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    Chapter 1: Prologue

    
      Chapter 1: Prologue
    

    

    
      "……Everyone, thank you for your hard work today as well!"
    

    

    
      "Good work."
    

    

    
      ‘…Phew.’
    

    

    
      Even after the TRPG session ended, I felt more emptiness and regret than satisfaction.
    

    

    
      Out of habit, I picked up my phone and accessed the TRPG online community.
    

    

    
      §§
    

    

    
      "How to make your character’s attack power infinite" <- I tried this
    

    

    
      Wow, this replay is insane
    

    

    
      Why are there so many people these days ruining campaigns just to play rule-chicken?
    

    

    
      §§
    

    

    
      Not long ago, after the small group I had been playing TRPG with for so long disbanded,
    

    

    
      I finally realized that our rule-chicken play was close to trolling.
    

    

    
      In the first normal group I joined afterwards, nobody competed to play rule-chicken.
    

    

    
      After going through quite the ordeal among strangers, I stopped playing rule-chicken, but I couldn’t stop myself from developing a kind of withdrawal symptom.
    

    

    
      To ease it even a little, I started uploading ‘replays’—records of TRPG play—one by one to the online community, and just like on this screen now, they caused quite a stir within the TRPG community.
    

    

    
      [You have received a message.]
    

    

    
      ‘Hm?’
    

    

    
      While I was basking in the praise for my replay, a notification arrived saying I had received a message.
    

    

    
      §§ To Daisu.
    

    

    
      Hello?
    

    

    
      I was deeply impressed after reading your replay.
    

    

    
      I would like to invite you to a long campaign using the AaA rules that I have planned as the game master.
    

    

    
      Please feel free to try rule-chicken play here!
    

    

    
      From: A fan of Daisu §§
    

    

    
      It was a very short and enticing message, but that only made it suspicious.
    

    

    
      Above all—"A fan of Daisu"?
    

    

    
      A nickname I had never seen before—and yet skilled enough to be a game master—felt almost as if they were mocking me.
    

    

    
      But even so, the fact that it was an AaA rule long campaign really appealed to me.
    

    

    
      Here, AaA, or ‘A and A’, is short for 「Adventure and Acting」, the most famous and popular TRPG series out there.
    

    

    
      It also happened to be my favorite series.
    

    

    
      ‘Hmm… Maybe they’re just a newbie with little experience who wants to try mastering. And if they have enough taste to be impressed by my replay, then even as a game master, it shouldn’t be a problem.’
    

    

    
      The promise that I could freely play rule-chicken for the first time in a while made me think—maybe just this once, I’ll knowingly walk into the trap.
    

    

    
      After some doubt, I sent a reply saying I would participate, but no matter how long I waited, no further messages came.
    

    

    
      Only after several more hours passed did I realize, as expected, it was just a petty prank.
    

    

    
      Another nightmare.
    

    

    
      When I was young, I lost my parents in an accident, and my younger sister and I had no choice but to drift between several relatives’ homes.
    

    

    
      Because of relatives aiming for our inheritance, I grew into a paranoid, suspicious person.
    

    

    
      On top of that, after becoming an adult and breaking away from those relatives, I began to have nightmares due to the trauma.
    

    

    
      When my life was starting to crumble from it, I happened upon TRPG by chance and became completely immersed.
    

    

    
      When I played TRPG, I could throw away my own self while acting as a completely different person.
    

    

    
      The characters I made were often brave or righteous, and sometimes even foolish—completely unlike me.
    

    

    
      Eventually, I even came to view myself as just another character in a story, able to observe everything with detachment.
    

    

    
      Perhaps thanks to that, I stopped having nightmares around that time.
    

    

    
      But recently, because I’d only been playing unsatisfying campaigns, I began to dream nightmares again.
    

    

    
      Fortunately, unlike before, I no longer directly experienced the nightmares.
    

    

    
      By observing and watching with detachment, the nightmares played out like a quarter-view video game, and I could realize that it was a dream.
    

    

    
      Seeing my parents fade in front of me now—it must mean the nightmare is about to end.
    

    

    
      When I opened my eyes, a pitch-black space appeared along with a voice.
    

    

    
      [Notice. Daisu, thank you for accepting my invitation. Before starting the campaign, I will briefly explain the rules.
    

    

    
      The rules and setting are based on AaA 4th Edition.
    

    

    
      Since there is only one participating player, the rest of the party will be filled with characters from your replay.
    

    

    
      All party members cannot be revived or recreated.
    

    

    
      If you fail to gather all party members or even one member leaves, the campaign fails and the player dies.
    

    

    
      For smooth game progression, the first chapter will proceed with a scenario suitable for the created character.
    

    

    
      Now, please create your character.]
    

    

    
      ‘What kind of nonsense is this?’
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      Chapter 2: Character Creation
    

    

    
      ‘What the hell is this nonsense?’
    

    

    
      The voice rattled off words like something a game master in a TRPG would say, and soon after, a white screen appeared in front of my eyes.
    

    

    
      ‘This is… a character sheet?’
    

    

    
      The screen displayed a document format used in TRPGs for writing down a character’s information.
    

    

    
      Whether it was a hologram or something else, the sheet couldn’t be touched no matter how much I waved my hands through it.
    

    

    
      ‘There’s no device projecting light nearby… More importantly, where the hell am I?’
    

    

    
      Thanks to years of experiencing lucid dreams, I could clearly tell this was reality.
    

    

    
      “What’s with this all of a sudden? Who are you? Are you the one who sent me that note earlier?”
    

    

    
      [Notice. This is the campaign I planned, as explained in the note. Remaining questions: 4.]
    

    

    
      [Notice. I am the game master. Remaining questions: 3.]
    

    

    
      [Notice. That’s correct. Remaining questions: 2.]
    

    

    
      I nearly exploded with rage in that moment, but I barely managed to hold it back.
    

    

    
      ‘Remaining questions? You didn’t even bother telling me my questions were limited! And now, more than half of them are gone just from those few things I said earlier?’
    

    

    
      If I opened my mouth carelessly again, I would surely waste the last two chances I had left.
    

    

    
      ‘They kidnapped me without me even realizing it, and now they’re trying to run some life-or-death game. Is this one of those insane rich people’s games you see in movies?’
    

    

    
      It sounded like pure delusion, but I couldn’t explain it any other way.
    

    

    
      I had thought about death many times before, but now that it had shown its real face and was closing in on me, my body trembled.
    

    

    
      But I quickly took a deep breath and began to observe myself from a distance.
    

    

    
      ‘I’m just… playing the character named Daisu right now.’
    

    

    
      The trembling in my body stopped immediately, and I felt as though I was looking down on myself from a quarter-view perspective.
    

    

    
      I quickly narrowed down my questions to two.
    

    

    
      “What are the ways I can safely return to my original everyday life?”
    

    

    
      The most important things were survival and escape, of course.
    

    

    
      So I framed the question in one sentence to find out whether there was a way and, if there was, how many options I had.
    

    

    
      [Notice. If you complete the campaign without receiving a failure judgment, the game will end with a special reward, after which you can safely return to your original everyday life. Remaining questions: 1.]
    

    

    
      ‘Second-worst.’
    

    

    
      The reason it wasn’t the worst-case scenario was because it didn’t involve outright murder and destruction.
    

    

    
      Of course, that’s only if the game master was telling the truth.
    

    

    
      “How can I meet the other party members?”
    

    

    
      The last question was designed to infer the campaign’s progression.
    

    

    
      On top of that, it could also clarify one of the most important yet puzzling elements of completing the campaign.
    

    

    
      The idea of gathering my previous characters—with all their mismatched levels and backgrounds—into one party had felt far too vague.
    

    

    
      [Notice. The campaign is divided into several chapters. Except for the first, each chapter takes place in a specific character’s background setting. You must find and recruit other characters as party members. Remaining questions: 0.]
    

    

    
      ‘Another second-worst.’
    

    

    
      The reason it wasn’t the worst was because I could tackle it in sequence.
    

    

    
      Leading multiple characters that all appeared at once with a newly created level 1 character was simply impossible.
    

    

    
      Lastly, just in case, I threw out one more question.
    

    

    
      “What kind of special reward is it?”
    

    

    
      [Notice. You have used all your questions. Please ask again next time. Remaining questions: 0.]
    

    

    
      That was an unexpected gain.
    

    

    
      Since they mentioned “next time,” the chances were high I could get more question opportunities later.
    

    

    
      Somewhat satisfied, I began to think seriously about my character’s direction.
    

    

    
      Objectively speaking, the characters that appeared in my replays were far from normal.
    

    

    
      So if I wanted to run a campaign with a party made up entirely of such characters…
    

    

    
      I needed to create a versatile character who could handle all internal and external communication for the party while also possessing excellent adaptability.
    

    

    
      “My character is a 70-year-old male elf.”
    

    

    
      I didn’t know how to input it directly on the sheet in front of me, so I simply spoke my idea out loud for now.
    

    

    
      Immediately, the corresponding field on the character sheet was filled in.
    

    

    
      Elves originating from the World Tree had higher charm stats than other races, and they were specialized in the “nature” attribute and ranged weapons.
    

    

    
      Since an elf’s life expectancy was about 500 years, I set his age to 70, the equivalent of a young adult just starting out in society.
    

    

    
      This was also a build-up for the background setting I would introduce later.
    

    

    
      “His class is a cleric serving the World Tree.”
    

    

    
      In the AaA world, clerics were a blend between the priest and summoner classes found in other games.
    

    

    
      They were described as cultivating their spirit to commune with divine beings, spirits, and beasts, and receiving aid from them.
    

    

    
      The next step was to distribute 10 “bonus points.”
    

    

    
      Every character sheet for each character had categories for stats, traits, and skills.
    

    

    
      “Bonus point distribution” referred to allocating bonus points gained during character creation or level-ups to these categories.
    

    

    
      For efficiency’s sake, I would choose the traits first.
    

    

    
      Choosing normal traits consumed bonus points.
    

    

    
      However, there was also a system where choosing penalty traits would grant additional bonus points instead of consuming them.
    

    

    
      “I’ll choose the penalty traits <Frail>, <Insensitive>, <Slow Learner>, <Short Stature>, <Center of Attention>, <Non-lethal Lv.1>, and <Trauma Manifestation Lv.1>, and add the normal trait <Speechcraft Lv.2>.”
    

    

    
      §§{Traits}
    

    

    
      Nature Affinity Lv.1
    

    

    
      Frail
    

    

    
      Insensitive
    

    

    
      Slow Learner
    

    

    
      Short Stature (Elf)
    

    

    
      Center of Attention
    

    

    
      Non-lethal Lv.1
    

    

    
      Trauma Manifestation Lv.1
    

    

    
      Speechcraft Lv.2
    

    

    
      Bonus Points: 25 §§
    

    

    
      The things I said were written in the traits section of the character sheet.
    

    

    
      Most of them were insane penalty traits, but they didn’t pose much of an obstacle to me.
    

    

    
      Because—
    

    

    
      ‘I know the true nature of these traits, unlike others.’
    

    

    
      The additional bonus points gained from selecting traits ended up totaling 15.
    

    

    
      Next came the stats.
    

    

    
      Considering the direction I had in mind, I set Intelligence, Constitution, and Mana all to 12, and invested Charisma to the level 1 character limit of 27.
    

    

    
      §§{Stats}
    

    

    
      Strength: 6
    

    

    
      Perception: 6
    

    

    
      Intelligence: 12
    

    

    
      Constitution: 12
    

    

    
      Mana: 12
    

    

    
      Dexterity: 5
    

    

    
      Charisma: 27
    

    

    
      Bonus Points: 6 §§
    

    

    
      Thanks to the penalty traits <Frail>, <Insensitive>, and <Slow Learner>, some abnormal stats were born.
    

    

    
      In other words, I had efficiently redistributed points from unnecessary stats.
    

    

    
      Now only the skills section remained.
    

    

    
      The more skills that used MP, the higher the total MP, but for a level 1 character, the efficiency wasn’t worth it.
    

    

    
      So I ended it by investing all the points up to the class-level cap into <Plant Summon>, the class-exclusive basic skill obtained when choosing a class.
    

    

    
      §§{Skills}
    

    

    
      Ranged Weapon Mastery Lv.1
    

    

    
      [Sponsor] World Tree
    

    

    
      Plant Summon Lv.3
    

    

    
      └ Lv.1 Tree Vines
    

    

    
      └ Fertilizer Supply
    

    

    
      └ Lv.1 Celestial Fruit
    

    

    
      Languages
    

    

    
      └ (Unselected)
    

    

    
      └ (Unselected)
    

    

    
      └ (Learnable)
    

    

    
      Bonus Points: 4
    

    

    
      Learnable Skills §§
    

    

    
      “I’ll choose Common and Elvish for the languages, and leave the last slot for later.”
    

    

    
      In AaA, characters started with two languages by default, with one recommended to be Common for smooth campaign progression.
    

    

    
      Along with an extra language granted by the effect of <Speechcraft>, I decided to save the remaining 4 bonus points for the future.
    

    

    
      The next step was to set the name, appearance, values, and background.
    

    

    
      These helped immerse your character into the game world, which in turn helped you and the other players get more invested.
    

