact, the demon territory's farming methods would soon revive their devastated lands, but that was a story for later.

The Istrian king formally recognized demon immigration into his territory and formed a de facto alliance. In this regard, it was the same relationship as Ogress.

The countries in the southern part of the continent initially treated it as someone else's problem.

However, when the Magic City fell and the Holy City followed, they recalled the legends of the previous Millennium.

That aside from the imperial capital and the eastern islands, almost all humans on the continent had been exterminated.

In the southwest, Luabra existed in name only at this point. The head of the great tribe that had protected it decided to send reinforcements to the human side.

The southern nation of Karasuri was in a pathetic state where they couldn't even mobilize their army due to a bank run among their merchants. The human side was unaware that this was the result of a scheme the Demon King had carried out over many years.

Despite their long war with Lemdria, the Seven City Alliance in the southeast decided to support them. Though organizing an army was difficult, they would primarily handle rear support.

Thus, the preparations for the decisive battle were complete. On the human side, Lemdria and Casalia's armies numbered 500,000 each, with 100,000 reinforcements from the southwest and 100,000 from the smaller nations' combined forces, for a total of 1,200,000.

This was, of course, the largest army in human history—an impossibly massive force.

The commander-in-chief was Lemdria's Prince Ryuke Sion. Despite being only twenty-one years old, he was a skilled commander who had captured a fortress that even his late father, King Ryuke Hollyn, had failed to take.

However, his battle instincts told him that this massive army wouldn't be able to move effectively.

So he devised a simple strategy: Lemdria's army would engage the enemy head-on while Casalia and the other forces surrounded them.

The stage was the land that was once the northern part of the imperial territory.

The decisive battle would take place in a region called Falsas.

Meanwhile, at that time, in Black Cat's headquarters located in Lemdria's capital, a meeting—who knew how many times this made—was being held.

"We shall remain observers in this war."

Yamato—Saint Emperor Ryuke Shifaka—spoke first, unlike his usual pattern of speaking last.

"Is that alright?"

Thor asked, his question loaded with various implications.

Shifaka nodded.

"Even if we intervened in combat, if Ars brings that thing, the result would be the same. Rather, both armies would suffer collateral damage."

"So you've given up on avoiding the Great Collapse?"

Even the normally taciturn Alvis interjected.

He was the one who, twelve hundred years ago, had led the surviving humans from the Dragon Wing Continent to this one—another Great Sage.

"I haven't given up. But there's nothing we can do in the current situation."

Shifaka's eyes looked as though he had already given up on everything.

"If it's just a straightforward fight, I think the human side could win if I used explosion magic, but…"

Even the usually energetic Shana was subdued in this situation.

"That would be meaningless. Even if we defeated 500,000 demons, another 500,000 would remain. And besides…"

With his fingers interlaced, Shifaka stated a fact.

"There are probably more than ten times that number of troops remaining in the demon homeland."

This was true.

One million demon troops. However, given the high combat capability of the demon race, most of them should be suited for battle.

This battle's outcome—humanity's defeat—was decided the moment they lost the Golden Dragon Clarice.

"What about Valis? She fought on the human side before."

Azel asked, though he already half knew the answer.

"We've lost Clarice. If we lose Valis as well, we won't survive the Great Collapse. We cannot ask for her help."

Those words came from the only human among them to have survived a Great Collapse, and they permitted no objection.

"So in the end, we couldn't decide on anything?"

Thor sighed. However, Shifaka denied this.

"I will try meeting with Queen Ryuke Reiana."

These were unusual words from Shifaka, who normally never took action himself.

"Azel, please accompany me. If possible, I want to bring Dragonslayer Carla into our camp."

Yes, Shifaka had not given up.

Standing shoulder to shoulder with the Demon King, the Saint Emperor was perhaps the human furthest from giving up in this world.

"And let's also speak with Kuo. There's no way the Great Forest alone will escape this situation unscathed."

His comrades could see a definite gleam dwelling in his aged eyes.
The Battle of Falsas
There is a wilderness called Falsas.

Once, it was a rich plain. A narrow river flowed through it, supplying food to the imperial capital. It was a vast breadbasket.

Now, it has become an empty wasteland. Through a certain magical rampage, everything—including the imperial capital—was annihilated.

A space perfectly suited for deploying a large army had appeared there.

The demon army came from the north. They occupied a small hill and prepared for enemies approaching from three directions.

The allied forces approached from those three directions. They set up camp at a sufficient distance.

In terms of supplies, the demon army was at a disadvantage. After all, this was human territory. Even though they had occupied the rear, they still had to feed an army of 500,000—including giants, no less. A war of attrition was out of the question.

On the other hand, the allied forces also needed a quick, decisive battle—though for psychological reasons.

To humans, demons were evil. Allowing them to remain in human territory indefinitely was physiologically intolerable.

However, despite the generals clamoring for a decisive battle, Commander-in-Chief Sion stubbornly insisted on a thorough war of attrition.

Even though they had more than double the enemy's numbers, he didn't believe that alone would be enough to win.

The demon army was composed mainly of goblins, orcs, kobolds, and beastkin—races with high reproductive rates. But there were also a considerable number of races skilled in powerful magic, such as dark elves, vampires, nagas, and three-eyed people.

Additionally, there were giants and trolls who boasted overwhelming physiques. In terms of pure combat strength, he actually thought they were losing.

To this remarkably cool-headed commander, the demon army dispatched a dark elf envoy. Their message: if they were given this devastated land, they would not advance further for the time being.

Naturally, the allied forces rejected this. However, they did not harm the envoy. This was because Sion viewed the demons as equals to be confronted.

In a sense, that was the beginning of mutual understanding.

The standoff lasted ten days.

From the allied forces' side, they could see the demon army's situation to some extent. Particularly noticeable were the giant golems, and the most distinctive among them was a massive, single-eyed blue golem.

While the previous golems resembled armored knights, this golem was more animalistic—like the silhouette of a human who had stripped away everything unnecessary in order to run.

Few knew this, even on the demon side let alone the human side, but this was the Demon King's ultimate weapon—a robot fusing science and magic. Its name: the Demon King's Machine God.

Setting aside the other races and equipment, it was this robot's existence that had stalled the allied forces' movements.

And then, the eleventh day.

What moved first was a unit of the demon army.

Unable to endure their combat impulses—stronger than those of humans—a unit of trolls charged on their own.

The trolls descended the small hill in orderly fashion, despite everything.

Rei clicked her tongue at this, but ordered the entire army to commence the attack.

"Acting on your own! If you're still alive when this is over, I'll whip you!"

Rather, that would be a reward, the staff officers didn't say.

After an exchange of magic between both sides, the battle began.

The humans' magic was primarily directed at the giants breaking through their formations.

And what was even more troublesome for the demons was Casalia's wyvern cavalry.

Explosives using gunpowder, dropped from above, greatly disrupted the demon army's formations.

"Prepare for attacks from above! That's not magic!"

While issuing orders, Rei surveyed the overall battle situation.

The demon army far surpassed the allied forces in charging power. However, once that momentum subsided, they were surrounded and destroyed.

Strong individuals fighting alone were whittled down the same way.

In terms of raw combat strength, the demon army was superior.

But even including the advantage of high ground, against the allied forces' discipline, their numbers were gradually reduced.

Against the confrontation of 500,000 versus 1,200,000, minor tactics after the battle began were meaningless.

When the allied forces began moving their reserve forces from the rear to cut off the demon army's retreat, Rei decided to withdraw.

"Sound the retreat gong! I'm going out in the Machine God!"

The demon army's retreat began.

This was a retreat—not yet a rout. While the outer units were attacked and began to flee in disorder, the inner forces maintained discipline as they moved.

Moreover, a giant blue golem stood as the rearguard.

The golem, wielding a massive halberd, sent an entire human unit flying with a single blow.

"Notify all forces: do not pursue recklessly."

Sion judged that careless pursuit, treating this as a rout, might result in a counterattack.

Indeed, the demon side still maintained sufficient control and was aiming for exactly that.

(So our advance has been stopped after all. Humans are capable.)

Rei muttered internally, though she also thought things wouldn't all go so smoothly.

But in truth, discontent remained among the allied forces.

It was common knowledge that the greatest results were obtained when pursuing a retreating enemy, and that discontent was directed at Sion for stopping them.

In the subsequent rematch between the demons and the allied forces, it would not be Sion commanding.

The demon army retreated to the outskirts of the imperial territory.

There, Rei was greeted by Demon King Ars.

A figure suddenly appeared from the air and landed on the robot's shoulder. That sensation was transmitted through the robot's armor to Rei inside.

The robot's movements were linked to Rei. While keeping the robot walking, Rei went outside.

"Your Majesty!?"

For many demons, this was their first time seeing the Demon King.

Even though they had heard the Demon King was human, he had hardly shown himself to anyone but his close aides for hundreds of years.

"Good work. That must have been difficult."

"I am deeply sorry. To have shown such disgrace while entrusted with Your Majesty's army…"

Rei knelt on the robot's hand.

"War is unpredictable, and the enemy outnumbered us. It couldn't be helped."

Then the Demon King halted the march and began a speech.

It was a calm explanation of the reasons for their defeat—not something meant to raise morale.

However, at the end, he declared this:

"I will fight in the next battle as well."

Nothing could raise the Demon King's army's morale more than that.

Then, before the entire army, the Demon King summoned new robots.

Ten robots of the same model as Rei's. Of these, only one was painted black, while the rest were pure white.

Each time they saw these giant robots, the Demon King's army's morale rose higher.

Three days later, on the same plains of Falsas, a rematch between the Demon King's army and the allied forces took place.

Together with the first battle, this came to be known as "The Battle of Falsas."

And the second battle was an overwhelming victory for the Demon King's army.

The humans could not stop a single one of the Demon King's Machine Gods as they approached, cutting through the wind.

It was an overwhelming trampling of power.

Perhaps if it had been Sion, he might have created walls of flesh to buy time while finding some breakthrough.

But he had already left the camp and headed to the rear due to disagreements with his staff officers.

The army of 1,200,000 fled in panic.

Among those caught in the chaos, there were those who would later rise to new fame.

But here and now, they were nothing but defeated soldiers.

The war cry of the Demon King's army rose.

They had won. They now held this northern region of the empire.

But the allied forces still had over a million troops remaining, and a counterattack was not impossible.

However, the remaining staff officers lacked the ability. They had no strategy.

Filled with regret for dismissing Sion and misdirected resentment, they returned to their countries.

"Now, let's build a nation!"

With the Demon King's declaration, nation-building began.

Canals were dug, land was cultivated, walls were built, and a city was formed.

Through the hands of 500,000, it was completed in mere days.

This was the birth of a city that would later be called Falsas.
A Night in Manesh
After passing through Jaeburg and returning to Manesh, the five decided to rest for now.

They slept for a while, and when they woke up, it was already evening.

Serge lay on the bed in the room prepared for him in the royal palace, thinking about various things.

But those thoughts weren't about the Millennium or the Great Collapse. They were about Chrys's choice.

"That's not fair, Chrys…"

Perpetual youth and immortality, while not complete invincibility, was considerably close to it.

Living for hundreds of years, thousands of years. Why had she chosen such a curse?

Serge thought it was because of his own inadequacy.

That Chrys had obtained perpetual youth and immortality to gain power as well.

He was misunderstanding her.

At that moment, there was a knock at the door.

"Serge, are you awake?"

It was Chrys's voice.

"J-just a moment!"

Running his fingers through his disheveled hair to smooth it, Serge opened the door.

Chrys stood there wearing a coat over thin undergarments.

"Dressed like that… come in for now."

He let Chrys in and closed the door.

When he turned back toward the room, he felt something soft.

It was Chrys's body. Her chest pressed against him, and her warmth and scent enveloped Serge.

"Chrys…"

"Serge, please make me… your wife."

The girl spoke in a voice flushed with passion.

"I understand."

Serge turned to face Chrys properly and firmly grasped her shoulders.

"For a thousand years… or even longer, will you live together with me?"

"Yes, if it's with you."

Tilting their faces carefully so her glasses wouldn't get in the way.

The two kissed firmly.

 

*


 
That day, Ria was sleeping with Carla.

They weren't doing anything; they were simply sleeping together.

So when one of them noticed, the other noticed at the same time.

"It seems someone has come."

"Who could it be?"

The barrier around Manesh's royal palace was created by Carla and Guinevere, who had poured the very essence of their magic into it. It wasn't something one could easily infiltrate. And to leave almost no trace at that…

"The Demon King…?"

"That would be nice."

The two quickly finished changing and stepped out into the courtyard, which was being swallowed by the evening darkness.

Before them, a single figure descended from the rooftop.

A man with unremarkable features and no expression.

He wore ordinary leather armor, but the longsword hanging at his waist was clearly impressive.

"Who are you?"

Ria asked, her hand on Kotetsu. The man spread his hands before his chest.

"Would you understand if I said Yamato, head of the Black Cat Trading Company?"

It was a name any reincarnator would immediately recognize. Ria included, of course.

Which made her all the more curious about his real name.

"May I ask your real name?"

"If you seem trustworthy after we talk, I'll tell you."

This was the royal palace courtyard, and his audience was the queen. He was an intruder, yet his demeanor showed no sign of remorse.

Ria liked bold people like this.

"Very well. But may I bring in more people?"

"I don't mind, but you should limit it to only those you trust."

"Of course. Then, let us move to another location."

Ria personally guided Yamato to the gazebo and asked Carla to gather the relevant parties.

As an aside, this interrupted Serge and Chrys's passionate moment.

Those who gathered at the gazebo were: first, Yamato. Then Ria and Carla, who had been there from the start.

Guinevere, Serge, and Chrys joined them.

Among them, Guinevere had also noticed when someone infiltrated the barrier she had created, and she knew he was no ordinary person.

And Serge simply knew him.

The man's face remained in the Great Sage's memories.

"The Saint Emperor… Ryuke Shifaka…"

He was a human from three thousand years ago. Among everyone he had met so far, excluding the Divine Dragon Valis, the longest-lived was Azel at one thousand years.

As everyone was surprised by Serge's words, the man smiled wryly. It was a smile that looked forced.

"So there is a successor to the Great Sage. Indeed, I am Shifaka."

"What business does the Saint Emperor have here?"

Even facing her distant ancestor, Ria's attitude didn't change.

"I'll be direct. I want you to cooperate in the battle against the demon race."

"Is this to prevent the Great Collapse?"

"If you know that much, why won't you fight?"

While the others watched the exchange nervously, Ria spoke confidently.

"Because I don't want to."

"You don't want to?"

Even at those blunt words, Shifaka's expression didn't change.

"I… we have become too involved with the demon race. And now that we know they aren't evil, we cannot kill each other."

"Even with the Great Collapse at stake?"

"That's just it. What exactly is this Great Collapse? Even in Serge's knowledge, there are only fragments, and Valis won't speak of it either. What happens in the Great Collapse?"

"I see, so you heard about it from Valis…"

Shifaka seemed to be thinking. And the answer he gave was not satisfactory.

"If she answered that way, it would be better if I didn't answer either. But I'll ask again. Do you have no intention of fighting the demon race in this Millennium?"

"You're persistent. Besides, I have no intention of showing good faith to someone who won't tell me anything."

"Then there's no reason for me to stay here…"

When Shifaka stood up, Ria's hand went to Kotetsu.

"Don't misunderstand. Now that the Great Collapse has become unavoidable, there's no point in depleting this world's fighting strength."

Even so, Ria didn't remove her hand from Kotetsu. She was aware of just how dangerous the man before her could be.

But Shifaka remained relaxed as he walked out of the gazebo.

"When the Great Collapse comes, we will fight together. I'm counting on you then."

"I feel like I still have many things I want to ask, but very well."

And Shifaka flew off into the distant sky using flight magic.

"In the end, we didn't learn anything."

Ria muttered. Carla was telling Guinevere about Valis.

"If we could meet Gonbei-sama, we might learn something…"

In Guinevere's mind, the Demon King was still Gonbei.

At that moment, a lady-in-waiting entered the gazebo.

She had been told not to come except in emergencies, so of course there was urgent news.

It was the news of the Magic City's fall.

"No…"

Chrys slumped weakly in her chair. A preliminary report had already arrived, but the details were still unknown.

However, she was then informed that her father, the Earl, had survived.

"My brother? Do you know what happened to my brother?"

Unfortunately, that was the limit of the information. Once again, Chrys leaned back weakly against her chair.

"Nee-chan, I'll take her…"

Leaning against Serge, Chrys left the scene.

"We managed coexistence here, but it seems things didn't work out over there."

Guinevere spoke tiredly, leaning back against her chair.

"It's much easier to rule after defeating them in battle once. That's why we can't let our guard down here either."

Before Ria could even finish speaking, another report arrived. This time it was a preliminary report via magic.

It was news of the Allied Forces' victory in the First Battle of Falsas.

"Isn't this… actually bad?"

What Carla worried about was that humans, emboldened by this victory, might become aggressive toward the demon race.

"We're going back to Jaeburg. Can we leave things here to you?"

Ria and Carla stood up, and Guinevere nodded.

"But at least look at your children's faces before you go."

Ria and Carla looked at each other.

These two had very little awareness of being parents.
A Happy Occasion and an Unlucky Affair
"I went and did it…"

When Serge woke up in bed, he saw Chrys's sleeping face without her glasses.

Her face still held a trace of innocence, and it was so lovely that Serge found himself gazing at it for a while. However…

He picked up the clothes that had fallen on the floor and quietly put them on so as not to make any noise.

But it turned out to be pointless.

"Serge…?"

The glasses were just a magic tool, after all. Chrys sat up, covering her chest, and looked toward Serge.

Giving up, Serge approached Chrys and kissed her on the cheek.

"Is your body alright now?"

"Yes, completely. Ah, but…"

Noticing the stain on the sheets, Chrys turned red. Serge cleaned it in a way unique to mages.

"I'll head back to my room for a bit. Let's talk in the dining hall."

"Okay, Serge…"

Still blushing all the way down to her chest, Chrys spoke.

"Last night… I was happy."

She was cute in every little way.

"Ahhh, she's so cute, dammit!"

Back in his own room, Serge writhed on the bed.

Yesterday was their first time, so he'd just done it normally. But what about next time? Would it be okay to do that? That would probably be a bit much. That's physically impossible given their body types. If he did that, she'd definitely get angry…

Every time he replayed memories of the previous night, he'd react, and he couldn't get up for a while.

In the end, Chrys, who should have taken longer to get herself together, arrived at the dining hall before him.

And for some reason, Guinevere was sitting at the same table.

She would normally be in her office by this hour, but for some reason, for some reason, she was handling documents here.

And Chrys's face was bright red.

"I trust you enjoyed yourselves last night?"

"Gofu—"

Serge took 34 points of damage.

And so the two ended up being made to help Guinevere with her work.

Having returned to Jaeburg, Ria and Carla were visiting the demon town during the day.

There were many races like goblins and orcs, but there were also dark elves, nagas with snake-like lower halves, and other such races. And surprisingly, even humans.

The demons were initially bewildered when the two flew in from the sky, but soon began moving about as if nothing had happened.

There was a town here. It felt a bit rural, but to the two of them, it felt far cleaner than human cities.

When they grabbed a random demon walking by to ask around, they found a government-like building where Asuka lived.

Of course, being a vampire, she was currently asleep, and they were told they could meet her from evening onward.

So the two decided to walk through the demon town together.

"I'm surprised."

That was both of their impression.

First, the rural parts were still under development. The government district and shopping district a bit away from the administration building had quite a number of buildings that, though still under construction, were larger than those in Manesh.

If this were a human city rather than a demon one, wouldn't Jaeburg immediately fall into decline? They even thought that.

And the various races got along well with each other.

Of course, there were differences based on body size and lower-body anatomy, but they had properly sorted out their living arrangements. Compared to this, human towns were built with unified specifications for humans alone, making them far less livable.

"It's almost evening. Shall we go?"

Carla nodded, and after eating a light meal, the two headed to the administration building.

The administration building was made of brickwork, just like the one in Manesh.

After they were shown inside, Asuka appeared before them without much delay.

Unusual for her, she looked exhausted.

"Welcome. To our temporary administration building."

"This is temporary? It's quite impressive, though."

Carla was genuinely admiring it, but for demons, this apparently still wasn't satisfactory.

The two were guided to a terrace-like area. From there, they could clearly see the town's residents hurrying about in the evening light.

"There are many nocturnal races among demons, after all. This Nul-Jaeburg is a city that never sleeps."

Near Jaeburg, that's what it meant. They were clearly being considerate.

"So, what do you want to talk about?"

Drinking blood poured into a wine glass, Asuka asked.

"I want to meet the Demon King."

"That's impossible. We don't even know where he is."

Come to think of it, she felt like she'd heard that before.

"But I feel like he'll appear soon. I have that feeling."

In reality, around this time, the Demon King had actually returned to demon territory to maintain the new-model robots he would use in the Battle of Falsas.

"The Black Cats' leader came here, you know."

"Ugh, he didn't say anything weird, did he? Those people and His Majesty are like cats and dogs."

In reality, it wasn't just at that level, but she had to put it that way.

Carla explained the situation in detail.

Asuka sighed.

In the end, they didn't learn anything new. Even when told that the human allied forces had won at Falsas, Asuka didn't seem particularly shocked. Perhaps she already knew.

Since there was a possibility the humans might become emboldened by this, when told to issue a notice for the town's residents not to go outside for a while, she readily agreed.

Though they hadn't gained any new information from coming all this way, seeing the demon town with their own eyes was a great harvest.

It only strengthened their conviction that demons and humans must not fight.

After asking Vargas in Jaeburg to look after the town, the two returned to Manesh.

There, they heard some happy news from Serge.

His marriage to Chrys.

One might think "at a time like this," but precisely because it was a time like this, there was also that argument.

In fact, since the Millennium began, the number of marriage applications at government offices had skyrocketed.

Since they didn't know when they might die, they didn't want to leave their feelings unexpressed. That's probably what many people thought.

"I see～, mmhmm, I see～"

After nodding as much as she wanted to nod, Ria broke into a grin and started questioning them.

What were the proposal words? When and where did it happen? Who said it first?—she was like an entertainment reporter.

In response, Chrys answered with blushing silence, while Serge answered with a sullen expression.

"Hey, sorry to bring this up when we're celebrating, but…"

Guinevere was also present, toying with Serge.

"Since Chrys's father is still alive, you need to get his permission too."

For nobles in this world, marriage required the family head's approval. Without it, it would be considered eloping.

"Well, actually, Otou-sama told me to seek refuge with Serge if something happened…"

The Earl was not to be underestimated.

"Then you'd need the queen's permission. That's fine, right? Your Majesty."

"No way, no way! I'm going to exercise my right of the first night!"

Ria threw a tantrum in a way that no one in this world could possibly understand.

"What on earth are you dissatisfied about?"

Carla asked in exasperation. At that, Ria stopped her exaggerated arm-waving.

"I hate people who get to be happy when I'm this busy."

"Is that something a person with three wives can say?"

"But she's cute too!"

At that, Chrys's face showed surprise.

"Listen, Chrys, if Serge ever cheats on you, come to me. If we're both women, it's not cheating."

It would be. In this case, it definitely would be cheating.

"N-no, that's… Besides, for nobles, having several concubines is perfectly normal… I think?"

"Eh?! That's okay?!"

Serge was immediately met with cold stares from everyone.

While the previously scheduled ceremony for Serge's elevation in peerage was being held, news of the allied forces' defeat at Falsas arrived.

As a result, the allied forces would disband and each country's troops would return home.

In effect, the northern part of the empire had become demon territory.

And with this, the devastated northern empire would be revived. That in itself was desirable, but the prospect of demons flourishing was still frightening to humans.

"We have to act as a bridge between demons and humans."

Carla murmured, still composed.

However, the gap between demons and humans wouldn't be so easily filled. It certainly couldn't be filled through the results of war alone.

In the winter of Continental Year 3003, follow-up forces came streaming from demon territory along with non-combatants.

The same was true near Jaeburg, where a minor conflict occurred.

The cause was hunting.

Many races among demons had meat as their staple food, requiring that much more prey. This overlapped with the human hunters' territory.

The dispute was quickly avoided when the demon side yielded, but this kind of attitude would eventually lead humans to think something they shouldn't.

Namely, that perhaps demons weren't that frightening after all.

The fact that monsters posed a greater threat than demons in this area also contributed to this thinking.

And finally, that day arrived.

A small group of kobolds was killed by human hunters.

The cause was a struggle over hunting prey, but it could be said that the arrogance of humans relying on their greater numbers brought this about.

Ria was forced to deal with this problem not as Jaeburg's autonomous territory, but to hand down judgment by her own hand.
An Exchange
Ria was holding her head in her hands.

It was about the murder case between humans and demons that had started from that hunting incident.

How this was handled could change their future relationship with the demon race.

If this had been between humans, the killers would have received the death penalty or been made into crime slaves.

However, this time the victims were demons — kobolds. Naturally, there had never been any penalties for killing kobolds before.

But that didn't mean they could be declared innocent. Doing so would worsen relations with the demon race.

"So, what are you going to do about this?"

Asuka had come all the way to Jaeburg's government office.

"By the way, what would happen if the same thing occurred in demon territory?"

Asuka silently made a throat-cutting gesture. A harsher punishment than Jaeburg's autonomous territory.

"May I start with the matter of compensation?"

"I don't mind, but… can you even pay?"

"This time, it will be paid from the national treasury. How about 160 gold coins total for the four kobold victims?"

That was an exorbitant compensation by human nation standards.

Even so, Asuka nodded magnanimously.

"And what will you do with the men who committed the crime?"

That was the main issue. Until that was decided, Asuka couldn't determine her stance either.

"Normally, they would pay an appropriate fine and do slave labor, but this time, they will all be executed."

Asuka's eyebrow twitched.

"However, the charge won't be murder of kobolds, but treason against the state. For worsening relations with the demon race and threatening national security."

That was the solution Guinevere had proposed.

The ultimate solution that would establish a stance toward the demon race while also not incurring hostility from them.

Of course, this would likely lower Ria's popularity, but it shouldn't be fatal. That's what Guinevere thought.

But Ria was thinking one step further.

"… That's the official story, anyway."

And then she said something that astonished Asuka.

"We'll relocate the criminals to demon territory."

"… Are you serious?"

"If there's a settlement with powerful demons, I'd like to send them there. Then, after a few years, if they've reformed, they can decide whether to stay there or return here."

"…"

With her arms crossed, Asuka began cycling through various expressions, looking at the ceiling, then left, then right, and finally behind her.

"That's interesting. Maybe I'll have them live in a town with lots of vampires."

Showing her sharp fangs, she rendered her judgment.

Later on, that group quickly adapted to the demon town, and those without families ended up staying there. But that's a story for another time.

"Setting that aside, what's happening with the meeting with the Demon King?"

"Yes, I've received word from Rei. His Majesty will head this way as soon as he's free."

"… But that guy seems super busy for some reason though?"

"… Please don't bring that up."

"If that's the case, how about I go to him? He's probably in Casalia or Lemdria, right? Or maybe the Empire's territory?"

"The Empire's territory. He should be in a place called Falsas, overseeing the construction of a town."

Hearing that, Ria immediately started to rise, and Asuka hurriedly stopped her.

"You might miss each other, so please wait here."

Indeed, a quick-to-act Demon King-sama.

The day eventually came.

In a manner far more brazen compared to when Shifaka had once infiltrated — smashing through the barrier and landing in the courtyard of the Manesh palace — a masked man.

As the guards gathered, he surveyed the area with his single attendant and reportedly shouted:

"So○○mon! I have returned!"

In a reception room attached to the office, four people sat across from the Demon King and his attendant.

The Demon King took his hands out of his pockets and said:

"Ah, here, it's nothing special."

A renowned confection: Demon King Manju.

…

Time stopped.

The first to burst out laughing was Serge, and the Demon King followed suit with his own high-pitched laughter.

Ria smiled wryly. Carla and Guinevere didn't understand what was going on.

Because it was written in Japanese.

"Renowned Confection: Demon King Manju," it read. Moreover, in pointlessly elegant calligraphy.

"So, are you still not going to take off that mask?"

Ignoring the three who kept laughing, Guinevere asked. Her voice was cold as ice.

"Is there any need to take it off?"

"I can't have an equal conversation with someone who won't show their face."

When Ria said that, having finally recovered from her laughing fit, the Demon King let out a deep sigh.

"You already know though, don't you?"

"I want to actually see your face."

On this matter, Guinevere was persistent.

The man she had once loved. And the father of her son.

"Fine, but don't tell anyone else. It's surprisingly fun when people don't figure out my identity."

And with that, the Demon King casually removed his mask.

"That's not him…"

Guinevere murmured. His identity was not that of the mysterious mage, Gonbei.

"But actually, this face is also a fake."

Like a certain phantom thief's grandson, the surface of his face peeled away. Even his voice had changed.

"Still not him…"

The youthful face of a young man was not the one Guinevere knew.

"And when I put this on top of this, the mysterious mage is complete."

When he put on the newly retrieved mask, a different face with sharp eyes appeared.

"Gonbei-sama!"

The Demon King's attendant blocked Guinevere with her body as she tried to embrace him over the table.

She too wore a mask and still hadn't removed it.

"How unromantic of you, getting in the way of a reunion between long-separated lovers."

"Lovers? From what I saw, it was just one-sided feelings on your part."

The attendant — meaning she was a flight magic user capable of following the Demon King here — had a second-rate disguise. Those who had met her before, like Ria, could tell.

"Could you be from Black Cat?"

"So I've been found out after all."

The one who readily removed her mask was Ferna.

"I was formerly a leader of Black Cat. Now I serve as Haruto-san's right hand."

"Haruto? Is that your real name?"

Ria asked. It was a name that also existed in Japanese.

The Demon King removed the mask and returned to the face of a Japanese young man.

"It's Arisugawa Haruto. But I've been called Ars Gahalt over here."

Indeed, that was the name of the legendary hero.

The legendary figure who, in the end, had killed each other with the Demon King in single combat.

"By the way, is there any tea?"

The legendary figure was remarkably casual.

Since they were going to discuss secret matters, Carla brewed the tea herself.

"Ahh～, what a lovely aroma～"

Not a shred of the Demon King's dignity could be found in that appearance as he savored the tea's steam.

"So what was it about him that attracted you?"

Ria quietly asked Guinevere, but was told that couldn't be explained in a single word.

"Now then, Demon King… or should I call you Haruto-san?"

"Ah, please go with that."

"Haruto-san, I'll ask you directly. What exactly happens during the Great Collapse? Both the Saint Emperor and the Dark Dragon were evasive about it. But you know, don't you?"

Haruto crossed his arms with a contemplative expression.

"Um, are there people with past lives among you?"

To the question in Japanese, Ria and Serge raised their hands.

"Then I'll tell you. You can explain it to the others later. But are you sure you want to hear it? You won't regret it?"

Both Ria and Serge nodded firmly. After being strung along this much, not listening wasn't an option.

With a sigh, Haruto finally revealed it.

"The dimensional boundary breaks down, and two worlds collide."

Those words could only have been spoken in Japanese.

"That is the Great Collapse."

Returning to this world's language, Haruto declared.
Countermeasures
"Two worlds…"

Ria stopped Serge as he muttered that.

"Wait, Serge. I don't understand what you mean by dimensional boundary."

"Ah, it's like a sci-fi thing. A wall that separates one world from another…"

Even Serge only understood it on a vague, intuitive level.

"Basically…"

In poor manners, Haruto spilled a few drops of tea onto the table.

"According to Valis, the world has a massive, thick root. Or perhaps you could call it a trunk."

He drew a thick line with spilled tea.

"Thin branches extend from it. Many, many of them. Eventually, they collide with each other. And then one—or both—shatter. That is the Great Collapse."

The tangled thin lines merged into one partway through.

"Using the power of the Soul Cycle to change the branches' course so they don't collide. That's probably what we should think of as the Millennium."

And then Haruto said something even more shocking.

"By the way, the Millennium doesn't happen once every thousand years. Wars between demons and humans occurred on other continents whenever a crisis arose. As a result, there are now virtually no humans or demons left on the other continents."

"That means…"

"That's right, the next Millennium will happen in less than a thousand years. Did you know that survivors from other continents came to this continent twelve hundred years ago? Apparently, they were survivors from when another system was used for the Soul Cycle."

This was terrible. Without the cycle of souls, the world would perish.

"Then how did we survive the Great Collapse three thousand years ago? I heard ten thousand humans came over from the other world…"

"Apparently, the previous Fire Divine Dragon destroyed the other world at the cost of her life. The humans that came to this world at that time—until then, the Millennium had been overcome through conflicts among demons."

Amazing, Divine Dragon-sama.

Wait, but then…

"The one who will prevent the next Great Collapse… is that going to be Valis?"

Having been told so much by Valis, Ria immediately realized it.