    

    
      This was one of the core elements and purposes of the TRPG genre, and the game master encouraged it by awarding “immersion points” during play.
    

    

    
      By spending these immersion points, you could gain positive modifiers to dice rolls, allowing players to literally get more immersed in the game.
    

    

    
      “My character’s name is Dicendel Lio.”
    

    

    
      It was a name I had thought of a long time ago.
    

    

    
      I then began describing an appearance that matched the stats and traits.
    

    

    
      “My character, befitting his high Charisma, has softly wavy silver hair, green eyes that hold the forest within them, skin so pale it’s nearly transparent, and a high-bridged nose…”
    

    

    
      This was my ideal vision of an elf’s appearance.
    

    

    
      “Applying the <Short Stature> trait, his height is 177cm, well below the male elf average of 200cm. Considering his low Strength, moderate Constitution, and high Charisma, he has a lithe but slightly thin build weighing 62.5kg.”
    

    

    
      Amazingly, as soon as I finished the description, the image of a beautiful elf matching my words appeared on the character sheet.
    

    

    
      Next, it was time to decide his values.
    

    

    
      Values included moral alignment, the purpose of the adventure, and behavioral patterns.
    

    

    
      In my case, I had to incorporate the penalty trait <Non-lethal Lv.1> I had chosen earlier.
    

    

    
      “His alignment is ‘Neutral Good,’ and he holds the belief that he must not kill directly. However, he’s fine with violence and indirect killing through summons or allies, which makes it rather shallow. The purpose of the adventure is…”
    

    

    
      After roughly writing Dicendel’s background, I added one last line.
    

    

    
      “…He enrolled in a seminary that trains high-ranking clerics serving the World Tree.”
    

    

    
      According to the rules the game master had explained earlier, the first chapter would be tailored to my character.
    

    

    
      Thus, I aimed to make this chapter into an “academy story.”
    

    

    
      This was also a setup for showcasing the Rule-chicken play I had been planning for a long time.
    

    

    
      The final step was “choosing starting possessions.”
    

    

    
      You began with 100 capital points, with any leftover converted into currency for your starting background location when the first session began.
    

    

    
      Recalling the list of available items in my head, I picked out the appropriate ones.
    

    

    
      §§{Possessions}
    

    

    
      [Equipped] Worn Clothing Set (+0.2kg)
    

    

    
      [Equipped] Tough Leather Armor (+4kg)
    

    

    
      [Equipped] Shabby Robe (+0.4kg)
    

    

    
      [Equipped] Steel-hide Gloves & Boots (+2kg)
    

    

    
      [Carried] Sling (+0.2kg)
    

    

    
      [Equipped] Crooked Deadwood Staff (+4kg)
    

    

    
      [Equipped] Rotten Oak Shield (+10kg)
    

    

    
      [Equipped] Worn Travel Backpack (-10kg)
    

    

    
      └ Beginner’s Adventure Kit (+13kg)
    

    

    
      └ Miscellaneous Junk (+10kg)
    

    

    
      Currency: 17 points (+0kg)
    

    

    
      Carrying Weight: 33.8kg / 35kg §§
    

    

    
      My character’s low Strength meant the carrying limit was almost at its peak.
    

    

    
      I had 17 capital points left over.
    

    

    
      Now, if these points were converted into currency, it would probably amount to about six months’ wages for a laborer working in a medieval-level city.
    

    

    
      For reference, equipping gear was done automatically, so the elf’s appearance on the character sheet had also changed.
    

    

    
      ‘I thought they’d just run a campaign, but no—they went as far as kidnapping me and turning me into their plaything. They’ll regret doing this to me. I’ll make sure they choke on that so-called impressive Rule-chicken play of mine.’
    

    

    
      With that resolve, my vision went dark.
    

    

    
      Once I filled in all the blanks on the character sheet, the bright glow faded, darkness swallowed everything, and that familiar voice returned.
    

    

    
      [Notice. Beginning the first chapter.]
    

    

    
      At the same time, I felt a strange floating sensation before the surroundings brightened instantly.
    

    

    
      ‘The environment just changed suddenly. Looks like some sort of set… Did the floating sensation just now come from the set moving?’
    

    

    
      The space around me had transformed into a spacious, simple room with a high ceiling.
    

    

    
      Green sunlight, fragmented by leaves, poured in through a large window. A long staff leaned against the windowsill, bathed in that light.
    

    

    
      On a desk against one wall, piles of books were stacked beneath a robe and a shield. On the bed opposite, a large backpack and all sorts of clutter were strewn about messily.
    

    

    
      ‘I thought it had turned into a set with a table for running the campaign… but what’s with this large room? Some sort of waiting area? And these items are definitely…’
    

    

    
      They were the starting possessions I had just chosen.
    

    

    
      But even if I assumed they had prepared these props for the set in advance, the gap between just now and this moment was far too short.
    

    

    
      As I looked at them, the vivid sensory feedback I felt made me glance down at my own body in confusion.
    

    

    
      ‘Something’s wrong!’
    

    

    
      At some point, the pajamas I had been wearing were gone, replaced by worn clothes of coarse material and a polished leather armor.
    

    

    
      Clothes exactly like the ones my newly made character would wear.
    

    

    
      “Ha, what the fu— No! This doesn’t make any sense!”
    

    

    
      In a rush, I reached up to touch my ears, then quickly shook my head to dismiss the first thought that came to mind.
    

    

    
      But the silky hair swaying beneath those pointed ears, and the faint silhouette reflected in the bright window, forced me to accept it.
    

    

    
      ‘I’ve turned into an elf—or rather, into the character I made, Dicendel. Exactly like the one I saw on the character sheet just now—huh?’
    

    

    
      §§{Character}
    

    

    
      Name: Dicendel Lio
    

    

    
      Total Level: 1
    

    

    
      Race: Elf
    

    

    
      Gender: Male
    

    

    
      Age: 70
    

    

    
      Class: Cleric (World Tree) Lv.1 [0]
    

    

    
      Experience: 0 / 100
    

    

    
      HP: 260 / 260
    

    

    
      AP: 46 / 46
    

    

    
      MP: 184 / 184
    

    

    
      Attack: 28 (+0)
    

    

    
      Willpower: 70 (+0)
    

    

    
      Defense: 25 (+12)
    

    

    
      Resistance: 15 (+2)
    

    

    
      Turn Speed: 9.7s (+0)
    

    

    
      Movement Speed: 0.8m/s (+0)
    

    

    
      Vision: 30.8m (×1.1)
    

    

    
      Range 1: 0.33m (×1.1)
    

    

    
      Range 2: 7.01m (×1.1)
    

    

    
      Height: 177.0cm
    

    

    
      Weight: 62.5kg
    

    

    
      Status: --
    

    

    
      Eye Color: Green like the forest
    

    

    
      Hair Color: Silver
    

    

    
      Build: Slightly thin
    

    

    
      Alignment: Neutral Good
    

    

    
      …§§
    

    

    
      When I thought about Dicendel’s appearance—or more precisely, the character sheet itself—a semi-transparent display appeared before my eyes.
    

    

    
      I could instantly tell it was the same character sheet I had just filled out.
    

    

    
      I reached my hand out, but there was nothing to touch. When I moved my gaze, the semi-transparent display followed along.
    

    

    
      It still couldn’t be touched, just like during character creation, but this time it followed my line of sight.
    

    

    
      And it didn’t even show up in the reflection of the window.
    

    

    
      There was no way something like this could be possible.
    

    

    
      A mix of confusion and disbelief hit me, but as time passed, fear began to overwhelm both.
    

    

    
      It wasn’t eccentric rich people with twisted tastes who had kidnapped me—this was the work of some transcendent being.
    

    

    
      To resist such an entity was unthinkable, and it was obvious that escape would be impossible.
    

    

    
      I squeezed my eyes shut in fear from that realization.
    

    

    
      But the character sheet, as if acting directly on my retina or brain, remained “visible,” so I couldn’t even turn away from this reality.
    

    

    
      I couldn’t understand why something like this had happened to me of all people.
    

    

    
      Slipping into panic, I just blurted out whatever words came to mind.
    

    

    
      “End game! Log out! Status window! Let me out! Game master, you bastard! If you want to pull this crap, you could’ve picked someone else instead of me! Get rid of all this, I said get lost!”
    

    

    
      For a moment, the character sheet seemed to flip over before disappearing completely.
    

    

    
      ‘Huh? Did I just imagine that? Character… sheet.’
    

    

    
      The character sheet reappeared, and I slowly repeated the words I had rushed through earlier.
    

    

    
      “End game, log out… You could ‘change’ it, right?”
    

    

    
      At last, the character sheet flipped, revealing its “back side.”
    

    

    
      What was written there was information about me—no, about the character Daisu, since I was now Dicendel.
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      Chapter 3: Destiny and Encounter
    

    

    
      §§{Character}
    

    

    
      Name: Daisu
    

    

    
      Overall Level: 1
    

    

    
      Race: Human
    

    

    
      Gender: Male
    

    

    
      Age: 27
    

    

    
      Class: Player Lv.1 [0]
    

    

    
      Experience: 0 / 100
    

    

    
      HP: --
    

    

    
      AP: --
    

    

    
      MP: 73 / 73
    

    

    
      Attack Power: --
    

    

    
      Willpower: 16 (+0)
    

    

    
      Defense: --
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Range 2: --
    

    

    
      Height: 175.5cm
    

    

    
      Weight: 64.0kg
    

    

    
      Status: --
    

    

    
      Eye Color: Jet-black
    

    

    
      Hair Color: Jet-black
    

    

    
      Body Type: Skinny Fat
    

    

    
      Alignment: Chaotic Neutral
    

    

    
      …§§
    

    

    
      In the AaA series, there were also campaigns where one could operate multiple characters and their corresponding character sheets at the same time.
    

    

    
      But never before had there been a case where a single character used multiple character sheets like now.
    

    

    
      ‘What’s with this “Player” class? And why are the status resources and status stats like this…?’
    

    

    
      Status resources referred to HP, AP, and MP, while status stats referred to the elements listed below them.
    

    

    
      Even if these entries were reduced to zero, it didn’t mean they would be left blank like they were now.
    

    

    
      Only MP and Willpower were being displayed properly.
    

    

    
      I wondered if it meant the mind was separated from the body, but then again, the idea that Daisu and Dicendel’s minds were distinct also felt strange.
    

    

    
      To figure that out, I needed to check the abilities.
    

    

    
      The character sheet in front of me wasn’t arranged with turning pages but rather with scrolling and tabs.
    

    

    
      The moment I thought about opening the Abilities tab, the stats appeared first, along with three sub-tabs.
    

    

    
      §§{Abilities}
    

    

    
      Strength: 7
    

    

    
      Perception: 6
    

    

    
      Intelligence: 27
    

    

    
      Constitution: 6
    

    

    
      Magic Power: 4
    

    

    
      Dexterity: 7
    

    

    
      Charisma: 13
    

    

    
      Immersion: 5.0%
    

    

    
      Bonus Points: 0 §§
    

    

    
      Considering that, during character creation, the base abilities for a level 1 human were all set at 10 points, these numbers were a pitiful reflection of my current physical condition.
    

    

    
      ‘No HP or AP, yet all the ability scores are here? Why do I even have Magic Power? Did it just set some arbitrary minimum? And judging from the fact Dicendel’s remaining bonus points don’t apply, does this mean Dicendel and Daisu level up separately?’
    

    

    
      Right above the bonus points, however, something strange caught my eye.
    

    

    
      That “5%” Immersion score.
    

    

    
      Immersion was a score the Game Master gave to evaluate the player. It wasn’t something normally displayed in the abilities, and even less so as a percentage like this.
    

    

    
      ‘Honestly, in my current state, even 0% feels high. How am I supposed to immerse myself in a situation like this? And besides, without any dice to roll, what does immersion even matter? No, if they bothered to display it, there must be some reward tied to it.’
    

    

    
      §§…
    

    

    
      Immersion: 5.0% → 4.9%
    

    

    
      …§§
    

    

    
      In the original games, Immersion was merely a mechanism to give extra modifiers to dice rolls when used.
    

    

    
      Therefore, having low immersion at the moment wasn’t particularly bad, so I decided to ignore the fact it was dropping in real time.
    

    

    
      Next, I moved on to the Traits tab.
    

    

    
      §§{Traits}
    

    

    
      Human Adaptability Lv.1
    

    

    
      Oratory Lv.4
    

    

    
      Trauma Manifestation Lv.2
    

    

    
      Paranoia Lv.1
    

    

    
      Nightmare Resistance Lv.9
    

    

    
      Bonus Points: 0 §§
    

    

    
      ‘This is truly awful.’
    

    

    
      One notable point was that <Trauma Manifestation> and <Oratory> overlapped with Dicendel’s traits.
    

    

    
      I wondered how exactly these would take effect in this kind of situation.
    

    

    
      Next, I decided to check the Skills tab.
    

    

    
      §§{Skills}
    

    

    
      Acting Lv.3
    

    
      └ Observation
    

    
      └ Falsehood
    

    
      └ Imitation
    

    

    
      Contemplation Lv.1
    

    

    
      Prospect Lv.1
    

    

    
      Projection Lv.1
    

    
      └ Thought Transmission
    

    

    
      Languages
    

    
      └ Korean
    

    
      └ Spanish
    

    
      └ English
    

    
      └ (Acquirable)
    

    

    
      Bonus Points: 0
    

    

    
      Acquirable Skills §§
    

    

    
      Among the displayed skills, both <Contemplation> and <Prospect>, much like the “Player” class, were ones I had never seen in the rulebook.
    

    

    
      They were indeed things I was actually good at, but I didn’t expect even something like these to be listed as skills.
    

    

    
      ‘Let’s start with… <Contemplation>…?’
    

    

    
      To understand its detailed function, I repeated the skill’s name in my head.
    

    

    
      Then, the trembling that still lingered in my body vanished instantly.
    

    

    
      At the same time, my mind felt as if it had been honed sharp like a blade.
    

    

    
      ‘And now, <Prospect>.’
    

    

    
      I felt as though my mind was floating, and my vision changed.
    

    

    
      It was as if I were stuck to the ceiling, looking down at the room—when in fact, I could clearly see the top of my character Dicendel.
    

    

    
      I tried to shift my view by moving my mind as I would my body, but I couldn’t move forward, backward, or sideways; I could only spin in place.
    

    

    
      I could move my mind vertically, but if I hit the ceiling or floor, it felt blocked and I could go no further.
    

    

    
      Instead, when I tried to move my actual body, my body moved accordingly.
    

    

    
      It was like controlling a game character from a bird’s-eye view.
    

    

    
      ‘Well, I suppose that’s exactly what it is.’
    

    

    
      Lastly, <Projection> was also a skill I had never seen before, and unlike the previous two, it didn’t seem to have much to do with my past experiences.
    

    

    
      Judging from the fact it had sub-skills, it was probably an exclusive basic skill I gained when I acquired the Player class.
    

    

    
      ‘<Projection - Thought Transmission>.’
    

    

    
      I tried using the skill, but nothing happened.
    

    

    
      In such cases, it was highly likely there simply wasn’t a target.
    

    

    
      If so, I’d leave <Projection> for later and focus on practicing the other abilities first.
    

    

    
      [Notice. The Player’s immersion has dropped to 0%, and great misfortune is now in effect.]
    

    

    
      The moment I heard the notice, I hurriedly repeated the words “Contemplation” and “Prospect” in my head to cancel the skills.
    

    

    
      “There’s no such thing in the real game! If you’re going to add something new, at least give me a warning first, you bastard…!”
    

    

    
      In the original game, low immersion never applied any penalties.
    

    

    
      But “misfortune”?
    

    

    
      And not just any misfortune—“great” misfortune.
    

    

    
      I immediately grabbed the staff leaning against the window and the shield on the desk.
    

    

    
      Then, I raised my alertness to the maximum.
    

    

    
      ‘I don’t sense anything yet.’
    

    

    
      But I couldn’t relax.
    

    

    
      To resolve the current situation, I had to raise my immersion again.
    

    

    
      The simplest method was to role-play the character perfectly, just like in the original game.
    

    

    
      ‘Let’s see…’
    

    

    
      “I am Dicendel Rio!”
    

    

    
      §§…
    

    

    
      Immersion: 0.0%
    

    

    
      …§§
    

    

    
      Even with self-suggestion, the immersion didn’t budge.
    

    

    
      ‘Tch—so it’s no good after all.’
    

    

    
      If that was the case, the next option was to act like Dicendel.
    

    

    
      In the current situation, the easiest thing to do was probably to use a skill.
    

    

    
      ‘For example, <Summon Plant>’s <Tree Vines>.’
    

    

    
      <Tree Vines> was the most basic servant of the World Tree, summonable from <Summon Plant> at level 1.
    

    

    
      Its speed was slow, but it was extremely useful for a wide range of strategic purposes—attack, defense, and restraint—allowing for optimal responses against any opponent.
    

    

    
      ‘No… better to hold back for now.’
    

    

    
      The phrase “great misfortune” bothered me.
    

    

    
      Judging from what happened when I used <Contemplation> and <Prospect>, there was no actual “dice roll” anyway.
    

    

    
      But since this person applied penalties for low immersion, I had no idea what else they might pull.
    

    

    
      And then—
    

    

    
      [Player’s Dice: 00, 0]
    

    

    
      I had just made the mistake of repeating a skill name in my head.
    

    

    
      ‘Huh? There was a dice roll—?’
    

    

    
      [Notice. Dice roll result: 0, critical failure.]
    

    

    
      [Notice. You have completely failed to use the skill. As a result, a harmful causality occurs.]
    

    

    
      [Player’s Dice: 00, 0]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Type of critical failure: Catastrophe.]
    

    

    
      [Player’s Dice: 10, 3]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Type of catastrophe: Mana Rampage.]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Mana Rampage occurs. An additional catastrophe will also arrive.]
    

    

    
      Rumble-rumble—KWAANG!
    

    

    
      In a split second, right after I saw the illusion of two 10-sided dice rolling three times in succession along with the notice—
    

    

    
      A massive vine shot up from beneath my feet like the head of a viper, accompanied by a violent tremor.
    

    

    
      Whoosh—CRASH! CRACK! BOOM!
    

    

    
      It then swung sideways, smashing all the furniture and walls in the room before rushing straight toward me.
    

    

    
      Swoooosh—!
    

    

    
      [Target’s Dice: 40, 2]
    

    

    
      [Notice. The target difficulty is 42.]
    

    

    
      [Player’s Dice: 50, 9]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Adding modifier equal to the difference in Perception score between the player and target: -14]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Adding modifier from <Dullness>: -10]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Dice roll result: -7, failure.]
    

    

    
      [Notice. You failed to react.]
    

    

    
      Because of my low Perception score and the <Dullness> trait, my reaction was delayed.
    

    

    
      [Player’s Dice: 40, 6]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Adding modifier equal to the difference in Perception score between the player and target: -14]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Adding modifier equal to target’s Dexterity score: -18]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Adding modifier from <Dullness>: -10]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Dice roll result: -38, failure.]
    

    

    
      [Notice. You failed to defend.]
    

    

    
      I clumsily lifted the shield in my left hand.
    

    

    
      Because of that, the <Tree Vines> struck me squarely in the chest, wide open and unguarded.
    

    

    
      [Notice. The attack deals 280 damage.]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Applying modifier from previous dice roll result: ×0.9]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Applying modifier equal to player’s Defense: -25]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Player takes 227 damage. Additional effect: Bleeding.]
    

    

    
      THUD! —BOOM!
    

    

    
      “Graaagh!”
    

    

    
      Crack.
    

    

    
      My body was flung back violently, smashing through the door I hit—
    

    
      and colliding with someone who had been standing in the hallway beyond.
    

    

    
      [Notice. Impact damage is…]
    

    

    
      […Player takes 13 total damage.]
    

    

    
      [Target’s Dice…]
    

    

    
      […Target takes 87 total damage.]
    

    

    
      “…Kghhh!”
    

    

    
      “Kyaaah!”
    

    

    
      We rolled across the hallway several times in a tangled heap before finally coming to a stop after slamming into the opposite room’s door.
    

    

    
      When I strained to look down, I saw the leather armor was badly torn, blood seeping from my chest,
    

    
      and the shield had completely broken from some bad collision.
    

    

    
      “Ugh… you… what the hell was that…!”
    

    

    
      The person who had rolled with me quickly stood up and drew a whip from their belt.
    

    

    
      Blood was streaming from both nostrils, so I couldn’t be certain—
    

    

    
      But the burning golden eyes, long straight hair, pretty face, and sharp yet shorter-than-elf ears…
    

    

    
      ‘Galanuel…?’
    

    

    
      It was without a doubt the utterly broken character I had created—‘Galanuel Tudil.’
    

    

    
      I was about to speak, but dizziness overtook me, and I lost consciousness.
    

    

    
      “Haa—ah!”
    

    

    
      When I came to, I immediately scanned my surroundings in alert.
    

    

    
      “Oh? You’re awake?”
    

    

    
      A short distance away, a stunning elf woman approached me, speaking.
    

    

    
      Her long, silky black hair flowed like silk, and her large black pearl-like eyes seemed to draw everything in like a black hole.
    

    

    
      Her looks could rival Galanuel’s from earlier.
    

    

    
      “How’s your body?”
    

    

    
      Judging from the situation and surroundings, I must have been taken to a hospital right after fainting.
    

    

    
      “Yes, it hurts a bit, but it’s bearable.”
    

    

    
      What came out of my mouth was a language I had never heard before.
    

    

    
      Come to think of it, what she had said earlier was the same.
    

    

    
      Yet I understood the meaning perfectly, and the words flowed out naturally from my mouth.
    

    

    
      It must have been Elvish—or perhaps the Common tongue—manifested due to the game becoming reality.
    

    

    
      “Is that so? This is the school infirmary. By the way, I’m Instructor ‘Eleina Silond’ for the Healing Arts course. Do you know you were so badly injured and bleeding that you almost died? You’ve been asleep for a full day!”
    

    

    
      ‘Did she just say “almost died”?’
    

    

    
      I quickly called up my character sheet.
    

    

    
      §§…
    

    

    
      HP: 193 / 260
    

    

    
      AP: 46 / 46
    

    

    
      MP: 0 / 184
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Status: Mana Rampage
    

    

    
      …§§
    

    

    
      Among the three ways to recover HP in AaA—‘healing,’ ‘rest,’ and another— the fact my HP still wasn’t full even after applying healing and rest meant her words about almost dying were true.
    

    

    
      On top of that, I had also been inflicted with the “Mana Rampage” status ailment.
    

    

    
      This status imposed a huge danger on the caster and their surroundings, and even afterward, it locked MP at 0, preventing recovery for a time.
    

    

    
      The reason I ended up like this was because my dice roll had been a critical failure.
    

    

    
      In AaA, all dice rolls were standardized to “2d10,” determining the success and degree of actions with results from 00 to 99.
    

    

    
      Here, “2d10” meant using two 10-sided dice.
    

    

    
      For example, if the die for the tens place rolled 40 and the one for the ones place rolled 7,
    

    
      the final result would be 47, meaning the action succeeded clumsily.
    

    

    
      But Mana Rampage occurred when you rolled “00” for a skill check, then rolled 00 again to trigger a catastrophe, and finally rolled 13 or lower to manifest it.
    

    

    
      It was an absurdly low probability.
    

    

    
      Fortunately, whether it was due to the incident or not, my immersion had risen, meaning I was safe for the time being.
    

    

    
      §§…
    

    

    
      Immersion: 32.5%
    

    

    
      …§§
    

    

    
      ‘Still, I didn’t expect one of my other characters to appear here…’
    

    

    
      —Notice. The campaign is divided into multiple chapters. Each chapter, except the first, takes place in a specific character’s background location, and you must recruit other characters as party members after discovering them. Remaining questions: 0 times.
    

    

    
      That was the answer I had received from the Game Master right before creating the character Dicendel.
    

    

    
      I had used that answer to deliberately steer this chapter’s setting, but a slight misunderstanding had occurred.
    

    

    
      I had thought that “except the first” also applied to the latter part about “discovering and recruiting other characters.”
    

    

    
      In other words, I assumed that none of my other characters would appear in this chapter.
    

    

    
      ‘And it had to be Galanuel, of all people.’
    

    

    
      Galanuel Tudil was a money-obsessed half-elf woman I created for a short-domain management campaign I once ran.
    

    

    
      For this character, I invested not only the default bonus points from creation but also extra bonus points gained from penalty traits, creating two custom traits: <Massive Inheritance> and <Value Appraisal>.
    

    

    
      At the time, I used those traits and capital points to purchase a wide variety of creatures, operating them as a corporate-style dungeon to earn even more money.
    

    

    
      Around mid-campaign, I even drove all the dungeons I owned into overdrive to crash the prices of mines, forestry sites, and roads within the campaign, buying them at dirt-cheap rates.
    

    

    
      By the end of the campaign, I had taken control of all resources and distribution channels in the setting.
    

    

    
      With that money, I hired dozens of knights and adventurers, defeating the final boss with ease.
    

    

    
      Of course, that boss was no match for a long-campaign final boss, but considering Galanuel’s low level and the campaign’s progression at the time, it was a remarkable feat.
    

    

    
      Above all, I still remembered how the final battle was such a spectacle that even a single turn took more than ten minutes to play out.
    

    

    
      And now, that same character had appeared in a seminary completely unrelated to her original story.
    

    

    
      This had to be the Game Master’s scheme.
    

    

    
      “…And apparently, you attacked Galanuel first when she came to invite you to join a club? Then she retaliated.”
    

    

    
      Even as I considered the Game Master’s intentions, Eleina continued speaking.
    

    

    
      ‘A club?’
    

    

    
      Well, at least I had a rough grasp of the current situation.
    

    

    
      At the time, Galanuel had been passing through the freshman dormitory hallway to invite someone to join a club.
    

    

    
      For some reason, it was now being said that the reason she and I were both injured was because of a fight between us.
    

    

    
      “…No, that was just an accident.”
    

    

    
      “Is that so? Actually, a disciplinary meeting about you and Galanuel is being held right now. Once you’re discharged, someone will come find you. Try to persuade them well. I’ll also put in a good word. My instincts tell me you’re not a bad kid.”
    