"That's right. We'll have her destroy the other world with her power, and at that time, we'll relocate the residents of that world to the other continents of this world. That should allow us to get through the Millennium for a while."

And then Haruto declared, "That's all I have to say."

While Serge summarized things for the three who didn't understand Japanese, Ria was lost in thought.

And she thought—wasn't this too arrogant? The arrogance of destroying another world.

In response, Haruto only asked her to come up with an alternative.

An alternative couldn't be so easily devised. This was something Haruto had thought up over a thousand years.

And the others felt the same way.

The carrying capacity of the three continents was estimated at a minimum of 600 million total. That was roughly the same as the current human population of the Dragon Bone Continent.

What kind of world would contact them in the next Great Collapse? Perhaps there would only be creatures that couldn't adapt to this world. Or perhaps there would be no intelligent life at all.

But what Haruto considered to be the problem was something completely different.

Namely, what if the humans of that world were far stronger than those of this one?

"But that's what the dragons are for, right?"

The sight she had seen at Valis's dwelling. Compared to a single dragon, no matter how many strong humans there were, they would be a dime a dozen.

But.

There was a but.

Gathered here were humans who surpassed even those dragons.

For enemies that dragons couldn't handle, humans—and the weapons humans had created—existed.

Indeed, at this point, there was no choice but to cooperate.

Haruto firmly grasped the hand Ria extended to him.

"By the way, why did the demons come south during the Millennium?"

From what she'd heard so far, there shouldn't have been a need to fight humans in this Millennium.

Haruto smiled wryly at her question.

"Well, the biggest issue is population. The Demonlands can't support any more demons. Population control policies don't work well."

A simple enough explanation.

"Also, I wanted to spread the Demonlands' advanced technology to the human world. What I initially thought was—couldn't humans and demons coexist?"

"Has demon technology really advanced that far?"

"Enough to build robots. Want me to show you?"

When shown one in the courtyard, Serge was extremely excited.

"You have enough mana to pilot it, so I don't mind giving you one."

It was just a verbal promise, but it was decided that Serge would receive a Machine God. How generous, Demon King-sama.

And finally, the conversation turned to how this war would end.

The demons didn't particularly want to rule over humans. They simply wanted enough territory to live on.

And even if that overlapped with human territory, there wasn't any particular problem with it.

On the other hand, humans didn't tolerate the existence of demons. This was due to feral demons and the atrocities of the Millennium a thousand years ago, but they couldn't just give up and accept it.

"By the way, those humans who were sent to the Demonlands seem to be adapting."

Haruto mentioned that as well.

"The only option is for the demons to win, but not too overwhelmingly, and gain territory…"

Listening to the opinions of civil officials like Guinevere and Fio, Ria pondered.

"From among those with aptitude, I'd like to scout some as our pilots."

It seemed a unit had already been prepared for Ferna.

"What about me and Carla?"

"Wouldn't you two be stronger fighting as you are?"

The truth was that Haruto didn't want to create forces outside his control, but the two of them accepted that explanation.

Regarding Casalia, Ria's connections might be able to work something out. The problem was the other countries.

Lemdria was especially problematic. A vast territory. Powerful soldiers. Enormous national strength. It could probably be called the strongest nation on this continent now. A country that surpassed even Ogress and Casalia.

"If we defeat them, won't the other countries naturally fall in line?"

That's what Ria thought, but Guinevere considered it more politically.

"There's no way they could just surrender to demons. The citizens wouldn't accept it."

Is that so? Ria, the queen of Ogress, was bewildered. In the case of Ogress, having beastkin and the ogres that gave the country its name reduced resistance.

Through Ria's blood ties, things might work out between Casalia and the demons. But what about Lemdria?

They maintained a powerful monarchy and had a formidable army. And a large population. Subjugating them certainly wouldn't be easy.

"Come to think of it, how much time do we have until the Great Collapse?"

Ria and the others had completely forgotten to ask about that.

"The more people and demons that die, the longer the reprieve—unfortunately."

Given the Soul Cycle, that made sense. It was certainly frustrating.

"In the end, there's no option but for the demons to overwhelmingly defeat the humans and then negotiate a peace treaty?"

"Exactly. And the one playing the mediator at that time will be Ogress."

That was Haruto's conclusion. Everyone else agreed.

"By the way…"

With a ferocious smile different from before, Ria fixed her gaze on Haruto.

"Would you care to have a match with me?"

"No way. What if something went wrong?"

"We have someone who can use resurrection magic right here."

Ria gestured toward Carla with her palm. But Haruto shook his head.

"Once we're in the Millennium, resurrection magic becomes unusable."

The Soul Cycle would become too intense—even Valis couldn't resurrect the dead, he said.

If they weren't completely dead, something could be done, but if they had truly died, there was nothing that could be done even immediately after death.

"So be careful, everyone."

Haruto said it lightly.

"Well then, I suppose we should head back."

Since their discussion was over, that was only natural, but Guinevere and the others tried to somehow keep him from leaving.

This led to a catfight with Ferna, but that's a digression.
The Lemdria Campaign
The battle between Lemdria and the demon army proceeded roughly as expected.

Before the demons' overwhelming military might, Lemdria's army suffered defeat after defeat.

But even that was part of Prince Sion's strategy.

With their supply lines stretched thin, the demon army struggled with provisions. Though they tried to procure supplies locally, the humans were uncooperative.

So despite continuing to win their battles, the demon army found itself being cornered.

"A scorched earth strategy, huh…"

Within the main camp's tent, Haruto groaned with a troubled expression.

And there was yet another weakness the demon army had.

They couldn't use the Machine Gods, their strongest fighting force, too frequently.

A Machine God's core was called a magic core, made from an even more purified form of magic crystal. Filling it with magic power required an tremendous amount of labor. Considering the Great Collapse that would come after this, he wanted to conserve their strength.

Not just Haruto, but his staff officers were also deep in thought.

"Why don't we just assassinate Prince Sion?"

The one who said that was Rei. Such an idea came naturally to her, given her specialty in intelligence gathering and assassination. In fact, Haruto had repeatedly carried out assassinations that led to the Sacred City's fall.

"That would be impossible. Prince Sion is surrounded by heavy security, and he himself is quite skilled."

The one who objected was Ferna, and Haruto followed up.

"Yeah, and there's another problem. When the Great Collapse comes and fighting breaks out, we need him to serve as a fighting force for this world."

This was another of the demon army's weaknesses.

They had to win. But they couldn't win too decisively and annihilate their opponents.

This was a fatal weakness for the demon army.

Yet even so, the demon army drew closer to Lemdria's capital.

Along the way, they stationed surplus forces in occupied territories, leaving only an elite force to advance toward the decisive battle.

In response, Lemdria's army maintained their logistics through short supply lines, and despite their losses, never suffered a decisive defeat as they continued their retreat.

This strategy was actively endorsed by the king, and passively supported by the crown prince.

Meanwhile, battles on the Casalia front were progressing toward an overwhelming demon victory.

In war, it's crucial to minimize losses when defeated, but Casalia simply didn't have generals skilled enough for that.

Additionally, with Ogress forming an alliance with the demon army, it could be said that the burden on the logistics division had lessened.

"A pack mule again… I'd love to blast something with magic once in a while."

Though Serge grumbled, he understood the importance of his role.

Ogress fully siding with the demons dealt a severe shock to Casalia.

After all, Ria was Casalia's princess before she was Ogress's queen.

And the repeated defeats had broken the spirit of Casalia's leadership.

Just six months after the demons' invasion began, Casalia signed a peace treaty with them.

However, the terms weren't disadvantageous to Casalia, and didn't significantly damage the royal family's dignity.

"But really, were you sure about those conditions?"

Ria asked while riding in a carriage with Asuka.

The condition for peace was to provide Casalia's wastelands to the demons. The same as with Ogress.

If a nation had been losing so completely, one would expect more favorable terms for the victor.

But Asuka just laughed with a "fufun."

"The demon territory has developed land improvement techniques. That's how we've been able to maintain millions of soldiers. And there's also the option of having them farm during peacetime."

The tuntian system. It's difficult to implement, but apparently it had been successful in the demon territory.

Various other agricultural methods had also succeeded, bringing significant benefits to the human side as well.

When you think about it, they had at least a surface-level understanding of modern Earth's agricultural methods. With magic applied over a thousand years, even crop breeding improvements would be possible.

And with Haruto's scientific knowledge, it would be even easier.

And there were major developments on the Lemdria front as well.

South of Lemdria, the Karasuri Kingdom had begun supplying the demon army through a roundabout route.

This was the fruit of Haruto's long-term infiltration, but for Lemdria, it was like a bolt from the blue.

Though Karasuri wouldn't immediately go to war with Lemdria, they would now have to direct forces to the south as well.

Seeing this situation unfold, the City Union to the east of Lemdria wavered.

As a coalition of city-states that had long been in repeated wars with Lemdria, some cities began to cut off their support for Lemdria.

While they hadn't been counting on them too much to begin with, having to allocate forces to the east as well pushed Lemdria into a desperate situation.

And then, the demon army's invasion began.

Having devoted troops to logistics, their total force was roughly 100,000. However, the quality was exceptional.

Above all, the Demon King stood at the forefront.

A carefully selected elite force began their invasion into Lemdria's territory. To counter this, Lemdria deployed a massive army of 300,000. Leading them was Prince Ryuke Sion. Lemdria's greatest military asset.

On a vast plain, the two armies clashed.

The result was devastating.

The demon army, with knowledge of modern warfare, dominated the skies and pushed their magic-specialized races to the front, clashing head-on.

Even Prince Sion, likely the greatest tactician of the age, couldn't counter them.

The Machine Gods that flew in and landed at the heart of Lemdria's forces devastated their formations.

Forbidden-level magic broke through Lemdria's defenses and routed their vanguard.

Thus, Lemdria's greatest military force was defeated.

Lemdria still had military strength remaining, including in the capital. But as for whether they could win against the gathered demon army, King Ryuke Hollyn was skeptical.

Prince Ryuke Sion, the defeated general, felt the same. He understood that the gap in tactical civilization was simply too great.

Because he was a genius, he paradoxically couldn't find a way to victory. If there was any chance, he thought it would have to be off the battlefield.

However, the enemy was the demon race. Whether tactics meant for humans would even work against them was unknown.

It was then that a peace envoy arrived from the demon army.

A dark elf with brown skin and silver hair. The peace terms brought by Demon General Rei weren't unfavorable to Lemdria.

The former imperial territory that had become wasteland would be placed under demon control. That was all.

They would withdraw from the Lemdria territory they had already invaded, and a buffer zone would be established at the border—it was actually advantageous terms for Lemdria.

Lively debate took place at the court, but when considered calmly, there was only one choice.

Thus, the human side's greatest nation, Lemdria Kingdom, was also forced into coexistence with the demons.

"So it's over…"

Receiving all the reports in Manesh's court, Ria muttered.

She sat heavily on the sofa, looking through documents. Carla and Guinevere were seated on either side of her.

"So this means the demons' invasion will stop for now, right?"

Guinevere asked. Ria repeated the explanation she had received from Asuka.

"Apparently the former imperial territory can sustain the demon population. Invading all the way to the southern continent would stretch their supply lines too far."

The Millennium's war between humans and demons was effectively concluded with this. The postwar processing remained, but that too would be a troublesome matter.

"The time has finally come."

Carla murmured. The Millennium had ended. What came next was the real event, the Great Collapse.

"A collision between worlds, huh. Honestly, I don't really understand what that means."

It was too abstract a concept. Even Serge's knowledge was vague on this point.

But the real battle was yet to come.

 

*


 
Several days later, an envoy from the demons appeared in Manesh's court.

It was the now-familiar Asuka. She had visited the castle as an official envoy.

Seeing the contents of the documents, Ria was astonished.

Leaders from major nations would be invited, and of all places, they would devise countermeasures against the Great Collapse in Lemdria's castle.

"Forget the former imperial territory, you're going to hold a conference in the castle of a country you were just at war with?"

When she groaned in disbelief, Asuka laughed through her nose with a "fufun."

"That's what makes His Majesty so amazing. If we said to meet in demon territory, those cowardly humans wouldn't come, would they?"

That was certainly true. Unless one had combat ability like Ria, entering a gathering of demons would be unthinkable.

Even so, the time until the meeting was short.

"It's coming soon."

Asuka watched Ria with unusually serious eyes.

"The Great Collapse is about to begin."

With humans and demons no longer killing each other, the cycle of souls had weakened.

As a result, the boundary between worlds naturally grew indistinct and would eventually collide.

Ria nodded and conveyed her agreement to attend.

 

*


 
The Great Collapse.

"Well now, what kind of battle is coming…"

A devastating era was approaching that even the war-loving Ria couldn't comprehend.
The Round Table Meeting
There was a conference room in Lemdria's royal court. Unlike the usual audiences held in the throne room, this was a sealed chamber protected by magic, built for the purpose of lively debate. At its center was an enormous round table.

Now, seated at the innermost position was the King of Lemdria, Ryuke Hollyn. Despite being over seventy years old, he still exuded dignity. Behind him stood the Crown Prince and Prince Ryuke Sion.

"It's almost time…"

Almost simultaneously with Hollyn's murmur, there was a knock at the door, and an escort knight entered.

"Please excuse me. I have brought His Majesty, King Ryuke Neyas of Casalia!"

As Hollyn nodded, the large door swung open and Neyas entered the room. Behind him followed a civil official and a half-elf knight known as the King's Sword.

Hollyn rose to greet him, and they exchanged a light embrace.

"I never thought we would have the opportunity to meet face to face like this."

"Indeed."

Neyas sat down in the seat immediately next to Hollyn.

Next to enter was Istria's young king, Ryuke Kanon. Following him was Parro, who served as both military envoy and prime minister.

Kanon paid his respects to his elders, and Hollyn and Neyas stood to welcome him.

After that came an elven man.

His body was exceptionally muscular for an elf, who typically had slender builds, and deep wrinkles were carved into his face despite the eternal youth his race was supposed to possess.

He was Quorfos, the High Elf of the Great Forest.

From then on, the human realm's dignitaries continued to arrive, escorted by knights.

Azelford, the Sage of the Sacred Mountain.

Izah, the chief of the largest tribe that protected Luabra in the continent's southwest.

Oslo, the Grand General of the City Alliance in the continent's southeast.

And then a young man casually poked his head in.

"Ars…"

At Azel's murmur, the humans' expressions froze.

"Hello. I'm Demon King Ars."

Ars raised his hand in greeting, then sat down in the seat furthest from Hollyn, accompanied by a dark elf woman and a human girl.

Receiving gazes filled with both fear and curiosity, Ars looked somewhat uncomfortable, but that only lasted until someone he knew arrived.

"Archduke of Ogress, Ryuke Riana-sama has arrived."

Her jet-black cloak billowing, Ria entered the room and bowed to those present.

"Hey."

Ars waved his hand and gestured to the seat beside him.

"I doubt any humans would want to sit next to me."

With a wry smile, Ria sat down next to Ars. Behind her stood the silver-haired Dragonslayer and a girl clad in orichalcum armor.

"There are still empty seats remaining, but…"

Hollyn inquired. He had been the one to prepare this venue, but he hadn't been informed of all the attendees.

The only one who knew was Ars, and there were still eight empty seats.

But his question was soon answered.

Four men and women appeared in the space that should have been isolated by magic.

"I see, a round table…"

A man with unseeing eyes murmured, seeming impressed nonetheless.

He took a seat.

"He is Yamato, the leader of the secret society Black Cat's merchant guild."

It was not the man himself but the Demon King who introduced this person whose name alone was famous.

"His true identity is Saint Emperor Ryuke Shifaka-san, though."

A great commotion spread among the humans. Despite being stared at in astonishment, Shifaka maintained his posture of resting his elbows on the table with his chin on his interlaced fingers.

"I'm Thor. I was summoned as a hero two thousand years ago and was known as the Black Knight."

When the giant of a man introduced himself, the commotion grew louder.

"I'm Shana Milgrid. You should know my name as the Witch."

The scarlet-haired girl gave the name of the legendary hero's companion from one thousand years ago.

"I'm Alvis. I was once known as the Great Sage on another continent."

The young man with unremarkable features also gave a small bow.

"These five, including Azel, are Black Cat's leadership."

Ars provided the explanation. The human leaders were either struck with astonishment or had lost their voices entirely, mouths opening and closing wordlessly.

"So what did you invite to fill the remaining four seats?"

Though somewhat surprised herself, the one who asked with an amused expression was, of course, Ria.

"I told them the time, but they're rather careless… those ladies…"

Ars shrugged. But before he could finish the motion, a tremendous vibration shook the castle.

Someone had forcibly broken through the magical barrier and teleported into the room.

Flame-red hair. Golden eyes. A girl dressed in red cloth wrapped casually around her.

"Oh, did I make it in time?"

She looked around the room. Her golden eyes alone would intimidate any ordinary human.

"You're the first of the Divine Dragons to arrive, Ohma-san."

"Is that so? Well, I am rather impatient."

Divine Dragon Ohma. Her dragon eyes caught sight of Ria and Carla.

"There are two people with the dragon bloodline here? How rare."

With that, she sat down in the seat next to Ars.

"A Divine Dragon…"

Hollyn muttered, practically speechless, and Ars politely explained.

"The power of the Divine Dragons is necessary to overcome the Great Collapse. I've invited the others as well."

Before he finished speaking, three women appeared.

Jet-black hair. Golden eyes. A woman who bore a strong resemblance to Ria. That was Valis.

Silver hair. Blue eyes. A woman who faintly resembled Carla. Terrew.

Light blue hair. Green eyes. A woman with a graceful appearance. Lana.

Four pillars of Divine Dragons, the world's guardians, had appeared in that place.

The overwhelming presence had left most of the attendees speechless.

The Divine Dragons sat in a row, and their gazes were directed at Ars.

"You said you would stop the Great Collapse."

It was Valis who spoke. In response, Ars stood and gave a small bow.

"To be precise, I said I would prevent this world from being destroyed by the Great Collapse."

Then Ars projected a magical image into the air.

"Now then, allow me to begin."

"For those of you humans who don't yet understand the situation, let me explain from the beginning. The world is like this tree."

An image appeared. It was indeed a tree. One might even call it a great tree.

"The world continues to grow, but eventually pruning becomes necessary. What occurs at this time is a Great Collapse, where one world is destroyed in exchange for allowing the other to extend its branches further."

With a snap, a branch was cut, and the remaining branch grew longer.

"However, to prevent this impact, the direction of the branch can be forcibly changed. This is what is known as the Millennium, and it requires many souls as sacrifices. The previous two Millenniums succeeded in this, and great conflicts also occurred on other continents, allowing this world to extend its branch."

The branch grew in a twisted manner.

"But we cannot keep repeating the Millennium forever. By breaking the neighboring thick branch, we can create a world that won't need a Millennium for tens of thousands to hundreds of millions of years. That is the purpose of this Great Collapse."

How many of them could understand the meaning of Ars's words? Only silence filled the room.

"… You're saying you'll destroy an entire world for that?"

The one who spoke amid this silent pressure was Hollyn.

"This is not a war. It is a struggle for survival. Fortunately, if I may say so, there are hardly any humans living on the other continents of this world at present. It should be possible to abduct somewhere between six hundred million to one billion people from the world that will be destroyed."

It was an absurd proposition, but three thousand years ago, humans had come to this world in exactly that way.

"There's no guarantee that our side will win in a clash between worlds. I believe I said that before…"

The one who spoke with a heavy voice was Shifaka. The words of a man who had survived two Millenniums carried weight. Above all, he was from the world that had lost.

But Ars smiled as though he had been waiting for that question.

"That's correct. A thousand years ago, I would have thought the same. But things are different now. We know who we'll be fighting, and we have the means to counter them."

Still wearing his theatrical expression, Ars turned his gaze toward Valis.

Looking as though she found it bothersome, Valis raised her eyes.

"Ars's words are accurate. We know which world we will be fighting, and we've completed our analysis of their strength compared to ours. We will not lose."

"What kind of world is this opponent? Are you certain of your analysis?"

Completely unintimidated, Ria pressed further. If they were going to stake everything on this battle, it was a natural question.

Valis's answer was clear.

"The name of that world is Earth."

Her voice was cold as ice.

"It is your homeland."
The Demon King of Pride
"Earth!?"

Ria shot to her feet with tremendous force and grabbed Ars by the collar.

"Have you lost your mind!?"

Ars made a troubled face and motioned for the swords pointed at Ria to stop.

Rei and Ferna's blades halted just short of Ria's neck.

Completely ignoring them, Ria continued to grip Ars tightly.

"If what you said about the Labyrinth is true, then it connects to Earth in the 21st century. Don't you have people you know there too!?"

"That's why we'll be selecting which immigrants to accept."

"That's insane… First of all, the level of civilization between Earth and this world is completely different. How would you counter nuclear weapons…?"

"We can block the destructive power of nuclear weapons with forbidden magic. Radiation contamination too, of course. And above all, we have dragons to protect this world."

Ars slowly pried Ria's hands off him. Ria stumbled back a step involuntarily.

"Ria…"

Carla gently placed a hand on Ria's shoulder as she sank back into her chair.

Rei and Ferna sheathed their swords as well.

"Let me ask you too. Are you saying this seriously?"

The one who spoke up was Black Knight Thor. The hero from two generations past. A man who had lived for two thousand years.

An existence summoned from Earth to oppose the Demon King.

"Even if we were to relocate a billion people to this world… that would mean killing over six billion."

His intimidating presence. His stern gaze. Even though his spirit had aged over two thousand years, he absolutely could not accept what Ars was proposing. He still had many acquaintances in his homeland.

"Toru-san…"

Ars wore a weak smile.

"The die has already been cast."

"Starting a great war now and letting demons and humans fight each other would actually result in fewer casualties."

Ria spoke in a voice like ice. But Ars merely shrugged.

"So you would kill a billion humans, demi-humans, and demons? And repeat that every time The Millennium comes around?"

Ria's thoughts became clouded as if by fog. She had heard that when the Great Collapse happened, worlds would collide. But she never imagined the other world would be Earth.

No—rather, she should have considered this possibility.

This world had many reincarnators from Earth. If any world were to collide with theirs, it would most likely be Earth.

And Valis had said it before. That Earth and this world had once been in contact.

"Earth is the world from which heroes are summoned, but…"

King Hollyn raised his voice.

"How much military power does it have? Is it even possible to collapse their world first?"

As expected of someone with his years of experience, he recovered from his confusion quickly. He also seemed to understand what Ars was saying.

But the one who responded was not Ars.

"If I were to exchange my life for it, destroying their world would be possible."

Dark Dragon Valis.

She closed her eyelids over her golden eyes as she declared this.

"And based on my experience fighting the gods in the past, destroying Earth's gods is not impossible either. Earth's unique magic likely won't be very effective against us dragons."

Dragons.

Ria recalled the sight she had once glimpsed in the depths of the Dark Labyrinth.

Countless dragons sleeping in the caverns.

If all of them were to take to the skies and conquer Earth's heavens…

And then there were Earth's gods.

In her previous life, she never thought gods actually existed, but she confirmed their existence when she reincarnated.

Would she end up fighting those very gods who went to the trouble of letting her reincarnate?

Gods passed down across the Earth. From monotheism to polytheism, there must be eight million of them.

"Earth's gods are weak."

As if seeing through Ria's inner thoughts, Valis spoke.

"They are beings created from human imagination in the first place. They exist only as spirits without physical bodies. Fundamentally different from us dragons. Without human faith, they cannot wield their full power."

Is that how it was? But the Gift Ria received from those gods had been quite powerful.

"We demons will neutralize the military forces of Earth's humans. We should be sufficient against the weaker gods as well. But for the chief gods of the major religions, I would like to borrow the dragons' power."

Ars addressed Valis. Among the Divine Dragons, she seemed to be the central figure. The other Divine Dragons remained silent.

"We dragons exist to protect this world from the beginning."

Protect the world. In this case, that meant protecting humans and demons. The dragons' power would be wielded exactly as Ars intended.

Ria was filled with regret.

She wanted to curse herself for having been grateful when the demons helped in the war against Cordova. Was this the end point of the ideal of human-demon coexistence?

"Ria."

Neyas, who had not spoken until now—Ria's father—finally said something.

"A ruler does not hesitate to sacrifice other nations for their own. That is the duty of a leader. Even if… even if it costs far more lives."

That was perfectly sound logic. Especially in this case, with the fate of their world at stake.

And if what Ars said was true, this would spare their world from having to face The Millennium for a long time to come.

"Father…"

Ria said weakly.

"I am a reincarnator from that very Earth…"

Silence filled the room.

"Is that… true…?"

Even so, Neyas managed to ask in a hoarse voice.

"It is."

Ria declared to everyone present.

"I lived forty-two years on Earth, died in a natural disaster, and was reborn in this world."

The room filled with murmuring again. What this meant to the various kings, Ria did not know.

"Hey, I understand you spent more time on Earth than in this world, but is Earth really worth protecting?"

Ars asked in a light tone.

"Population explosion, environmental pollution, the gap between rich and poor, wars that never end. I think they'll hit their limit soon even if we leave them alone. In that case, wouldn't it be better for Earth's people to be welcomed into this world—a place that still has room for humans, has resources, and has nature untouched by pollution? Wouldn't that actually make them happier?"

Those words were far too one-sided. Far too arrogant.

Ah, I see. Ria understood.

The man before her was truly a Demon King.

A Demon King who spoke of mass slaughter without hesitation, who would destroy worlds.

And… he possessed a wickedness that was all too human.

"Do you understand now?"

Facing that Demon King who was even smiling, Ria had already drawn her katana.

Her slash gave neither Rei nor Ferna time to stop it, yet it was caught by the Demon King's invisible barrier.

"You're too hot-blooded. This is still supposed to be a place for discussion, you know?"

The Demon King said, raising both hands in an exaggerated gesture. Rei and Ferna had already drawn their swords. Behind Ria, Carla had also drawn hers.

"Stand down."

The pressure of that single command brought the four of them to their knees.

Dark Dragon Valis rose slowly to her feet.

"The die has been cast—truly an interesting phrase. The Great Collapse can no longer be avoided. If that is the case, do you not think Ars's proposal is the best option for this world?"

She did not say it was the best. But Ars had already made ample preparations for this unavoidable crisis.

In fact, The Millennium could be said to have ended in an overwhelming victory for the demons. And the human defenders still retained significant military strength.

Even in the war against Cordova, Ogress had won without expending much of its national power. All exactly as Ars wished.

"We dragons support Ars."

That declaration effectively ended the meeting.

Ria looked around the room. All she saw were faces heavy with sighs.

Even Thor, the hero from two generations past, exhaled deeply, an expression of resignation on his face.

Was Carla Ria's only ally?

"Was removing the current hero for this purpose?"

Shifaka asked without changing his posture. He knew that the hero had been sent to another world by the power of Water Dragon Lanna.

If that hero summoned from Earth had remained, he surely would have sided with Ria.

"That was… a bit of a miscalculation. As the Demon King, I tried to kill him immediately. But he was… simply put, too strong."

Ars shrugged. His casual demeanor unchanged. A faint smile on his lips.

"His magic—which shouldn't have existed in this world—and my magic annihilated each other and nearly destroyed this world. Clarice-sama sacrificed her own life to contain the damage to a minimum."

He called the entire Imperial Capital and its surroundings, over three million lives, a "minimum." In Ars's words, human life was astonishingly cheap.

"I see, so that's what happened."

Valis nodded without changing her expression.

"He couldn't bear the weight of mass murder. So he asked Lanna-sama to help him escape from this world."

"You were the one who guided him to that choice."

Lanna, who had not said a word until now, interjected with mild reproach.

"Well, that's how it is. Are there any questions or suggestions?"

Even as Ars said this, the humans at the round table were still struggling to process all the information that had been revealed.

An emptiness had formed in Ria's heart. Had everything she had done until now been within Ars's grasp?

"When exactly will the Great Collapse occur?"

The one who raised his hand to ask was Alvis.

Knowing when it would happen was certainly important.

Ars directed his gaze to Valis in response to the question.

"If desired, it could be now. If left to nature… fifty days. Even if I use my power to delay it, about one hundred days at most."

"I understand. Fifty days will be sufficient."

Thor questioned Alvis, who nodded to himself.

"Are you preparing something?"

His voice was not particularly lowered, so the entire assembly heard. Alvis sharpened his gaze slightly and declared:

"Yes, I will raise the Floating Continent."

The Floating Continent. A thing of legend.

Said to be a massive continent that circumnavigated the world. It existed only in texts; no one had actually seen it.

But gathered here were many who were well-versed in the world's mysteries.

"I see, that would certainly be a powerful asset."

Shifaka nodded matter-of-factly, and the Black Cat members agreed.

"Can it be prepared within fifty days?"

To Azel's question, Alvis gave a light nod.

"It has a self-maintenance function to begin with. With your help, it shouldn't even take a week."

"The Floating Continent… it really exists…?"

Young King Kanon, who had not spoken until now, had his eyes sparkling.

"Yes. I can show you if you'd like. It's actually more like a large island—not quite as big as a continent."

When Alvis confirmed its existence, the royals began to murmur again.

"Humans originally came to this world using it. It served as a base for the old Imperial Capital and circled the equator for a while, but they landed it near the Dragon Fang Continent to reduce mana consumption."

Amidst the commotion following Shifaka's words, one person alone stood apart.

Ria was cursing her own naivety.

Ria had spent forty-two years on Earth. She had seen everything that brought joy, anger, sorrow, and happiness. She had experienced it all.

And she knew that Earth—that humans—possessed both hopeless foolishness and endearing beauty.

Ars probably did not know this.

"Demon King, how old were you when you were summoned to this world?"

"Fifteen. It's terrible, right? If they'd just waited until I was eighteen, I could have put my high school knowledge to use in this world."

"You only lived on Earth for fifteen years. Isn't that why you have no attachment to your homeland, why you can do something so cruel?"

At her words, Ars touched his chin and thought for a moment.

"I wonder about that? I do feel like my emotions have worn down, but I fully intend to save the family and friends I left behind. It might be unfair, but that's the extent of my attachment. You can prioritize saving the people important to you too."

How utterly arrogant this Demon King was.

He recognized the evil of his actions yet accepted them all the same. Perhaps that was what it meant to be a king.

Ria fell silent, and with that, the meeting came to an end.
A Choice
After the round table meeting ended, Ars handed communication and teleportation magic tools to the leaders of each nation.

His stated purpose was to improve relations between nations, but setting aside communication, teleportation magic tools were not something easily crafted. This served to demonstrate to the various influential figures just how advanced the Demonlands' technology truly was.

One was placed before Ria as well, who remained seated, and Ars spoke to her in a surprisingly gentle tone.

"If by some chance you think of a better method, please contact me."

Ria watched his retreating back with emotionless eyes.

After a while, she leaned back into her chair.

"Ria."

Carla gently placed a hand on Ria's shoulder and called out to her.

"Let's go home. And let's think about this."

She whispered close to Ria's ear.

"We still have time left."

 

*


 
The two flew back to Manesh at full speed and had Serge use his magic to gather the kingdom's key figures.

This included the Ogre King, as well as the beastkin and dwarven chiefs. The most striking among them was an elf with faintly glowing golden hair.

"It's a pleasure to meet you all, humans and demi-humans."

The elf bowed gracefully in greeting.

"My name is Labyrinth. I am the one who manages Labyrinth City's labyrinth."

Yes, this was the true form of Labyrinth, who normally appeared as a fairy.

"So our opponent is Earth, huh…"

"This is troublesome…"

Serge and Labyrinth, both reincarnators, murmured, but that wasn't even the main issue.

"What does it even mean for two worlds to collide?"

When Guinevere asked about the crucial point, Ria prompted Serge with a glance.

"Ah, well…"

Serge began explaining from the faint images remaining in his memory, and the hall filled with murmuring for quite some time.

"So, can we actually win?"

The Ogre King, probably the most hot-blooded person present, posed the question.

"We should be able to win. After all, Earth doesn't have any weapons capable of destroying an entire planet… right?"

At Ria's confirmation, Serge and Labyrinth nodded.

Earth's weapons, with nuclear arms at the forefront, likely surpassed this world's standard in destructive power.

But destroying an entire planet like Valis could should be impossible for them.

"At the very least… the armies of the country that heroes are summoned from could defeat anything other than dragons. Magic would change things, of course. But to face their armies with just your body, you'd need strength on the level of Nee-chan or Carla-san."

The power of automatic rifles would riddle even ogre warriors with holes.

"With anti-tank rifles, even a single person could probably take down a giant. And they have tens of thousands of those. Our country's soldiers wouldn't stand a chance."

When Serge explained with a shrug, murmuring filled the hall once again.

If they were up against the combined military forces of Earth's advanced nations, this world's armies wouldn't stand a chance.

Even against America alone, they would probably be defeated.

That was excluding the demon army, of course.

But there were existences that could overturn everything.