    

    
      When I returned to the dorm after being discharged, my original room and the surrounding area were completely destroyed, so I was assigned a new one.
    

    

    
      Thankfully, it seemed someone had moved all my belongings for me.
    

    

    
      Among them, I spotted my leather armor, now nothing more than a rag.
    

    

    
      Knock knock.
    

    

    
      That must be the “someone” Eleina had mentioned.
    

    

    
      The person knocking was a middle-aged elf man with calm green hair and eyes that stood out.
    

    

    
      “Student Dicendel Rio. I heard you were discharged.”
    

    

    
      “And you are…?”
    

    

    
      “Ah, I am ‘Medes Holimdrasir,’ head instructor for the Botany course. I also serve as the chairman of the disciplinary committee. I’m here to inform you of the meeting’s proceedings and outcome…”
    

    

    
      To summarize what the man calling himself Medes said—
    

    

    
      Both I, who had allegedly preemptively attacked Galanuel when she came to invite me to join a club,
    

    

    
      and Galanuel, who overdefended and inflicted serious injury upon me,
    

    

    
      should rightfully have been expelled. But for some reason, it had been decided to overlook the matter.
    

    

    
      ‘For some reason?’
    

    

    
      “Well then, I’ll be on my way. I need to deliver the same message to Student Galanuel Paladeltion.”
    

    

    
      “Paladeltion, you say…?”
    

    

    
      The surname I gave Galanuel wasn’t something like “Paladeltion” but “Tudil.”
    

    

    
      Medes, about to leave, turned his head.
    

    

    
      “You didn’t know? Three years ago, she entered this seminary to compete for succession within the great house of Paladeltion. At present, she’s the most likely candidate. In any case, I regret that something like this happened right after your enrollment.”
    

    

    
      It seemed the story was heading in a direction that would undermine my reason for choosing an academy setting.
    

    

    
      I still didn’t know what kind of family the Paladeltion house was, but if Galanuel succeeded in inheriting it, she would become impossible to recruit into my party.
    

    

    
      And that meant failure to clear the campaign—in other words, my death.
    

    

    
      In that case, I needed to make a move now to change the situation.
    

    

    
      Using the hint the elf in front of me had subtly dropped, along with my knowledge of Galanuel—
    

    

    
      “Instructor Medes! If you help me, I’ll try to keep Galanuel in check.”
    

    

    
      “…I’m not sure what you mean. I have no reason to keep Student Galanuel in check. Besides, she is the most outstanding student in Alvheim Seminary’s history. How exactly would a freshman like you manage that?”
    

    

    
      Medes spoke as if he had no interest, but there was a subtle glimmer of anticipation in his eyes.
    

    

    
      As I thought—he had taken the bait.
    

    

    
      “The school—or at least the disciplinary committee—has already been bought off by Galanuel, and I also know you’re finding it hard to simply stand by and watch, Instructor.”
    

    

    
      The very fact that things had turned out this way was proof enough that someone’s influence was at work.
    

    

    
      It was also the kind of move I often made when playing Galanuel.
    

    

    
      Most likely, they intended to use this incident to gain some sort of advantage.
    

    

    
      And this Medes fellow’s attitude was not that of someone supporting Galanuel.
    

    

    
      His expression, though composed, occasionally flickered with traces of disgust and shame.
    

    

    
      “You misun—”
    

    

    
      “You don’t have to worry about me. If you’ve seen the wreck of my old room, you’d know I’m no pushover. More importantly, I have a secret plan to defeat Galanuel.”
    

    

    
      “…Then why, Student Dicendel, are you…”
    

    

    
      “She and I have been tangled in a bad relationship since long ago. That’s why we ended up fighting this time as well. Please help me, Instructor.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      [Target’s Dice: 30, 3]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Target difficulty is 33.]
    

    

    
      [Player’s Dice: 60, 1]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Adding situational modifier: +10]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Relationship with target is neutral: +0]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Target is negative toward player’s opinion: -20]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Adding modifier equal to the difference in Intelligence score between player and target: -51]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Adding modifier equal to the difference in Charisma score between player and target: +3]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Adding modifier from <Oratory Lv.2>: +10]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Adding modifier from <Oratory Lv.4>: +20]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Dice roll result: 0, success.]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Successfully persuaded the target.]
    

    

    
      Thanks to <Oratory> being possessed by both Dicendel and Daisu and triggering in overlap, the dice roll succeeded.
    

    

    
      ‘So traits can be applied simultaneously…! I can already think of a hundred fun ways to abuse this.’
    

    

    
      “…Everything you said is correct. And honestly, after seeing the collapsed side of the dormitory, I felt a shameful sense of anticipation as an instructor. I wondered if a student had appeared who could restrain Galanuel. If things keep going as they are, this sacred school will end up as nothing more than a single student’s business operation. …What would you have me do?”
    

    

    
      “Well, I have a good idea. Could something like this be possible?”
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      Medes gladly accepted my proposal and then left.
    

    

    
      After that, I resumed the ability check that had been postponed due to the earlier incident.
    

    

    
      But then, on Dicendel’s character sheet, I discovered an entry that had been added without my knowledge.
    

    

    
      §§{Skills}
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      [Sponsorship] Deus Ex Machina
    

    

    
      ??
    

    

    
      … §§
    

    

    
      ‘What’s this?’
    

    

    
      As far as I knew, “Deus Ex Machina” meant “a god descended by means of machinery,” an omnipotent being that could end all conflicts in a play without any logical progression.
    

    

    
      Of course, in the AaA world, no such deity existed.
    

    

    
      However, there was one suspect that came to mind.
    

    

    
      ‘The Game Master. If they can end a story, then surely they can also make it begin, right?’
    

    

    
      Just by the name Deus Ex Machina, it might sound like a beneficial skill.
    

    

    
      But the problem was that it was categorized as a sponsorship.
    

    

    
      Dicendel was already under the sponsorship of the World Tree, and being sponsored by more than one powerful being at the same time could easily lead to disastrous consequences.
    

    

    
      Above all, I could sense the malice of the Game Master in those words.
    

    

    
      Most Game Masters were benevolent and excellent guides who led players with care.
    

    

    
      But there were always those who dedicated themselves to messing with players.
    

    

    
      Someone who had forcibly dragged me here and now manipulated and controlled the flow of information could only be the latter.
    

    

    
      Therefore, I had to see Deus Ex Machina as a means to manipulate the campaign’s progress at the Game Master’s whim, exceeding even their usual authority.
    

    

    
      ‘Deus Ex Machina, huh.’
    

    

    
      As I pondered this, my eyes fixed on the text, and I silently repeated the name in my head—
    

    

    
      §§{Chapter Information}
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Completion Goal: Recruit ‘Galanuel Tudil Paladeltion’ and graduate from Alvheim Seminary
    

    

    
      Completion Reward: Experience points, an additional question opportunity
    

    

    
      Failure Conditions: Recruitment failure, ranking below the top 10% of the grade in any semester
    

    

    
      Failure Penalty: Death §§
    

    

    
      A holographic window appeared.
    

    

    
      The name written there was the full name I hadn’t even known.
    

    

    
      When I created the character Galanuel, I had simply given her the background of “an illegitimate daughter who inherited a massive fortune from a wealthy family.” I never thought that detail would be used to make her appear in this world.
    

    

    
      I took out the freshman guidebook with the ornate cover that read “Alvheim Seminary.”
    

    

    
      The name of the principal printed there was “Jemula Paladeltion.”
    

    

    
      According to what Medes had told me, the current principal, who had no children, had been gathering branch family members from all over in search of a successor.
    

    

    
      The minimum condition he set for them was “graduate with high grades without skipping any grades.”
    

    

    
      So, what I had to do was obvious.
    

    

    
      Hold Galanuel back in at least one subject.
    

    

    
      Once she failed to become the successor, I would recruit her and then graduate at my leisure, bringing her into the next chapter.
    

    

    
      The key point here was that I could not become completely hostile toward her.
    

    

    
      ‘Still, early graduation… I should keep that as a backup plan.’
    

    

    
      I began reading the section of the guidebook that outlined the requirements for early graduation.
    

    

    
      Deng— Deng—!
    

    

    
      When morning came, bright sunlight and the deep chimes of a bell seeped in through the window.
    

    

    
      Out of habit, I checked my character sheet. My HP and other status resources were at full, and the duration of the Mana Rampage had ended.
    

    

    
      ‘I feel like I’ve already gotten used to being dragged into this world.’
    

    

    
      In the setting, elves released almost no waste through their skin and could cleanse themselves with just sunlight and wind.
    

    

    
      Thanks to that, I simply tidied my still-silky silver hair, packed my belongings, and headed for the lecture hall.
    

    

    
      Today’s class was the second core subject, Botany. Because I had missed the classes from the day before yesterday and yesterday due to the Mana Rampage incident, this would be my first class in it.
    

    

    
      Most of the students in the lecture hall were elves, but there was also a good number of humans, dwarves, and even orcs.
    

    

    
      It might sound strange to hear of dwarves or orcs worshipping the elves’ divine World Tree.
    

    

    
      However, in the AaA world, that was entirely natural.
    

    

    
      Since all races were scattered across multiple planets and dimensions, there were places like this where relationships were close enough that even other races would revere the World Tree.
    

    

    
      As soon as I entered the classroom, dozens of eyes turned toward me.
    

    

    
      It seemed that the incident from two days ago had already made me famous within the school.
    

    

    
      Of course, there was also the penalty trait <Spotlight>, which increased charm by 3 points but decreased perception by 2 points and gave a penalty to stealth actions.
    

    

    
      Among the stares were Galanuel and her group. Unlike her followers, who looked at me as if I were their mortal enemy, Galanuel’s expression seemed more like she was appraising a curious object.
    

    

    
      Yes, this was the “good idea” I had asked Training Director Medes if I could do.
    

    

    
      Skipping three grade levels at once to take the same classes as Galanuel.
    

    

    
      Naturally, this was only possible because the instructor for this class was Medes himself, who held a high position in the seminary.
    

    

    
      I ignored the stares pouring down on me and took a seat at an empty desk.
    

    

    
      Before long, Medes entered the lecture hall and stepped up onto the podium.
    

    

    
      “Now, welcome, everyone. I am Medes Holimdrasir, Head Instructor of Botany, in charge of Class 1 of the 4th-year, first-semester Botany course.”
    

    

    
      After introducing himself, Medes explained the learning objectives and schedule.
    

    

    
      “…Since today is the first day of class, we’ll begin with an assessment of your current level. This will also serve as roll call, so when your name is called, come up to the podium and demonstrate the power of the Mother World Tree that you are most confident in.”
    

    

    
      One by one, the students stepped up to the podium in the order Medes called their names, beginning their demonstrations.
    

    

    
      The demonstrations consisted only of low-level skills such as <Celestial Fruit>, <Bark Armor>, <Sap Synthesis>, and <Leaf Blade>, which could be acquired early on.
    

    

    
      ‘Their average overall level seems to be around 8.’
    

    

    
      Considering the nature of academy settings, where leveling up was notoriously slow, level 8 was a reasonable level for someone who had just entered their 4th year.
    

    

    
      While the demonstrations continued, the owner of a stare that had been following me since I entered the room—and hadn’t left—spoke up from the seat right behind me.
    

    

    
      “Hey, you’re already famous, friend. Ah, I’m ‘Achelian.’ Achelian Paladeltion.”
    

    

    
      He was an elf with striking tawny curls, sharp features, and vivid blue eyes.
    

    

    
      Just moments ago, he had been the first to perform his skill demonstration. He had cast <Leaf Blade>, drawing a green-glowing blade from his wand, then showcased a refined sword dance—an impressive display.
    

    

    
      Most likely a former paladin serving the World Tree.
    

    

    
      But more importantly, as his name revealed, he was another candidate for the Paladeltion family succession.
    

    

    
      According to Medes, he was Galanuel’s strongest rival.
    

    

    
      “Yeah, hello. I’m Dicendel Lio. Things just sort of turned out this way, haha.”
    

    

    
      The reason he approached me was obvious, and I welcomed it.
    

    

    
      If I used him well, it would make toppling Galanuel’s position and stealing her away much easier.
    

    

    
      “I heard the rumors. That you attacked Galanuel when she invited you to join her club? And that the fight was so intense it collapsed part of the dorm building? Hah, I like that.”
    

    

    
      Those were all ridiculous rumors Galanuel must have spread herself, but I had no intention of correcting them.
    

    

    
      After all, I could use them to my advantage.
    

    

    
      “Her proposal was way too absurd. Well, in the end, I lost though.”
    

    

    
      “I was going to invite you to join the riding club too… but if you don’t like me, will you attack me as well? Hahaha. We offer waived fees and even a monthly activity stipend. What do you say?”
    

    

    
      “Compared to Galanuel’s conditions, which were all about squeezing money out of me, yours sound appealing. I’ll consider it positively.”
    

    

    
      From what I could guess, combined with Medes’s hints, Galanuel’s club was likely one of her tools for extorting money from students.
    

    

    
      “…From that vague reaction, I guess someone else already invited you to join their club? Another Paladeltion heir candidate, perhaps? You’d better think carefully. There’s no better lifeline in this school than me.”
    