Dragons. The Divine Dragons in particular.

How could anyone possibly contend with beings capable of destroying planets?

 

*


 
The briefing finished, everyone took a break.

When Ria entered her office, she flopped down onto the cushioned sofa.

"Nee-chan, what are you going to do?"

Those who entered the room were Carla, Guinevere, Serge, Labyrinth, and Irina. It was beside the point, but most of them were women.

"What do you think?"

"Honestly… as long as I can save the people close to me from my previous life, I don't really care if Earth is destroyed."

Even as Ria stared at him wide-eyed, Serge's expression was serious. He wasn't joking or being evasive.

"Same here. My home is that labyrinth."

Labyrinth agreed as well. Two of the three reincarnators present considered the destruction of their homeland unavoidable.

No, if you included the Demon King and the others, Ria was the only one on the opposing side.

Was she the one who was strange?

"But Nee-chan, if you choose another path, I'll be on your side. Probably."

Serge said with a carefree smile. He was unreliable, but a definite ally.

"Ria, as you said back there, I believe that if we initiate The Millennium's human-demon war, we can still avoid the Great Collapse even now. If Ogress stands against the demons, Casalia and Lemdria might rise again as well."

Carla was aware of Ria's inner turmoil. That's why she said such things.

"I don't think that would work."

But Guinevere disagreed.

"Both King Hollyn and King Neyas should understand which choice is best for their countries. I don't think humans could win against the current demon army. And besides, Ria."

She looked at Ria not with her usual teasing manner, but with sincere eyes.

"Right now, you carry this country on your back. Regardless of your previous life, the lives of Ogress's people have been entrusted to your judgment."

Ah, that's right.

The spirit that was herself. What made her who she was.

What did Ria stand upon? What lay at her very core?

Even in this world, it was what had led her to leave the royal palace and venture into adventure.

It was a thirst for strength. A will to survive.

That was something cultivated in her previous life. That's what made her different from the other reincarnators.

Unless she did something about that, Ria would never be able to abandon her attachment to Earth.

She was torn.

Regardless of her previous life, what composed her present self was of this world.

Yet she couldn't discard this hesitation either.

She needed something to sever her indecision. What did she need?

In the end, Ria chose to fight.

Ria picked up the communication device she'd received from the Demon King.

Absurdly, it was shaped like a cell phone. Perhaps he lacked the technology to make it a smartphone.

Using an operation method she had nearly forgotten, she managed to contact her target.

"Yes, this is the Demon King speaking."

"It's me."

"That was quick. Did you come up with a good idea?"

"Fight me."

A long silence followed.

"… Why?"

"In the end, I'm the kind of person who can only think in these terms."

That was the conclusion Ria had reached.

"No way. There's no benefit for me in that."

"If you win, the Ogress Kingdom will fully cooperate with you. That includes Carla and Guinevere."

She could tell Guinevere was agitated behind her but ignored it.

"That's still not enough. If I die here, there's a possibility the demon army will collapse. Then the various races will rampage freely and might cause a human-demon war. There's too little benefit on my end."

"If you refuse, Ogress will use everything it has to eliminate the demon army. You can't deny the possibility that Casalia and Lemdria will follow suit, can you?"

"… That possibility is low."

"But it's not zero, is it?"

Another long silence followed.

"… Why are you so stubborn…? Even if Earth was your previous life's homeland, you're a person of this world now, aren't you? Since you know which side will win, shouldn't you protect your own country?"

"Sorry, but that's just who I am. I can't help it."

The silence continued. Ars let out a deep sigh.

"A one-on-one duel, then?"

"That's right."

"May I specify the location and time? Also, anything goes with weapons and magic?"

"I don't mind, but I want it soon. Please decide now if possible."

"Such an impatient person… We'll probably never understand each other as humans, you and I."

"Sorry. This is the most I can concede."

That was Ria's decision.

To determine not just the fate of the Ogress Kingdom, but the destiny of both Earth and this world, through a duel.

Ria mocked herself, thinking she was just that kind of person.

"Three days from now. Noon, standard time. Above the former Imperial Capital. Two witnesses each. How's that?"

"Understood. That's fine. Thank you."

"… You're welcome."

And the communication was cut.

"So that's what happened."

When Ria turned around, each person had their own thoughts clearly displayed on their faces.

"I'll accompany you."

Carla said with a calm smile.

"Honestly, do whatever you want."

Guinevere held back her anger and shrugged.

"Then I'll go as the other witness."

Serge was as casual as ever.

"Even if you win, nothing will probably change, you know?"

Labyrinth furrowed her brow.

"Ria-chan, why are you going to fight?"

Irina tilted her head, seemingly unable to understand human behavior.

To that, Ria replied:

"Because the mountain is there."
Showdown
An absurdly massive hole gaped open in the wasteland.

Its diameter was roughly thirty kilometers. This was where the Imperial Capital had once stood. Now, not a trace of it remained.

Seven figures hovered in the sky above.

To the west were Ria, Carla, and Serge.

To the east were Ars, Ferna, and a three-eyed man Ria had never seen before.

Through her Dragon Eyes, she could see his level exceeded 200. She had assumed he would bring Rei along like he did during the meeting, but it seemed the demon army's roster ran deeper than she had imagined.

Between the two groups floated a woman with hair the color of blazing flames.

Fire Dragon Ohma. The youngest and most curious of the Divine Dragons.

"This is a bit different from what we agreed upon…"

In response to Ria's questioning gaze, Ohma grinned.

"Come on, there's no way I'd miss such an interesting match, right? Besides, someone needs to be here to stop things if either side goes too far."

So this was Ars' insurance.

Unlike Ria, Ars understood the value of his own life. His plan was likely to have Ohma intervene before death if things went badly. Once a victor was decided, she would stop the fight before anyone lost their life.

For Ars, this duel was unnecessary. Recklessly wagering his life would be foolish.

Conversely, what would Ohma do if Ria were about to lose?

Or rather, would Ars even try to take Ria's life in the first place?

Probably not, Ria somehow felt. Ars was the type of person who used lives efficiently.

If someone was going to die anyway, he would maximize their usefulness. Even in war, the demon army never annihilated their enemies.

Ars possessed the resolve of a king. Different from Ria.

No matter what excuses she made, Ria was the kind of person who lived to fight. Valis had certainly chosen quite the unqualified successor.

"Well, whatever."

Regardless of the outcome, right now she just wanted to fight.

"Let's begin."

And with that, Ria drew Kotetsu.

"Hey, that katana is ridiculous! Why doesn't its blade chip when clashing with an orichalcum holy sword!?"

After several exchanges, Ars shouted in exasperation.

"It's Kotetsu, after all."

"Why does Kotetsu exist in this world!?"

"I made it with Genesis Magic!"

She continued her onslaught with Level 9 Swordsmanship. Through this, she came to understand something.

Ars' swordsmanship was inferior to Ria's. More specifically, his close combat abilities were lacking.

She wondered how that was possible after living for a thousand years, but he must have focused his efforts elsewhere. If she kept pressing in close combat, she could finish this without giving Ohma a chance to intervene.

Her killing thrust slipped into Ars' chest.

At that instant, Ars vanished. Before she could even register surprise, a slash came from above.

Following her sixth sense, Ria twisted her body.

A sword pierced through her Dragon Fighting Spirit and sent her shoulder armor flying.

The two passed by each other, then faced off again at a measured distance.

"Teleportation, huh…"

Ars had instantaneously used teleportation magic—something that should require intense mental concentration.

"Correct. That was trump card number one, but it seems it wasn't enough after all."

Ars appeared relaxed. If that was number one, there were surely numbers two and three waiting.

"It seems I'm at a disadvantage in close combat, so…"

The moment he spoke, a barrier enclosed Ria. Before she could break it, magic activated.

Thermonuclear Darkness Detonation Hell.

An even more concentrated destructive force than what Carla had used assailed Ria.

"Did that do it… of course not."

With Ars's murmur, Ria burst through the barrier.

Carried by her momentum, she delivered a rising reverse slash. Ars caught it but was sent flying skyward.

"— From the abyss it comes, returning all to eternity —"

With a brief incantation, darkness overflowed from Ars' hands. No, it wasn't even darkness.

It was magic that returned all things to nothingness. The same spell the current generation's Hero had used against him.

"Ruin."

The power of void tore through space itself as it closed in on Ria. She instantly judged that not even Dragon Fighting Spirit could defend against this.

She dodged with everything she had. Her left arm had been devoured by the darkness and vanished.

"— Let there be light —"

Ars continued chanting without pause.

"Divine Punishment."

This time a beam of light struck at Ria—literally at the speed of light. But it was canceled out by her Darkness Dragon Fighting Spirit.

"As expected of a Demon King."

Wearing a fierce smile, Ria looked up at Ars.

Her left arm had already regenerated. Even the stamina that took was recovering rapidly.

"For a moment there, I thought I might actually die."

"That Ruin magic was trump card number two, though…"

Despite the cold sweat running down his back, Ars maintained his carefree facade.

He was at a disadvantage in close combat. Yet his magical attacks were either dodged or nullified.

What was with this girl? She was stronger than the Hero.

Even as a reincarnator, reaching Level 230 at her age was absurd. Even Ars, who had lived a thousand years, was just barely under Level 300.

And despite that level gap, this was how the fight was going.

Furthermore, her Gift was more formidable than either the Hero's or Demon King's.

So this was Dragon's Bloodline? Honestly, she was far stronger than the Demon King he had fought a millennium ago.

She alone gave him the same tension as fighting all five of the Black Cats. A literal monster. Only she could be Valis' successor.

He could probably defeat her if Ruin landed a direct hit. But she wouldn't show any opening for that.

"Ah, this is no good. You really are stronger than me. If we keep going, I'll just lose."

"Nonsense. I know you're still hiding something."

"No, you truly are stronger. I do have trump cards remaining, but those are meant for the Great Collapse."

"Then will you just die here?"

Ria's killing intent intensified. Ars glanced at Ohma, but she just grinned with no intention of stopping things.

"Can't be helped then. I'll show you."

Ars steeled himself.

Ria was certainly stronger than Ars. However, under these no-holds-barred rules, Ars could use his trump card.

"Summon."

A massive magic circle emerged, and it appeared.

"Demon Lord Machine God."

It was a black giant. Clad in armor, a fusion of science and magic.

Six pairs of twelve wings, and two pairs of four arms. Each held a different weapon.

"No individual can defeat this."

Ars declared quietly.

A short sword was thrust from the Machine God's arm. A high-frequency vibration blade. It was a blade of destruction that could cut through even orichalcum.

Ria evaded at full speed. This robot was fast despite its massive frame. Its performance was incomparable to Guinevere's golem.

Where she evaded to, another weapon came at her from a different hand. A warhammer—small compared to its giant body—but still more than enough to crush Ria.

She tried to catch it while hovering in midair, but even with her Superhuman Strength Gift, that proved impossible.

She was blown several kilometers away and cratered into the ground.

"What do you think? We mass-produce these in the Demonlands. The standard models are slightly inferior in performance, but they can withstand a direct hit from a nuclear weapon."

Ars' voice reached her from somewhere. Ria spat out the dirt that had gotten in her mouth and rose to her feet.

She sheathed Kotetsu. No matter how much she reinforced it with magic, it probably couldn't pierce that massive armor.

"I'll play my trump card as well."

Ria brought both hands together before her chest. As she slowly spread them apart, a jet-black katana emerged from between her palms.

Born from the Dark Dragon's fang, the world's strongest weapon. A katana called Gallach.

"Now the real fight begins."

Ria swung Gallach. That single slash tore through the atmosphere and obliterated a distant mountain.

"… I didn't hear about this."

Ars muttered in disbelief.

"Now then, can you stop this blade!?"

A giant robot assembled from the Demonlands' combined technology versus a divine blade forged by dwarven hands from the Dark Dragon's power.

Could this not be called a reenactment of the age of mythology?

"Seiyaaaaaa!"

With tremendous fighting spirit, Ria charged at the Machine God. Its wings moved to shield its body, but she carved through them too, scarring the Machine God's armor.

"Perish."

Magic circles appeared on the Machine God's armor, and multiple tendrils of ruinous void assailed Ria.

Ria either dodged them or deflected them with Gallach.

"Why doesn't Ruin work on you!?"

Even while crying out, Ars hurled countless voids at Ria.

Ria likewise flew at high speed, launching shockwaves from Gallach.

"Subspace Barrier."

Gallach's power vanished in midair.

"Reversal."

And was reflected back at Ria.

"Haha!"

Laughing, Ria cut through it.

A spear extended from the Machine God. An axe swung at her the moment she dodged.

"Oraaaaaaa!"

The black blade cleaved the massive axe in two.

Physical attacks could not reach Ria. Neither could magic.

On Ria's side, her ranged slashes were ineffective. And she couldn't quite close into striking distance.

Whoever ran out of mana or stamina first would lose. That was the situation.

However, this battle was unfavorable for Ria.

Gallach drained her mana just by holding it, let alone swinging it. Meanwhile, Ars could sustain this prolonged fight using the magic core embedded in the Machine God.

But it was Ars who made the first move.

He threw the short sword he held. Ria deflected the massive projectile with Gallach.

A slight opening. But that opening was exactly what Ars wanted.

"Seal Release."

The Machine God's armor was blown off from the inside.

What emerged was a giant of light, absorbing mana from the magic core.

A god from another world that had once been sealed by dragons now manifested before her.

"Wha—"

What the hell is that, Ria wanted to ask.

Its mana far exceeded her own. Even her Dragon Eyes couldn't see through its capabilities.

Having shed its armor, its expanded body reached several kilometers tall. Its head pierced the clouds.

"It's a god from another world that fought against this one three thousand years ago. Perhaps you've heard of it?"

This world had dragons. It also had gods.

But most of those gods perished in the war three thousand years ago, and the survivors were sealed away.

The Sacred City worshipped those sealed gods, but in this world where dragons were certain absolutes, faith in gods was thin.

Even so, gods certainly existed. One stood right before her now.

"Well, that's all my trump cards. If you're still hiding something, you win."

"This katana is my only trump card. I'll stop that thing with this."

Ria looked up at the god, katana hanging loosely at her side.

"Something like that was still around…? And how the hell is he controlling it?"

There was no one beside Ohma to answer her murmur.

But the next moment, someone appeared.

"There was indeed a sealed god in demon territory. He's probably controlling it with that magic core."

Silver hair. Dragon Eyes.

Wind Dragon Terrew. Her true form could exist anywhere within this world's atmosphere.

Without showing surprise at her sudden appearance, Ohma expressed admiration.

"Humans are amazing. To even subjugate gods."

"That's because he's the Demon King."

"Terrew-sama, Ohma-sama."

When they turned toward the voice, Carla stood there with an unusually desperate expression.

"Could you please use your power to stop this fight?"

Unlike the disinterested Ohma, Terrew gazed intently at Carla.

"I noticed before, but… you truly do carry my bloodline… and also the bloodline of fallen gods? What an interesting lineage…"

Without granting Carla's wish, Terrew placed a hand on her chin in thought.

"Come to think of it, there was once an eccentric who had children with humans. Is that the bloodline? Even so…"

Carla grew increasingly anxious watching Terrew mutter to herself, but it was Ohma who responded.

"No need to worry. It's not over yet."

But in Carla's view, Ria was being tossed about helplessly by the god's power.

She had decided to watch over her. But she couldn't bear to lose Ria.

Even if Ria didn't want it, even if it was just her own ego, Carla judged she had to stop this fight.

"Just watch. The real show's about to start."

Ohma grinned.

The god's power was overwhelming.

Even wounds inflicted by Gallach's blade were immediately repaired.

Could not even this fang of darkness defeat this mass of light?

A giant arm, accompanied by tremendous wind pressure, struck Ria's body. Her reinforced flesh was being torn apart.

Eventually that arm knocked Ria down, driving her into the earth.

"Ah…"

Her limbs were being crushed. Her organs ruptured.

Her skull warped.

Was this the end?

This god was probably weaker than Valis. But it was far stronger than Ria. There was always someone above.

Were there truly no options left?

Gallach in her hand was useless if Ria herself lost her strength.

Wasn't this enough already?

This was a fight she never thought she could win from the start. It was just her own selfishness, wanting to settle things within herself.

There was no way she could beat something like this. She had come this far—surely her friends and family on Earth would forgive her.

Hadn't she fulfilled her duty? Couldn't she just close her eyes and sleep now?

But something called out to her.

Gallach.

The divine treasure born from Dark Dragon Valis' fang.

It was telling her: not yet.

If there's still power somewhere, please tell me where.

Blood.

The blood flowing through your body. What constitutes your flesh and soul.

Your Dragon's Bloodline.

Gallach and Ria resonated. Her tattered body reconstructed itself.

A new power was born.

She lifted the god's hand that was pressing her into the ground.

Black scales. An elongated neck. Spreading wings.

Fangs. Claws. A tail. Dragon Eyes.

A Dragon of Darkness had manifested.
Dragon's Bloodline
"Th-that is…"

Before Carla's eyes, Ria's form was transforming.

A Black Dragon—the existence she had once risked her life to fight.

But the body before her now was far more massive than back then. Its full length rivaled even a god's; it was incomparable to a mature dragon.

"It's a kaiju battle…"

Serge muttered, as if his soul had left his body. But no, this was on a scale beyond even that.

Existences resembling massive mountain ranges were intertwining their colossal bodies. Each strike held enough power to destroy an entire city.

"Whoa, you guys, stay close to me, alright? I'll protect you for now."

Following Ohma's words, Carla and Serge moved to her side. If any of those attacks hit them, a human body would surely be blown apart.

Looking toward the demon side, Terrew was there. Carla hadn't even sensed her move.

"Good grief, things have taken quite a turn."

In place of Terrew, something was floating next to Ohma.

Jet-black hair with Dragon Eyes. A visage strikingly similar to Ria's.

Dark Dragon Valis was there.

There was no need to ask why she was here. Next to Terrew was an aqua-haired dragon, Lanna.

Even for the Divine Dragons who wielded overwhelming power, this battle was not something they could ignore.

"That one should already be an existence of this world. Why is she so attached to her original world?"

Valis shook her head, unable to comprehend.

Honestly, even Serge, a fellow reincarnator, couldn't fully understand either.

This world had magic. With his cheat-like powers, he had even risen to the status of nobility.

In his past life, he was just an ordinary student, yet now he was in a position to hold discussions with this world's leaders. You could say his dreams had come true.

But Ria was different.

From what he'd heard before, although it was a somewhat unusual profession, she had chosen her own path and lived the life she wanted.

Naturally, she would hesitate to destroy the world that raised her.

Incidentally, according to what he'd heard from Labyrinth, she had been a school-refusing girl in her previous life. Thanks to that, she still kept herself shut away in a labyrinth even now.

When he explained this, Valis let out a gentle sigh.

"It might be kinder to erase her memories."

But would that really be the right thing to do?

Ria's actions were clearly influenced by her past life. Without that, even with her Gift, she likely wouldn't have reached this situation.

It was even doubtful whether she would have grown enough to obtain the power as Valis's successor.

"How about saving that conversation for later?"

Ohma redirected Valis's attention to the scene before them.

The battle was about to reach its conclusion.

The battle between god and dragon was tremendous.

Heaven and earth shook, lightning rained down, and magma surged up from beneath the former Imperial Capital. The wind became a tempest, scraping away the surface of the earth.

The devastation was so extreme that Valis and Lanna had erected a barrier, but even that was occasionally pierced, causing explosions far off on the horizon.

The god's magic was mostly deflected by the dragon's scales; not even a meteor shower could penetrate that defense.

Meanwhile, the dragon's power was equally ineffective against the god. Even its breath of darkness, capable of destroying all things, was blocked by light and could not reach its target.

In the end, it became a physical brawl.

The god's fists, feet, and headbutts struck the dragon's body.

The dragon, in turn, pierced the god's body with its claws, tail, and above all, its fangs.

Witnessing this battle straight out of mythology, Carla felt an impulse welling up from within herself.

Bearing the blood of both dragon and god, Carla felt as though she could see how this battle would end.

Once, the dragons had destroyed the gods.

And now, what fought before her were a dragon and a god.

Ria would win.

In the midst of battle, Ria's consciousness had grown hazy.

She felt neither pain nor emotion, fighting purely on instinct.

With her claws, with her tail, with her fangs.

Breathing at point-blank range to expose the God's flesh, then sinking her fangs into it.

Though it regenerated, she was definitely wounding it.

Meanwhile, the God's power could not pierce the Dragon's scales.

"Perish."

With Ars's declaration, a blade of nothingness sliced through the dragon's body.

One wing was torn apart, but even so, the dragon's assault did not stop.

Even when a spear of nothingness pierced its body, the dragon lived.

Even when its heart was pierced, the dragon lived.

"How am I supposed to beat something like this…"

At the very center of the God's body, Ars was holding his head in despair.

When he had fought alongside Carla, Guinevere, and the others against the Dragon in Manesh, they had broken through the Dragon's defenses with magic, and Carla's sword had pierced its heart to deliver the finishing blow.

That had been a mature dragon. He'd seen them a thousand years ago too, so there was no mistaking it.

But this thing before him possessed power and a physical form far beyond any mature dragon.

Could it be a Divine Dragon? No, surely not. The power of Valis that he had witnessed a thousand years ago was even greater.

Ars did have one final trump card. But it was not something to be used here and now.

"I surrender, I surrender, it's my loss!"

The god's arm tapped the dragon, but its attacks did not cease.

Its breath broke through the magical barrier, and its fangs were driven toward the god's throat.

No—just as they were about to be driven in.

A dragon even larger than the black dragon by another two sizes had restrained its movements.

Dark Dragon Valis.

Her arms seized Ria's neck and wings, pulling her away from Ars.

Ria continued to struggle wildly, and three more dragons piled on top of her.

Four Divine Dragons.

The Four Divine Dragons—beings that had not manifested even during the Millennium.

Bodies so massive they dwarfed even the greatest mountains held Ria's body down.

Even transformed into a dragon, Ria still tried to struggle, but Valis was draining her magical power.

Losing her magical power, the dragon's body dissipated, and all that remained was Ria in tattered armor, collapsed as if embracing Gallach.

 

*


 
When she opened her eyes, there was an angel.

"Have you woken up, Ria?"

No, it was a face she knew well.

She realized she was being given a lap pillow by Carla.

"What… happened…"

Even as she spoke, her memories were returning. Memories dominated by killing intent and the urge to fight came flooding back, making her feel terribly ill.

When she pressed her hand to her forehead, it was damp with sweat. Carla wiped that sweat away with a handkerchief.

"Did I… lose?"

Her memories of the end were unclear. But she felt as though the battle had reached a stalemate.

"No, you won."

When she turned her face toward the voice, she saw Ars sitting on the ground.

"I… won?"

"That's right. I surrendered. But since you wouldn't stop attacking even then, the Divine Dragons stepped in to stop you."

What was that about?

As the conclusion to a duel, wasn't that rather anticlimactic?

"Where are Valis and the others?"

"Over here."

When Ria turned to look, the Four Divine Dragons stood alongside the witnesses.

"So, what will you do with your rights as the victor? If you tell me to hand over my life, I'll be taking my leave though."

Ars spoke jokingly as he stood up. For a loser, his attitude was remarkably composed.

"I had intended this to be a fight with my life on the line, though…"

Ria staggered as she stood up as well. Out of habit, she reached for her waist, only to realize her katana wasn't there.

"Where's Kotetsu?"

She could sense Gallach's presence. It was inside her.

But Kotetsu was gone. The katana she had wielded like an extension of her own hand was missing.

"I managed to recover it, but…"

What Serge presented was her beloved blade, snapped in two at the middle.

Seeing Ria on the verge of tears, Ars extended his hand.

"Let me borrow it. I'll fix it for you."

"You can fix it?"

It was odd to begin with that he would offer to repair the weapon of an opponent he hadn't reconciled with, but as a weapon, Kotetsu posed no threat to Ars.

"Restore."

With magic originally meant for use on human bodies, Kotetsu regained its original form.

"If you live for a thousand years, you learn to use magic like this too."

To Ria, who was watching curiously, Ars offered Kotetsu handle-first.

It was a distance at which she could cut him down in an instant if she wished. Within that brief moment of tension, Ria created a sheath from her remaining magical power and sheathed Kotetsu.

Ars let out an exaggeratedly relieved sigh, and Ria fixed him with a half-lidded glare.

"What are you playing at?"

"Nothing in particular… I just thought I might as well fix it while I was at it."

Ars shrugged. But unusually, he was looking at her with a serious expression.

Now that she thought about it, he had always given the impression of wearing a faint smile.

"So, what do you want to do?"

"What do I want to do?"

"Your rights as the victor. Will you start a human-demon war, or… trigger the Great Collapse? Either way, the Divine Dragons won't side with you or me. That has been confirmed."

Honestly, Ria hadn't thought she could win. He was the hero from a thousand years ago and the current Demon King. She had believed his power was on an entirely different level from hers.

Even now that she had won, it didn't feel real.

No, perhaps it didn't feel real for a different reason.

She remembered becoming a Dragon. But could she really call that her own power?

It was neither swordsmanship nor martial arts—it was the power of the Gift she had been given when she was born into this world. While it was Ria's power, she didn't feel it was connected to who she had been in her previous life.

"What should I do…"

Watching Ria cross her arms in contemplation, Ars shook his head again in exasperation.

"You haven't decided, and yet you wanted to have a duel?"

"Nee-chan basically doesn't think ahead…"

Ria didn't object to Serge's rude remark. Under normal circumstances she might have, but this time it was true that she hadn't thought ahead.

She had believed that fighting would bring clarity. At the very least, if she died, she wouldn't have to agonize anymore.

"Well, there aren't many options. Either cooperate with me and fight against Earth, or oppose me and start a human-demon war… There's also the option of siding with Earth, but I don't recommend it."

Ars laid out the choices she had considered many times. In the end, she had chosen to destroy Earth.

"If you fight to protect Earth against this world, you will also be fighting against us."

Valis spoke quietly, but it was a death sentence. Even if Ria sided with Earth out of self-satisfaction, the outcome was obvious.

"Besides, the world called Earth was already on the verge of destruction to begin with."

That was new information.

"This is the first I'm hearing of this…"

"Did I not mention it? From the beginning, Earth has become a world where souls with strong wills can no longer reincarnate, yet humans overflow there. The fact that those who reincarnate or are summoned come from nearly the same era is as natural as ripe fruit falling from a tree."

What was that supposed to mean?

Did that mean the outcome would be the same even if she did nothing?

She had thought it strange that reincarnators from the twenty-first century were the only ones coming, given the difference in the flow of time, but she had never pursued the matter.

"If you had told me that from the start…"

"I thought someone else had told you."

Valis said matter-of-factly, while Ars and the other Divine Dragons nodded in agreement.

"This is news to me too…"

Serge muttered.

"Well, whether the twenty-first century will barely make it through or not is uncertain."

According to Ars's explanation, for over two thousand years, Earth—the thick trunk of that world—had been approaching its limits for human habitation.

The explosive population growth seemed to be the ultimate cause. She did recall seeing educational programs mention how the population had surged over the past century.

As a result, the environment called Earth could no longer sustain all of humanity.

"Earth did have phenomena similar to The Millennium—wars that reduced the population—but they were never on a scale that affected the whole world."

"But there should have been leads on solving the energy and food problems."

Nuclear power and methane hydrates could replace crude oil, and food production could be increased through genetic modification.

"But Earth will still perish. Its branches will extend no further."

Valis declared coldly.

Even if Ria pressed her on how she could know such a thing, the answer would likely be "because I know."

"That's why accepting immigrants from Earth is actually an act of compassion. While mechanical civilization hasn't developed much here, magic can compensate for a considerable portion of that."

"Then there was only one option from the very beginning…"

Ria sighed.

There was no choice but to destroy Earth.

"Ah, actually, if you use your power, there is one other method."

Ars held up a finger as he made his suggestion—a terrible one. Everything this man proposed was fundamentally terrible.

"Become a Dragon, go to Earth, and use your power to reduce the population. If you bring it down to about one billion, you might buy some time."

He even suggested that the best approach would be to turn China and India into uninhabited wastelands. Certainly, those regions had the largest populations, but…

"You could also consider America in terms of resource consumption, but if that country disappeared, it would upset the global power balance… Ah, actually, that might trigger wars and reduce the population anyway… No, leaving Russia intact would probably lead to disaster."

"If you resolve Earth's problems over there, we can migrate the demons to other continents in this world to maintain balance. It's not impossible to separate the connected worlds either."

Following up on Valis's words, Ars held up his finger again.

"That sounds good. Earth's population would still decrease, but they wouldn't lose their homeland. This world wouldn't have to go through a human-demon war. I'm the one saying it, but isn't that the best option?"

This man truly took lives too lightly. He made judgments based on numbers alone.

Was that the fate of a Demon King?

"I'll… fight against Earth."

Ria whispered in a small voice.

"And we'll accept the immigrants. Let Earth perish."

As Ria's voice grew stronger toward the end, Ars made a pitiful face.

"Why would you choose that? My plan is so much easier."

"From our perspective, destroying Earth would be preferable. It would extend this world's lifespan dramatically."

Valis said that, but of course that wasn't why Ria had made her decision.

"If we accept them as immigrants, we'll have to take responsibility for the people of Earth here too. Just reducing numbers is irresponsible."

Even Ria thought her reasoning was absurd, but Ars nodded in resignation.

"I can't sympathize, but I can understand. As a ruler, I wouldn't want to deal with something so troublesome, though. Well, I'll follow the victor's words."

The blood within Ria spoke to her.

Protect this world. That is your destiny.

The blood of the Dragon—the existence meant to protect this world—tried to bind Ria.

"Truly… what a terrible thing…"

A mass slaughter that would make Stalin and Mao Zedong pale. With this choice, Ria's name would likely be etched into history for as long as humanity existed.

Well, at least she wasn't killing her own people, so perhaps that was one small mercy.

In any case, this story would have no happy ending. It would surely be passed down eternally as a tragedy.

"Ria."

The one supporting her shoulders was none other than Carla.

Even without words, Carla would stay by her side. No matter what Ria did, Carla would protect her back.

"You know, you're free to give up on me."

"That is the one thing that will never happen."

To Carla's smile, Ria could only offer a bitter one in return.
The Great Collapse
"So, how did things end up like this?"

Pressing her hand against her forehead as if trying to endure a headache, Guinevere groaned.

This was a corner of the Manesh Palace, normally a room where Guinevere would sip tea while reviewing documents.

The source of her distress was the group of men and women lounging in whatever positions they pleased on the cushions spread across the floor.

Ria, Carla, and Guinevere herself were fine. Having Serge and Irina there wasn't unusual either.

"Is there a problem?"

"Problem, you say…"

It wasn't so much a problem as… why was this the meeting place?

"Ogress has the most people involved, after all."

Where Ria's gaze fell were Ars, Shifaka, Thor, Labyrinth, and the four Divine Dragons.

Being in the presence of such awe-inspiring figures was difficult enough, and as a dragonslayer, sitting alongside Divine Dragons felt presumptuous. Even Guinevere couldn't muster the composure to laugh it off.

"Moving somewhere else at this point would be a hassle."

The one lounging around lazily was Fire Dragon Ohma. The other Divine Dragons maintained postures befitting their dignity, but they nodded in agreement with Ohma's words.

"I wouldn't mind some light alcohol right about now."

Surprisingly, it was Valis who said this. It seemed the rumor about dragons being fond of alcohol was true.

Ria instructed a waiting court lady to prepare drinks and food.

The discussion continued in the meantime, though its contents were anything but light.

They were discussing how to handle contact with Earth during the Great Collapse and the acceptance of immigrants—matters that would normally require assembling every king and lord on the continent. However, the attendees had been carefully selected with the understanding that including people with no knowledge of Earth would make the discussion meaningless.

Ria, Serge, and Labyrinth were reincarnators from Earth. Ars and Thor were summoned Heroes, and Shifaka served as a representative of those who had actually immigrated. Guinevere and Carla could be considered representatives of the locals.

"First off, let's prioritize Japanese people for immigration."

Ria put forth an opinion that was purely her own ego, but no one objected. Ars raised his cup, and Thor nodded. Labyrinth sipped her juice without voicing any opposition either.

"Ah, I'm not objecting, but there's something I've been wondering about for a while."

Serge raised his hand and posed his question.

"Why are reincarnators and Heroes always Japanese?"

"There were non-Japanese ones too."

The one who answered was Shifaka, who hadn't spoken a word until now.

"That was especially true on other continents. You could probably find them on this continent if you searched, but for some reason only Japanese people remained."

Ars explained the reasoning, mixing in some speculation.

"This world is polytheistic, and on top of that, the dragons are stronger than the gods. Maybe it can't accept believers of Judaism or other monotheistic religions?"

"Or rather, maybe you have to be an atheist to handle it?"

Thor added. Both Buddhism and Hinduism seemed incompatible with this world. Japanese people, who were latently atheistic or accepting of anything, were probably easier to accommodate.

"Then what about communists? I heard that on Earth, if you call yourself an atheist, you get treated like a communist."

"Communists…"

Shifaka's eyes grew distant. Thor and Ars looked the same way, and Terrew clicked her tongue.

Just from seeing their reactions, Serge got the general idea.

In a world where gods actually existed, communism meant nothing, and with royal authority being strong, such ideologies would be rejected.

"Basically, I think we should accept destitute immigrants like America did. At first, agriculture and livestock farming will be their means of livelihood."

They would also have immigrants from the demon territory support the immigrants from Earth. It seemed Ars had already drawn up plans for this.

The discussion was mostly carried out actively among the humans. The Divine Dragons watched while holding glasses of alcohol, occasionally being asked for their opinions.

Many of the agenda items were extremely delicate issues.

"What should we do about the exalted personages…"

Ria was the one who spoke, and this matter sparked heated debate. Even Carla and Guinevere couldn't comprehend Japan's governing system. However, the notion that the royal family were descendants of gods was reality in this world. Both Casalia and Ogress had the blood of Divine Dragons in their lineage.

Moreover, there was a generation gap between Ria and the other former Japanese. Ria had lived in Japan until age forty-two and had associated with people who revered the Imperial family. In contrast, the other four only had the textbook understanding of it as the symbol of the Japanese nation.

"It would certainly be preferable for governance if the Imperial family were present, though."

Ars said as much, but no conclusion was reached.

"Speaking of which, what about Mecca, Jerusalem, and the Vatican?"

Serge's comment sparked another round of conflicting opinions among the former Japanese. This one was about religion, so Carla and Guinevere could grasp it more easily, but they couldn't comprehend monotheism. They went out of their way to explain the basics of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, but to the two who held no prejudice against demons, these religions seemed like hotbeds of racial discrimination.

Well, some of that was the fault of how the explainers presented it…

"The idea that God is singular… what an arrogant notion."

Guinevere, who actually knew the power of gods, said this. Carla, meanwhile, held the position of what Earth would call an atheist. Despite possessing the bloodline of a god.

Hers wasn't simply a denial of gods' existence, but rather atheism in the sense of not permitting divine interference.

Even so, the discussion continued to touch on topics that were dangerous in various ways.

"Come to think of it, there aren't any black people in this world, are there?"

Once again, Serge spoke up somewhat casually.

Indeed, European-looking faces were the majority. Apparently there were more East Asian features in the southeast regions, though.

"Ah, that's because of discrimination."

Ars explained while scratching his head.

"You know how there are dark elves among the demon race, right? And black people also have dark skin. So they got lumped together with the demon race, and now they live in demon territory. Most of the humans in demon territory are black."

What a state of affairs. Even this world, which had seemed slightly better than Earth for lacking racial discrimination despite having species discrimination, still had taboos regarding skin color.

"No matter what world you're in, discrimination never goes away, does it…"

The noticeably young Serge murmured this, and everyone nodded.

The meeting continued for days on end.

Meanwhile, the Divine Dragons were drinking alcohol and getting tipsy… Did they not have anything to do?

Ars was using his phone to contact demon territory and proceed with preparations for accepting immigrants.

Tractors powered by magic. Lawn mowers powered by magic.

Steel mills powered by magic. Shipyards powered by magic.

Using magic for everything, Ars was bringing demon territory closer to twenty-first century Japan. Some parts had even surpassed what science could achieve.

"Can you make the internet?"

"Before that, I want to get the literacy rate to one hundred percent. Some mountain-dwelling minority tribes still haven't adopted the common language much."

Ars answered Serge's request earnestly.

"Transportation networks too. I want to expand the railway network, and road maintenance is needed… Magic can handle most of it, though."

The more they talked, the more they understood the disparity in demon territory's development. It really was fortunate they hadn't had to fight.

"Could I use a Machine God too?"

"You probably could, but… those are expensive to make. The anti-nuclear armor uses an orichalcum alloy, and only a handful of people can manufacture magic cores. By the way, we have plenty of jet fighters."

"Oooh! A science victory!"

That was… enough military power to easily take on the entire world. If they had countermeasures against nuclear weapons, Earth's mere weapons of mass destruction posed no threat.

The remaining concerns would be poison gas and biological weapons.

Even when fighting Lemdria, they had probably gone out of their way to avoid causing casualties on the enemy side.

The meeting truly continued for days, with communications being sent to various kings and new members joining in.

Great Sage Alvis. Honestly, he was the most plain-looking man among everyone present.

But he had once been the Great Sage of another continent, managing it. And having failed in that management, he had come to this continent with a handful of survivors.

His opinions were certainly valuable as someone with experience as an immigrant settler. However, complaints occasionally slipped in. No, his complaints steadily increased.

"Truly, humans are creatures that will grow endlessly arrogant if there are no beings greater than themselves."

Having reached for the wine offered by the Divine Dragons, he began recounting the past with glazed eyes.

The continent where he had lived had managed the cycle of souls through means different from The Millennium.

Even so, they couldn't keep up, the system collapsed, and he had brought the few remaining humans to this continent on an ark.

According to him, without beings like the Divine Dragons, humans would forget their reverence for nature.

He continued expounding philosophical theories until he eventually became completely drunk.

… What did he come here for, anyway?

Eventually, the deadline Valis had mentioned arrived.

That day began with an ordinary morning, and people started their daily routines as usual.

However, through representatives of each nation, the populace had been informed as much as possible. Though hardly anyone actually understood.

The Divine Dragons returned to their kin, while the strong among humans, demihumans, and demons gathered where the old Imperial capital had once stood, setting up tents.

And in the center of it all was the Demon King, prostrating himself in a dogeza.

"I'm sorry…"

Not just humans and demihumans—even demons were directing somewhat cold gazes at him. To put it mildly, they were exasperated.

"You… do you understand what you've done!?"

The one who spoke with intense anger was Shana. The former Hero was being berated by a former companion who had once adventured with him and defeated the previous Demon King.

Amid the resigned gazes, Ferna was the only one looking flustered.

"Honestly… do you even understand the situation we're in…?"

Even Ria sighed in exasperation, all because of what had come to light at this critical juncture.

Ferna was pregnant.

The father was none other than the Demon King-sama.

Ferna's combat ability ranked quite high even among those present. After all, she was a prodigy whom Black Cat members had personally trained since childhood.

If she couldn't fight, naturally blame would fall on the cause. And in the case of pregnancy, that blame typically falls on the man.

"I have no excuse…"

Ars continued prostrating himself earnestly, with no room for justification. He probably understood that himself.

"What's done is done, no matter what we say now. Let's have her stay somewhere safe and provide support from the rear."

A constructive suggestion came from Carla, and Ars showed visible relief.

"The baby will be Shinji's younger sibling, so I'll take her in at Manesh."

Yes, Guinevere was there at this gathering too.

As the atmosphere shifted toward a showdown between the current and former wives, Ars pressed his forehead even harder against the ground.

Since teleportation magic had adverse effects on pregnant women, Guinevere and Ferna flew off toward distant Ogress.

Ars finally stood up and looked at the demon officers with upturned eyes.

The veteran officers sighed but arranged themselves before Ars.

Some, like Asuka, were muttering complaints under their breath.

"It's almost time…"

Shifaka murmured, pulling out a pocket watch.

He was the only human here who had actually experienced a Great Collapse. His gaze turned skyward.

And then, the color of the sky changed.

Blue. But not the blue of the sky.

After a faint shimmering, it became clear.

"Ooh…"

Groans escaped, as did gasps of wonder. What filled their vision was land—the opposite ground occupying most of the sky.

It was Earth, something Ria had seen countless times in photographs.

Their atmospheres touched, and the landmasses were clearly visible.

"Where is Japan…"

Ria found herself murmuring. The sphere slowly rotated, revealing itself.

A chain of blue-tinged green islands. Upon finding it, Ria clenched her fist.

Ah, it's still there.

Japan is still there.

Two planets at a distance where gravity should have caused them to collide, yet they maintained their separation while rotating.

The Great Collapse had begun.
The Demon King's Proclamation
On that day, all of Earth's people came to know that there was something mysterious happening with their world.

Everyone other than those who had just been born or those who had already died looked towards the skies.

What they saw was another planet.

Having blue oceans, green stretches of land, and white clouds, it was a planet that looked similar to Earth.
It was another world.

The satellites that should have been orbiting their planet all disappeared, along with other space stations, causing each country to fall into chaos. However, each one observed this new world and recognized the traces of intelligent life, contacting one another.

A certain hasty country set out reconnaissance aircraft… and confirmed that there truly was a world there.

The cause was unknown. Its very existence was unscientific and was a contradiction to all known laws of physics.

A planet had come in contact with their atmosphere. It had very scarce artificial lighting.

Another certain country judged those lands to be undeveloped and tried to send in an aircraft carrying people to occupy the land, but it failed.

The planet had allowed drones, but manned aircraft were refused. Those aircraft were blocked by the atmosphere, but managed to return home safely.

What was it? Everyone the world over discussed it.

Each country held conferences with their specialists, but the everyday internet users instantly guessed what this signified.

Another world.

Even if they didn't know anything else about it, it was definitely another world.

Even through the use of commonly bought personal telescopes, the traces of intelligent life could be found on the planet. Rather, the intelligent lifeforms themselves could be seen.

Excitement swept across the world.

Three days later, it appeared.

 

*


 
What looked like a massive screen appeared in the skies in two thousand locations throughout the world.

A figure was in it wearing gold-embroidered black clothes, a gold mask, and a black mantle with horned headpieces on the shoulders.

"Greetings, those of Earth."

With the voice of a young man, the messages mysteriously managed to accurately use all of the Earth's languages.

"I am the one who rules this world's greatest domain. I am Ars, the Demon King."

That single statement held a great amount of information.

"Those of Earth, you still do not understand what is happening, do you? Before we continue, allow me to explain."

It truly was information they wanted quite a lot.

"First of all, your world… the world you call Earth, exists in a universe that has a limit. Although explaining exactly what that limit is would be somewhat difficult, suffice it to say that that limit concerns the capacity of how many worlds may exist within it. We've arrived at one of those limits, so our two worlds have been connected."

Ars put his elbows on the desk and crossed his hands in much the same way Shifaka often did.

"If we left things to continue on as is, our two worlds will collide into each other and disappear. There are several paths in order to deal with that, but we have already chosen the path that will be taken."

With that, Ars paused, speaking slowly.

"We will destroy the Earth."

It took a few minutes for what he said to sink in.

Ars waited in silence for that period of time. Around three minutes later, he began to speak again, but Earth had already been thrown into chaos by then.

It was natural. Someone suddenly appeared saying that they would destroy the world.

The world's superpowers — the United States included — made official war preparation announcements.

"By the way, we are prepared to accept immigrants from Earth. However, there is a limit. Six hundred million people. That would be the ideal amount."

Although the Demonlands' bureaucrats desperately calculated the upper limit that could be accepted to be closer to one billion, there was no need for him to speak so honestly. Humans were a race that would multiply. To somewhat guarantee them a certain standard of living, the less of them there were, the better.

"We are willing to accept engineers and scientists along with their close relatives as priorities. However, we have no use for humans with unproductive abilities."

He spoke coldly, very much like a true Demon King.

"Moreover, we refuse to accept the sick and elderly unless they hold unique skills."

He spoke ruthlessly, saying that nuisances were unnecessary. This was also something very Demon King-like.

"You have five days, please use them wisely. At noon of the fifth day, we will send several messengers to the Japanese parliament building."

Saying that much, Ars leaned back into his chair in a relaxed manner.

"Although it will not be possible to invade our world until then… you are free to try. It has been set such that any objects with a living signature will be temporarily rejected. In the case we are attacked, we will immediately consider it a declaration of war and eliminate the country responsible."

If you want to give it a shot, go for it. That's what Ars was saying. It was to cause countries that were quick to fire to have second thoughts.

"Well then. See you in five days. We look forward to meeting the leaders of your various countries in Japan."

With that, the projections all disappeared.

 

*


 
"Aaah～, I was seriously nervous during that speech. I didn't trip up anywhere right?"

Taking off his mask, Ars had cold sweat dripping down his forehead. He used his hands to wave air against his neck.

Their world's various royal families and strong people were invited into a facility similar to a university's lecture room. There were many people unable to make the trip due to the distance involved, but they too had been sent information through communications.

"Even so, what you said was pretty one-sided. There aren't any Divine Dragon-like strengths on Earth?"

The youth that spoke up was Prince Sion of Lemdria. Although he was a genius when it came to strategy, he wasn't able to overcome the demons' overwhelming war potential in the previous war.

Accepting the water someone had brought to him, Ars gulped it all down and took a deep breath before answering Sion's question.

"It's alright. Although they have weapons strong enough to turn our world's continents into wastelands… they do not have a weapon capable of destroying a planet."

"That's still something to worry about. Do we need to put up barriers to counter it then? By the way, you spoke of weapons, but what about Earth's mages?"

"Eh?"

"Well, if they have weapons that are that strong, wouldn't the world's magic be just as strong?"

"Oh. Oooh, oooooooh～"

Ars covered up his face in what looked like a face palm, reflecting on his thoughtlessness.

"Well, you know, Earth doesn't have magic. At least to my knowledge, there isn't even a single mage on Earth."

"Huh?"

Sion's mouth stayed open. It probably really was something incomprehensible to those of this world as its civilization was developed with magic as its premise.

Magic was the basis for communication, farming, and even raising cattle. All magic tools used magic crystals — masses of mana — as their fuel. Moreover, cutting edge technology made use of magic cores.

"In other words, they only use magic crystals for maintaining their civilization? You should still need magic to make magic tools though…"

"Weeell… let me tell you a bit about Earth's civilization, alright?"

He then explained the development and growth of science through ancient times, the middle ages, the early modern era, the industrial revolution, and the modern era. He explained the transition of what was used as fuel in as much detail as possible.

Regarding the industrial revolution's steam engine, Serge had been invited into the explanation to give more details on it.

This Demon King-sama had lived for more than a thousand years. He didn't remember too many details from that era.

"In conclusion… their studies concerning mathematics far outstrip ours? Couldn't we make use of that in our world?"

"It's possible, but I think it is better to tread that path very, very carefully. Once you make machines through science, humans become unnecessary, leading to problems with masses of unemployed individuals."

Unemployed people would flood the city, leading to the degradation of public order. Something similar was starting to occur in this world as well. War refugees displaced by the demons' invasion were now on their way to return home, though.

Prince Sion grew quiet as he fell into contemplation.

After that, questions came one after another. Ars had Thor and the other reincarnators help out in answering their questions.

They were surprised that Gifts and Skills didn't exist, but it might be fine to say that they did exist yet just weren't quantified into numbers. It took mana to use identify-type skills to quantify them into numbers, after all.

"I see. The more I hear about their world, the less I understand it."

Everyone in the surrounding group of people agreed with the person's mutters. Ars should have spread some of the technology one thousand years ago as well as Thor another thousand years before that, but not much had remained. The only place it succeeded in seemed to be the Demonlands.

"Even so, it's strange that the world that the Heroes are summoned from has no magic…"

"There are traces of its existence in the past… but now it is thought of as superstition."

Even Ars was doubtful about that subject. Things like the qigong Ria had practiced in her previous life could only be seen as magic.

"For the time being, we'll assume that Earth's army will definitely attempt to attack. What we need to pay the most attention to out of their weapons are what are called missiles."

Ars briefly explained to his audience about what would be assailing them soon enough.

"That nuclear explosion thing you mentioned, is its strength at the level of the forbidden fire magic?"

"That's correct."

"Such power… only a huge city's barrier might be able to defend against it."

"Us demons are already prepared to handle that. Same with the Divine Dragons, or at least Ohma-sama will be giving us her cooperation."

The assembly hall filled with noise, but as far as the world's protectors, the Divine Dragons, were concerned, nuclear weaponry causing the amount of habitable land to diminish would be troubling.

Valis appeared to be concentrated on destroying Earth and Lanna was somewhat worn out from using her power to send the current era's Hero to another world. As for Terrew, she would exercise her power the moment their own atmosphere was invaded.

The extended conference coming to an end, Ria gave Ars, who looked tired despite likely not being too tired, a cold gaze.

"Good work."

"No no, you saved me quite a lot there. As expected, those who've made it through to post-secondary schooling are different."

Who he was conversing with was Serge. Ria herself wasn't too useful.

"Even so… even if we can win in the end, casualties will still occur."

Ria was concerned about that. Ever since she decided to fight for this world, she wanted to reduce the casualties on her side as much as possible.

"I don't think there will be too much damage as long as it's not declared an all-out war and America starts doing indiscriminate carpet-bombing, at least."

"Well, that'll depend on the negotiations with me and Nee-chan."

Yes, during these five days Ars gave them, it was decided that Ria and Serge were to go ahead to Earth.

As an aside, Labyrinth was invited as well, but she withdrew into the labyrinth. It appeared that she didn't really even want to meet her acquaintances from her previous life. Well, as an elf, she would have stuck out quite a lot on Earth though.

"So, are you prepared?"

"No problems here. We'll be flying there soon."

"In truth, I'll be teleporting us there though."

They would be using Serge's teleportation magic as their means of transport. Although they could break through the barrier and fly there easily, they were concerned about being observed by Earth.

Their destination was Japan. They'd already decided on what actions to take.

"Ria, Serge, please be careful."

Carla, who was staying behind this time, spoke with an uneasy look on her face. Ria kissed her lightly on the cheek.

"Don't worry. If push comes to shove, I can just transform into a dragon and fly back."

Although Ria's statement made Serge get the feeling that something like that might actually end up happening, he heard a voice come from nearby.

"Archduke."

"Your Highness."

It was Prince Sion, who had been speaking actively in the meeting earlier.

By the way, between Sion, a prince, and Ria, an archduke, Ria was distinctly of a lower rank. An archduke wasn't royalty, after all.

"You're leaving already?"

"Yeah, right now even."

"That so? If you can, could you try to get a hold of some of Earth's weaponry? Nuclear weaponry in particular."

Although his request surprised Ria somewhat, she smiled in the next instant and asked for his reason.

"They're weapons you've said are strong enough to decide the outcomes of battles by themselves. Don't you think that we should study them?"

The three who'd come from Earth looked at each other before looking over to Ars.

"Your Highness, those weapons have very sensitive matters keeping them held close to the chest, if you will."

Leaving the explanation to Ars, the two looked back towards Carla.

"Alright then, we're off."

"I'll buy you some souvenirs!"

Serge spoke in a light tone, but he quickly grew concentrated.

Unlike the short distance teleportation he could use offhandedly, this was a long range teleportation that would bring them all the way to Earth. It took him time to construct the formula.

Constructing the magic even while thinking about something as carefree as how he had to buy something for Chrys as well, he finished, the two of them teleporting away.
To Earth...
"Ugh… it smells…"

The first thing the two felt upon descending to Earth was the stench of the atmosphere.

"Ehhh, was Earth always like this?"

Serge pinched his nose and writhed dramatically.

"Well, it's true that Tokyo's air smelled worse than the countryside—more like chemicals, I thought—but there was almost no air pollution in that world."

There had been a distinctive smell of burning charcoal smoke in the dwarven village, but even that wasn't this bad.

"I'm fine, but… are you alright?"

Ria, possessing Dragon's Bloodline, also had stench resistance. Normally it was meant for being active around active volcanoes, though.

"Yeah, well, I'll get used to it."

Putting on the mask he had originally brought to hide his face, Serge responded.

"Even so… did we manage to teleport properly into the city?"

The two were currently in a back alley squeezed between small buildings. They didn't know what time it was, but it was definitely night.

"I think that should be fine, but… it's a bit cold. What month is it, I wonder?"

He felt the winter cold through his thin cloak. Serge quickly warmed his hands with fire magic. He had been a little worried, but it seemed magic could be used on Earth without any problems.

Ria had no problem since she had resistance to both heat and cold. With a light leap, she jumped onto the roof of the building. Serge followed with teleportation.

"There's Tokyo Tower and the Sky Tree, so… Setagaya Ward is that way."

"Your parents' house first?"

"No, my parents are in Yokohama. I'm going to visit someone who took care of me in my previous life. That person has connections in both political and financial circles."

"… Nee-chan, what kind of previous life did you lead?"

"I happened to have the opportunity to make their acquaintance. By the way, they're also the one who gave me Kotetsu. Japan's fixer."

I see, Serge understood Ria a little better. It wasn't strange for an eccentric who had devoted their life to swordsmanship and martial arts in Japan to have connections with scary people.

"Then shall we fly?"

Ria soared through the air, and Serge used flight magic as they danced through Tokyo's night sky.

"This is the place."

What Ria led them to was a Japanese-style house that gave off the feeling of a reasonably splendid estate. While it had a proper gate, to be honest, it was different from the castle-like mansion Serge had imagined.

"Here? I was honestly imagining a bigger house…"

"By just before my death, they had already half-retired. They would travel back and forth between this house and Kamakura. Now then, I wonder if they're here…"

By the way, the current time was 9 PM. They had confirmed the date and time at a convenience store along the way.

When she rang the intercom like normal, there was a response after a short while.

"Yes, who is it?"

"I apologize for the late hour. If Gozen is available, could you please tell them that someone who once received Kotetsu has returned from the afterlife?"

"… Is this a prank?"

"No. Is that Maeda-san speaking? If it's inconvenient, I could come back tomorrow, but I would appreciate it if you could convey that I came regarding the matter of the world visible in the sky."

"… Please wait a moment."

Before long the gate opened, and an elderly woman Ria hadn't seen in a long time appeared.

"… You are?"

Even that suspicious gaze felt nostalgic.

Ria lowered her hood and exposed her true face.

"It's been a long time. I look like this now, but I am Yuzo Tamura."

"Nee-chan, so that was your name…"

Despite Ria's name finally being revealed, Serge could only muster an indifferent reaction.

"Tamura-sama should have passed away in the earthquake four months ago…"

"Yes. But in that world over there—"

Ria pointed at the other world floating in the sky.

"—around twenty years have passed. It may be hard to believe, but I was reborn in that world. Knowing it was sudden, I came hoping to borrow Gozen's power regarding this contact between our worlds."

Saying that, Ria drew Kotetsu from its sheath at her waist.

"I made this by imitating Kotetsu in that world. I believe Gozen would understand upon seeing it."

"… Please come inside for now."

Her expression becoming completely blank, the housekeeper guided the two to the entrance.

"Please wait here."

For the time being, the two were made to wait in the room they were guided to.

"Nee-chan, my legs hurt."

Since he hadn't sat in seiza at all in that world, this position was difficult for him.

"Don't push yourself. He's an easygoing person."

While saying that, Ria sat calmly in seiza without breaking form. She was reasonably accustomed to it since there were techniques for drawing one's sword from this position.

After not too long, the sliding door opened and a man appeared. He looked to be around forty years old.

"Which one of you is claiming to be Tamura?"

"That would be me. Kikuchi-san, it's been a long time."

This man was also someone Ria knew. Right now, his gaze even held killing intent as he looked at Ria.

"If you're Tamura… try drawing this."

He handed back Ria's Kotetsu. From her seated position, Ria drew the blade so fast the motion couldn't be seen.

"Aren't you more skilled than Tamura was?"

"I continued training over there as well."

Hmm, Kikuchi nodded, told them to wait a moment, and left the room again.

"Is that person a bodyguard?"

"You could tell?"

"Leaving aside his level, his skills were pretty impressive."

Indeed, in her previous life he had often been her sparring partner. Their abilities had been roughly equal.

Though his swordsmanship level was probably low. In exchange, his bojutsu level was likely high.

After not too long, an elderly man appeared at a leisurely pace. He wore a kimono and sunglasses. Though considerably aged, his back was straight.

In that instant, Ria moved back from her cushion and pressed her head flat against the tatami.

"It's been a long time, Gozen."

"… Tamura, you've become a woman, have you? And quite a beauty at that."

The old man laughed. It was a heartfelt laugh, one that could even be called innocent.

"Actually, I'm not completely female. Let me introduce you. This is a friend who also reincarnated from Japan to that world."

Serge stood up straight and greeted him following court etiquette.

"My name is Sagittarius Crystal Crowley. Please call me Serge."

Gozen waved his hand to have Serge sit down, then sat down himself and had Ria raise her head. Kikuchi stood at his side.

"For being reborn, you've gotten quite big, haven't you? How does that work?"

"It seems the flow of time between here and there was different. I even know an acquaintance who reincarnated from the 21st century to two thousand years ago."

"And your name? That's changed too, right?"

"Ryuke Riana Crystal Casalia Ogress—it's a long name, but please call me Ria."

"Hoh, that sounds like quite an important name. Are there nobles over there?"

"Yes. There are hardly any democratic countries. I'm currently serving as king of the third largest nation in that world."

"Tamura is a king! Now that's a surprise!"

The conversation between the two continued. It was about the old days on Earth, like they were comparing memories.

Following that, the topic turned to the details after Ria had died in her previous life. Ria had been single, but that didn't mean she had no family. Being able to hear about them, Ria felt as though a weight had been lifted from her shoulders.

"So what did you come here for? Surely you didn't come just to reminisce?"

The atmosphere suddenly grew heavy compared to before. It was the dignity of a great figure, a kind of pressure Serge had often felt in that world as well.

Ria pointed at the sky and continued speaking, unfazed by the pressure.

"I believe Gozen also heard the Demon King's words."

"Yeah, that ridiculous story. Destroy the Earth… can it really be done?"

"It can. Over there, there are beings—Divine Dragons—with that kind of power. If it were just annihilating humanity, even I alone would be sufficient."

"Dragons… no, before that—you alone could destroy the world?"

"I might let some slip by, but given a month, I think I could reduce every major city on Earth to ruins."

"How? No matter how skilled you are, you can't cut down hundreds of millions with a sword."

"I would use magic. Just as we broadcast images worldwide and translated words, magic exists in that world, and there are more than a handful of individuals who can use magic with destructive power equivalent to a nuclear strike. If a group worked together, there would be even more."

"Magic, huh. Another dubious-sounding thing has come up."

"That's why I brought him. Serge, try teleporting a short distance."

"Roger."

Responding in the other world's language, Serge performed a short-distance teleportation.

Even the man who had once controlled Japan from the shadows couldn't hide his surprise at this.

"I'm amazed. Truly amazed. It's not some kind of illusion, is it?"

"If you need proof, shall I destroy one small country? How about that certain country that's so annoying to Japan?"

"No, wait. Even as a joke, wait."

Ria waited. It didn't take long for Gozen to organize his thoughts.

"So let me ask again—what did you come here for?"

"Regarding immigration to that world, Demon King Ars considers Japanese people the highest priority. Because he too is Japanese. Moreover, unlike me who was reborn, he was summoned to that world as a Japanese person."

"So he's going to destroy his own homeland?"

"Fifteen years in Japan versus one thousand years in that world. To him, that world is more important. Besides, there are no other options anymore."

Ria put power into her Dragon Eyes.

"I feel sorry for people from countries other than Japan, but this is what the Demon King decided, and I agreed. Over ninety percent of that world has already accepted it."

"I see… He said sick people and the elderly won't be allowed to immigrate—what about that?"

"It's as he said. Basically, everyone over sixty will be rejected. Setting aside people with influence like Gozen, we have no need for so-called deadweight over there."

Gozen was struck speechless by that explanation.

"… Setting aside old folks like me… there are plenty of people past sixty who can still work…"

"That's why I said 'basically.' People with special skills or who are conducting research will be screened on our end."

"… Tamura… you've become quite an important person, haven't you…"

Gozen murmured in a low voice.

"You unilaterally say you'll kill, you unilaterally say you'll choose—do you think we'll accept that?"

"We have no need for humans who sit in their chairs acting important. Workers on the ground and some leaders are sufficient."

"You…"

"There is no such phrase as 'basic human rights' in that world. The Demon King aside, even the kings of various nations wouldn't understand it. Setting aside the demon territories, even in the few democratic nations, explaining human rights would only get you laughed at."

"Damned if we go, damned if we stay, huh…"

"Getting back to the topic, I would like Gozen to lend your power in screening the immigrants."

"What an outrageous request… First of all, what will America say…?"

"American engineers and scientists are planned to be prioritized after Japan. However, people who believe in Christianity will likely be difficult to handle."

"Far from difficult, it might be impossible. Even among Japanese people, who knows if anyone would willingly go… this is going to turn into a war, you know."

"Probably so."

"Don't say it so lightly… Are there many wars in that world too?"

"Until recently there was a war between humans and demons, but it's peaceful now. Small conflicts occur, but that's the same on Earth."

Gozen folded his arms and fell into deep thought. Ria quietly watched him, but Serge was bored. He looked around here and there using magic, but gradually became sleepy.

"In any case, this isn't something I can decide alone. For tonight, stay here. Is there anything else you need?"

"No. Then I'll gratefully accept your offer."

And so, Ria and Serge spent the night in futons for the first time in a long while.

Borrowing sleepwear, they gazed at the wooden ceiling. With his eyes closed, Serge spoke.

"Nee-chan, this seems really difficult, huh."

"Well, of course. We're suddenly telling them we're going to destroy the world. I didn't expect things to go smoothly."

Looking at the nostalgic ceiling, Ria quickly fell asleep.
Fools
Despite it being winter, Ria woke before dawn and, seeing Serge still fast asleep, quickly changed her clothes.

She went out to the garden from the veranda and drew Kotetsu.

It was her never-changing morning training. Each time she swung her katana, the sound of air being cleaved could be heard.

She traced through the forms. Over and over, slowly following the ideal image in her mind.

Sensing a presence, she pointed her katana in that direction. Kikuchi had been silently watching Ria from the veranda, making no sound.

"It seems you really are Tamura. Want to spar again?"

"I'm grateful for the offer, but…"

Ria picked up a pebble that was lying around and crushed it to powder with her fingers.

"I'm more than half inhuman now, so I'll have to decline."

"Was that magic just now?"

"No, just simple grip strength. I could crush even a diamond."

"Yeah, that's definitely inhuman…"

Kikuchi came out into the garden, and they began discussing martial arts. What Kikuchi wanted to know was whether martial arts had actually been useful in that world.

"Yes, quite. Rather, they were even useful in everyday life. During wars, I was often on horseback."

"War, huh… Did you kill many?"

"Direct kills… around three hundred people, I suppose. Well, I used a spear more often than a sword though."

"What about bows? They should have caused the most casualties in actual warfare. Also, are there no guns?"

"Bows aren't used much against humans. Magic is more reliable at long range. As for guns… come to think of it, there aren't any, but again, magic is more reliable."

"You can use magic too, right?"

"Yes. Like this."

Right then, Ria floated up into the air. She landed slowly, right beside Kikuchi.

His jaw nearly dropped in astonishment.

"Tamura-san, breakfast is ready. Please bring your companion as well."

Hearing the maid's call, Ria kicked Serge awake, had him fix his clothes, and headed to the tatami room. The two sat down facing Gozen.

"Oooh～, Japanese food for the first time in ages!"

Eyes sparkling, Serge said his thanks for the meal and began his assault on breakfast.

"Now then, Tamura… no, that name just doesn't feel right anymore."

"Please call me Ria. I'm already used to it."

"Then, Ria-san. I've already arranged to gather some people last night."

To be precise, meetings had been held every day since the Demon King's declaration.

"They're the people who actually run this country. I'll be coming along too."

"Understood. What time?"

"After lunch. Would you like to make any plans until then?"

"… Yes. I'd like to meet my family, but… with this appearance, I doubt they'd recognize me."

Even if they could understand, it would take considerable time. She didn't think it could be settled in just a morning.

Until the appointed time, Ria discussed various political matters with Gozen.

Regarding how each country had reacted to the Demon King's proclamation, as expected, America was insisting on protecting Earth in the name of freedom and justice. And surprisingly, Russia and China were in agreement. Though apparently, in their hearts, they looked down on the other world as an undeveloped frontier.

Japan was following America, but since Ars had designated the location as Japan's National Diet Building, it seemed they were being questioned about whether there was some connection with that world.

"If you'd given us advance notice, we could have handled things better."

"That's true. But he has no need for such considerations."

"Is this Demon King really that strong?"

"He himself is strong, but in terms of pure strength alone, I'm supposedly stronger. However, they have a demon nation over there, and their level of civilization is on a completely different level. We can't win."

"… Couldn't you have just defeated the Demon King?"

Looking back, that option had existed.

But by the time she learned they were connecting to Earth, she had already been outmaneuvered. And above all, the decisive factor was that the Divine Dragon supported the Demon King.

"By the time I understood the Demon King's goal, it was already too late."

Yes, the ideal of human-demon coexistence. She now thought it was something wonderful.

Even when told that the Great Collapse would destroy another world, Ria had sided with the Demon King. By the time she was informed that world was Earth, going to war against the demons was no longer possible. She had grown too attached to both the demons and her own citizens.