    

    
      Just as I expected, it was working well.
    

    

    
      Joining something like the riding club would likely put me in complete opposition to Galanuel.
    

    

    
      Since I didn’t yet know her exact intentions, I planned to keep my options open, raise my value, and keep this as insurance in case things didn’t work out.
    

    

    
      “Oh, looks like it’s Galanuel’s turn now.”
    

    

    
      Our conversation must have gone on longer than I realized, because it was now Galanuel’s turn to perform her demonstration.
    

    

    
      After Achelian’s earlier display, the students’ reactions had grown lukewarm, but suddenly the atmosphere shifted.
    

    

    
      The moment Galanuel stepped onto the podium, she casually took out a whip and swung it.
    

    

    
      Unlike the other students, who needed at least a moment of focus to cast, her casting speed was incredible.
    

    

    
      Ssshhhk—
    

    

    
      Uwaaaah!
    

    

    
      With Galanuel’s <Summon Plant>, the spacious lecture hall—large enough to hold hundreds—was instantly filled with a dense forest of thorny dark-green thickets.
    

    

    
      The most amazing part was that every single bush had grown while carefully avoiding all people and objects.
    

    

    
      Her unmatched casting speed, scale, and precision drew constant gasps and cheers from the room.
    

    

    
      ‘What the— <Thornbush> and <Layering>? Just what level is she?’
    

    

    
      <Thornbush> was a summoning spell that created an obstacle or defensive barrier, blocking movement and damaging nearby enemies while inflicting a bleeding status.
    

    

    
      <Layering> was a support skill that doubled the number of plants summoned, allowing her to bypass the usual restriction of <Summon Plant> that only one familiar could be summoned at a time.
    

    

    
      Considering that <Thornbush> and <Layering> were sub-skills unlocked at levels 5 and 6 of <Summon Plant>, and recalling Galanuel’s level back when I last played her in a session—
    

    

    
      Her current overall level had to be at least 17.
    

    

    
      Given that the average overall level of an academy instructor was about 15, it was clear just how powerful she was now.
    

    

    
      ‘Just how much time has passed since then? If a lot of time’s gone by, she might no longer be the Galanuel I knew. No—more importantly, can they just raise the character I created however they like? Still—’
    

    

    
      She had grown far stronger than I expected, which meant she would be even more helpful if she became a party member.
    

    

    
      Of course, that also meant recruiting her would be harder.
    

    

    
      “Hah! That’s nothing to make a fuss over. If I’m on horseback, she’s no match for me.”
    

    

    
      When Galanuel finished her demonstration and looked this way with a smirk, Achelian was visibly irritated.
    

    

    
      The demonstrations continued, and finally, the last name called was mine.
    

    

    
      Probably because my name had been added to the attendance list at the last minute.
    

    

    
      The moment I stepped up to the podium, the mood in the room shifted again, just as it had during Galanuel’s turn.
    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    
      Summoning magic was one of the most unique branches among all skill trees.
    

    

    
      Unlike other skills that required training or bonus point investment, summoning magic could endlessly increase the variety of skills you possessed if you were either lucky or wealthy.
    

    

    
      A prime example was Galanuel, who had held dozens of summoned creatures since level 2.
    

    

    
      Of course, the easier it was to acquire a skill, the easier it was to lose it as well.
    

    

    
      The most common cases were the cancellation of a summoning contract or the death of the summoned creature.
    

    

    
      Yes—death.
    

    

    
      Mana Rampage had a very slight chance of occurring whenever you used any skill that consumed MP.
    

    

    
      And if the skill that triggered Mana Rampage was a summoning spell, the summoned creature in question was almost certain to die.
    

    

    
      That could happen either because the dimensional gate distorted or because the creature went berserk and its body collapsed.
    

    

    
      But what if the summoned creature wasn’t an ordinary living being?
    

    

    
      What if it was a plant-type creature, one that could survive even if its body was torn apart, and a familiar of the highest divine being—the World Tree?
    

    

    
      ‘<Summon Plant – Tree Vines>.’
    

    

    
      [Player’s Dice: 50, 2]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Dice roll result: 52, success.]
    

    

    
      [Notice. You have successfully used the skill.]
    

    

    
      For targetless dice rolls, any result of 26 or higher was a success, so as expected, the summoning spell was cast without issue.
    

    

    
      Naturally—unless some contrived misfortune got in the way.
    

    

    
      Kugugugugu—
    

    

    
      Still, when the classroom floor shook violently like last time, I instinctively flinched.
    

    

    
      Swoosh— Bang!
    

    

    
      With a tremendous roar, the <Tree Vines> that appeared before me, just like during the Mana Rampage incident, boasted a massive trunk thick enough that an elf would need two armfuls to wrap around it.
    

    

    
      In AaA, a skill’s power was affected by the caster’s stats, traits, mastery, skill level, support skills, and dice roll results.
    

    

    
      Normally, <Tree Vines> summoned a vine whose thickness ranged from an elf’s wrist to an orc’s waist, depending on the caster.
    

    

    
      But the one before me was like the massive tentacle of a kraken writhing to snatch prey from the water’s surface.
    

    

    
      Uwaaaahhh—!
    

    

    
      After a brief moment of silence, a cheer far louder than the one for Galanuel shook the room.
    

    

    
      “Oooh—! Look at that outrageous size and speed of the vine! Isn’t both the <Tree Vines> and <Fertilizer Supply> magnificent?”
    

    

    
      Medes exclaimed in admiration as he analyzed it.
    

    

    
      <Fertilizer Supply> was a sub-skill that could be used alongside plant summoning to increase casting speed and power.
    

    

    
      Of course, I hadn’t used that skill at all, meaning Medes’s explanation was incorrect.
    

    

    
      In other words, my <Tree Vines> outperformed an enhanced version of the skill purely through its own scale.
    

    

    
      And contrary to my worries, I could clearly feel the soul connection with this <Tree Vines>.
    

    

    
      Naturally, it wasn’t hurling my body through the air—instead, it moved precisely according to my will.
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      As expected, my hypothesis had been correct.
    

    

    
      If they were a servant of the World Tree, possessing strong vitality, they would have been able to withstand the rampage, and with time, they would adapt to it.
    

    

    
      In truth, such detailed rules weren’t even written in the rulebook, so it all depended on the tendencies of the Game Master running the campaign.
    

    

    
      And if the Game Master was the type to create an actual world based on AaA…
    

    

    
      They would try to follow the most logical cause-and-effect possible, just like now.
    

    

    
      I was starting to get a clearer picture of the Game Master.
    

    

    
      “Today’s morning lecture ends here. Let’s meet again in the afternoon after lunch. Ah, Dicendel, I have something to tell you, so please spare me a moment.”
    

    

    
      Leaving the lecture hall, I ignored the hostile stares from Galanuel’s group and stood face-to-face with Medes on the podium.
    

    

    
      “Dicendel, I suspected as much… You really did trigger a Mana Rampage, didn’t you?”
    

    

    
      As befitting the head instructor for botany, Medes seemed to have realized it the moment he saw my <Tree Vines>.
    

    

    
      “…Yes. In fact, the previous incident also happened because of a Mana Rampage.”
    

    

    
      Medes’ expression at my words was not what I had expected—it was filled with madness and delight.
    

    

    
      “Mother World Tree! Until now, there has never been a recorded case of a servant of the Mother World Tree experiencing a Mana Rampage. At least, not in any report within the academic community. And for good reason—Mana Rampages themselves are incredibly rare cases. As a result, research has only ever been done through thought experiments…”
    

    

    
      I barely managed to keep my expression steady as Medes’ excitement twisted his face.
    

    

    
      “…So, what do you say we conduct some in-depth research together? You would be my co–first author on the paper. And if there’s any support you need, just tell me and I’ll—”
    

    

    
      “Yes, of course I will. It would be an honor to conduct research with you, Instructor.”
    

    

    
      I cut him off before he could go into another frenzy.
    

    

    
      Of course, a large part of it was because I really liked the proposal.
    

    

    
      Doing research would likely give me inspiration and improve my mastery in using my abilities.
    

    

    
      “Haha, I know it’s a demanding proposal, but thank you for agreeing. Let’s start this Sunday. The time will be the same as lecture hours, and the place will be Greenhouse No. 12. For now, let’s have lunch together.”
    

    

    
      The afternoon session of botany class covered basic theoretical knowledge about plants and plant-type creatures.
    

    

    
      It was content not found in the rulebook, and far too detailed to have been hastily improvised by the Game Master, with no contradictions in the setting at all.
    

    

    
      Because of that, contrary to my expectation of it being boring, I found myself listening with genuine interest—unlike in the past, when I would simply sleep through class.
    

    

    
      §§…
    

    

    
      EXP: 15 / 100
    

    

    
      …§§
    

    

    
      When I checked my character sheet after finishing the day’s schedule, both Dicendel and Daisu had gained 10 more EXP compared to yesterday.
    

    

    
      ‘This is way more than I expected for just a theory lecture. So instead of splitting EXP between them, the two characters share it? Even then, it’s still a lot.’
    

    

    
      In AaA, there are various ways to gain EXP.
    

    

    
      Naturally, the usual methods—combat or completing quests—come to mind, but even training or studying, in other words, any meaningful ‘experience,’ would grant EXP.
    

    

    
      Of course, the amount gained from the latter is much smaller than from the former.
    

    

    
      But the EXP I earned today was twice—maybe even four times—what I had expected, if Dicendel and Daisu were splitting it.
    

    

    
      ‘That damned Game Master, what’s their intention?’
    

    

    
      I had one suspicion.
    

    

    
      The alert I’d heard during the Mana Rampage, warning that “a disaster will come.”
    

    

    
      They were probably giving out extra EXP so I could prepare for that.
    

    

    
      So they could enjoy watching this little game even more.
    

    

    
      Inside a building in Alvheim.
    

    

    
      In a lavishly decorated room filled with famous paintings and fine furniture, the executives of the Investment Club had gathered.
    

    

    
      “Why are you letting that freshman brat be?”
    

    

    
      “I really can’t understand why you didn’t cover up the fact that you were attacked, but instead deliberately spread the rumor.”
    

    

    
      “Yeah, because of that, our reputation is in shambles right now!”
    

    

    
      They were there to complain to their president, Galanuel.
    

    

    
      “I came up with a brilliant plan to use him to get rid of the other succession candidates. You could call it a kind of stock manipulation. Besides, I did give him some punishment, didn’t I?”
    

    

    
      After reviewing the ledger, Galanuel finally spoke.
    

    

    
      In truth, the freshman hadn’t attacked her, nor had she punished him before he passed out.
    

    

    
      But Galanuel didn’t bother revealing the truth.
    

    

    
      It was more advantageous for her if people believed it that way.
    

    

    
      “All we want is stable profit! If you keep creating variables on your own like that…”
    

    

    
      ‘Worthless noise. Annoying.’
    

    

    
      Whip—Smack!
    

    

    
      Wuuung— Wuuung— Wuuuuung—
    

    

    
      The executive’s protest never reached the end.
    

    

    
      The moment Galanuel swung her whip, the room filled with dozens of dimensional gates.
    

    

    
      From them emerged countless monsters whose gazes screamed an unspoken order to get out.
    

    

    
      “I—I get it! We have urgent business, so we’ll be going…”
    

    

    
      “Good. Don’t forget to leave a gold coin each for consultation and refreshments on your way out.”
    

    

    
      For Galanuel, money was everything.
    

    

    
      She was looking forward to seeing just how much that freshman would earn for her.
    

    
      ‘Dicendel. I wonder just how much you’re worth.’
    

    

    
      After the Investment Club executives had left.
    

    

    
      Instead of returning through the dimensional gates, Galanuel’s underlings leapt out the windows and doors, moving across the campus.
    

    

    
      They were going into hiding in the shadows to monitor Dicendel’s every move.
    

    

    
      De-eeng— De-eeng—!
    

    

    
      A new day began again.
    

    

    
      Today was the day for my second elective class— I had missed the first one because I was hospitalized— and out of the dozen-plus available subjects, the one I chose was Spiritology.
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, everyone. I am Jemula Paladeltion, the instructor for First-Year, First-Semester, Class 1 of Spiritology. I look forward to working with you.”
    

    

    
      The one teaching this course was none other than the school principal.
    

    

    
      Jemula was an elderly elf woman with snow-white golden hair and golden eyes much like Galanuel’s.
    

    

    
      A master of spirit summoning, she carried herself with a posture and presence so imposing that her age felt meaningless.
    

    

    
      “Most of you here probably cannot summon a spirit yet. Even if you could, I would not recommend skipping ahead in the curriculum. The basics are more important than anything else.”
    

    

    
      It was the kind of narrow-minded statement that reminded me of Medes’ description of Jemula’s beliefs.
    

    

    
      That was probably why, despite being the principal, she personally taught first-year students and forbade succession candidates from skipping grades.
    

    

    
      “Your first objective is to ‘form a contract with a spirit.’ Starting now, each of you will receive a pristine <Transparent Lowest-Grade Spirit Stone>. This morning’s class will be dedicated to summoning a spirit with that stone and interacting with it. Keep in mind, if you damage or lose your spirit stone, you’ll be sent directly to the disciplinary committee.”
    