That man had been carefully orchestrating everything long before Ria was even born, even guiding Lemdria to peace through what was effectively a defeat.

"So the real negotiations start when that bastard arrives."

"Whether it will even be a negotiation… There's no doubt he's a formidable opponent."

Sipping her miso soup, Ria thought of the man who was so far away.

 

*


 
In a conference room within a heavily guarded section of the National Diet Building, over a dozen men had gathered.

They were current ministers, senior bureaucrats, and titans of the business world. This was certainly a lineup that could be said to move Japan.

These powerful figures stood and bowed as Gozen entered the room. Even though he himself said he was retired, his influence hadn't waned at all.

"Come now, raise your heads."

Following his words, everyone looked up and was surprised to see the two people who had followed him in.

One was a beauty with flowing black hair and golden eyes that overwhelmed all present. The other was a male who could only be described as a boy.

"Let me introduce them. Ria-san and Serge-kun from the other world."

"I am the Archduke of the Ogress Archduchy, Ryuke Riana Crystal Casalia Ogress."

Ria had changed into a pantsuit for this occasion. While intimidating them with formal attire from the other world would have been fine, she wanted to avoid standing out too much.

"I am a Baron of the Ogress Archduchy, Sagittarius Crystal Crowley."

Gozen introduced each of the men in the conference room one by one, but honestly, Ria found it tedious to remember them all.

Serge was writing down the information in a notebook he'd produced from somewhere.

"Now then, let's begin."

Gozen and Ria took their seats, and everyone else followed.

The long discussion began.

"So… first, I'd like to hear about that world. Should I address you as… Your Excellency? Is Japanese acceptable?"

"Your Excellency or Ryuke Riana is fine, but I'm often called Your Majesty. And yes, Japanese is fine."

"Then, Your Majesty, I'd like to ask about your world…"

"Serge, the map."

Serge projected a rough map of the Dragon Bone Continent in the air. While everyone was still surprised, Ria began her explanation.

"This blue area, the largest territory, is the Demonlands. The Demon King Ars rules it. The second largest to the south is Lemdria Kingdom. The third largest to the west is the Ogress Archduchy. There are other countries, but I'd like to proceed with these three for now."

"Excuse me, Your Majesty, when you say Demon King, do you mean… the king of demons, something like that?"

"Do I need to explain from there?"

Ria scratched her head. It was true that earthlings, who only had humans, wouldn't be able to understand.

"First, intelligent life in that world is broadly classified into three categories: humans, demi-humans, and demons. Among these, humans are the newest race, but their numbers are probably the largest. Demi-humans and demons are further subdivided. And the one who rules the demons is the Demon King."

"Could you explain these 'demons' in a bit more detail? Are they hostile to humans, or…?"

"They were hostile in the past. Even now, some uncivilized demons remain hostile. However, such barbaric races tend to be viewed as savages by other demons as well. And I might add, there are human savages too."

"How exactly are demons… different from humans?"

"That's difficult to classify… Until now, the definition was that demi-humans who were hostile to humans were demons. But with the current Demon King's invasion, humans and demons have made peace. Still, to give one example… vampires are demons."

Murmurs arose at those words.

"Did you say… vampires?"

"To name some others that are famous on Earth: goblins, dark elves, and werewolves."

Questions driven by the attendees' intellectual curiosity continued after that, but this wasn't supposed to be the main topic of today's discussion.

"So then, is this Demon King actively trying to destroy Earth?"

"The Demon King set the stage, but the ones who will destroy Earth are the Divine Dragons. To be precise… the Demon King created a situation where the Divine Dragons have no choice but to destroy Earth."

"What are these… Divine Dragons?"

"Dragons that slay gods. They have lived in that world for billions of years and are quite literally the gods of that world. To protect that world, they will destroy Earth without hesitation. The current situation is an attempt to hold them back and allow at least some of Earth's humans to emigrate."

"Based on what Your Majesty is saying, it sounds like they could destroy Earth without bothering to accept immigrants…"

"That's correct. So you could call this the Demon King's… personal sentiment. He was originally Japanese, after all."

"Japanese!?"

"He was summoned to that world at age fifteen and, as the Hero, defeated the previous Demon King. After that, he united the scattered demons and civilized them. Over a thousand years."

"Can humans live for a thousand years in that world?"

"If you use magic or ask the Divine Dragon, it's possible. I myself am expected to live for several hundred million years."

Several hundred million.

Human history was at most measured in tens of thousands of years. Ria waited for the stunned assembly to calm down.

Finally, the main topic was broached.

Telling them that Japanese citizens would have priority in emigration was Ria's role.

"How can we possibly transport tens of millions of people beyond the sky…?"

"We have the means for that. Using the Floating Continent, we can transport several million at a time. Repeat that about ten times and it's done."

"A floating… continent?"

"A flying island 120 kilometers long. It can even go into space. Apparently, it was originally built as an outer space exploration vessel."

"But what about facilities and equipment…?"

"We'll provide them. Within ten years, you should at least have a lifestyle equivalent to the 1980s."

"Absurd." "There's no way the people would accept this." "This is far too one-sided!"

The hostile gazes directed at her didn't bother Ria in the slightest.

"You seem to be misunderstanding something…"

Ria stood and turned her Dragon Eyes upon them. That alone was enough pressure to bind them to their chairs.

"This is neither a negotiation, nor a petition, nor even an order. It's simply a proposal."

With a slight smile, Ria declared.

"Just a proposal. Will all earthlings perish along with Earth, or will some earthlings survive? You have two choices."

Silence fell upon the conference room.

"Shall we take some time to think?"

Gozen, who had remained silent until now, spoke up.

"Ria-san and the others, could you step outside for a moment?"

Drinking coffee from a vending machine, Ria and Serge leaned against the wall.

"… What do you think will happen?"

"They won't have an answer today. They'll probably consult with America."

"America, huh… What about China and Russia?"

"We can ignore both. Especially China—we're not accepting immigrants from the mainland anyway."

This had been decided in discussions with Ars. No immigrants would be accepted from China. Taiwan was a different matter. While they might be used to authoritarian rule, the people of that world wouldn't accept communism, and from the ruling class's perspective, it was evil.

"Islam's going to be a problem, huh～"

"Mecca won't exist anymore, after all. For that matter, Christianity will be a problem too."

Devout Christians might take this as the Last Judgment and accept death peacefully. But America would certainly resist.

"You can stop ICBMs too, right?"

"Probably. As for defending that world, we've left that to the Divine Dragon."

In reality, the Divine Dragon was an existence that protected the world itself, not the humans or demons within it.

However, it would be troublesome if too many people died. She had confirmed that much.

After just under an hour, Ria and Serge were called back to the conference room.

The conclusion was half-expected.

Pending.

They would discuss with their ally, America, and decide on a policy. Ria nodded slightly.

"That's fine, of course, but if you're counting on America's military power, I'd advise against it."

With a friendly smile, Ria made the same declaration as the Demon King.

"If you attack us, your country will disappear from the map."

"Well then, this is where we part."

Leaving the National Diet Building, Ria bid farewell to Gozen.

"Where are you going?"

"To my family. At the very least, I want to protect my own relatives."

She would also part ways with Serge here for now. The question was how much they would believe what she told them.

"Gozen, please compile a list of personnel to bring to the other world."

"… Do you truly intend to win against the entire world?"

"It won't even be a contest. That might be different if the goal were occupation, though."

If they were subjected to guerrilla warfare, things would certainly drag on. But the Demon King and the Divine Dragon's objective was to destroy Earth. They had no interest in territory or resources.

"I'll go on ahead then."

Serge teleported. From right there to his hometown from his previous life.

After a light bow, Ria also soared into the sky from that spot.

The group seeing them off stood dumbfounded. Gozen called out to them.

"Now then, let's get to work. It's a long shot, but it's still hope."

This will be my final service, Gozen murmured in his heart.
Descent of the Demon King
At the time the Demon King had declared, the Japanese National Diet Building was overflowing with people.

Some heads of state from various countries and regions had come in person, while others had sent diplomats and watched the assembly hall through monitors.

A massive number of press members from both domestic and foreign outlets lined the walls.

This scene was being broadcast to countries around the world, and viewership in Japan had already exceeded 80%.

"Good work."

The guards at the Diet Building had by no means been negligent.

It was simply that Ars and his group, having teleported in, seemed like illusions to them.

A golden mask and an all-black outfit. This was undoubtedly the figure who had appeared floating in the sky that day.

The guards who reflexively tried to stop them found themselves unable to move. Ria's Dragon Eyes had been activated.

Having entered the building, Ars found another guard and called out to him.

"Would you mind guiding us to the assembly hall?"

The guard was flustered, but seeing that they carried no weapons, he mustered his courage.

"This way."

Desperately moving his trembling legs, he led Ars and his group forward.

The final door opened, and Ars's party stepped into the assembly hall.

The moment Ars and his group appeared from the corridor, the hall erupted in commotion.

Leading the way was the masked Demon King, Ars. Behind him followed the dark elf Rei and the three-eyed man.

Next came King Hollyn of Lemdria and Prince Sion, along with the chief of the centaur tribe that was allied with Lemdria.

Third came Ria, Carla, and the Ogre King.

Seeing races that were clearly not human, the chamber boiled over.

"They could have at least prepared some chairs."

Even as Ars grumbled, he produced eight chairs from thin air where nothing had been.

The representatives from the other world each settled into their seats, though the centaur man alone remained standing.

"Now then, once again—hello, people of Earth."

Through the natural law magic of "Translation," his words resonated through the assembly hall in every language.

"I am the Demon King Ars. The one who rules the largest territory in that world. And this is King Ryuke Hollyn, and over there is Archduke Ryuke Riana. They are the rulers of the second and third most powerful nations in that world."

After making his introductions in a leisurely manner, Ars took his seat.

"Now then, let us begin our discussions."

The first to request the floor was Japan. Incidentally, the speaker was also Japanese.

"Your Majesty Ars, I would first like to inquire about the true meaning behind your statement the other day."

Ars tilted his head. What true meaning? That was everything.

"I don't understand the meaning of your question. We will destroy Earth to survive. In doing so, we will permit a tolerable number of Earth's people to immigrate to our world. That's all."

Murmurs spread through the chamber. Amid them, the American ambassador was quick to speak.

"So you are declaring war on Earth, then?"

"Ah, so that's how you see it."

Beneath his mask, Ars smiled wryly.

"It's better to think of this not as a war, but as a struggle for survival. And the outcome has already been decided—allowing immigration is our act of mercy toward the humans of Earth. The destructive power of our weapons is too different for this to be called a war. Or perhaps, unbeknownst to me, does Earth possess weapons capable of destroying a planet?"

The American ambassador fell silent. How much of the information about that world that Ria and the others had conveyed had actually been shared with him?

"You say you will accept six hundred million immigrants, but seven billion humans live on this Earth. Do you intend to kill over six billion people?"

Another speaker rose, but Ars's response remained unwavering.

"Correct. And not just humans—Earth's flora and fauna will share the planet's fate."

In a leisurely tone, Ars declared this coldly.

"To borrow the words of monotheism, this would be something like the Last Judgment."

At Ars's words, some made the sign of the cross over their chests. Others murmured "God…"

"Incidentally, in our world, real gods exist. For those who wish to remain devoted to monotheism, I would not recommend immigrating."

In response to the information contained in Ars's words, the ambassadors of various countries moved to contact their home countries. Others began conferring with the countries seated near them.

What a waste of effort, Ars thought, watching them with cold eyes.

"May I ask something?"

"What is it?"

"Is it not possible to maintain this state where our two planets are in contact? Though it's scientifically unbelievable, the fact is that our two planets' atmospheres are touching."

"That is impossible. In addition to the repulsive force between different worlds, we are merely maintaining this state through magical power from our side. In truth, the moment they touched, the gods of our world would have destroyed Earth. The one who stopped that was me."

"Then how much longer can this state be maintained?"

"Forty-five days."

That meant Earth would cease to exist in forty-five days.

The largest commotion yet filled the assembly hall.

Who could have imagined that the end of the world would arrive so suddenly?

"That's absurd! Magic cannot possibly exist!"

Before the representative who was sputtering in protest, Ars teleported in an instant.

"This is magic."

He whispered it, then returned to his seat.

Every human in the assembly hall had witnessed it—the invocation of magic.

"Now then, as you've just seen, our world possesses technology that is partially superior to Earth's. With that in mind, I would like to hear how you intend to respond to us."

"Before that!"

A man drew attention with his booming voice.

"You speak of immigrants, but how will the allocation work!? Surely you don't intend to let only the advanced nations monopolize this!?"

"That will not happen."

Ars denied it immediately.

"Once you immigrate to our world, your level of civilization will drop for a while. It will be a harsh environment for those unable to perform physical labor. In that case, it might be easier to simply die quickly."

"How arrogant…"

The one who murmured that was white, so Ars thought it rather convenient.

"Arrogance? Perhaps you should reflect on your own history before using that word. Do not think I am unaware of what occurred on the North and South American continents and the Australian continent."

From the very premise, Earth was defeated.

Not only in terms of military power, but they were overwhelmingly behind on information as well. Earth, having no reincarnators or transmigrators, knew nothing about that world.

"How do you plan to allocate the immigrants? Will it be decided according to population ratio?"

"It will not. Those who hold ideologies we deem harmful to our world will be excluded on our end."

"Will there be any racial distinctions?"

"As you can see by looking at us, there are differences between races to begin with. Discrimination based on race… doesn't happen that much."

"'That much' implies it does happen sometimes?"

"Those on this Earth who are currently harming people of other races or ethnicities will be screened out by us."

Some turned pale, but they had only themselves to blame.

"Even so… forty-five days is far too short. Unless you can transport tens of millions per day, there's no way to make it in time."

"Hmm."

Ars made a show of placing his hand on his chin in thought. Indeed, even using the Floating Continent's transport capacity, it was nearly impossible. The Divine Dragons probably wouldn't cooperate. So what could be done?

It was simple. Just reduce the number of immigrants. The continents other than the Dragon Bone Continent could be filled with immigrants from the demon territories. If they could free up the food prepared for six hundred million people, that alone would be a help.

"That will depend on your efforts. We have no compelling reason to accept Earth's immigrants."

At that moment, Ria stood up.

"My country can transport tens of thousands of people per day using teleportation magic."

With Ria and Carla's magic power combined with Serge's space-time magic, it was certainly possible. In theory, at least.

"That still won't even scratch six hundred million! This is effectively a declaration of war!"

A shouting voice rang out, and others joined in chorus. Ria was seized by frustration, but Ars remained seated with perfect composure.

Ah, here we go again.

I've been deceived by this man again.

"I never heard anything about forty-five days."

"Because you never asked."

Ria almost reflexively drew Gallach, but stopped herself at the last moment. If she swung that sword, the people in this hall would become casualties—even if the Demon King survived.

"Ria."

Calling her name, Carla placed a hand on Ria's shoulder.

Believing that Ria's anger had subsided, she cast a calming spell on the crowd that had been raising fierce shouts.

Blue light spread forth, and the people in the assembly hall suddenly grew docile and returned to their seats.

Stepping forward, Carla spoke in her bell-like voice.

"Gather on wide, flat ground with only the minimum necessary belongings. Once preparations are complete, we will begin teleporting you."

When Carla turned back, Ria could only nod.

"If you are still dissatisfied, you may resort to force. We do not need you."

Those words wounded Carla herself.

On the battlefield, Carla hesitated even to take the lives of enemies. Yet here she was, forced to say such things before innocent civilians.

"What will you do, Your Majesty Hollyn?"

Ars asked in a casual tone, and Hollyn answered offhandedly while stroking his beard.

"I have no interest in this world to begin with. I will consider lending you mages if you wish, but if there is no harm to Lemdria, I will maintain my neutrality."

Prince Sion nodded behind him as well.

As a ruler, this judgment was correct. A king should prioritize his own nation's interests above all else, and even if one world perished and billions of humans died, his duty was to put his country's benefit first.

Those who could least bear this were Ria and Serge, whose memories of Earth were still fresh. For Ars, his memories of Earth had all but weathered away over a thousand years.

"Let us arrange another discussion at the same time three days from now. Though I doubt much of significance will come of it."

As Ars wrapped things up, Ria found herself unable to oppose him.

This man was not evil. He was not something that could be described with such a simple word.

The nine of them teleported to Manesh's royal court. There, Ria fixed Ars with a terrifying glare.

"You're… not just a Demon King. You're not something so simple…"

Having removed his mask, Ars quickly put distance between himself and Ria.

"I really didn't know about the forty-five days until just before either. I truly had prepared food, clothing, and shelter for six hundred million people, and I had even prepared magic tools for land development."

So was it the Divine Dragons who were at fault?

Only Ohma was present. She sat on the floor in an undignified manner, eating roasted nuts.

"What, I didn't know either. The other Divine Dragons probably knew, but there's nothing to be done, is there? Even Valis probably thinks it's impossible to select six hundred million humans and teleport them all."

At Ohma's words, delivered without a trace of malice, Ria clutched her head.

What should she have done?

Even if they carried out transportation using teleportation and the Floating Continent, they would likely save tens of thousands at best. Seven billion humans… and far more animals and plants besides would all be annihilated.

"Should I have started a human-demon war…?"

In terms of military strength, the demon territories were overwhelming. But if Ria had killed Ars, the demon army would have collapsed, and humans might have been able to put up some kind of fight.

Even if 99% of humans and demi-humans died as a result.

Wouldn't that have been better than sacrificing Earth entirely?

"Well then, King of Lemdria, I shall send you to your castle."

"Very well, I'll leave it to you."

Ars teleported, and the demons also teleported to the demon territories.

Those who remained were the leadership of Ogress and Ria's personal friends.

"What's wrong?"

Irina came to ask. Even she, who was destined to become a Divine Dragon someday, had probably not been told anything.

In near despair, Ria conveyed what Ars had said.
The Beginning of the End
The attack was sudden.

Somewhere out in the Pacific Ocean, a single nuclear missile was launched.

It passed through the atmosphere, aimed at somewhere on the Dragon Bone Continent, but vanished in mid-air before it could even detonate.

Then, a laser-like flame was fired toward the area where the missile had been launched from.

A steam explosion occurred, the sea surface warped, and a massive wave was generated.

The nuclear submarine that had launched the missile was pierced by the flames and sank.

"Well, anyway, something like that happened."

Ohma informed Ria as though bored. The one who had eliminated the missile was Terrew, and the one who counterattacked was Ohma.

"I see."

Both Ria and Guinevere only had that much of a reaction. They were currently rushing to plan out the migration to continents other than the Dragon Bone Continent.

The Demonlands had already been transporting supplies using giant airships, but since Serge had temporarily gathered the humans in Manesh, they still needed to move them.

"Maybe I should have teleported them directly to the other continents from the start."

Serge, who had collapsed onto a cushion from magic exhaustion, had just finished forcibly teleporting tens of thousands of Japanese people without any proper discussion. In other words, a kidnapping.

Since there was an archipelago near the Dragon Fang Continent, they had decided to gather the Japanese people there.

"Even so, there are too many people."

Chrys, who was helping out, was also throwing in the towel. Japan alone had over a hundred million people. Teleporting that many was impossible.

The Floating Continent had already moved to Earth and was taking in people who wished to immigrate inside it.

But even that was a drop in the bucket.

Three days had already passed since then, and Ars had made his second return to Earth. But that didn't mean the situation was progressing.

Led by the United States, all of Earth's military forces were aimed at the Floating Continent. Although they still hadn't resorted to nuclear weapons, attacks capable of leveling cities had been launched.

Even so, blocked by the Floating Continent's magic barrier, not a single bit of damage had been taken.

It was amid all this that Ars had gone to Earth.

The conference ended without producing any results.

It didn't take long for Earth to resort to using nuclear weapons.

These were nuclear warheads tens of times more powerful than those that had once destroyed Hiroshima and Nagasaki.

But even those were blocked by the magic barrier.

Judging that it would create unnecessary delays for the immigration accommodation work, Shifaka attacked the nuclear-armed nations.

It was a magical attack. Three bases in the United States, Russia, and China were vaporized by him alone.

The entire Earth was in utter chaos. Despite that, there were still countries waging ethnic civil wars. Rather, now that the restraining influence of the major powers was gone, those conflicts were intensifying.

Prudent nations broke through the world's barrier with their own aircraft. Terrew had let them pass.

Even if it was only a few hundred people at a time, the number of immigrants gradually increased.

However, some aircraft landed on the Dragon Bone Continent.

And what emerged from them were not immigrants, but soldiers.

Ars had said that immigrants would basically be accepted on continents other than the Dragon Bone Continent. But that foolish nation had schemed to occupy land that already had some degree of development.

It was unfortunate for both sides.

The military attacked a beastkin village.

Beastkin may have high physical abilities, but they were still flesh and blood. There weren't many who could match Earth's modern equipment.

The invaders planted their occupation flag in the center of the village.

"It appears that an army from Earth attacked a beastkin village."

The one who brought this information to Manesh's court was Terrew.

"A beastkin village…?"

Ria's emotions instantly boiled over. She spread a map on the desk and had him show her the location. The map wasn't precise enough to show the fine details, though.

"That's near Maal's village."

She considered her means of transportation. Serge's teleportation was being used for immigrant transport. If she went any other way…

"Ohma, could you teleport me there?"

"Huh? Sure."

Fire Dragon Ohma had been hanging around Manesh's court, pleased by something or another. According to her, it was because her own bed was a bit too hot.

With a casual wave of her hand, Ohma and Ria were instantly teleported to the skies far from the court.

Ria was about to activate her Dragon Eyes, but Ohma was faster, pointing into the distance.

"It's over there."

Without any need to doubt her, Ria flew in that direction. Eventually, a faint trail of smoke that couldn't be mistaken for cooking fire became visible.

There was no room for doubt about that place.

It was Maal's village.

What Ria saw was beastkin lying on the ground and Earthlings casually moving them around.

Aah.

No. I can't bear this.

Ria drew Kotetsu and descended from above at once, cutting down enemies without mercy.

Sensing their presence, she reaped their lives one after another.

Not even the barrage of rifle fire could break Ria's barrier.

After eliminating all enemies, Ria headed to Maal's house.

Her heart was pounding violently. The bad feeling wouldn't go away.

No one was inside the house.

If it was Maal, she could have escaped with her family. That had to be it.

"Someone you knew lived here?"

Ohma called out from the entrance.

"Yeah, but there's no one here. It looks like they managed to escape somehow, but…"

"Four went that way, and one went toward the central square."

Following Ohma's words, Ria first headed toward the outskirts of the village.

The fence surrounding the village had gaps large enough for a cat beastkin to slip through. Ria jumped over the fence and searched through the underbrush while calling Maal's name.

"Ria…-san?"

A cat beastkin emerged from a hole at the base of a large tree.

She could tell by his fur. It was Maal's husband. At his feet were the three small cat beastkin born between them.

"Where's Maal?"

"She said she was going to help everyone and went to the center of the village…"

Hearing just that, Ria ran.

There shouldn't be anyone in the village anymore.

At least not anyone alive.

In the center of the village, there were countless corpses.

Corpses of cat beastkin and corpses of enemies Ria had cut down.

But there were also corpses of enemies she didn't remember killing herself.

Maal could have done it.

Sneaking up from blind spots and finishing off enemies. It would be nothing for Maal.

But there was no one alive.

"Maal, it's me! It's Ria! Where are you!?"

She had to be somewhere.

Where was she?

"This Maal person, what do they look like?"

Ohma, who had walked over nonchalantly, asked.

"A cat beastkin covered in black fur all over."

"And her level is reasonably high? Then…"

Ohma pointed. There was an enemy's corpse there. But something was slightly off.

Ria immediately understood. There was someone underneath it.

"Maal!"

Beneath the enemy's body was a cat beastkin covered entirely in black fur.

Her whole body was soaked in blood, and she had stopped breathing.

"Aah…"

She didn't make it in time.

"She's dead."

Ohma stated the hopeless fact in an emotionless voice.

"Ohma, can you resurrect…"

"Impossible. It's not just the Millennium, but during the Great Collapse, the cycle of souls is too violent. Even Valis couldn't do it."

"Carla…"

"Unlikely. If a Divine Dragon can't, there's no way a human could."

Ohma answered indifferently. Destroying Ria's hope.

"Aah…"

Ria embraced Maal's small body.

A faint warmth still remained. With a peaceful expression, Maal was sleeping.

"Aah… Uuuu… Aah…"

Tears flowed endlessly, washing the blood on Ria's cheeks away from Maal's face.

This was unforgivable.

Even if someone else might forgive it, Ria would not.

And so, Ria howled.

She snapped the foolish nation's flag that had been planted in the center of the village.

Her anger couldn't be controlled. The magic power within her body circulated at high speed and went berserk.

"GAAAAAAAH!"

A cry that didn't belong to a human. Ria's body expanded.

Becoming a black sphere, Ria transformed into a dragon.

Ria flew.

Far into the upper sky, breaking through the boundary with Earth.

Ria flew.

Her body, spanning several kilometers in length, flew through Earth's atmosphere.

And when she arrived at her destination, Ria exhaled her breath with all her might.

A breath of darkness that destroyed everything. All of Ria's power destroyed the land. Destroying the crust and beyond. With all her might. Until nothing remained.

Like a tsunami, the land swallowed its surroundings.

A massive mushroom cloud formed, and shockwaves traveled across the ground.

Hundreds of millions, or perhaps even more. Ria's breath annihilated not just humans but all life.

A phenomenon similar to tectonic shifts occurred, and that too claimed many more lives.

Ria destroyed the land in her rage, and she could not stop herself.

Ria, having lost all her strength and returned to human form, began falling due to gravity. But midway, someone caught her body.

"Really, what a reckless person."

Ars, having removed his golden mask, shouldered Ria.

"With the magic this disrupted, I suppose teleportation is impossible."

Using flight magic to travel to the Dragon Bone Continent, Ars was about to head to Manesh. But he stopped and turned toward the presence that had called out to him.

"Yo."

"Ohma."

Fire Dragon Ohma had brought Maal's remains along with the four remaining cat beastkin.

"What on earth happened?"

"Seems her friend got killed by Earth's soldiers, and she snapped."

Dragons don't grieve death. They view it as merely the turning of the soul's wheel.

But it wasn't as though they didn't understand the feeling of sadness, or the feeling of anger.

"So that's the cause of this."

Ars gazed at Earth's land. His expression clearly showed signs of disturbance.

Let alone that foolish nation, Ria's anger had half-destroyed the surrounding countries as well.

Japan was among them.

"Japan has sunk…"

Ria's attack had probably killed several hundred million people. Even if it wasn't her intention.

Even for Ars, this was an unplanned and unpleasant development. But he immediately began thinking about how to use this.

"Ohma, can I leave her to you?"

"That's fine, but what are you going to do?"

"Something's come up on Earth."

Entrusting the unconscious Ria to Ohma, Ars headed for Earth once more.

His destination was the White House.

Even now, it could still barely be called the center of Earth.
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"Hello, President. How are you feeling?"

Despite it being the middle of the night, the President was in his office. He directed a sharp gaze at the person in the golden mask, though he was visibly exhausted.

"What happened!?"

The aftermath of Ria's attack had rendered most of Earth's communication devices unusable. Even so, what he had managed to confirm was that they had been hit by some incomprehensibly powerful attack.

Ars sat down on the sofa and explained concisely.

"This time, neither I nor the Divine Dragons did anything. It was done by Archduchess Ryuke Riana."

Not a nation, not an organization, but an individual's anger.

That had half-destroyed the massive Eurasian continent.

"A foolish nation attacked and slaughtered the inhabitants of a beastkin village, trying to occupy developed land rather than settling new territory. Normally, she would have stopped at killing just the soldiers who did the occupying."

Ars shrugged. His casual manner seemed like cruel irony to the President.

"Unfortunately, the archduchess's friend lived in that village. Enraged at her friend's death, the archduchess destroyed the nation that had sent those soldiers. Along with the surrounding nations."

"You're saying an individual's anger… destroyed nations…?"

"President, as I said before, you shouldn't oppose us. Instead, you should focus all your efforts on immigration."

Ars continued in a tone that seemed genuinely sympathetic.

"There's no Hollywood-style comeback possible. This is just how things are. It's not your responsibility."

"Oh… God…"

To the President's inadvertent words, Ars replied with sarcasm.

"Considering what Earth's gods have done for humanity, I wouldn't think you'd want to rely on them."

Leaving those words behind, Ars departed from the White House.
To the Final Battle
"Ria-chan."

Maal was dancing.

Moving her arms and legs with nimble grace, she danced joyfully.

This was a scene from long ago.

The cat beastkin surrounded Ria and the others, laughing together.

This was a scene from long ago.

"Ria-chan."

Maal's figure grew distant.

"Please take care of the children."

Wait. It's too soon.

She had always known that someday they would have to part. But that day shouldn't be now.

It's still too soon.

Maal vanished with a smile still on her face, and Ria awoke.

"Ah, you're awake."

Shizuna was there, peering down at her.

"… What's the situation?"

Ria sat up and wiped away her overflowing tears with her sleeve.

"The immigration has resumed. Teleportation magic can be used again too."

"How long was I asleep?"

"Two full days."

Ria stood up from the bed, but she staggered and Shizuna caught her.

"How is everyone?"

"They're all doing their respective jobs. I'm useless, so I stayed here."

That was half a lie. Shizuna had heard what happened from Ohma and had been at Ria's bedside the entire time.

"… And Maal?"

Placed in a coffin, Maal had been cleaned of blood and looked as though she were merely sleeping.

Beside her stood her husband and children. They were lost in the grief of losing a family member.

Irina seemed not to fully understand what had happened. She stared at Maal with a bewildered expression.

"Maal…"

Ria stroked the cold fur and the paw pads.

Sorrow was all that filled Ria's heart.

Anger still remained. But that anger was directed at herself.

She had probably made a mistake somewhere.

She wasn't sure where she had gone wrong. But she should have been able to prevent this.

"Stay at the palace for a while. Once everything is settled, we can think about what comes next."

Looking upward and desperately holding back the tears that threatened to overflow, Ria spoke to the family left behind.

"Humans have it hard. Souls just get reincarnated anyway."

Ohma spoke as if she were genuinely sympathetic. As a Divine Dragon, it was probably something she couldn't understand.

"I'm telling you though, even for lashing out, you went way too far. The immigration got held up for a bit."

Apparently, Ria's attack had caused massive weather disasters across almost all of Earth.

When she asked how many humans had died, the answer ranged broadly from over one billion to under two billion.

How many innocent humans… no, including non-humans, just how many lives had she taken?

This was a mistake. Even if Earth would eventually be destroyed entirely, there was a difference between instant annihilation and dying in agony.

"Well, the result doesn't change much either way. Worrying about it is pointless."

Ohma's way of thinking was something Ria could not accept.

Her traveling companions visited Manesh's palace.

Carlos and Lulu came together.

Burying her face in Carlos's shoulder, Lulu wept quietly.

Gig brought an ill-suited bouquet and placed it beside Maal's body.

Irina remained expressionless, continuing to stroke Maal's forehead.

Serge arrived last, kneeling before the coffin with an exhausted face.

Maal's family, her three children, probably didn't fully grasp what had happened yet.

Looking at their mother in the coffin, they clung to their father.
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After the final farewells were given, Maal was laid to rest.

Along with that, an overwhelming sense of emptiness struck Ria.

She sat in the chair in her office, staring vacantly into space.

"Ria, no matter how sad you are, a ruler must fulfill their duty."

Guinevere said. Not as comfort, but as a matter of practical reality.

"There are things that only you can do, and they're right in front of you."

"Ah… yes, you're right…"

Though awkwardly, Ria resumed her activities. She mechanically worked through the mountain of documents before her. But this wasn't the kind of work she was suited for.

She longed for the days when she could solve problems by swinging her katana.

"Guinevere, where did I go wrong…?"

"… If I had to say, it was in trying to save the people of Earth."

Guinevere wasn't particularly gentle, but unlike Ria, she could view matters with cold clarity.

"If the Divine Dragons had destroyed Earth the moment the worlds made contact, then at least your friend would have…"

She didn't need to finish the sentence for Ria to understand. But Ars had stopped that from happening. In order to allow the migration of Earth's people.

"What a terrible story…"

"Yes, it's a hopeless tale. But Ria, there was nothing you could have done. If there was anything you could have done… it would have been to start a human-demon war and reduce this world's population. And among those who died, even more of your friends might have been lost."

That was an even more hopeless tale.

"Perhaps the only way to protect what's truly precious is to keep it close at hand…"

"What is precious to you?"

"My son, and this country. That's all."

Ria too had precious people. The companions she had traveled with, the people she had met on her journey, her family back home, and this world.

She had seen acquaintances die in war many times before.

There were beastkin who had died due to Cordova's brutality.

Even so, this grief was beyond comparison.

"I'm so weak…"

"Ria…"

Carla tried to embrace Ria but was gently refused.

"Don't comfort me right now."

If she leaned on someone now, she would never be able to stand on her own again.

She would live carrying this sense of loss in her heart. If Valis's words were true, for hundreds of millions of years. Seeing off one person after another, dozens, tens of thousands.

Could she endure that? Ria had no confidence.

Carla took her hand.
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Time passed.

One week remained until the deadline Ars had given.

It was then that Shifaka and Valis came to visit Ria.

"We've accommodated three million people on the Floating Continent. Given the time remaining, this is the limit."

Shifaka said in a weary voice. Once, he had brought ten thousand humans to this world.

Compared to that, this time they had saved three hundred times as many. Whether that seemed like a lot or a little depended on one's perspective.

"Soon, the prayers will be fulfilled."

Valis announced in her usual flat tone.

"Prayers?"

Was something else going to happen? Ria grew wary.

"The gods of Earth will awaken."

This was something she had heard before.

The majority of humans on Earth who hadn't made it to the evacuation were praying to their gods. And using the power of those prayers, the gods would revive.

To prevent them from interfering with Valis, they wanted her to destroy the gods of Earth. That was the Divine Dragons' request.

"The final battle will begin."

Battle.

That was Ria's area of expertise.

Even if her opponents were gods—rather, precisely because they were gods, she could fight and destroy them without any pang of conscience.

Because it wouldn't be a one-sided massacre, but a fight to the death with their lives on the line.

Adult dragons and ancient dragons took flight.

Black dragons, fire dragons, wind dragons, water dragons. Their numbers exceeded ten thousand.

Following the dragons, the Machine Gods descended upon Earth.

And then there were the few who could fight dragons in their bare flesh.

Slipping through the gaps, the migrants from Earth—the refugees—moved to the other world.

In the end, only about five million people had been evacuated from Earth.

A mere five million. Over ninety-nine percent of humanity would share Earth's fate.

Ria forced herself to remain emotionless.

Right beside her was Carla. She didn't speak to Ria, but simply watched her.

From among the Machine Gods that had advanced ahead, one particularly conspicuous black Machine God pulled up alongside Ria.

"Hey, I have something to discuss."

Ars spoke via telepathy, so Ria replied the same way.

"I have nothing to discuss with you."

"Then just listen. If by some chance I die in this battle, I'd like you to take over governance of the Demon Territory."

Ria found herself staring at the Machine God's face.

"The Demon Territory may have been civilized, but it still only holds together because of the absolute power of the Demon King. There are plenty of hot-blooded types there."

Ria couldn't respond. Governing the Demon Territory, far more vast than Ogress, was something she couldn't possibly do.

"You're the only one. Stronger than anyone, knowledgeable about the benefits of civilization, free of racial discrimination, and above all—young."

That was giving her far too much credit, Ria thought.

"I have my hands full just governing Ogress. And now the Demon Territory too? Give me a break."

"Of course you wouldn't have to do it alone. I've built a bureaucratic structure. I've already informed my subordinates."

This man… was he trying to use Ria for his own purposes again?

"… Are you… planning to die?"

"That's precisely what I'm not planning. I want to see the child in Ferna's belly. I'm simply thinking about contingencies. Isn't that a ruler's duty?"

That was certainly true.

Ria too had given Guinevere instructions in case the worst should happen.

"If the Demon Territory falls into chaos, the world will be thrown into chaos as well. But if that's fine with you, I won't force you."

Cutting off the conversation unilaterally, Ars moved forward again.

As Ria pressed a hand to her forehead, Carla drew closer.

"Did something happen?"

"Something troublesome. I'll tell you later."

Saying that, Ria pulled Carla into an embrace.

"Carla… don't die."

"I won't."

With a smile like a goddess, Carla answered as if she hadn't a worry in the world.

Dragons soared through Earth's skies.

In the West, dragons were beings akin to demons. Many people fell to their knees and prayed to their respective gods.

Human prayers took form. As if born from the earth itself, they appeared.

Gods of different lands, different faiths.

Beings that should only exist in myth now took shape.

Though they offered no real hope, people clung to them nonetheless.

In response to the gods' movements, the earth itself rumbled.

Massive earthquakes, tsunamis, storms, lightning—these assaulted not the dragons in the sky but the people on the ground.

What appeared were not only gods.

There were also beings that other religions had branded as demons.

Even these emerged to challenge the dragons in battle.

The final battle had begun.
Twilight of the Gods
"Seiyaah!"

Together with her battle cry, Ria's katana cut an angel in two.

A devil that tried to rake its claws against her defenseless back was sliced apart by Carla's holy sword.

"As expected… there are a lot of them."

"Yes. Our mana recovery is slow as well."

After descending to Earth, the two had been fighting together as a pair against gods, devils, and mysteries.

At first, Ria had been using Gallach, but since the consumption was far too great, she was now using an ordinary katana.

That said, it was not just Kotetsu. She had borrowed some of the finest masterwork swords and the Five Swords Under Heaven from Japan's sword museum amid the chaos.

"As expected, Dojigiri Yasutsuna cuts wonderfully."

Demons, apparitions, angels, devils—she sliced apart all existences born from human imagination.

The one guarding her back was Carla. Once she realized this would be a prolonged battle, she conserved her mana as much as possible.

"Nee-chan, you doing okay?"

And beside the two was a single Machine God.

Originally, it was supposed to be used by Ferna, but it had been readjusted for Serge's use.

Serge, who had thought he would only be a burden with his own strength alone, was now participating on the front lines thanks to this.

That said, all he really did was forcibly send any surviving humans he found to the other world.

"Ria, something that looks like a giant snake is coming from over there."

When she looked toward the direction Carla indicated, there was a snake several kilometers long flying toward them. Its distinctive feature was probably the wings growing from its body.

"Quetzalcoatl…"

"What's that?"

"A god that existed in the Americas before the white settlers arrived. I think it was supposed to be a benevolent god."

"Either way, it's still an enemy."

Switching her weapon back to Gallach, Ria headed toward the Aztec god.

The battle continued for a long time.

Without rest or sleep, Ria kept cutting down enemies.

Since becoming a dragon, Ria's physical abilities had risen explosively. She did not tire even after staying awake for days on end. Even without resting, her stamina recovered on its own.

Even so, mental fatigue could still cause her concentration to waver.

A one-eyed old man hurled a spear at her. Even when Ria dodged, it freely pursued her.

When she tried to intercept it with an ordinary katana, the blade shattered. Ria drew Gallach and destroyed the spear.

Then she pierced that god's heart with Gallach, causing him to disperse into the atmosphere.

"That was Odin, the chief god of Norse mythology. Which means…"

From another direction, a giant god appeared.

It was an enormous wolf that seemed to reach the heavens. A godslayer from Norse mythology.

"Fenrir…"

"I've heard that name somewhere."

Shouldering Gallach, Ria flew toward the giant wolf.

The battle with Fenrir lasted three days and three nights.

Meanwhile, Carla and Serge dealt with the weaker mysteries that attacked.

Ria pierced the heart of the wolf that had finally collapsed from exhaustion, somehow claiming victory.

"That was a tough one…"

Even Ria's recovery could not keep up. It was comparable to an elder dragon—or perhaps even stronger.

"Let's rest for a bit."

Carla said this and sat down. Ria likewise leaned her back against a wall of rubble.

"Good thing the Cthulhu Mythos gods were weak."

"What are those?"

"Gods from a story Lovecraft created in the 20th century. In the setting, they're cosmic-scale beings."

"So… on par with Valis, or even greater?"

"They were actually weak, though. After all, they were born from human imagination. I guess it depends on how much faith they've gathered?"

"Faith, huh…"

In that case, the strongest god was probably that one.

The being called simply God. The merciless one who drove humanity to the brink of extinction in the Old Testament.

"Yahweh…"

Word came in via telepathy from Ars, the Divine Dragons, and the Black Cats members. The dragons had suffered considerable casualties, but they were destroying the gods across various regions as planned.

"India's gods were quite dangerous."

Shifaka said. Indeed, the gods of India with their absurd mythology must have been powerful.

They gathered at the location where China once stood, and the Machine Gods and flesh-and-blood warriors discussed the situation.

Black Cat members were missing. Neither Azel nor Shana were present.

"We lost four of ours. Fortunately, the pilots managed to escape."

Ars made no effort to hide his exhaustion. Perhaps he was thinking about the two who were absent. About those who had once fought alongside him as heroes.

"Have we cleaned up most of the famous ones?"

Thor was using his battered greatsword as a cane. Though it could be called a holy sword, its edge had gradually chipped away from cutting through the bodies of gods.

The dragons continued to dance leisurely through the sky, mopping up the minor gods.

Devouring angels, devouring devils. Like gods of gluttony.

"Where do we go next?"

Ria asked Ars. Within this group, Ars held something of a leader position.

"We've mostly cleaned up, so the biggest one should be appearing soon. Probably at a level that even elder dragons cannot defeat."

Earth's dragons were weak compared to the dragons of their world. Even fighting in the flesh, the warriors present would not be outmatched.

"Let's leave the small fry to the dragons and go after the final boss."

"Final boss?"

In response to Shifaka's question, Ars answered.

"The monotheistic god that the most people on Earth believe in. Probably no one but the Divine Dragons can defeat it."

"The god of Christianity, huh…"

Thor heaved a heavy sigh.

"Were you Christian, by any chance?"

"No, nothing like that… but isn't that also the god of Islam and Judaism?"

Since they shared the same origin texts, of course that was the case.

"With science having advanced, the power of faith has waned. I think we can win with this lineup."

Besides, even considering the power of faith, the war between dragons and gods had already drastically reduced Earth's population. There probably were not even a billion people left.

By "this lineup," Ars meant the three from Ogres—Ria, Carla, and Serge—plus the Black Cats' Shifaka, Thor, and Alvis. And Ars himself.

Ohma and Terrew were maintaining the barrier to prevent Earth's gods from crossing over to their world. Lana was in reserve, and Valis was storing up mana.

"Once we defeat that one, we can leave the rest to Valis. Now then, shall we head to the final battle?"

Speaking lightly, Ars boarded his Machine God. It was a custom-made model just for him.

The Machine God Serge had been piloting was a mass-produced model with almost no mana left in its magic core.

"Unfortunately, I'll have to retire here. Nee-chan, Carla-san, I'll give you this."

Saying this, Serge removed a small magic core from the Machine God. It was a crystal of mana that could be used as a bomb or have its mana extracted for recovery.

In this case, however, a spell had already been prepared for activation.

"Super Acceleration. Use it when you need it most."

And with that, Serge teleported back to Manesh along with the depleted Machine God.

"We're down one person. Think we'll be alright?"

"Who knows? If worst comes to worst, we can ask the Divine Dragons for backup."

Ria's concern was reasonable, but Ars answered lightly.

"The gods we've faced so far were quite strong, but considering the number of believers this one has, there's no comparison."

"Well, we won't know until we fight. Let's keep a strategic retreat as an option if things go south."

With the wounded treated, the group finally set off for their destination.

"By the way… if God appears, where do you think it will be?"

Ria directed the question at Thor. The hero from two thousand years ago.

"Where…? The Vatican, wouldn't it?"

"I don't think so."

It was Ars who answered. Though he had been summoned at age fifteen, his knowledge exceeded Thor's.

"Jerusalem."

Ria agreed. That was the birthplace of the legends of God.

The group took flight using flight magic.

Those in their physical bodies rode on Ars's Machine God to conserve as much mana as possible.

Before long, something came into view on the horizon—a pillar of light piercing the sky.

No, it was not a pillar. It only looked that way, though one could count it as such.

"It's huge…"

Thor said with admiration.

A giant of light that penetrated the clouds. That was the form of the last remaining god.

"I'll strike first!"

Thor charged ahead and raised his holy sword.

His slash could shatter mountains, yet it was absorbed into the light and vanished.

"Seal Release."

Armor fell away from Ars's Machine God, revealing a divine body within.

Ria also gripped Gallach tightly and transformed into a dragon.

The final battle had begun.
The Final Day
As soon as the battle began, Ria and everyone else realized that the god before them was a mass of pure power.

And that power became light, battering Ars's Machine God and dragon-form Ria.

(This is… a war of attrition?)

The body of the Machine God that Ars was operating was about the same size as the god's body. Even wide-area attack magic wouldn't deal much damage against it.

Carla and the three Black Cats focused on clearing the surrounding small fry. The two of them wouldn't take damage from the fodder's attacks, but they still wanted to let them concentrate on the enemy in front of them.

"Ruin."

Ars's magic pierced through the god's existence. But it wasn't a fatal blow.

The light the god released scorched the earth. Not just the demons, but even the angels — its own followers — vanished within that light.

"Apparently, in the beginning, God said 'Let there be light.' Guess that's his method of attack after all."

Though Ars analyzed while fighting, this former god's body boosted by a magic core seemed to be at a disadvantage against the one true God.

Ria's dark breath chipped away at the light.

(There's… a body?)

Beyond the barrier of light, she could definitely feel something solid.

Perhaps even gods needed physical bodies to manifest in this world.

If so, there was a more effective attack than her breath.

"GAAAAAAAH!"

With a roar, Ria bit into the god's body.

The armor of light burned Ria's scales. But her fangs had definitely reached the god's flesh.

"I see, so darkness against light. Or maybe…"

An enormous surge of mana emanated from the Machine God. Ria tore off a chunk of the god's body and quickly pulled away.

" — Genesis — "

In his right hand, sparkles like a galaxy were born.

" — Void — "

In his left hand, a darkness that swallowed everything was born.

"Run!"

Whether or not Shifaka's cry reached them, the magic was completed at that very moment.

"Collapse."

From between his joined hands, something that destroyed all of creation was born.

It swallowed not just the god, but the Machine God as well.

This was Ars's last resort.

Creating genesis magic and void magic, then combining them.

The final trump card that had swallowed even the strongest golden dragon, Clarice.

Whether Machine God, god, or Dragon God, none could resist this — the ultimate destruction magic.

Taken to its extreme, this was magic that reached the heights of cosmic creation, annihilating everything.

Yet even so, the god remained.

Even pouring all of the mana from both Ars and the Machine God into it, it wasn't enough to completely annihilate the god.

But it had certainly dealt massive damage. If they could land one more blow here…

Ria released her transformation and poured the maximum amount of mana into Gallach.

She gazed at the remaining portion of the god's body with her Dragon Eyes.

She could see it.

A bundle of light within the half-destroyed body.

Ria charged toward it.

"With me!"

Carla, Shifaka, Alvis, Thor. Everyone remaining sent their mana to Ria.

Gallach bit into the bundle of light. But it hadn't been severed completely.

"Super Acceleration."

With the power of the magic core she'd received from Serge, Ria broke through her limits and reached even further beyond.

Having come this far… at the very end, she felt the pieces of the puzzle click into place.

"HYAAAAAAAAAAAAAH!"

That single strike split the heavens, split the earth, and shattered the god's heart that lay between them.

The light of creation was born and swallowed Ria and Ars. No — tried to swallow them.

Ars's half-destroyed Machine God shielded Ria.

"What are you—"

"I leave the rest to you."

Ars's will reached her. It was terribly weak.

He would die here?

Had he fought in order to die?

Were the words he'd said to Ria truly the truth?

"Well, I can't exactly let that happen."

The one who appeared before Ria was the Dragon God Ohma.

Dragging Ars out of the Machine God's core, she retreated through the light alongside Terrew, who had appeared next to Ria at some point.

Along the way, they grabbed Carla and the Black Cat members, escaping from Earth's atmosphere.

Lanna and Valis were waiting at the boundary between worlds.

"Dying satisfied on your own is pretty irresponsible, you know."

Taking Ria from Terrew, Valis turned her gaze toward Earth.

When Ria looked back, she saw the land rising up, the seas evaporating, the entire planet turning red.

"Riana, let's go."

Led by Valis's hand, Ria invaded Earth's domain once more.

"What are you—"

"I'm passing it on to you."

Valis took her true form. A dark dragon larger than a mountain range.

Erecting a barrier around them, Valis reached Earth's core.

It was a bright, hot place, and Ria naturally took on her dragon form.

Valis's figure, her mana, became spherical.

And it began to swallow everything around them. From Earth's core to its crust, it swallowed everything.

Darkness filled Ria's surroundings.

"Behold, Riana."

With Valis's voice, something like a… tree appeared before Ria.

Looking closely, it was a collection of green particles of light. Those particles of light were… stars? No, something even larger…

"This is the universe as I see it."

"This is…?"

"Our world is right there."

The planet with the Dragon Bone Continent was magnified within Ria's mind.

"And the existence you all called Earth — there are countless versions of it."

Here and there throughout the magnified cosmic tree, appearances identical to Earth existed.

There, people were born, died, and went extinct.

"So this is the universe…"

Information that humans could never process flowed into Ria's mind. Yet her dragon brain, her body, absorbed it all.

Eventually, sleep arrived.

An essential sleep to organize that vast amount of information.

After returning Ria to where she belonged, Valis corrected everything.

She adjusted the position of the planet that had newly become the third planet of the solar system, making it move in regular orbits.

"So this is the end…"

Dragons do not mourn death. Whether it belongs to a comrade or to themselves.

Therefore, all that existed in Valis's heart now was the sense of accomplishment for having done what needed to be done.

Even this was probably something that wouldn't normally occur in a dragon. But Valis had been far too involved with humans.

"Are you satisfied?"

She smiled sarcastically at the question directed at herself.

And so the dark dragon's soul was worn away, disappearing beyond the horizon of space and time.

"Ria."

Called gently, Ria opened her eyes.

"Carla…?"

"Yes."

The wind whipped Carla's hair sideways. The two of them were still high in the thin air.

And then Ria realized. Right now, she was being held by Carla like a princess.

She tried to protest, but somehow felt it was fine as it was.

"It's over…"

"Yes…"

There was far more that would begin from here. But Ria understood that, for now, this was the end.

"That Ars, getting saved in such an uncool way at the end."

"Indeed."

"Serves him right."

Ria couldn't judge whether this was truly for the best. But the person she could push difficult matters onto had survived.

This was Ria's victory. Even if the Dragon Gods had actually saved them.

"I've inherited something troublesome."

"?"

"I'll tell you later. For now, I just want to go home and take a bath."

She looked at the sky. The ground that had covered it moments ago no longer existed.

Earth had vanished. But Earths slightly different from it existed. Countless numbers of them.

Likely, worlds slightly different from this one also existed in countless numbers.

"Things don't really go according to plan, do they?"

"You think everything goes the way you want?"

Ars, who had also been flying through the air, spoke to her.

"Well, guess I'll try my best for about another thousand years. I was told not to be irresponsible, after all."

Saying only that, Ars returned to where he belonged.

This would be the last time Ria and Ars parted ways, but neither of them knew it.

"Shall we head back? To Manesh."

"Yes."

"By the way, Carla, how long must I be held like this?"

"Isn't it nice once in a while?"

Ria firmly protested that.

 

*


 
Dragon's Bloodline — End of Part One
There Wasn't Even an Unfamiliar Ceiling
"An unfamiliar ceiling… wait, no!"

There wasn't even a ceiling to begin with.

The infinite expanse of the universe stretched out endlessly. Two tatami mats floated within it. He was lying on one of them, while on the other, an old man who looked like Kame-sen'nin without his sunglasses was typing away at a laptop.

"Um…"

"Hmm, you've awoken. Do you understand what happened to you?"

"Huh…?"

He traced back his memories. He'd been on his way home from school, heading to the kendo dojo, when a little girl chasing after a ball was about to be hit by a truck…

"I-Is that girl okay!?"

"Hmm, she's safe thanks to you. She just scraped her knee a little, though."

"Thank goodness… What was that truck driver even thinking…"

"The driver died of a heart attack. He can hardly be held responsible."

"I see… I suppose that can't be helped then. Um, so does that mean I'm dead?"

A two-tatami room floating in outer space. The old man in front of him, wearing an aloha shirt, somehow gave off the impression of being a god.

"Well, before that, let me hear your name."

At those words, the boy realized he hadn't introduced himself yet.

He sat up in seiza on the tatami and gave a proper greeting.

"I'm Sei Kojima. It's written as 'hijiri' but read as 'Sei.'"

"Hmm, very good. As you may have noticed, I am a god."

Just as he'd expected.

"So, about what happened earlier. Am I dead?"

"No, you're not dead. But you're not alive either. You exist in the space between."

According to the god, Sei's soul was in a state exactly halfway between life and death.

If left alone, it would eventually tip one way or the other, but even if he managed to survive, there would be problems.

"You would likely spend the rest of your life with severe disabilities."

Either paralyzed from the waist down or essentially in a vegetative state, somewhere around there.

"That's…"

How much trouble would that cause his parents and sister? In that case, wouldn't it be better to just die?

Yes, that's what he should do. They might be sad for a while, but that would be better than burdening them for the rest of his life.

"Then please just kill me. I know it's unfilial, but… it was an accident. There's nothing to be done about it."

"Now hold on. You have family who would grieve if you died, but that's not the only consideration."

The god poured some tea into a cup and offered it to him.

"Ah, thank you."

"If you die, you'll place a burden on the child you saved and her parents that will weigh on them for the rest of their lives. Don't you think?"

As expected of a god. He understood people well.

But wouldn't the same be true if he survived with major disabilities?

"I have a proposal for you. Well, it's more of a request than a proposal."

Even gods had things to ask of humans?

"There exists a world different from Earth. In that world, evil gods, demon gods, malevolent gods, calamity gods, and various other wicked deities have been resurrected."

"Huh? You don't mean you want me to defeat them, do you?"

He was confident in a fight, but there was no way he could battle against gods.

"No, I wouldn't ask something that unreasonable. In order to oppose those various gods, a hero summoning ritual was performed in that world."

"You want me to fight alongside the heroes against the gods?"

That seemed impossible too.

Sei Kojima. Specialty: kendo. Hobby: shogi.

"No, no, that's not it either."

The god shook his head. But given the flow of this conversation, what could he possibly be asking?

"I want you to go to that world and…"

Uh-huh.

"… kill the heroes."

…

"… Whaaaat!?"

According to the god, when something from another world was summoned, especially something with a soul like a human, a connection formed between the two worlds.

That connection started out thin, but over time it would grow stronger, eventually causing the two worlds to collide.

"The worlds colliding… does that mean both planets would be destroyed or something like that?"

"No, you see, the goddess on the other side is more powerful than the gods here, so the destruction would be one-sided."

The god revealed this with a somewhat pathetic expression.

"That's terrible!"

"Indeed, that's why I need you to either return the heroes to this world or kill them. Once they become souls, the connection will disappear."

"Wait, you want me to kill the heroes?"

"Indeed. Alternatively, you could beat them half to death and strip them of their ability to resist before bringing them back, or convince them to return willingly. There are three methods."

In the midst of this conversation, Sei brought up something that had been bothering him.

"You said 'heroes,' right? Plural?"

"Indeed, one class of heroes. Thirty-six of them."

Sei was rendered speechless by that number.

Well, with that many people, there might be some heroes willing to return through negotiation.

"The time limit is ten years. For each hero you kill or return, I'll add one year. Now, as for your reward: first, I'll minimize the injuries from this accident. Also, I'll grant you my divine protection for as long as you live on Earth. How does that sound?"

That was an attractive reward. Not only would he have no lasting aftereffects, but a god would watch over him for the rest of his life. That was quite generous.

"During those ten years, what happens to me here?"

"I'll adjust the flow of time so that not even a second passes here."

Adjusting time… he really was a god.

"One more thing I'm curious about. What happens if I die in that other world?"

"You'll die in this world as well. Just as you originally wished."

In that case, couldn't he just think of it as dying anyway? Convincing thirty-six people might be difficult, but even if they were summoned to fight gods, they were probably just ordinary humans. There might be some suffering from chuunibyou, but…

"Wait, could it be that the heroes are stronger in that world than they were here?"

"Indeed, they're probably around level 30 to 40."

"There are levels!? What's my level right now, by the way?"

"Five."

"This is an impossible game!"

At Sei's outburst, even the god recoiled.

"With all due respect, perhaps you should ask someone else…"

After all, this was a crisis that could destroy the Earth. It wasn't something Sei could shoulder.

"You say that, but truthfully, there's no one more suitable than you."

The god spoke with a troubled expression.

"Are there certain conditions or something?"

"First, you must be Japanese. This isn't about race or anything like that. The language you use is extremely compatible with the magic in that world."

Oh, it might be obvious, but magic does exist there.

"And you know, you threw away your life to save someone. I need someone like that to go… it would be problematic if they did something reckless over there."

My body just moved on its own. If you told me to do it again, I probably couldn't.

"Furthermore, there's what you might call soul strength. The mental fortitude to overcome hardship. Yours is exceptionally strong."

Being praised that much didn't feel bad, but there was still the fundamental question of whether this was even possible.

"But there's a huge gap between level 30 and level 5. If the heroes refuse to return to Earth, there's nothing I can do."

"That's where my present comes in. I shall grant you a Gift."

"A Gift?"

"A Gift. It's a mysterious power that ordinary humans don't possess."

"Like something out of a light novel? Magic or something?"

"Depending on how it's used, it can be more powerful than magic… but I cannot give you anything that directly enhances combat ability. If I send you over with too much power, the connection between worlds will grow stronger."

"So let me get this straight. I receive a mysterious power that doesn't directly boost combat ability, go to another world, and then convince, beat half to death, or completely kill the heroes. That's impossible."

"No, when you cross over to that world, you'll also receive a Gift from the goddess there. It shouldn't be impossible. The goddess doesn't want to destroy another world either if she can help it, so she should grant you as much Gift as she can."

Hmm, that did give him several advantages.

"Also, you don't need to make contact with the heroes immediately after arriving. The ten-year period is meant for that."

Meaning he should become stronger than the heroes during that time.

… Wasn't that impossible though?

But he felt like he had no other options. If he refused the god's request here, he would either die or be paralyzed.

On top of that, there was the crisis of world destruction.

And apparently there was no human more suitable for this than him.

"Understood."

Sei made his decision.

Protect the Earth. The scale of this felt too large to fully grasp, but that was fine now.

"I'll go to that world."

"Oh! You'll accept my request!"

The god took Sei's hand, his face beaming with joy.

"Then let's begin selecting your gift right away."

And so began a long exchange with the god.
Fierce Negotiations With a God
A faint, translucent panel appeared between the god and Sei.

Displayed on it were various Gifts—Gifts—though many of them were grayed out.

"This is a list of Gifts available based on your soul's strength, but as I mentioned before, there's nothing that directly enhances combat ability. Go on, choose."

Even if told to choose, there were too many to make sense of.

Still, Sei was a boy living in modern Japan. He knew what kind of Gifts were useful from games and light novels.

"Is there something that lets me know an opponent's strength?"

"Identification types, you mean. There are several."

The display changed, and several Gifts lined up.

Identify. Ability Identify. Item Identify. Monster Identify. Skill Identify. Omni-Identify. Discernment. And so on.

"What's the difference between these?"

"Hmm, Ability Identify appraises the abilities of living creatures, while Item Identify appraises the properties of objects. Identify combines both. However, Identify can be fooled by disguises and concealment. Discernment or Omni-Identify don't have that problem. With Omni-Identify, you can reveal the abilities of anything except gods."

"Then I'll take this one first."

When he selected Omni-Identify, the Gifts that had been lit up turned gray. There must be a limit to what he could select.

"Next, is there an Item Box?"

"A treasury, is it? There are various grades of performance for those."

Treasury. Infinite Storage. Spacetime Storage.

"Um, is there an Item Box that works like folders on a computer?"

"Hmm, then I'll set up Infinite Storage to work like folders. By the way, time inside is nearly stopped, so living things can't really survive in there."

"Nearly?"

"Even in a corpse, there are living cells, right? Things at that level can be stored."

Now many more Gifts had grayed out. Even so, there were still countless options remaining.

"Is there something like Plunder? Where you steal an opponent's skills and make them your own—it's a classic in stories."

"There is not. Skills are fundamentally the result of training or meeting certain conditions; they don't exist simply to be used. Besides, I told you that anything directly related to combat ability is off-limits."

Apparently there was something called Seal that could temporarily prevent an opponent from using their skills, but the conditions for using it were strict.

And in the first place, that too would be advantageous in battle.

"Then what about teleportation?"

"Not possible. You don't have enough points. You could acquire short-range teleportation, but that's directly tied to combat ability."

So sneaking behind someone to assassinate them with teleportation—that kind of trick wasn't allowed.

From there, the discussion continued back and forth with "what about this" and "how about that."

Sei was staking his life on this, and the god was taking it seriously. They spent several hours selecting Gifts.

There were unassuming Gifts like Stealthy Steps, but they didn't appeal to Sei. What really hurt was not being able to obtain any Gifts directly tied to combat ability.

"Umm… then what about a Map?"

"A map? Well, you do have enough points for that, but…"

"I'd like you to add a small function to this map."

The god made a reluctant face at Sei's proposal, but it wasn't impossible.

"However… the points…"

"Please make it work with your divine power."

When Sei prostrated himself in worship, his faith flowed into the god.

"Hmm, with this, I might be able to manage somehow…"

The god separated a tiny portion of divine power and added it to Sei's soul.

Indeed, it worked well.

What Sei had requested was an improvement to the Map and a connection to Omni-Identify.

In other words, the ability to identify people and objects detected by the map.

This was actually something that could be replicated with extremely high-level magic, but neither Sei nor even the god knew that.

After all, no such magic existed on Earth.

"Now then, there are no points left for Gifts, but what to do with these remaining fractions?"

These leftover points could be used to boost physical or mental abilities, but any enhancement would be directly tied to combat power.

"Oh, come to think of it."

Something suddenly occurred to Sei. In light novels, this was usually handled from the start, but it was also the most important thing.

"Will I be able to understand the language of that world?"

At that question, the god froze.

"I forgot…"

According to the god, the official languages over there were the Continental Common Language, English, and Japanese.

The reason English and Japanese existed was apparently because another Earth had made contact in the past.

The translation function for the Continental Common Language didn't require many points, so he was able to acquire it with the remaining points.

"The Continental Common Language should work in most places, but it might not be understood in demi-human settlements like those of dwarves and elves, or in demon territories, so be careful."

"Yes, I understand."

Then the god handed him a plain-looking white stone.

"This is a Return Stone. By pressing it to your forehead and wishing to return, you can come back to Earth."

In the end, if Sei pressed it to his own forehead and thought about returning, he could come back too.

"Well then, shall I send you off?"

"I'm counting on you," the god said as he spread his arms, and the starry sky began to change.

There was a planet beneath his feet. A blue world similar to Earth.

Five goddesses surrounded Sei, who found himself sitting there despite himself.

… No, were they really goddesses?

A silver-haired goddess and an aqua-haired goddess draped in white cloth, each holding a staff. Their beauty and the dignity they exuded without doing anything made it clear these two were divine.

Standing directly behind him was a golden-haired girl. With golden armor and a golden greatsword on her back, she could easily be taken for a war goddess.

But the red-haired goddess…

A girl in short clothing, her face grimy, her legs and shoulders exposed. On Earth, she'd look like a street urchin from the slums.

And the most extreme of all—the last one. No, the last pillar.

She was wearing coveralls.

The sleeves were tied at the waist, and her exposed upper body showed a tank top with the sleeves pulled down. She held a hammer in her hand.

What on earth was this?

"Um…"

As Sei tried to ask a question, he received a goddess's sigh.

"This one is weak."

The silver-haired goddess's words were somewhat of a shock.

"It can't be helped. If we give him the same power as the heroes, it would defeat the entire purpose."

After the aqua-haired goddess spoke, the silver-haired goddess sighed once more.

"Well, if we lend him our power, he should manage somehow."

When the red-haired girl said this, the golden-haired girl nodded.

"He lacks talent, but he has potential."

The black-haired goddess spoke, and the goddesses' course of action seemed to be decided.

"We'll need to grant him considerable power."

The aqua-haired goddess said this and fell into thought.

"No, first we must prioritize keeping him alive. If we forcibly send back thirty-six people, our power will be considerably depleted. We need him to work as hard as possible, saving as many as he can."

The silver-haired goddess spoke, and the other goddesses nodded.

"Even so… even if Gifts directly tied to combat ability are forbidden…"

The silver-haired goddess still seemed unsatisfied.

"Omni-Identify… isn't this just an inferior version of Divine Eye or Dragon Eye? What is he supposed to do with this? The Divine Illumination Discernment spell can completely substitute for it."

"No, that view is mistaken."

The black-haired goddess defended him.

"Normal humans don't have Divine Eyes or Dragon Eyes. Even if one tried to obtain them through principle magic, who knows how many decades it would take. Comparing him to gods or dragons is absurd. Besides, Divine Illumination Discernment is magic, so it requires magic power and has a time lag."

It seemed the black-haired goddess, despite having the most plain appearance, was the most sensible among them.