    

    
      ‘Nice!’
    

    

    
      A spirit stone was a magical tool that allowed one to summon a spirit without going through the process of contracting or searching for one.
    

    

    
      Of course, its performance and efficiency were far lower compared to summoning directly, but because of its versatility, it was always in high demand and fetched a high price.
    

    

    
      For example, even the lowest-grade spirit stone— one with the descriptors “transparent” and “lowest-grade”— was worth as much as a well-trained warhorse, and even then, supply was scarce.
    

    

    
      The reason such an expensive item was provided to every student in class was because spirit stones were the best possible teaching aid.
    

    

    
      Simply using a spirit stone to command a spirit could build proficiency and affinity with it.
    

    

    
      Once those stats were high enough, it would be possible to contract the spirit without spending bonus points.
    

    

    
      In other words, it was like getting a skill for free without spending bonus points.
    

    

    
      “You simply hold the spirit stone in your hand and infuse it with mana. Remember, once you summon a spirit, you cannot try again. There are no replacements for such a precious item. For transparent stones, it is highly likely that the spirit summoned will match your disposition.”
    

    

    
      Once the distribution of spirit stones was complete, Jemula guided the students through the summoning process.
    

    

    
      As for me—
    

    

    
      ‘Please, fire! Or at least ice or lightning!’
    

    

    
      I began praying to the God of Dice.
    

    

    
      In AaA, there are a total of 15 attributes assigned to magic and creatures.
    

    

    
      But the relationship between these attributes was extremely unbalanced and unfair.
    

    

    
      For example, the ‘fire’ attribute had the advantage over no less than five attributes, while having only two weaknesses.
    

    

    
      On top of that, fire-element skills had both high power and excellent efficiency, making it a broken attribute.
    

    

    
      The fire attribute was also known for its large faction of fire spirits— the largest among the six types of spirits— and that was exactly the kind I wanted.
    

    

    
      ‘Please, fire! Or at least ice or lightning!’
    

    

    
      In the game, when summoning a random spirit like this, you would choose your preference order and then roll dice.
    

    

    
      From experience, I knew the roll would be automatic in this summoning too.
    

    

    
      That was why I prayed to the God of Dice before starting the summoning.
    

    

    
      [Player’s dice roll: 90, 6]
    

    

    
      [Notice. The spirit most suitable to the player’s disposition will be summoned.]
    

    

    
      It seemed like a reward for all the hardship so far— the highest possible number appeared.
    

    

    
      This proved that the God of Dice truly existed.
    

    

    
      ‘Yes, this is it!’
    

    

    
      The once-transparent spirit stone turned blue, and a droplet the size of an elf’s fist rose from it.
    

    

    
      Bubble, bubble—
    

    

    
      The droplet sprouted large, round eyes and a stubby tail.
    

    

    
      It floated in the air, looking like an adorable cartoon tadpole character.
    

    

    
      It was the ‘Lowest Water Spirit.’
    

    

    
      “Huh? What are you doing here?”
    

    

    
      This confirmed the Game Master’s meddling.
    

    

    
      Otherwise, how could something like this happen?
    

    

    
      ‘Damn it! Of all things, a water spirit…’
    

    

    
      The ‘water’ attribute was considered the worst of the 15 attributes.
    

    

    
      Unlike fire, which had five favorable matchups and only two weaknesses, water had only two advantages and a whopping five disadvantages.
    

    

    
      And unlike fire, which focused on offense, water abilities leaned heavily toward utility— which was a problem since my existing nature attribute was already utility-heavy.
    

    

    
      Bubble?
    

    

    
      It looked at me with a dumb expression, as if curious.
    

    

    
      Normally, a summoned creature would be linked to its summoner’s soul.
    

    

    
      But since this was a mediated summoning through a tool, no such spiritual link existed.
    

    

    
      Until I either became overwhelmingly skilled or befriended it, I would not be able to use its abilities.
    

    

    
      Regardless of whether or not one possessed spirit summoning.
    

    

    
      ‘Huh? Wait.’
    

    

    
      An idea suddenly struck me, and I acted on it immediately.
    

    

    
      ‘<Projection – Thought Transmission>!’
    

    

    
      [Target’s dice roll: 10, 6]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Target difficulty is 16.]
    

    

    
      [Player’s dice roll: 20, 5]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Adding the base modifier for the skill. +40]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Adding modifier equal to player’s Willpower. +16]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Relationship with target is slightly friendly. +10]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Adding modifier equal to difference in Intelligence scores between player and target. +24]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Adding modifier equal to difference in Charisma scores between player and target. -7]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Adding modifier for target’s Resistance. -19]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Dice roll result: 73, success.]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Skill use successful.]
    

    

    
      Bubble!
    

    

    
      I felt the thoughts floating in my mind being transmitted to the water spirit.
    

    

    
      At the same time, I sensed its positive thoughts in return.
    

    

    
      The water spirit nodded, wagged its tail, and a large mass of water floated up before me.
    

    

    
      It was the water-element lower magic, <Dew Gathering>.
    

    

    
      “Whoa!”
    

    

    
      “How did you make it use a skill?”
    

    

    
      “Isn’t he just showing off with a contracted spirit?”
    

    

    
      Gasps of shock spread from around me.
    

    

    
      Apparently, they’d been watching what I was doing the whole time.
    

    

    
      Only then did I look around at the others.
    

    

    
      There was a dwarf whose beard had been singed by a fire spirit, a human convulsing after being shocked by an electric spirit, and an orc struggling because their spirit refused to come out of its spirit stone.
    

    

    
      Even Jemula, reacting to the commotion, began to look at me with interest.
    

    

    
      Today was the day for the last class of the week—Healing Studies.
    

    

    
      By coincidence, the instructor who entered the lecture hall was Eleina Silond, the one who had treated me during the Mana Rampage incident.
    

    

    
      “…I believe the most important thing is the emotions you feel on-site. Therefore, most Healing Studies classes will always be conducted as field practice. So let’s head out right now!”
    

    

    
      It was the same thing written in the course guide.
    

    

    
      This would be my first time leaving the school grounds—at most, I expected to find a small village near the forest.
    

    

    
      Still, there might be a blacksmith, so I brought along my torn leather armor just in case.
    

    

    
      The Alvheim Seminary, where I had been staying for the past few days, was a place of advanced civilization, with the entire campus paved in brick and tall stone buildings rising high.
    

    

    
      Surrounded by thick greenery, I had firmly believed until now that it was in the middle of a forest.
    

    

    
      But I had been mistaken.
    

    

    
      ‘No way… it’s on top of the World Tree? And there’s a huge city around it?’
    

    

    
      It turned out that Alvheim was a seminary built on the trunk of a massive World Tree standing alone in the middle of a large medieval-level city.
    

    

    
      What I mistook for a forest was actually the World Tree’s branches and leaves.
    

    

    
      Due to its nature, it was nearly impossible for more than two World Trees to exist on the same planet.
    

    

    
      As such, any place with a World Tree was often considered the most prime location in elven society.
    

    

    
      So I had never even imagined that a mere seminary could be located atop a World Tree.
    

    

    
      And the fact that this World Tree was in the middle of a city, rather than on a mountain or in a forest, was far from ordinary.
    

    

    
      Of course, in the AaA world, many elven societies were highly civilized.
    

    

    
      However, due to elves’ love of nature, even futuristic cities were usually buried in greenery.
    

    

    
      “Some of you may already know, but I’ll explain anyway. The city below, ‘Alvheimton,’ naturally formed over time as patients gathered here to receive treatment from volunteers like us.”
    

    

    
      Right on cue, Eleina began to explain.
    

    

    
      “Thanks to the philosophy of our seminary’s founder, ‘Alvheim Holimdrasir,’ this place became a free city-state with no rulers like kings or lords.”
    

    

    
      Since the World Tree was massive, the seminary’s location was also dizzyingly high up.
    

    

    
      I had been worried about how I would descend to the city below with this frail body, but my concern turned out to be unfounded.
    

    

    
      When we reached the edge of the World Tree’s trunk, I saw rows of <Tree Vines>, stone platforms, and pulley-operated lifts.
    

    

    
      After switching lifts several times, we arrived at the northern entry checkpoint of Alvheim.
    

    

    
      Naturally, not just anyone could enter the campus.
    

    

    
      We filled out the exit register and stepped outside.
    

    

    
      A little further on, a grand temple appeared alongside a large plaza.
    

    

    
      ‘A temple…’
    

    

    
      And at the very moment I stepped into the temple, I heard a strange kind of notification.
    

    

    
      [Notice. The ‘World Tree’ is watching the player.]
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      In the AaA world, there existed something called the “Law of Causality”—the very foundation of the universe and the only rule capable of binding a god.
    

    

    
      No matter how powerful a divine being was, if it lacked this Law of Causality, its interference in the mortal realm would be restricted.
    

    

    
      But it was different in a special place like a temple.
    

    

    
      In a temple—a space dedicated solely to that divine being—they could be somewhat freer from the constraints of the Law of Causality.
    

    

    
      That was why the World Tree had so openly shown interest in me.
    

    

    
      More precisely, it was probably interested in its own servant, <Tree Vines>, which had mutated due to Mana Rampage. But still.
    

    

    
      When one received such attention from a divine being, a thread of causality was formed between us.
    

    

    
      If I nurtured this thread, I could put it to great use at a critical moment.
    

    

    
      “Alright, focus! We’ll be starting the lesson now.”
    

    

    
      At Eleina’s reminder, I pulled my consciousness back to reality.
    

    

    
      Inside the temple were poor patients and the priests and clerics who cared for them.
    

    

    
      Today’s lesson was to form pairs and assist the temple’s clergy.
    

    

    
      Some students who couldn’t use healing skills were assigned tasks like changing bandages or carrying patients, while the rest of us—including myself—were to practice healing on patients with relatively mild symptoms.
    

    

    
      My assigned partner, who could also use healing skills, was—
    

    

    
      “Hi! I’m Shionjian Paladeltion, your partner for today. I’m confident in my healing.”
    

    

    
      “Nice to meet you. I’m Dicendel Lio.”
    

    

    
      Whether it was Eleina’s intention or not, my partner was a succession candidate from the Paladeltion family, an elf man with brown hair and bright blue eyes who gave off a naïve impression.
    

    

    
      “Are you going to try and recruit me into your club too?”
    

    

    
      “…Huh? No? I’m not even in a club. Besides, I’m a freshman just like you.”
    

    

    
      If that was true, he might be useful as a third party or a neutral figure.
    

    

    
      “Let’s skip the small talk and start the practice.”
    

    

    
      “Alright.”
    

    

    
      The patient assigned to us was a scrawny, shabby-looking human girl with messy orange hair.
    

    

    
      Her entire body was covered in wounds and bruises, and one of her arms was broken.
    

    

    
      She lay there breathing softly, seemingly without the strength to even wake up.
    

    

    
      Her small, delicate features and rough, brittle hair reminded me of my younger sister, Dayeori.
    

    

    
      ‘Come to think of it… around that age, Yeori lost our parents…’
    

    

    
      “…Brother… I miss… mom and dad…”
    

    

    
      [Notice. Due to the effect of <Trauma Manifestation Lv.2>, a restriction is applied to the player.]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Restriction type: Cognitive impairment.]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Restriction severity: Very weak.]
    

    

    
      ‘<Contemplation>!’
    

    

    
      Her sleep-talk shook my mind strongly.
    

    

    
      Just before I used <Contemplation>, I had momentarily seen her overlapped with my younger sister.
    

    

    
      ‘That damn Game Master… you dare mess with this?’
    

    

    
      It was clearly a line meant to target me.
    

    

    
      If it was a transcendent being, it would surely know about my past.
    

    

    
      Guessing the Game Master’s intention, I clenched my teeth and stepped forward.
    

    

    
      What had happened to this child was none of my concern.
    

    

    
      Above all, I had no intention of getting caught in the Game Master’s trap.
    

    

    
      “…I’ll go first.”
    

    

    
      In the AaA world, where all manner of mystic arts existed, healing was considered relatively simple.
    

    

    
      ‘<Summon Plant – Celestial Fruit>.’
    

    

    
      [Player’s dice: 60, 3]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Dice roll result: 63, success.]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Skill successfully activated.]
    

    

    
      Swoooosh—!
    

    

    
      As I cast the skill, a tree about waist-high sprouted in front of me, and soon, four plump light-green fruits shaped like mangoes ripened on its branches.
    

    

    
      This <Celestial Fruit> was the third subsidiary skill of <Summon Plant>, slightly restoring the HP of whoever consumed it while also replenishing their nutrition.
    

    

    
      I squeezed the juice from one of the fruits and slowly dripped it into the girl’s mouth.
    

    

    
      After feeding her all four, the effect appeared instantly—as expected in a fantasy world.
    

    

    
      The pallor in her face faded, replaced by a healthy flush, and the wounds on her body began to heal.
    

    

    
      “Then I’ll handle the fracture!”
    

    

    
      Shionjian reached out with one hand while opening a thick book.
    

    

    
      A gentle wave of energy spread out.
    

    

    
      It was <Lowest Purification>, a basic skill shared by all priest classes.
    

    

    
      Within moments, the girl’s broken arm knit itself back together.
    

    

    
      The fracture status ailment was cured.
    

    

    
      With that, the girl had no more injuries left on her body.
    

    

    
      But outwardly, she still looked filthy.
    

    

    
      Bubble!
    

    

    
      Almost without thinking, I infused mana into the Spirit Stone I carried.
    

    

    
      From it, a water spirit emerged and cast <Cleansing>, foaming as it went.
    

    

    
      The dirt and grime covering the girl’s body and clothes were swept away.
    

    

    
      It was a necessary measure—poor hygiene could lead to other illnesses.
    

    

    
      With that, I had done everything I could for her.
    

    

    
      “Oh! You two are pretty skilled. Full marks for today’s practice!”
    

    

    
      Eleina, who had been walking around giving advice to other students, came over and spoke to us.
    

    

    
      “Ah, Instructor Eleina!”
    

    

    
      “Instructor Eleina. By the way… thank you for last time.”
    

    

    
      “Oh, it was nothing, just what I should do. More importantly, have you felt anything strange since that day? I mean, your wounds were really serious, so I’ve been worried.”
    

    

    
      “Yes. Thanks to your perfect care, I’ve recovered completely. No aftereffects either.”
    

    

    
      “Hmm… really? But if you notice even the slightest thing wrong, you must tell me, okay? Promise!”
    

    

    
      Eleina only left for the other students after hooking her pinky around mine.
    

    

    
      “…What exactly is going on between you two?”
    

    

    
      After finishing the afternoon practice, we had about six hours of free time until curfew.
    

    

    
      Of course, we could usually go out of the school, but the distance to here and the hassle of filling out the entry register made it a bother.
    

    

    
      So, since I was already out, I decided to look for a blacksmith who might buy my torn leather armor.
    

    

    
      ‘The problem is… I have no idea where anything is here.’
    

    

    
      Just then, I spotted Shionjian heading toward the entry checkpoint.
    

    

    
      “Hey, Shionjian! I’m looking for a blacksmith—do you know your way around here?”
    

    

    
      “Hmm, sorry. I haven’t been here long myself… But I can help you look—”
    

    

    
      “Um…! Dicendel? Shionjian?”
    

    

    
      Suddenly, someone cut in.
    

    

    
      When I turned around, I saw the shabby human girl we had treated for the first time earlier during class.
    

    

    
      “I heard one of you was a short, incredibly beautiful elf, and it’s true! Oh, wait, that’s not right. My name’s Shelly. I wanted to thank both of you, so I took the liberty of coming here. Please accept this.”
    

    

    
      Shelly bowed deeply and pulled something out of her basket—a roughly made bracelet of wildflowers.
    

    

    
      I didn’t know the name of the flowers, but it seemed she had picked ones similar in color to her sunset-hued hair.
    

    

    
      “I made this bracelet myself! I prayed sincerely over it, so it’s imbued with luck.”
    

    

    
      Judging by the other bracelets in the basket, it seemed she sold them.
    

    

    
      Seeing that the others were of even rougher quality, she must have given us the best one she had made.
    

    

    
      “Thank you. It’s a very pretty bracelet. I’d like to share them with others too—could I buy all the ones in your basket?”
    

    

    
      “Wow, really?”
    

    

    
      Shionjian forced a coin into Shelly’s hand and snatched the basket away.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, I just stood there holding the flower bracelet, unable to move.
    

    

    
      Facing that girl again brought back flickering memories of my younger sister.
    

    

    
      —Brother… what are we going to do now…?
    

    

    
      “Thank you so much! Well then, I’ll be going!”
    

    

    
      Shelly ran off toward the mouth of an alley and vanished.
    

    

    
      Only after more time had passed did I come back to my senses.
    

    

    
      “Let’s hurry up and find that blacksmith.”
    

    

    
      “Alright. But Dicendel, you don’t look too happy whenever you see that kid. Something happen?”
    

    

    
      “No.”
    

    

    
      “Oh, you shy guy! Well, I just gave her a gold coin, so Shelly won’t be starving for a while. Don’t worry too much.”
    

    

    
      “A gold coin…? You idiot!”
    

    

    
      From her condition and her way of earning money, there was a high chance she was working under someone as a beggar.
    

    

    
      Handing a child like that such a large sum would almost certainly mean it’d be taken from her immediately.
    

    

    
      And in the process, she’d likely take at least a few hits.
    

    

    
      ‘<Contemplation>!’
    

    

    
      Again, this wasn’t something I should get involved in.
    

    

    
      I couldn’t risk my life over the Game Master’s petty tricks.
    

    

    
      §§…
    

    

    
      Immersion: 30.7% → 28.1%
    

    

    
      …§§
    

    

    
      Even if my immersion level dropped for failing to act like the virtuous Dicendel, I had to ignore it.
    

    

    
      That girl wasn’t really my sister.
    

    

    
      Just like always.
    

    

    
      Shelly would simply end up being brought back to the temple, injured and starving.
    

    

    
      [Notice. Due to the effect of <Trauma Manifestation Lv.1>, a restriction is applied to the player.]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Restriction type: Forced Action.]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Restriction severity: Weak.]
    

    

    
      But—Dicendel’s vow not to abandon virtue bound my body.
    

    

    
      [Notice. Due to the effect of <Trauma Manifestation Lv.2>, a restriction is applied to the player.]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Restriction type: Emotional Outburst.]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Restriction severity: Very strong.]
    

    

    
      Still—the nightmare that ruled my life blew my reason away.
    

    

    
      ‘…Tch! Like I’d just stand by and watch that!’
    

    

    
      I grabbed Shionjian and ran toward the alley where Shelly had disappeared.
    

    

    
      “Wh–what’s gotten into you all of a sudden?”
    

    

    
      “Those wounds on that kid’s body—how do you think she got them? And you just handed a gold coin to someone like that, giving her a perfect excuse.”
    

    

    
      “…I can’t believe it. I wasn’t thinking.”
    

    

    
      “Beat yourself up later!”
    

    

    
      Past the alley, the slums came into view, but Shelly was nowhere to be seen.
    

    

    
      We’d hesitated too long and lost too much time.
    

    

    
      Then, a gang of beggars blocked our path.
    

    

    
      “Well now, sirs, what brings you here?”
    

    

    
      “Did you see a girl pass by just now?”
    

    

    
      “Heh heh, Shelly? She’s family, so you needn’t concern yourself with her.”
    

    

    
      “I just asked—where did the girl go?”
    

    

    
      One beggar pulled a knife from his waistband and pressed it right under my chin.
    

    

    
      “Heh, damn elf! It’s the rule not to touch a priest, so I’ll let you off with a warning, but keep crossing the line and you’ll—”
    

    

    
      [Player’s dice: 70, 0]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Dice roll result: 70, success.]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Skill successfully activated.]
    

    

    
      [Target’s dice: 00, 9]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Target difficulty: 09]
    

    

    
      [Player’s dice: 40, 5]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Adding modifier equal to the difference in perception score between summon and target: +10]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Adding modifier equal to summon’s dexterity score: +18]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Dice roll result: 64, success.]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Attack successfully hits.]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Attack damage: 280 points.]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Adding modifier based on previous roll result: ×1.2]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Subtracting modifier equal to target’s defense: -12]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Dealt 324 points of damage to target.]
    

    

    
      KWAANG! —SPLAT.
    

    

    
      Whatever the guy had been saying was cut off as <Tree Vines> crushed him like an insect.
    

    

    
      ‘<Contemplation>.’
    

    

    
      For the first time, I had killed a person.
    

    

    
      Since it wasn’t by my own hand directly, the penalty from <Pacifism Lv.1> didn’t trigger.
    

    

    
      And any thoughts about my first kill were wiped away with a single use of <Contemplation>.
    

    

    
      “…You bastard!”
    

    

    
      “Kill him!”
    

    

    
      The enraged beggars charged.
    

    

    
      [Target’s dice … … … Dealt damage.]
    

    

    
      [Target’s dice … … … Dealt damage.]
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      [Target’s dice … … … Dealt damage.]
    

    

    
      [Target’s dice … … … Dealt damage.]
    

    

    
      With every sweep of <Tree Vines>, two or three of them burst apart.
    

    

    
      “Aaagh!”
    

    

    
      “Eek! M–monster!”
    

    

    
      A battle that would’ve taken several turns in a game ended in moments in reality.
    

    

    
      I approached one beggar who had collapsed to the ground, wetting himself.
    

    

    
      He was the only one I had deliberately left alive to get information.
    

    

    
      “Uwaaah! Don’t come closer!”
    

    

    
      “Tell me honestly where Shelly went, and I’ll let you go. Now answer.”
    

    

    
      “Sob! Over there, over there—three blocks left, second floor of that building…”
    

    

    
      The beggar pointed to a large, ramshackle wooden building in the distance.
    

    

    
      [Target’s dice … … … Successfully used.]
    

    

    
      When I’d used <Thought Transmission> with the water spirit before, I’d learned something—
    

    

    
      <Thought Transmission> worked both ways, like two-way communication.
    

    

    
      And what I’d sensed from the beggar just now was “truth.”
    

    

    
      But—
    

    

    
      SMACK!
    

    

    
      “I never said I’d let you go.”
    

    

    
      Shionjian’s thick book slammed into the beggar’s temple, bursting it, and the man collapsed with eyes rolled back.
    

    

    
      “Whoa, so that’s the <Tree Vines> I heard about! …But Dicendel, are you alright?”
    

    

    
      “It was a one-sided fight, so why?”
    

    

    
      “You’re sweating…”
    

    

    
      When I wiped my forehead, my palm came away soaked.
    

    

    
      §§…
    

    

    
      AP: 4 / 46
    

    

    
      …§§
    

    

    
      It was because of Dicendel’s pitifully low AP.
    

    

    
      Already low to begin with, after hours of practical lessons followed by combat, it had reached its limit.
    

    

    
      AP, short for Action Points, was a score consumed each time you took an action.
    

    

    
      When it dropped below 10% like now, most actions gained negative modifiers, and at 0, you’d fall into the unconscious status.
    

    

    
      “Just a bit tired.”
    

    

    
      “If that’s all, leave it to me.”
    

    

    
      Shionjian opened his book and reached out toward me.
    

    

    
      Energy began to return to my body, and my AP gradually refilled.
    

    

    
      “You can use <Transfer: Stamina>?”
    

    

    
      It was a skill that transferred the caster’s AP to the target.
    

    

    
      “I can use every skill in the <Transfer> line! I’ll support you, so wipe them all out!”
    

    

    
      THUD—CRASH!
    

    

    
      “Graaaagh!”
    

    

    
      A goblin was smacked by <Tree Vines>, sent flying into a wall.
    

    

    
      With that last one, we’d taken down all the enemies that had come out to intercept us.
    

    

    
      The evidence was in the twenty-one beggars now lying sprawled across the first floor of this dark hideout.
    

    

    
      “Stop right there!”
    

    

    
      At that moment, the leader of the beggar gang—Boss—appeared, descending the stairs from the upper floor.
    

    

    
      A massive frame far larger than an elf’s, with two horns jutting from both temples.
    

    

    
      He was of the ogre race.
    

    

    
      “Bring her here!”
    

    

    
      “…Dicendel! Shionjian!”
    

    

    
      At the Boss’s command, his underlings appeared, dragging Shelly along.
    

    

    
      The healing we’d done earlier was meaningless now—her face and limbs were once again covered in dark bruises.
    

    

    
      “All this chaos over this little brat? Don’t do anything stupid. Or I’ll kill her.”
    

    

    
      “…You did that to her over a single gold coin?”
    

    

    
      “Hahaha! ‘A single gold coin’? Single? This is why I hate elves… A gold coin feeds a whole family in this district for a month!”
    

    

    
      STOMP!
    

    

    
      “Urgh!”
    

    

    
      As the Boss stomped his foot, the floor beneath him shattered, sending several of his men crashing into the basement.
    

    

    
      I used the commotion to whisper to Shionjian.
    

    

    
      “Do you trust me?”
    

    

    
      If I recklessly moved <Tree Vines>, Shelly would be in danger.
    

    

    
      The distance also made it tricky to grab her and shield her.
    

    

    
      But I had a plan to turn the situation around.
    

    

    
      “We only met today, but… I think I can trust you. Why?”
    

    

    
      “Good.”
    

    

    
      I swung my staff at Shionjian’s chin without hesitation.
    

  
    Chapter 7: First Battle - 2

    
      Chapter 7: First Battle - 2
    

    

    
      [Target’s dice … … … Misses the hit.]
    

    

    
      Splaash-!
    

    

    
      "Uwahk! What the hell was that all of a sudden?!"
    

    

    
      "You said you trusted me, so why did you dodge?"
    

    

    
      "What are you talking about…!"
    

    

    
      "Hahaha! What’s this? Infighting?"
    

    

    
      In the original game, experience points were calculated only after the ongoing event ended.
    

    

    
      It was too complicated to calculate every moment, and it took a lot of time.
    

    

    
      But here, where the system had become reality, experience points were increasing in real time.
    

    

    
      So, after just taking down that group of beggars, my current EXP was—
    

    

    
      §§…
    

    

    
      EXP: 91 / 100
    

    

    
      …§§
    

    

    
      —just short of the next level.
    