"Infinite Storage can also be acquired if one learns spacetime magic, though."

The aqua-haired goddess seemed to have complaints about that too.

"That's why I keep saying don't compare him to us. How many years do you think it would take a human without Gifts to master spacetime magic and reach the level of spacetime storage? Besides, this is Infinite Storage. With no upper limit affected by magic power, it's more useful than spacetime storage."

The aqua-haired goddess nodded in understanding.

"And the Map. A map, huh? What's the deal with that?"

When the red-haired girl spoke, even the black-haired goddess fell silent.

The goddesses tilted their heads. This reaction hadn't occurred with the first two Gifts.

"By itself it's just a map, but when combined with magic or Omni-Identify, it becomes useful in combat… or rather, it enables surprise attacks."

When the black-haired goddess spoke, the other goddesses showed interest.

"By identifying people on the map, you can know their abilities beforehand, and you won't be suddenly ambushed by monsters. Plus, if combined with magic like homing arrows, you can attack from outside the enemy's line of sight."

The Gift Sei had squeezed out at the very end after much deliberation turned out to be the most highly evaluated by the goddesses.

"I see. Looking at it comprehensively, these are rather good choices. Clever."

The black-haired goddess rubbed Sei's head with somewhat rough hands.

"If Reiana says so, then it must be true. We have almost no experience fighting humans."

From the aqua-haired goddess's words, Sei became certain that this black-haired goddess was the closest to humanity among them.

"Even so, his combat power is far too low to fight the heroes. On top of that, the evil gods have also resurrected."

The silver-haired goddess sighed. This goddess sure sighed a lot.

"It can't be helped. We'll just have to grant him our divine protection."

Sei gazed at the dependable black-haired goddess with eyes that were practically worshipful.

"Then, shall we bestow our Gifts upon him?"

The aqua-haired goddess declared, and the goddesses nodded.
The Goddess's Excessive Blessings
"First, let me grant you resistance for your body."

The aqua-haired goddess spoke, and light was absorbed into Sei's body.

He felt like his body's durability had increased. It was just a feeling though—he might have been imagining it.

"With this, you now have resistance to pain, poison, paralysis, disease, silence, darkness, weakness, hunger, bleeding, and more. However, your physical abilities themselves haven't increased, so please be careful."

Wasn't this a cheat?

Above all, poison and disease. These were what Sei feared most. Since this was another world, there would surely be unknown poisons. There must be all sorts of diseases too. Having resistance to those was truly a Gift.

"Then mental resistance is also necessary."

Light from the silver-haired goddess was absorbed into Sei. And somehow, his confused head felt clearer.

"Fear, confusion, charm, hallucination, intimidation… well, you'll be able to reduce attacks that affect the mind. It's only reduction though. For example, if you were hit by a god's divine majesty, your movements would definitely become sluggish."

This too was something to be grateful for. Not becoming confused was important in combat, and if you got charmed, having physical resistance would be meaningless.

"Then I'll grant resistance to magic, I guess."

The red-haired girl said.

"Don't grant resistance to healing magic too, okay?"

When the black-haired goddess said that, the girl seemed momentarily flustered.

Still, the red-haired girl granted the resistance. This would considerably reduce the effects of any magic he was hit by.

If he ever had to fight a mage, this alone would give him quite an advantage.

"Umm, you know, since it'd be a problem if you died, I was thinking of making you immortal."

The blonde girl said something outrageous.

Immortal. Not the light novel label.

The other goddesses nodded lightly at such an absurd Gift.

"Indeed, that's important. Besides the hero, there will probably be opportunities to fight the evil gods' followers, and at Level 5, he'd likely die even against lesser demons."

The black-haired goddess said it like it was obvious, but wasn't immortality a complete cheat?

He wouldn't be told "How pathetic to have died" before a king and sent back to a save point. Was such a thing really possible?

"Let me be clear though—don't let your guard down just because you're immortal. If you're annihilated down to the last cell, you'll still die. For example, if you take a dragon's breath or a death god's soul-killing attack, that's the end."

The black-haired goddess accurately answered Sei's doubts.

"There's also a Gift called 'indestructible,' but that's for gods. And even being indestructible, there are ways to destroy it."

Sei was gradually becoming more anxious. What kind of world was this where you couldn't let your guard down even with immortality?

"If you're dismembered and sealed away, that's the end. By the way, there are gods who were sealed that way."

There are?

"Now then, we've granted quite a few Gifts so far, but…"

The black-haired goddess looked at the other four goddesses.

"This alone won't be enough, will it?"

Sei's level was still 5. His strength and agility hadn't increased, and he couldn't use magic.

A person with a little confidence in fighting would have to battle properly armed soldiers and monsters roaming through nature.

Yeah, impossible.

"Um, could I use a gun? Then I could attack one-sidedly from a distance."

"A gun, huh? It might be a good option, but it lacks firepower against somewhat strong monsters."

So guns existed in this world.

"Any high-ranking mage can block bullets with a magic barrier, and warriors can either block or dodge them with body reinforcement. Either way, they're not that effective."

"What about an anti-materiel rifle? I could store it in a folder and pull it out whenever."

"Not bad, but for ranged combat, magic is more versatile, and if it comes to close combat, you're done for."

It seemed dominating a fantasy world with science was impossible.

"Well, you just need to become able to use everything."

The black-haired goddess-sama said such a thing.

"Can you use any weapons? Martial arts are fine too."

"I have a first-dan in kendo. Kendo uses a weapon called a shinai made of bamboo—"

"Ah, I know. I myself mastered kendo up to fourth-dan."

This world had kendo too?

"You see, though I'm doing this goddess thing now, I was originally from Earth."

The goddess answered Sei's question. She said it casually, but wasn't that quite important information?

"Right then, I'll teach you basic weapon combat. For magic, Carla would be better as a teacher. You can set out on your journey after you've been strengthened to some degree."

"Hey hey, how many years are you planning to have him train? We don't have that much time, you know?"

To the red-haired girl, the black-haired goddess replied while puffing out her chest. She had huge breasts.

"Since there are many who often come seeking training, I made something called the Sacred Chamber of Time."

Not the Hyperbolic Time Chamber. Don't confuse them.

While one day passes in the outside world, one year of training can be done in that room.

"If we combine training in and outside that room, we can strengthen him considerably in about a month."

If one day equals one year, then 30 days means 30 years.

That was certainly true—if he trained that much, he might become ridiculously strong.

"That's a bit much…"

"Don't worry. You won't be living cooped up in there the whole time. There are things that can only be learned outside."

The black-haired goddess spoke as if seeing through Sei's thoughts.

"Allow me to introduce myself again. I am Dark Dragon Reiana. Those close to me call me Ria."

"I'm Kojima Sei. Written with the character for 'holy' but read as 'Sei.'"

The aqua-haired goddess spoke.

"I am Water Dragon Rana. I may occasionally deliver oracles to you from within water."

The silver-haired goddess spoke.

"I am Wind Dragon Teru. If you reach an impasse, call my name upon the air. If I'm free, I might lend you my power."

Sei thought she was the type to be absorbed in games and say "I'm busy right now."

"I'm Fire Dragon Ouma. I'm basically free, so you can invite me on your journey, you know?"

The girl who smiled brightly seemed to genuinely mean it.

"I am Golden Dragon Irina. I just made a labyrinth, so I'd be happy if you came to visit."

The blonde girl said that, but would he have time for that?

"Together with two more young divine dragons, we make up the Seven Great Divine Dragons who protect the world."

Ria said that, but why weren't those two here?

"The remaining two are still young. It's their sleepy time."

Gods having sleepy time?

"Well then, shall we go?"

Ria said that, and Rana nodded.

"I'm counting on you, Reiana."

"Um, thank you all very much."

Sei bowed his head to each of them. The goddesses smiled at his manner.

Some were inwardly cheering that this "Hero Slayer" wasn't a miss.

They were divine dragons.

Beings who should protect the world. Existences who would consider humanity's destruction acceptable if it meant protecting the world.

Though Ria and Irina alone were a bit different.

"We're counting on you, child of man."

Rana's words lingered in his ears, and then Ria and Sei had teleported.

"Huh?"

The destination of their teleport was a Japanese-style seven-tatami room.

There was indeed tatami laid out, a Japanese chest of drawers, and a round fluorescent light.

Above all, there was a chabudai low table placed in the center of the room.

"Um, Reiana-sama?"

"Call me Master. Now, what is it?"

"Master, is this Japan?"

"No, this is Nears. It's just built to look like a Japanese house."

At that moment, footsteps came tapping up from downstairs, and someone was coming up.

"Ria, welcome home."

Silver hair, blue eyes. A beautiful woman in an apron with a benevolent smile.

She was a woman so beautiful you'd want to bow in worship. And Ria walked up to her and naturally pressed their lips together.

"I'm home, Carla. This is Sei who'll be staying with us for a while."

"I see. Sei, nice to meet you."

Sei wasn't really listening to those words. The scene he had just witnessed was burned into his mind.

A kiss between beautiful women. The blazing flames of his moe soul.

Yes, Sei possessed an all-too-fated fetish.

He was a yuri otaku.

"Real yuri is hereeeee!"

Who could blame the boy for screaming?

Carla's eyes went wide at this reaction, but Ria firmly grabbed Sei's head.

Ow, ow ow ow.

"Who's yuri? We're a proper married couple."

"Married?"

"I'm the husband and Carla is the wife."

"Oh, surely you jest."

Sei smiled like a cat, but Ria's eyes were serious.

"Alright Sei, let me teach you one of the common facts of this world."

Ria sat down heavily, and Sei sat in seiza before her.

"In this world, the strongest beings are not gods but dragons—especially the divine dragons."

She had mentioned the Seven Great Divine Dragons, so that must be what she meant. Sei understood.

"And all dragons are, without exception, female."

O-oh.

"Th-then how do you reproduce? By pairing with humans or something?"

"No, depending on the situation, one temporarily gains male functions. In fact, Carla and I have had three daughters between us, and Carla is currently pregnant."

A pregnant married woman. And yuri.

Sei had deep karma, but even he was surprised by this. As expected of another world. Wonderful.

"There are dragons who have had humans bear their children though… like my ancestors. But dragons taking humans as husbands… I haven't really heard of that."

It was only the first day after being transported, but Sei was already amazed—though this was fine in its own way.

"By the way, I'll teach you martial arts, and Carla will teach you the theoretical aspects of magic, so keep that in mind."

"U-understood. Please take care of me, Carla-san."

"Since I'm your master, call Carla 'sensei.'"

"… Yes, please take care of me, Carla-sensei."

"Now then, we'll start training tomorrow, so let's have dinner soon."

"Understood. Sei, will you help me?"

"Yes, what should I do?"

Sei stood up and headed toward the kitchen adjacent to the living room, but on the way, he idly gazed out the glass window.

He thought that if they used glass, the civilization level must be fairly high, but what he saw through the window was stone buildings standing in the darkness, light spilling from their windows just the same.

"… Master, by the way, where exactly is this?"

"Ah, the dwarven village."

"Dwarven?"

Huh? This person… she's a dragon and a goddess, right?

Why is she living in a dwarven village?

While holding such questions, Sei carried the meal Carla had prepared and filled his not-very-empty stomach.

"Would you like seconds?"

"Ah, yes please. By the way, why are you living in a dwarven village?"

"Because my main job is blacksmithing. Being a goddess is just my side gig."

So she was a goddess with a side hustle.
The Dwarf Village
"An unfamiliar ceiling…"

This time, Sei actually said it as he sat up.

He'd always been a morning person. Besides, he went to bed early last night. Looking at the clock, it was 6 AM. The sun hadn't risen yet given the season.

He sluggishly changed clothes. These were the ones Carla had prepared for him yesterday. She'd also given him a bit of money since there would be things like underwear that might be awkward to ask for.

Leaving the small four-tatami room that held no belongings, he stepped into the hallway and entered the living room. Ria and Carla were already waiting there.

"You should wake up a bit earlier. Well, since it's your first day, I'll let it slide. Let's begin training right away."

Ria handed the kitchen knife she'd been sharpening to Carla, who then began preparing breakfast.

Master and disciple then opened the sliding door to a room Sei hadn't known about. What lay beyond was a full-length mirror.

"Follow me."

Ria stepped into the mirror. Marveling at the fantastical sight, Sei followed after her.

It was a pure white space.

The sky was white, the ground was white, and the horizon stretched endlessly white. There was nothing but the mirror.

And for some reason, his body felt heavy. It wasn't his imagination. Walking around was fine, but even a light jog would leave him winded.

"Currently, this space has gravity increased by ten percent and atmospheric density reduced by one percent. You understand why we're training here, right?"

"To put strain on the body and improve muscle strength and cardiopulmonary function."

"Correct. For now, let's do some warm-up exercises, then try a light run."

When they did stretching exercises, Ria let out a pleased sound at Sei's flexibility.

"Good, you really do have quite the aptitude."

Those words made Sei remember something.

"Um, you said I have no talent but I do have aptitude. What did you mean by that?"

He remembered it clearly. It was this black-haired goddess who had said that.

"Talent means hearing one thing and understanding ten. That's what talent is. Aptitude, on the other hand, means if you're taught one thing you learn one thing, if you study ten things you steadily learn ten things."

"Can aptitude beat talent?"

"Talent has a flaw. Because they're talented, they can become complacent or skip necessary steps to reach great heights. With aptitude, depending on your effort, you can beat talent."

At that, Ria grinned broadly.

"Fortunately, you have the aptitude to not break no matter how harsh the training."

Sweat ran down Sei's spine. He had a really bad feeling about this.

Sei started running, but his breath quickly grew ragged. His legs felt heavy. Not from muscle fatigue, but actually heavy.

Though his chin was rising with exhaustion, he must have run several kilometers. Before he knew it, he was back at the starting point.

"Alright, shall we try an actual sparring match? A katana is fine, right?"

What the beaming Ria handed him was an actual sword with a real blade.

Ria herself held a wooden sword.

"Uh, is this really okay?"

There's a saying that wooden swords and real swords have similar lethality, but this was his first time holding an actual bladed weapon.

"It's fine. I'll go easy on you at first. Come at me with everything you've got."

That wasn't really the issue, but despite his hesitation, Sei raised the katana toward Ria.

The katana he swung down struck Ria's shoulder… and stopped.

"No good. The blade isn't aligned properly. Besides, a katana isn't for striking—it's for cutting."

Saying that, Ria raised her wooden sword with one hand. The next instant, the wooden sword vanished.

Then an invisible attack struck Sei's shoulder and magnificently shattered his ribs.

Match over. But Ria's attacks didn't stop.

Invisible blows struck his entire body. With each hit, his bones were definitely being crushed.

"What's wrong? You have pain resistance, don't you? You should still be able to move."

No, if your bones are shattered, that's just not possible.

Sei crumpled on the spot, and only then did Ria crack a wry smile as if thinking she might have overdone it a bit.

And the training didn't end there.

"Restore."

His destroyed body was completely returned to normal.

And then the invisible wooden sword shattered all his bones again.

"Restore."

He held up his katana and focused purely on defense. Ria slowly swung her wooden sword at him.

By the third strike, he was in a position where his body couldn't move. Joints don't bend the wrong way, after all.

Then the wooden sword slowly swung down and destroyed his skull.

Sei was finally able to lose consciousness.

When he came to, he was in the living room.

"You're awake. Time for the meal."

Ria was acting as if nothing had happened, but in that moment, Sei was certain he had died.

Immortal. Was that really true? It didn't feel real.

"Honestly, going overboard on the very first day."

What Carla brought out was a Western-style breakfast. Sei preferred Japanese food, but of course he wasn't going to complain.

"Well, it's my first time having a disciple I can train at full power. I got a little too enthusiastic."

Ria said it so casually, but it seemed he really had died.

"Sorry for killing you right off the bat. Well, since it's the first day, let me show you around the settlement this morning."

"In the afternoon, I'll teach you about magic. Unfortunately, I can't enter that space, so I'll teach you in this room."

"We're doing it here?"

"That space has negative effects on pregnant women. Don't worry. When it comes to teaching magic, Carla is better than me. You could even say she's the best in the world."

Sei finished his meal while chewing properly to aid digestion.

"Thanks for the meal."

When he brought the dishes to the sink, he was told to just leave them soaking in water. He gratefully did so.

Ria folded the newspaper-like thing she'd been reading and stood up.

He'd thought this before, but this woman had a beautiful standing posture. Her mannerisms were quite like an old man's, though.

"Well then, I'm off. I'm counting on you for the shop."

They kissed again, and Ria headed downstairs.

Following her, Sei realized he hadn't seen the first floor of this house yet.

The first floor sold weapons and armor. Dim light filtered in through the glass entrance, creating a rugged yet mysterious atmosphere.

"The first floor is a weapon and armor shop. Most of it is made by me, though there are also works by my disciples and acquaintances."

It piqued Sei's interest considerably, but Ria headed outside through the back door. Sei hurriedly followed.

When they stepped outside, it was a fantasy world.

More than half of the people walking around were humans who only came up to Sei's chest—dwarves. However, their arms were as thick as logs.

And there were races other than dwarves. Upright walking dogs and cats. And ones who were about the same height as dwarves but looked like children… were they actually children?

"The small, slender ones are mostly halflings. The small, stocky ones are dwarves. Then there are cat beastkin, kobolds, and occasionally other types of beastkin."

"Elves! Are there no elves!?"

The god of Earth had said they existed. Elves should be standard equipment for an isekai fantasy.

"Elves live in the forests, so you don't normally see them. Occasionally traveling elves come by to shop."

Sei was a little disappointed, but Ria kept walking confidently down the main road. She entered the largest building at the back of the village.

"Grand Master, are you here!"

The sound of metal being hammered was already echoing from early morning. Ria's voice rang out over it.

"What is it, making such a racket in the morning."

What emerged from the back was a white-haired dwarf with deep wrinkles carved into his face.

"This is my new disciple. We'll be staying in the village for a while, so I'm counting on you."

"I'm Sei. Please take care of me."

"Hmm, he's thin."

The Grand Master glared at Sei, then deliberately said loud enough to be heard, "I wonder how many days this one will last…"

"Well, I've learned to hold back recently. Besides, this one's tough."

She said hold back, but she'd just killed him once earlier.

"I see. Well, there's no doubt that being trained by Ria will make him strong. Do your best."

"Yes."

After leaving the Grand Master's house-cum-workshop, the two entered a workshop right nearby.

"Good morning, Anego!"

A dwarf who was forging greeted them without stopping his work. So this must be Ria's workshop.

"I'll introduce him to everyone. This is Sei, my new disciple. I won't be teaching him smithing, but keep an eye on him for me."

"If it's not smithing, then it's the fighting side?"

"That's right."

When Ria said that, everyone made uniformly pitying expressions.

Sei had a bad feeling about this, but after Ria gave a brief explanation, she quickly left the workshop.

After that, they visited the inn-slash-bar-slash-restaurant, the general store, the magic item shop, and others. It was about noon by then.

"The mountain to the north is the mine. It mostly produces iron, but there's a bit of mithril too."

"Mithril? You have that? What about orichalcum?"

"Orichalcum is quite rare. Well, I do have a fair amount of it."

"Does it cut really well?"

"I prefer iron. Orichalcum isn't bad, but I use it more often for armor. For katanas, iron is best."

When they returned home, Carla had already prepared lunch and was waiting.

It was a well-balanced meal of meat, vegetables, and grains. Come to think of it, since coming to this world, he hadn't experienced a bad meal.

"What's the food quality like in this world? Is Carla-sensei just exceptionally good at cooking?"

"There's no doubt Carla is skilled at cooking, but the quality of food depends on the region. Poor countries have poor food."

Those circumstances were probably the same as on Earth.

"Now then, shall we study magic after a short rest?"

When Carla said that, Sei's excitement rose higher than ever before.
Carla-sensei's Magic Classroom
For some reason, the low table had been cleared away and replaced with a desk and chair like you'd find in a school.

Carla's outfit had also changed. A black pencil skirt with a white blouse. Her hair was tied up, and she wore glasses without lenses.

Admittedly, even though she was wearing stockings, she wasn't wearing shoes.

"Um… why did you change clothes?"

There was even a whiteboard, markers, and a pointer prepared as props.

"It's my hobby."

"It's Ria's hobby."

Their voices overlapped in unison, and Sei was struck speechless.

Huh? Do they do erotic roleplay with cosplay?

Since they said they were married, Ria would be playing the student. And then she'd seduce Carla-sensei?

Sei's mind was invaded by pink fantasies.

Meanwhile, Ria was lying around in the corner of the living room. Didn't she have work to do?

"Is it okay to leave the shop unattended?"

"I'll call out if someone comes. Having my cute Carla alone with a student would be a bit problematic. Until I'm confident in your self-control, I'll be staying here."

Even for Sei, a pregnant married woman and female teacher was a bit much to handle, but was Ria the type who'd be into that? … She probably was.

"Let us begin then. First, regarding the basics of magic — until about 2000 years ago, people believed in six elemental magics. Light and darkness, earth, water, fire, and wind — the six elements."

Ooh, that's very fantasy-like.

"However, in modern times, this has been almost completely rejected. Light and fire are the same — manifestations of energy. Earth is solid, water is fluid, wind is gas, and darkness is nothingness."

The fantasy feeling diminished a bit.

"However, due to years of accumulated knowledge, the formulas for actually casting magic are divided into six elements, so it's fine to remember it as six elements. Please recall this when using more advanced magic."

I'm sorry, I'm already lost.

"Just write it in your notebook. You'll understand naturally through practice."

"Yes."

He marked it with the red pen he'd been given.

"Now, the important things for actually using magic are the three skills: Magic Perception, Magic Manipulation, and Formula Construction."

Magic Perception was the ability to sense one's own magic power or the magic power in one's surroundings. Magic Manipulation was, literally, the ability to move that power.

And Formula Construction was the ability to actually manifest magic. The four methods — incantation, magic circles, magic tools, and constructing formulas in one's mind — were largely covered by this.

"First, let's try a simple Magic Perception exercise. Please stand."

Following instructions, Sei stood up, and Carla positioned herself beside him.

"Bend your knees slightly, keep your back straight, and focus on the area about three centimeters below your navel."

That was the part called the tanden in Earth terms.

"Try to imagine warming it, or cooling it. Concentrating your power there works too."

"… Ah, it feels kind of warm…"

"Now, try to circulate that warmth through your body."

This too, he could vaguely understand.

"Unlike Earth, Nears has a lot of magic power. It's pretty easy, isn't it?"

"Most people can succeed up to Magic Manipulation. But at the next stage, Formula Construction, most people stumble."

Saying this, Carla raised her index finger.

"Fire, upon my fingertip, faintly, ignite."

And a small flame was born.

"Oooh～"

"That was Formula Construction through incantation. By pouring magic power in at the end, the fire manifested according to the formula."

When the magic power supply stopped, the flame disappeared.

"By the way, using more kanji makes it more effective. They're ideographic characters, after all."

Ria added while munching loudly on rice crackers. She was scratching her butt.

After that, Carla explained what other types of magic existed besides the six elemental magics.

Necromancy, healing magic, mental magic, spacetime magic, infinite magic, void magic, and so on.

Among these, infinite magic was formerly called creation magic, but apparently the name changed about 2000 years ago as well.

She also said that these were just categorized for convenience, and in reality, healing magic could be replicated with water magic or spacetime magic.

And currently, no one could use void magic.

"Even gods can't use it?"

"They cannot. The only one in history who could was a hero summoned 3000 years ago. He was quickly sent to another world, so there was no one to carry on his legacy."

"To explain what kind of magic it is — it's magic that deals with the state before this universe existed. That much is known."

Are we talking about before the Big Bang? That's completely beyond me.

The lecture was over, and Ria and Sei came to that white space again.

"Don't worry. This time it's magic training, so I won't do anything reckless enough to kill you."

I-I'm not scared or anything!

"First, sense your magic, manipulate it, gather it in your palm, and release it. Saying something like 'release' at the moment you let go is effective."

When Sei did as instructed, he could indeed feel a formless force being released from his palm, causing the air to ripple.

"Looks like you have more talent for magic. Alright, keep repeating that until you think you can't anymore."

Whether because he was happy to be able to use magic even for something simple, Sei repeated it over and over.

After a while, he started feeling sick. It was similar to nausea.

"That's called MP sickness. It happens when you use magic power close to your limit. Once you get used to it, you'll be able to use it right up to your actual limit, but for now, you've probably hit your limit even with about ten percent remaining."

At those words, Sei finally remembered.

Omni-Identify. The power he'd obtained through negotiation with the god. He hadn't been using it until now.

He used Appraisal on himself. His magic power value had dropped to about ten percent of full.

Ria touched Sei's back. Magic power flowed into him from there. The nausea disappeared, and his condition returned to normal.

"Good, now try it again without speaking, just thinking in your head. Until you reach your limit."

Sei obeyed Ria's demon-like words.

Apparently, using magic power truly to the limit causes you to faint.

Staring at the white space, Sei sat up groggily.

"Oh, you're awake."

"Um, how long was I unconscious?"

"About six hours. Your magic power has recovered, right?"

"Why didn't you transfer magic power to me this time?"

"Because you won't develop self-recovery ability that way. If you repeatedly use magic power until you faint, your magic power recovery rate and maximum capacity will increase."

In the end, magic training was Spartan too.

On Earth, Sei had liked physical education class and found sitting in a chair painful, but here, he missed the desk and chair. Long live Carla-sensei.

"Well, if I abuse the body and mind too much, they'll break. I won't make you do much more magic practice today."

Saying this, Ria produced a fireball from her palm and launched it at a target that had appeared at some point.

Only a faint scorch mark appeared, and the target was still there.

"If you can use fire magic to hit the target, we're done for today. Give it a try."

From then on, with breaks in between, Sei spent several hours creating fireballs and trying to hit the target.

Creating a fireball wasn't difficult — but hitting the target was.

Ria sat and watched. Apparently, she wasn't going to give any advice.

After experiencing his second blackout from a failed adjustment, Sei suddenly had an idea.

Carla had used an incantation to create that small flame. If he worked with the incantation, couldn't he hit the target more easily?

He created a fireball. He could already do this without incantation, just by thinking.

"Be guided."

The fireball was released, and it curved according to Sei's will, striking the target dead-on.

"Yes!"

"Hmm, you really do have more talent for magic… Despite your low intelligence."

He wished she wouldn't say that.

Among Sei's stats, the highest was mental fortitude, and the lowest was intelligence.

"Maybe it's just that Carla and I are good teachers?"

That might be true, but it kind of ruined everything.

Returning home through the mirror, it wasn't even evening yet.

In terms of how it felt, several days seemed to have passed, but truly, the power of the gods was tremendous.

"You're probably a bit tired. Get some sleep until dinner."

Indeed, the fatigue hadn't faded in that space. Nodding, he returned to his room and collapsed onto the futon.

Peaceful sleep enveloped Sei, and tranquility arrived.

In the dim darkness, his shoulder was shaken and Sei woke up.

"Wake up. We're having a welcome party for you."

Prompted by Ria, Sei stood up and went outside through the back door.

The sun had already set. The sound of hammering metal was sparse.

Sei was led to what was said to be the largest tavern in the village.

Dwarves. Dwarves everywhere he looked. Even the staff were dwarves.

"Everyone, thanks for gathering. Let me introduce my new apprentice. This is Sei. He has the tenacity to not die, so please take care of him."

What kind of introduction is that, he thought, but the dwarves all raised their cups in unison. Actually, some of them were already drinking.

"Here, have a drink."

Being told this by a dwarf, Sei was troubled.

"Um, I'm still 15 years old."

"Don't worry. In most countries in this world, 15 is adulthood. And since you won't die from acute alcohol poisoning, go ahead and drink."

Well, if he wasn't going to die from it.

Sei gulped down the strong alcohol that burned his throat.

Carla was in the kitchen helping with the cooking, smiling warmly. As expected, pregnant women don't drink.

Being made to drink strong alcohol over and over, Sei quickly got drunk. Come to think of it, he should have received various resistances, but was there no alcohol resistance?

He checked his status. There wasn't. Why not?

"Alright, try drinking this next."

What Ria offered him was an alcohol as red as blood. With a bring-it-on attitude at this point, Sei downed it in one go.

It felt like his body exploded.

Hot. The liquid circulated through his entire body, a sensation of his cells being rewritten.

And Sei experienced his second death of the day.
It's Gone!?
Hot. Suffocating. Painful.

A lethargy so severe that death would be preferable assaulted Sei.

No good. Can't endure this. Let's just pass out.

Drenched in sweat, the dreaming Sei let go of consciousness.

It was a terrible dream.

No, had that suffering really been a dream? There was still something off about his body.

"Ugh…"

Pressing down on his chest, Sei noticed.

It was soft.

Where had those trained pectoral muscles gone? What was there instead were modest, well-shaped breasts.

"… What the hell is this…"

And then Sei noticed. The morning physiological phenomenon that had been occurring without fail for the past several years was absent. His voice had become high-pitched.

Fearfully, he pulled aside his underwear.

It wasn't there.

"What! The hell!?"

A girl's scream echoed through the house.

Stomping noisily into the living room, Ria and Carla were already awake.

Who should be consulted about this? That would obviously be Carla, but Ria's grinning face seemed to have already grasped the entire situation.

"Looks like it worked out."

Sei's mentality was one that could handle dying without issue, but this was a bit much even so.

"This was your doing, Shishou…"

"Don't say things that make me sound like a villain. All of your stats should have gone up, you know?"

Checking, Sei's abilities had indeed increased, and Gifts that hadn't been there yesterday had also been added.

But the sex had changed to female.

It wasn't there.

It was gone.

"How in the world…"

Sei had always been told he'd had a feminine face, but was this a normal occurrence in another world?

"You drank the red sake yesterday, right?"

Yes. It was easy to remember because her head had felt like it was about to boil over.

"That was my blood."

How does drinking blood lead to this?

"Dragon's blood, you see, grants tremendous power, but it's also a deadly poison."

To put it bluntly, unless you're a fairly high-level creature, you can't drink that much of it without dying.

However, Sei is immortal. Low level, but simply won't die. So let's try having her drink some.

The result was feminization.

"I admit my thinking was naive on that front. I didn't expect it would change the body this much."

I'm really sorry, Ria said, bowing her head to her disciple.

The changes to Sei's status weren't limited to stats and sex.

In the titles column, "Disciple of the Sword God" had been added, and in the Gifts column, "Kin of the Dark Dragon" appeared.

"Hmm, so Dragon's Bloodline didn't work after all."

"What's that?"

Ria spoke with disappointment, but Sei only had a bad feeling about this.

"Try using Identify on Carla's abilities."

As a story convention, the all-purpose Identify should be used more often, but come to think of it, Sei had hardly used it at all. Being told to, Sei stared at Carla without reservation and used Identify.

"… Her Gifts include 'Dragon's Bloodline' and 'Divine Bloodline'…"

More to the point, Carla was strong.

"Dragon's Bloodline means possessing the potential to become a Divine Dragon. Though since Carla also has Divine Bloodline, she can't actually become a dragon."

Incidentally, Carla's titles included "Dragonslayer," "Saint," and "Bride of the Divine Dragon."

… At this point, couldn't Carla-sensei alone handle the Hero somehow?

After all, Sensei is Level 313. Wouldn't heroes at level 30 or 40 just be small fry?

Having unintentionally thought in feminine speech patterns, Sei voiced this aloud.

"Setting aside the Hero, Carla should certainly be counted as a fighting force against the resurrected gods, but you can't tell a pregnant woman to fight, can you?"

Even after giving birth, it takes time for her condition to stabilize, and there's childcare to handle too.

That wasn't wrong, but the timing of this pregnancy was inconvenient.

"By the way, is killing the Hero a no-go from a Divine Dragon perspective?"

When Sei had used Identify on Ria, the display showed "Cannot Identify." But most likely, Ria was even stronger than Carla. In that case, wouldn't the Hero be brushed aside like nothing?

"… I should be able to defeat the Hero without issue, but there's a problem."

At that, Ria made a slightly bitter expression.

"The Hero is an unpredictable element. Certainly, if they fight, the Evil Gods and Demon Gods are probably stronger, but… 3,000 years ago, in the aftermath of a battle between a Hero and a Demon King, one Divine Dragon was annihilated. Along with all the dragons under her command."

The Hero is an irregular from another world. Therefore, there's an unspoken agreement that Divine Dragons avoid battle with Heroes. Even if the Hero should be far weaker than the gods.

"1,800 years ago, a Hero was also summoned. Having grown tired of dealing with things in this world, this time I threatened a god from your world to summon a human to exterminate the Hero."

Exterminate the Hero, huh. Like they're cockroaches.

"Won't you fight the Evil Gods or Demon Gods?"

"Hmm, dragons fundamentally only exercise their power during world crises. Evil Gods and Demon Gods are threats to humans, but they don't destroy the world. Except for me and Irina, the rest are taking a wait-and-see approach."

"Do you intend to fight, Shishou?"

"I do. But the timing is bad right now."

That was probably related to Carla's pregnancy. There must be reasons why casually fighting gods wasn't an option.

"Irina wants to fight, but the basic policy is to bolster human forces and have them take on the gods. She only has a handful of dragons under her command, so she's limited in fighting power as well."

Irina was a soft, gentle-seeming girl clad in golden armor. Sei's impression of her wasn't bad.

"Is she, um, weak? By Divine Dragon standards?"

"No, she should be roughly equal to the highest combat power among the evil deities. But as I just said, her subordinate dragons number… only about 10. Also, if a Divine Dragon and gods clash head-on, things get out of hand."

Ria stretched and retrieved an atlas from the bookshelf.

"This is a world map of this world."

"… It looks a bit like Earth. But there's no Australia or Antarctica."

"Yeah, those apparently vanished in the battle between Divine Dragons and gods 6,000 years ago."

"…"

"By the way, if a Divine Dragon sacrifices their own existence, an entire planet vanishes. A few full-power breath attacks can wipe out a continent."

What excessive firepower. Sei sighed.

"Well, that's fine for now. I'll ask more later. So, will this body go back to normal?"

"If you return to your original world, it should properly return to normal… Probably."

"Probably… And what about bodily functions? For example, um, periods?"

"Hmm, time for health and physical education class."

Prompted by Ria, Sei sat down.

"Unlike humans, dragons don't have ovulation cycles. If they have sex and don't use contraception, pregnancy is virtually certain. Therefore, no periods."

Oh my.

"In your case, if you're with a man, you'll definitely get pregnant."

"Please stop, that's disturbing."

"Conversely, if you're with a human girl and her ovulation conditions are met, a penis will automatically grow."

Yuri and futanari? Those attributes are a bit too strong.

"Well then, let's do some morning training before breakfast."

Leading the still-confused Sei, Ria entered the Sacred Chamber of Time.

The body felt light.

That was the first thing Sei noticed.

"Your stats went up and your gravity resistance improved, so you can move more easily, right?"

That was exactly right. Even the real sword that was handed over felt lighter than yesterday.

"Let's pick out a katana for you."

Saying that, Ria produced several dozen sheathed katana from seemingly nowhere and lined them up before Sei.

"First, look at all of them."

As Sei examined each blade, Ria explained each katana. Kotetsu. Muramasa. Yasutsuna. And so on.

After actually swinging them and considering the balance with body weight, one katana felt just right.

"Kotetsu, huh."

Kotetsu was a famous sword even on Earth. Even Sei knew of it… Though that knowledge came from games.

"That's the sword Kondo Isami used, right?"

"No, that was apparently a forgery of Kotetsu. When Isami went to Kyoto, Hijikata Toshizo gave it to him as a present, but there's no way Toshizo at that time could have afforded the real thing. It's said to have actually been a Kiyomaro."

"Kiyomaro?"

"Kiyomaro is also a fine sword. In fact, Isami used that sword in Kyoto, and it reportedly never broke, never bent, and cut well."

Nodding along, Sei watched as Ria actually lined up both the Kotetsu and Kiyomaro for comparison.

The Kotetsu looked like it would cut very well at a glance. Its form and shape were also elegant. The Kiyomaro had a more assertive presence than the Kotetsu. But there was no doubt it would cut well too.

Still, Sei's preference was for the Kotetsu.

"By the way, what do you use, Shishou?"

"Normally I use a Kotetsu. I change weapons depending on the opponent, but usually it's Kotetsu. And when facing god-level opponents, I use this."

Ria drew a single katana from her own shadow.

Its mere existence exuded pressure on the surroundings. A manifestation of divine might.

"The Divine Dragon Blade Gallach. The strongest weapon that can kill even gods… Want to try holding it?"

If it was said to be such an amazing weapon, there was more than just a little interest.

Ria's smiling face gave off a bad feeling, but surely it wasn't a cursed weapon or anything.

Sei reached out and touched the hilt.

In that instant, all magic power was lost and consciousness faded.
The Undead's Routine Training
An unfamiliar ceiling—or rather, a pure white space.

That's right, the Sacred Chamber of Time. When Sei sat up, she discovered Ria sitting cross-legged and watching her.

"… What on earth happened…?"

"Gallach requires an enormous amount of magic power to handle. The moment you touched it, all your magic power was absorbed and you passed out."

"Please tell me these things beforehand…"

She stood up. She was fine, nothing wrong. Her magic power had recovered.

When she used Identify on herself, she found a new entry in her Gifts column: High-Speed Magic Recovery.

"How long was I unconscious?"

"About four hours. Now then, shall we begin training?"

First came running. While regulating her breathing, she also paid attention to the circulation of magic power within her body as she ran.

By the time she was completely exhausted, Ria started smacking her on the rear. Desperately gasping for the thin air, she kept running until she collapsed.

A katana was placed in Sei's hand as she lay sprawled on the ground.

"Alright, time to start practice swings."

"J-just a little break…"

"The enemy won't wait for you. Get up! Get up, I say～!"

Guided by some unknown force, Sei stood up.

Wobbling, she raised the katana and swung it down.

And cut her own left leg.

"Heal"

Her leg healed instantly. Moving it around, there was nothing wrong.

"You learned through pain. Now, practice swings again."

Feeling the weight of the katana, she continued her practice swings. This time, slowly and properly, so as not to injure herself.

Ria made detailed corrections to her posture and footwork, but didn't do anything unreasonable like before.

After having her continue kendo-style practice swings—striking men, do, and kote—Ria demonstrated sword techniques targeting the shins and fingertips.

Even parts that wouldn't score points in kendo would cause loss of combat ability if actually cut with a real blade.

"But in this world, there are many who won't die just from having their torso cut. Some even have two or more hearts. The head is the surest target, but even then you can't be certain unless you destroy the brain."

Indeed, this explains why even anti-materiel rifles couldn't be relied upon.

And again, Ria and Sei sparred.

She could see Ria's wooden sword attacks coming.

Being able to see them didn't mean she could block them, but it was a marked improvement from yesterday.

Still, in the end, every bone in her body was shattered and she collapsed.

"Restore"

Once her entire body was healed, Sei received verbal instruction from Ria on what she had done wrong.

Standing up, she slowly traced through the forms.

This wasn't kendo. This was kenjutsu.

There was also iaijutsu practice. Until one gets used to it, even the simple act of drawing a sword from its sheath is difficult.

"Since you have Infinite Storage, I'll teach you how to handle weapons other than the katana."

Fundamentally, there was nothing that couldn't be cut with a magic power-infused katana, but weapon compatibility still mattered.

First, the spear. Its reach was longer than a katana. This allowed one to attack from outside if the opponent specialized in close combat.

Then came axes, warhammers, whips, halberds, and even novelty weapons like a snake-belly sword.

After trying everything out, she ended up having her head crushed by a wooden sword and dying, then rising again after a while.

"How was that? Shall we try simulating opponents using various weapons next?"

Her heart was pierced by a spear, her neck crushed by a warhammer, and she died yet again.

"Shall we try unarmed combat next?"

To Ria, who was in such a good mood she might start humming, Sei asked while still sitting on the ground.

"Um, what about shields? In games, when defeating enemies with a party, a tank is essential."

"Shields, huh. I don't use them. I can teach you a little, but…"

According to Ria, it was better to defend with magic than with a shield.

First was the magic power barrier. Wearing magic power directly around one's body to block enemy attacks.

Then there was barrier magic. Since it was cast as a spell, it required constructing a magical formula.

The best approach was to use the magic power barrier in sudden situations and barrier magic when there was time.

"Well, for actual combat I'll prepare gauntlets for you, so you can use those as a substitute for shields."

Despite claiming to be bad at it, Ria held a katana in her right hand and a large shield in her left.

Sei swung her katana at her, but it was blocked by the shield, deflected, and when her stance broke, a katana swing came in.

Her head was cut off, and Sei died again.

And then came hand-to-hand combat training.

Apparently, if you're going to engage in combat against people in this world, this was actually the most effective.

In conflict zones, weapons were commonly used, and in peaceful regions, few people learned martial arts to begin with.

Ria was as skilled at this grappling-inclusive hand-to-hand combat as she was with the katana and spear.

She was thrown, choked, put in joint locks, and struck.

"It's the best for holding back."

Saying so while applying a chokehold, Sei lost consciousness before she could even tap out.

When Sei woke up, she was still in the Sacred Chamber of Time, and she broke into a cold sweat at the training that seemed far from over, but Ria had apparently grasped Sei's level of exhaustion.

"We'll do something that can't be done here. Let's head outside the village."

With that, she left the room. Going down the stairs, Carla was at the counter looking at what appeared to be a ledger.

"I'm stepping out for a bit. Lunch might be a little late."

"Understood. Sei, please be careful."

Carla smiled. Older women are great! Even if she was pregnant.

Sei bowed her head and followed after Ria. Three steps behind, not stepping on her master's shadow.

The two headed toward the outskirts of the dwarf village. Before she knew it, there seemed to be more non-dwarf races around.

"Where are we going?"

"You can't ride a horse, can you?"

Indeed she couldn't. Sei's family home wasn't in Ritto or Miho.

"There are various means of transportation in this world, but in rural areas, horses are the fastest. Well, if you learn flight magic that's faster, but being able to ride a horse is important when you get caught up in wars and such."

Where Ria led her was a stable near the village gate. Brief greetings were exchanged between the caretaker and Ria.

Inside were horses of course, but also giant lizards and even wyverns.

Riding a wyvern would be romantic, she had thought, but frankly, it was scary. The horses' round eyes were adorable.

"Which horse do you think is good?"

"Can I use Identify?"

"Yeah. Go ahead and choose."

Sei chose the horse with the highest intelligence.

In contrast, Ria chose a horse with high agility.

"Listen, horses are proud creatures, but they also look down on others. Approach from an angle and try lightly patting its neck."

In response to Sei's movements, the horse nuzzled its face against her. How cute.

"Also, horses are timid creatures. Don't make sudden movements at first."

Holding the reins as the horse came out of its stall, Ria tightened the girth and placed the saddle.

"Alright, try getting on."

With Ria's assistance, Sei mounted the horse. It was surprisingly high up and a little scary.

"Straighten your back and relax your shoulders. Hold the reins lightly. Don't rely on the stirrups too much."

Ria herself elegantly leaped onto her horse and headed out of the village.

Stone-paved roads stretched out, with grasslands on either side.

"Follow me. For now, just let the horse do its thing."

When Ria's horse moved forward, Sei's horse followed. Smart.

Crossing gentle hills, they gradually picked up speed.

Sei wasn't doing anything herself, but it was somehow becoming fun.

That's why, when Ria's horse suddenly stopped, she went flying from the saddle with that same momentum.

"When stopping, you tighten the reins."

That was something she would have liked to know beforehand.

The horseback riding lesson continued until the sun reached its zenith.

Perhaps because she had chosen a good horse, by that point Sei had become able to make the horse go in the direction she wanted.

After noon, the two returned to the village and put the horses back. At that time, Sei was told to brush the horse.

"Just riding isn't enough. You need to brush them and communicate."

Told this, Sei brushed the horse carefully.

Returning to Ria's house, magic lessons began after lunch.

Back when she was on Earth, Sei couldn't help but feel sleepy during classroom lectures, but lessons in this world were enjoyable.

Carla was a good teacher, and most importantly, she taught one-on-one.

"Necromancy is magic that creates, manipulates, and controls undead. It's not a particularly tasteful type of magic, but demand for it never disappears."

Do you know why? Carla cast her gaze at Sei, but having come from a world without undead, Sei didn't know.

"Undead don't get tired and don't complain. They're similar to robots on Earth."

Though apparently, higher-ranking undead possess intense egos.

"Additionally, in this world, vampires aren't treated as undead but as a race. Progenitors live longer than elves, so there are many powerful individuals among them."

Zombies and skeletons were basically trash mobs, she was told. The weakest monsters in this world were said to be zombies, but many people avoided fighting them because they smelled bad.

"What about goblins?"

"Those aren't monsters but a demon race. You don't see many of them in this city, but they live normally in society."

Here, Sei's interest shifted to the differences between races, so Carla's lesson turned to general knowledge.

"If we divide the intelligent life forms of this world, they are: dragons, gods, humans, demi-humans, demon races, and demons. Among these, it's said that demi-humans were created by good gods and demon races by evil gods, but the current situation is different."

Humans were said to be inhabitants of a destroyed world who came to this world 6,000 years ago.

The hero Ars, summoned to this world 4,000 years ago, defeated the Demon King and then united the demon races, spending 1,000 years civilizing them and building good relations with humans and demi-humans.

Now, goblins, orcs, ogres, and vampires were all respectable members of society.

However, recently evil gods and demon gods had been reviving, and there were active movements to bring the demon races they had created in the past back under their control.

Furthermore, the evil gods were creating new races and summoning demons from other worlds.

"Isn't summoning from other worlds bad?"

For Sei, who had been told to kill the hero, it was a perfectly natural question.

"Good question. However, demons come from worlds that don't intersect, so there's supposedly no danger of world collision."

"Or so Rana said."

Well, if a divine dragon said so, it was probably true.

It was surprising that goblins, the fodder mobs of games, and orcs, who played such active roles in eroge, lived normal lives, but she would just chalk it up to being another world.

After that, Sei had knowledge about many demi-humans and demon races drilled into her.
One Week Later
One week had passed.

Sei had more or less gotten used to having a woman's body. Carla seemed to want her to wear cute clothes, but she didn't force it.

"Even though you're so cute…"

No matter how wistfully Carla looked at her, this was one thing Sei wouldn't budge on.

Sei continued to dress like a man—well, the insides were still male anyway—and had now spent what felt like several months here.

When she thought about it, being turned into a woman might not be such a bad thing.

Back on Earth, Sei had been a minority.

When cute girls and beautiful girls talked to each other, just watching them made Sei happy.

But at best, Sei had only been a bystander.

Now, however, she herself was a woman. In other words, she could practice yuri. Wasn't that wonderful?

… This kind of hopeless mental flexibility might be what gave him the mental fortitude to not go insane even after dying countless times.

… Even so, losing that had dealt considerable damage.

She usually used the bath at home, but for a change of pace, she had come to the large public bathhouse.

Sei surveyed the women gathered at the public bath.

There were many dwarves. Of course there were. In this world, even female dwarves had beards.

The halfling girls might be cute, but they were out of the question. Their appearance was completely loli.

The beastkin were also out. They weren't just humans with animal ears—they were bipedal beasts. Even an average kemoner would probably find them out of bounds. Sei was normal.

"Not enough moisture…"

"What do you mean?"

Ria, leisurely soaking in the bath beside her, had magnificently defined abs. And her breasts were floating.

Sei was witnessing the miracle of breasts floating in water for the first time.

Next to her, Carla's abdomen had started to grow slightly larger.

"I think an adventure in another world needs a heroine, you know? But right now, we don't even have any heroine candidates."

Ria tilted her head at that, thought for a moment, then—

"Heroine."

She pointed sharply at Sei.

"N-No, that's wrong. Because if that's the case, then there'd be some other protagonist, and I'd have to… with them… gross…"

If Sei were gay, or even bi, this would have been an easy problem.

But Sei's mind was completely male. She loved watching girls get together, but she herself was also attracted to girls.

Well, even if she were bi, top and bottom would be completely different matters anyway.

"Well, I can understand how you feel somewhat."

Ria murmured while leisurely floating her breasts in the water.

"I told you I was once human, right?"

Sei certainly remembered that. She had heard that the Gift called Dragon's Bloodline was the path to becoming a dragon, so she assumed that's how Ria became a divine dragon.

"Actually, there's more before that. In my previous life, I was an Earthling, and on top of that, I was a man."

"… Huh?"

She had lived 42 years as a man on Earth, then been born as a woman in this world.

Apparently the dissonance had been intense until she reached puberty.

"Back then, there were quite a few reincarnators from Earth. The others were almost certainly the same gender as their previous lives, so I was confused too."

"How did you come to terms with it?"

"There's nothing wrong with a woman loving another woman, right? Especially in my case, since I can properly have children."

You're amazing, Master.

"In your case, you'd still be the one on top even with a girl, right?"

"Haa… well… yes…"

It was a bit late to think about it, but this didn't seem like an appropriate topic for a public bath.

"If you have a child with someone while you're in this world, the soul would belong to this world, so you can rest easy about that."

Sei didn't know what she was supposed to rest easy about, but she nodded for the time being.

Sei was watching TV.

TV after a bath. By Earth standards, that wouldn't be strange at all.

But this was another world. A fantasy world. And there was a TV here.

By the way, this house had no satellite broadcast antenna. None of the other houses in the dwarven village had TVs either.

Yet there was indeed a TV, and it was actually broadcasting.

"I'm just pulling in the Nihon Empire's broadcasts with magic."

That's what Ria said, but Sei didn't think magic should be used to explain everything away.

The broadcast content was about the intensifying war between humans and the evil gods.

It was extremely serious content. "Here's footage from the scene," the announcer said, as they showed video of an evil god reaching to the heavens trampling over human forces.

"Expecting heroes to fight that is asking quite a lot, isn't it…"

Infantry and tanks were being vaporized by laser-beam-like attacks. Where was the fantasy in this world?

Though an evil god reaching to the heavens might indeed be fantasy.

"They're being pushed back."

"Well, it can't be helped. Even a god of that caliber would require at least Level 150 to fight. Adult dragons would struggle."

Considering heroes were said to be around Level 30 or 40, it seemed unreasonable, but Carla was actually over 300.

"Where is this footage from?"

"The Dragon Claw Continent. Specifically, around here."

She was shown a map and had a finger point it out to her. South America, huh.

"By the way, where are we?"

"The Dragon Bone Continent, around here."

Central Eurasia. Separated from the battlefield by an entire continent. Was there not much to worry about then?

"Is this area peaceful?"

"Yes, I've destroyed most of the gods on this continent. There might be some hiding, but Level 150 would be more than enough. At that level, I could defeat them in my spare time."

The Divine Dragon-sama who casually defeats gods in her spare time is crazy awesome.

The broadcast continued, now showing footage from a different continent. Here, the human forces seemed to have the upper hand.

"That was the Dragon Fang Continent. About 2,000 years ago, Irina reduced their numbers significantly for leveling purposes, so humans can hold their own there. The Nihon Empire's power is also significant."

"The Nihon Empire?"

"Yes, it's a nation built by Japanese people who came from a different Earth than yours—a parallel world's Earth. It's this archipelago here. The area is small, but it's an absurdly powerful nation."

Ria briefly explained the Great Collapse from 3,000 years ago.

The crisis of Neahs and Earth colliding.

In response, Neahs's previous Dark Dragon, Valis, destroyed Earth at the cost of his life.

The few surviving Earthlings settled in the Neahs world.

The place where Japanese people in particular gathered became the Nihon Empire.

"Speaking of which, which country summoned the heroes in question?"

"… Where was it again?"

"The Kingdom of Neosis."

Ria had completely forgotten, but Carla-sensei was different, as expected.

She pointed to the southern part of the North American continent, called the Dragon Wing Continent.

Apparently, North and South America were the main battlegrounds in the war between evil gods and human races.

As a result, the borders were a mess.

Moreover, races originally created by the evil gods were sometimes defecting back to their side, reigniting issues of racial discrimination.

It was truly a mess.

"I understand wanting to borrow the heroes' power, but the summoning ritual that has been fragmentarily passed down isn't the original. It's doubtful whether they'd become forces capable of fighting gods."

"Is there such a thing as the original summoning ritual?"

In response to that question, Carla retrieved a historical timeline from the bookshelf.

"You can see here the First Millennium, the Second Millennium, and the Second Great Collapse, right? Those three times were when heroes were summoned using the proper hero summoning ritual passed down from ancient times."

"Come to think of it, how does the calendar work?"

"There are two calendars: the Unified Calendar and the Silver Calendar, but the Unified Calendar is more common. The war that Ria and I participated in was this Second Great Collapse."

Oh? That meant…

"Carla-sensei, have you also been alive for about 3,000 years?"

Ria made sense. She was the Divine Dragon-sama after all. But Carla shouldn't be a divine dragon.

"I'm actually four years older than Ria."

That was the most surprising fact of all. Now that she mentioned it, Ria did seem to act spoiled around Carla. So she was the older wife.

"To get back on topic, those first three times properly summoned powerful heroes. However, 1,800 years ago, heroes were summoned using a different ritual, and they were clearly weaker compared to the previous three heroes."

"That's not the only difference. The fourth hero summoning brought 15 people. The previous three times were just one person each."

And this time it was 36 people.

"Didn't the divine dragons get destroyed by getting caught up in battles between demon lords and heroes? Then wouldn't weak heroes like the current ones be easy to defeat with a divine dragon's power?"

"Probably, but even in the previous hero summoning, there were two exceptionally strong ones as exceptions. I still don't want to fight heroes."

"The problem is that no matter how much we try to erase it, the hero summoning ritual keeps appearing from somewhere. At this rate, heroes will probably be summoned again in about 1,000 years."

"It's probably some sealed god giving out oracles. I wish we could have a peaceful world where heroes aren't needed… but humans just love to fight and act righteous."

"Even so, this summoning is understandable, but the case of the Kingdom of Aseroa was indefensible."

Apparently, a human supremacist nation had summoned heroes to gain an advantage in their fight against the demon race.

Ria and Carla had worked hard to send all 15 back to Earth.

The Kingdom of Aseroa itself was destroyed by enraged dragons.

Since the divine dragons' basic policy was to eliminate heroes, this time they had threatened Earth's gods to summon Sei.

Even so, there was this.

Heroes summoned to defeat enemies that modern weapons were completely ineffective against. And she might have to fight them.

In this one week, Sei had become considerably stronger. Her level had risen to 15. But even so, wouldn't she be unable to defeat the heroes?

That's what Sei thought, but she was half right and half wrong.

She couldn't defeat the heroes. Not yet.

But she didn't realize just how strong she had become—it was beyond her imagination.

Since coming to this world, Sei had only fought Ria.

A being with sword skills that could be called Sword God, and on top of that, divine dragon abilities.

If fighting in human form, she was probably the strongest existence in the world.

And though it had become so commonplace that Sei hadn't noticed, she was immortal.

If she could force a mutual kill, she would always win. She didn't understand how reckless her tactics could be.

"However, the Kingdom of Neosis has done something foolish."

Carla said as if sighing, which made Sei curious.

"Countries that perform hero summoning are destroyed by dragons. Just like the Kingdom of Aseroa."

The information she shared in response to Sei's gaze was shocking.

"I thought dragons don't fight heroes?"

"We don't fight heroes, but countries that perform the summoning… and those that attempt to… are destroyed. To prevent the ritual from spreading."

Carla's calm voice sounded very cold right now.

"If they're doing hero summoning, it becomes a world crisis. Rather than that, wiping out everyone involved ultimately benefits the world."

However, Ria continued.

"There was someone who turned the tables on a dragon trying to destroy her country though, wasn't there, Dragonslayer-san?"

"I was still young back then."

Carla said, looking down slightly.

Come to think of it, one of Carla's titles was Dragonslayer.

"I'll tell you about that another time. It's one of the many things that happened during the Great Collapse."

Being told that, Sei couldn't ask for further details.
The Bard of the Grasslands
She had lost count of how many times she had died in total.

For now, having met her fifth death of the day, Sei revived.

"You're not neglecting your defense because you think you won't really die, are you?"

Having been told that, Ria repeated attacks that were non-lethal yet still inflicted pain.

Sei desperately tried to defend, but in the end, her head would be destroyed and she would die anyway.

However, before she knew it, Sei had made visible progress.

She had become able to distinguish between Ria's attacks that were lethal and those that weren't.

In the end, she still died with every bone in her body broken, but by using the healing magic Carla had taught her, the battles were lasting longer.

(So this is the line of death.)

Wounds that allowed combat to continue. Wounds that incapacitated but didn't kill. And instant-death attacks.

In the end, it only prolonged the process of dying, but progress was still progress.

"Looks like you've grasped something."

"Yes, I've become able to read which attacks will deal fatal damage and which won't."

"Oh… 'Lethal Sense', huh."

That skill appeared in Sei's skill list. Since it was still at level one, that meant there were higher levels beyond.

"Then what about this?"

Ria raised her wooden sword, and in the next instant, Sei's vision was filled with lines of death.

Receiving several hundred fatal strikes simultaneously, Sei died.

"That's cruel, Shishou…"

To Sei, who had slumped over in a girl's sitting position, Ria laughed cheerfully.

"How do you think you could have avoided that attack?"

"Let's see, dodging wouldn't have been fast enough, so… block it?"

"That's right. Since you have a shield, you might have been able to block it if you equipped it instantly. Or you could have destroyed my wooden sword."

Theoretically it might be possible, but actually doing it would require freely controlling the Folder.

The Gift shouldn't directly contribute to combat power, but depending on how you use it, it could certainly be useful in battle.

"Thinking about it this way, it really is superior to magical spatial storage. You could attack from mid-range with a spear, then immediately switch to a warhammer to knock away the enemy's shield with the impact, and finally finish them off with a sword."

Ria nodded in satisfaction, and they decided to try it out immediately. Of course, Sei would be on the defensive side.

She died as expected.

After reviving, Sei layered both mana barrier and magic barrier this time, desperately receiving Ria's attacks.

A barrage of attacks raining down like a storm. Until they stopped, it felt like an eternity.

But eventually, it came to an end.

Against Ria's final wooden sword strike, Sei intercepted with the Kotetsu held in both hands.

The real blade and wooden sword clashed, and the wooden sword was cut through.

It was a natural result when you thought about it, but Sei was surprised. If it were Ria, she could easily shatter a real blade with a wooden sword.

Ria seemed surprised too. But it quickly turned into a smile.

"Looks like you have more talent than I thought. Or maybe it's something acquired."

The next instant after saying that, Ria closed the distance until they were touching, and sent Sei flying with martial arts.

"Don't let your guard down just because your opponent lost their weapon. There are countless ways to kill someone barehanded."

While hearing those words, Sei lost consciousness.

That evening, Ria and Carla brought Sei to the village's dining hall.

The dwarves being drunk was normal, but today it was strangely quiet.

The cause was a bard sitting in one of the seats, playing a lute.

A short halfling boy… or rather, he was probably a young man.

Halflings were a race that built settlements in grasslands, but with very few exceptions, they set out on journeys when they reached adulthood.

Finding a partner and returning to their settlement was typical for halflings.

They were small, but their feet were faster than any human could hope to match, and their hands were dexterous too.

Unlike dwarves, they didn't do much smithing, but their skill at crafting fine goods was remarkable.

And they were also excellent as thieves. They had the troublesome habit of entering other people's homes and helping themselves to a little bit of food without permission.

After all, it was said that the first toy given to them at birth was a padlock and a piece of wire.

They sometimes wandered from country to country like bards, often earning travel money from tips.

Carla explained all this, but she was a bit shaken.

Because the song he was weaving was the ballad of the Dragon-Slaying Saint.

A foolish kingdom tried to summon a hero.

However, this was detected in advance, and the royal family was slaughtered by the dragon. All except one.

The Dragon-Eyed Queen Guinevere.

The nameless great mage.

The Dragon-Slaying Saint Carla.

Five heroes stood against the dragon, and only three survived.

In the end, Carla splendidly pierced the dragon's heart and saved the kingdom.

"That story is true, isn't it?"

"There's some exaggeration, but it's mostly fact."

The three sat in a corner of the dining hall and ordered food.

The halfling who had finished singing made his rounds of the tables, collecting tips.

Usually it was iron or copper coins. But what Ria put in was a gold coin.

To the young man who looked up in surprise, Ria made a request.

"Can you sing 'The Dragon Emperor and the Labyrinth of Trials'?"

The young man nodded with a smile and began singing in a light voice.

There was a princess named Ryukreiarna.

The lively and tomboyish girl one day left the palace and set out on an adventure.

During her adventures she gathered companions and challenged the Labyrinth of Trials.

It was a labyrinth where the dead revived. It was also called the Labyrinth of Immortality.

The princess added a cat beastkin girl to her party and reached the deepest part of the labyrinth.

What awaited there was the symbol of immortality, a vampire.

Overcoming her fallen companions, the princess magnificently conquered the labyrinth.

It was a splendid song. The young man looked satisfied too.

But Ria had a difficult expression. Still, she handed over a silver coin.

"Hey, can I ask you something?"

To Ria's suspicious expression, the young man answered with a smile.

"What is it, Nee-chan?"

"Well, what I defeated was a cyclops, but is the final floor guarded by a vampire now?"

At those words, the young man blinked in confusion and looked back and forth between Ria and Carla.

"… Black hair with golden dragon eyes, silver hair with blue-green eyes…"

The young man muttered to himself, quite bewildered.

"Could you be… the real ones?"

"I'm Ria, and this is Carla."

"Whoa! The real deal! I heard they were in a dwarf village, but it was this one!"

The young man bounced up and down excitedly while strumming his lute.

The young man introduced himself as Kukuri.

As was typical, he had been earning travel money by doing a bit of peddling and bard work.

He had stopped by this dwarf village because he had been asked to deliver something. Since he was here anyway, he had been playing his lute to earn travel money, but he never expected to have such an encounter.

"So anyway, I'd love to hear various adventure stories."

"Let's see… How about the story of the Cordova slave hunters?"

"Never heard of it. What's it about?"

"Well, it's a mundane story."

Even as she said that, Ria was telling him about the events from 3000 years ago that she had experienced.

"Huh? When does Carla show up?"

"I met Carla pretty late actually. Somehow she got turned into a companion from the beginning though."

Ria and Carla. The combination of the two was a staple of bards' songs.

They had certainly spent a long time together, but during Ria's reckless days, she hadn't met Carla yet.

Without that being the case, the dragon-slaying story and the Labyrinth of Trials wouldn't even be consistent.

"Well, stories are more interesting when they have variety! It's not a history book after all!"

Kukuri didn't seem to mind the discrepancies with folk traditions.

Indeed, history and stories were different, so perhaps that was fine.

When he heard Ria and Carla's stories, Kukuri would immediately turn them into impromptu poems.

The battle with the Ogre King had been changed to a contest of strength with the Ogre King.

"Shishou has really done a lot of things…"

"Well, if you live for 3000 years, a lot happens."

"But running away from home at 13… that's pretty reckless. And you were a princess, right?"

"By that time, I was already stronger than the strongest knight in the knight order. I had survival skills from my previous life too, and more than anything, I was about to be used as a political marriage piece."

"I see."

A man's heart in a woman's body. If you were about to be used for a political marriage in that state, of course you'd run away.

While the dwarves in the tavern listened intently to Ria and Carla's adventure tales, Kukuri kept composing poems one after another.

When the three stood up to leave after finishing their meal, Kukuri stopped them.

"Hey, can I come hear more stories again? I'm getting ideas for all sorts of poems."

"When I'm free, I don't mind. We run a shop selling weapons and armor, so you'll find it easily if you ask around."

"Thanks. See you tomorrow then!"

With a wry smile at Kukuri who apparently planned to come by tomorrow, the three left the dining hall.

"Was that alright? It feels like he's going to follow you around a lot."

"I have something I want to ask of him too. It works out perfectly."

Ria said that while looking up at the sky.

The dwarf village had smoke rising, but the moon was still visible.

"The constellations are the same as on Earth."

"Well, this planet took Earth's place after destroying it."

Oh right, there was the Great Collapse.

This world with an incredible history. Ria and Carla were living witnesses to that history.

For the first time, Sei wondered if these two weren't lonely.

But seeing them walk home hand in hand like lovers, she felt like she wanted to spit sugar out of her mouth.

Toward a shooting star crossing the sky, Sei earnestly wished.

That she wanted a cute girlfriend.

… At this point, even a guy who looks like a girl might work.

"Come to think of it, the dwarves were the same, but the halfling was treating Shishou normally too."

Ria tilted her head, wondering what was strange about that.

"Normally when you say someone's a god, shouldn't they be more revered?"

"Well, if there were worldly benefits, maybe, but dragons basically don't interfere no matter what happens to humans or demons. People would rather revere the sealed gods who only give weak blessings."

"Ah, I see."

"The exception is Rana. She's revered as the guardian deity of the lizardmen in the wetlands, and she actually does protect them."

"Until 3000 years ago, the Golden Dragon Clarith and the Dark Dragon Bals were also objects of human faith, but now there are only a few regional rituals remaining."

"Well, I'm still worshipped in Orgus. I bring down the hammer on any foolish emperors who appear, and I try to prevent too many natural disasters."

"Well, they are our descendants, so we have to do at least that much."

Recently, there were even dwarves who deified Ria, but the actual person was like this.

"Even so, the reason this dwarf village hasn't been invaded even once in 3000 years is probably because I'm here."

Sei learning about the harshness of this world was still a story for later.
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