    

    
      Since they were barely even small fry, I hadn’t gained much EXP.
    

    

    
      But if I could take down someone with a higher overall level than mine, I’d earn more than enough EXP to level up.
    

    

    
      Judging by the skills he had shown, Shion Jian was at least level 3.
    

    

    
      The perfect sacrifice for my first level-up.
    

    

    
      "This is the only way to save Shelly. Trust me, and this time, don’t dodge."
    

    

    
      If I leveled up and learned the new skill I had in mind, I would have a way to resolve this situation.
    

    

    
      I swung my staff toward my ally once again.
    

    

    
      "Ughhh! You rotten son of a b—!"
    

    

    
      Shion Jian glared and spat curses, but in the end, he didn’t dodge my staff.
    

    

    
      [Target’s dice: 50, 8]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Target difficulty is 58.]
    

    

    
      [Player’s dice: 30, 7]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Adding modifier according to the situation. +40]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Adding modifier according to difference in Perception score between player and target. -5]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Adding modifier according to player’s Dexterity score. +5]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Adding modifier from the effect of <Dullard>. -10]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Dice roll result: 9, Success.]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Attack successfully hits.]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Attack damage is 38 points.]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Adding modifier from previous dice roll result. ×0.6]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Subtracting target’s defense. -20]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Target takes 2 points of damage.]
    

    

    
      Thud.
    

    

    
      "…Ah."
    

    

    
      "Huh…? Did you even hit me just now? That didn’t hurt at all."
    

    

    
      Because of the penalty trait <Frail>, my attack power was pitifully low, resulting in miserable damage.
    

    

    
      "Sorry, but this alone won’t cut it. Even if it hurts, don’t move."
    

    

    
      If I attacked with <Tree Vines>, I could end it in one blow, but my goal wasn’t to kill Shion Jian—just to get the “defeated” status. I had no choice.
    

    

    
      So—
    

    

    
      Bubble!
    

    

    
      The water spirit surged out from the Spirit Stone and used <Dew Gathering> around Shion Jian’s face.
    

    

    
      "If we still can’t save Shelly after this, I’ll kill you myse—guhk."
    

    

    
      Shion Jian choked, lost consciousness, and collapsed.
    

    

    
      With that, I achieved my first level-up.
    

    

    
      §§{Character}
    

    

    
      Name: Dicendel Lio
    

    

    
      Overall Level: 2
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Class: Cleric (World Tree) Lv.1 [1]
    

    

    
      EXP: 51 / 300
    

    

    
      HP: 280 / 280
    

    

    
      AP: 23 / 47
    

    

    
      MP: 107 / 199
    

    

    
      …§§
    

    

    
      "Uhuhahaha! I thoroughly enjoyed your little comedy show. Worth the wait!"
    

    

    
      "Right. This mess happened because of the gold coins you gave Shelly, so you should take responsibility."
    

    

    
      Whenever I made a move, I liked to set things up so that multiple effects triggered at once.
    

    

    
      The first purpose of that statement was to keep him from questioning my sudden actions earlier—a deception tactic.
    

    

    
      As I expected, the gang leader just smirked at us without suspicion.
    

    

    
      Of course, the real reason he had “waited” wasn’t to watch a comedy show, but because he was wary of my <Tree Vines> and didn’t dare approach carelessly.
    

    

    
      "Shion Jian!"
    

    

    
      "Silence, woman! Anyway, you over there—I like your personality and your skills. How about we forget our little grudge and join hands? If you do, I’ll even let the kid go."
    

    

    
      "Hmm… Will you treat me as an equal? What about profits? Do you have a long-term plan?"
    

    

    
      And the second purpose was stalling for time.
    

    

    
      The time it took to raise my class level, find a new skill, and invest bonus points—just one second.
    

    

    
      On top of that, I had bought enough time to use this skill to its full effect.
    

    

    
      "Our main source of income is… No, wait, you’re just stalling, aren’t you? No matter how long you wait, no reinforcements will come! That’s the rule here. Since you don’t seem interested in joining forces with me, just die."
    

    

    
      The gang leader belatedly caught on and tried to step toward me—
    

    

    
      "Huh? Wha—! What the hell is this?"
    

    

    
      Both his feet were glued to the floor, unable to move an inch.
    

    

    
      What I had just learned was <Sap Synthesis>, a skill that a Cleric of the World Tree could acquire at class level 2.
    

    

    
      With the skill at level 1, the only sap I could synthesize—and thus the only subskill I could use for <Sap Synthesis>—was <Pine Sap>.
    

    

    
      Its effect was a powerful adhesive that lasted as long as mana was infused.
    

    

    
      "What is this?!"
    

    

    
      "My feet won’t come off!"
    

    

    
      Not just the gang leader, but everyone in the room had their feet stuck in the sticky sap.
    

    

    
      It was the result of pouring my MP into the staff aimed at the floor until I was nearly out of mana, all while drawing out time and attention.
    

    

    
      Since there were no windows and the only light came from sunlight seeping through the planks, and since the enemies were all low-level, not a single one of them noticed until their feet were already glued to the ground.
    

    

    
      By the way, with one more skill learned, my MP had increased by 30 points, making it even more effective.
    

    

    
      "Heh heh, but aren’t you an idiot?"
    

    

    
      The flustered gang leader suddenly smirked as if he had realized something.
    

    

    
      "Tying up so many of us was good, but you’ve tied up your own feet too, haven’t you?"
    

    

    
      "That’s true, boss!"
    

    

    
      "Kyakak! The bastard’s a complete moron!"
    

    

    
      Yeah—“everyone in the room” included me.
    

    

    
      To be precise, I was the first one stuck.
    

    

    
      After all, I was closest to the staff pouring out the sap.
    

    

    
      "Looks like you’re trying to stall again. I told you, no reinforcements can come here. And besides, with this—!"
    

    

    
      "Uh, b-boss?"
    

    

    
      The gang leader suddenly grabbed a subordinate next to him.
    

    

    
      Only a pair of old shoes stuck in sap remained on the floor.
    

    

    
      Whoosh—!
    

    

    
      [Target’s dice … … … Takes damage.]
    

    

    
      Crash!
    

    

    
      "Ugh!"
    

    

    
      I was struck by the body of the beggar underling he had hurled at me.
    

    

    
      Even without <Dullard>, I wouldn’t have been able to dodge since my feet were glued to the ground.
    

    

    
      "I can still attack you."
    

    

    
      With my feet fixed, I collapsed to the floor, and now even my backside was stuck to it.
    

    

    
      Still, I was better off than that underling beggar, who, after crashing into me, ended up face-first in the sap and unable to breathe.
    

    

    
      "Did you think we’d be fine because we couldn’t take off our shoes? Even barefoot, you’d just get stuck again. You’re sloppy—pathetic! Heh heh."
    

    

    
      The moment the gang leader reached for another victim—
    

    

    
      I used <Thought Transmission> on Shelly, who had slipped from the beggars’ attention.
    

    

    
      [Target’s dice … … … Successfully used.]
    

    

    
      ‘Flatten yourself, Shelly!’
    

    

    
      At the same time, I gave an order to <Tree Vines>.
    

    

    
      Right after Shelly threw herself to the floor, <Tree Vines> smashed through a thin wall and darted outside the building.
    

    

    
      "What the—? Hey! Grab that girl!"
    

    

    
      "Too late, idiot."
    

    

    
      Rumble—Crack!
    

    

    
      As if an earthquake had struck, the building shook and then rose into the air.
    

    

    
      <Tree Vines> had grabbed the ground with its ends and lifted the building it had rooted into.
    

    

    
      If it were a normal building, maybe it could have withstood it—but this shabby structure, built without proper foundations, couldn’t endure <Tree Vines>’s monstrous strength.
    

    

    
      Whoosh! Whoosh!
    

    

    
      "Aaaagh!"
    

    

    
      "Uuugh!"
    

    

    
      Splat! Crack!
    

    

    
      <Tree Vines> began to violently shake the building in midair.
    

    

    
      Enemies were flung off, leaving only their shoes behind.
    

    

    
      Some hit the ground and shattered their lower bodies, while others collided with buildings and broke their necks.
    

    

    
      A few, like Shion Jian and Shelly, avoided falling because their bodies were stuck to the floor, but they still suffered from dizziness due to the sudden acceleration.
    

    

    
      "Ughhh—!"
    

    

    
      "Put it down, please!"
    

    

    
      Only one person—
    

    

    
      I alone—remained completely fine amid the chaos.
    

    

    
      Thanks to the penalty trait <Dullard>.
    

    

    
      The trait lowered my Perception stat, dulling all sensory organs—including the vestibular system that caused dizziness.
    

    

    
      Once I judged that all enemies were disarmed—when some of them even started passing out one by one—I ordered <Tree Vines> to stop.
    

    

    
      Thud!
    

    

    
      Now only the wooden frame of the ragged building remained as it touched back down to the ground.
    

    

    
      "Uweegh! You… son of a—!"
    

    

    
      The gang leader lay sprawled on the floor, vomiting.
    

    

    
      As expected of a boss, he still retained his consciousness unlike the other beggars.
    

    

    
      I was still restrained, and I had no MP left.
    

    

    
      But I still had the water spirit I had summoned earlier.
    

    

    
      In other words, there was no problem in delivering the finishing blow.
    

    

    
      "Glurk! Glrrrk!"
    

    

    
      I placed a mass of water, created with <Dew Gathering>, onto the gang leader’s vomit-covered face.
    

    

    
      The water mass poured into his airways, shrinking in size as it went.
    

    

    
      Since his limbs and the back of his head were stuck in the sap, he couldn’t resist and simply suffocated.
    

    

    
      I didn’t stop until the large water mass had completely disappeared.
    

    

    
      If I didn’t want future trouble, I had to make sure at least the leader was dealt with for good.
    

    

    
      Ssshh—
    

    

    
      By the time I was certain the gang leader was dead, the effect of <Pine Sap> ended, and the sap that had been holding me firmly vanished as if evaporating.
    

    

    
      "Shelly!"
    

    

    
      Without the slightest delay, I ran to her.
    

    

    
      Her face was pale, and vomit stained the corners of her mouth, but her breathing and pulse were normal.
    

    

    
      When I took Shelly into my arms, my level rose once again.
    

    

    
      It was the result of defeating the boss and clearing all the events.
    

    

    
      I had thought it would take at least a month, yet I was already level 3 in less than a week.
    

    

    
      It was an absurd speed.
    

    

    
      "Ghhkk—cough!"
    

    

    
      Shion Jian woke up at just the right time.
    

    

    
      I had been wondering how to carry both him and Shelly.
    

    

    
      "Shelly? What happened—wait, what the hell happened here?"
    

    

    
      Shion Jian was visibly shocked at the scene before him upon waking.
    

    

    
      "As promised, I saved Shelly. It’s thanks to your sacrifice. Let’s go back now. You carry Shelly—she’s just sleeping."
    

    

    
      "I feel like I just came back from the dead. And she’s covered in vomit, you know?"
    

    

    
      We couldn’t stop by the original destination—the forge—but my heart was filled with powerful emotions.
    

    

    
      To summarize what happened afterward—
    

    

    
      Shelly ended up working at the temple near the northern plaza, where today’s healing class had been held.
    

    

    
      It was a precaution so she wouldn’t be targeted for retaliation if she returned to the slums she used to live in.
    

    

    
      For reference, this result had a lot to do with my <Speechcraft> and Shion Jian’s background.
    

    

    
      "…That is everything we went through today."
    

    

    
      Using <Contemplation> to barely suppress my anger, I looked at the middle-aged man before me with a shaved head of white hair.
    

    

    
      Of course, my anger was somewhat misplaced.
    

    

    
      "You have my sympathy. The Mother World Tree herself would be proud of you."
    

    

    
      Shion Jian and I had gone to the city guard immediately upon returning to school to report the incident and handle the aftermath.
    

    

    
      The one who summoned us was ‘Lotendar Melbien,’ a human male and the captain of the paladin order that oversaw the defense and security of Alvheim.
    

    

    
      "I’m sorry, but this is all I can say. Alvheimton is, in name, a free city not under the rule of any power. And above all, it bears the history and pride of being founded by those who gathered from among the poor."
    

    

    
      Lotendar paused and scratched his short beard.
    

    

    
      “Therefore, in Alvheim it was hard to intervene recklessly. At best, we could do no more than express our regret to the vigilante corps. The reality was that even knowing children were being abused, we had to leave it be. As a paladin serving the Mother, I was truly ashamed to say this.”
    

    

    
      Lotendar, having said so, bowed his head deeply.
    

    

    
      “It was hardly a substitute, but if you ever needed my help, please tell me. I would do my utmost to assist.”
    

    

    
      “…As it happened, I had something to ask.”
    

    

    
      I suppressed my anger and laid out what I wanted.
    

    

    
      It was because I had felt someone watching me lately.
    

    

    
      Today, with the first weekend upon me, I came to the central library on campus.
    

    

    
      Over the past few days of classes, a big question had formed.
    

    

    
      Who on earth had created all the fine details that weren’t even in the rulebook?
    

    

    
      Perhaps I could find some leads in this library.
    

    

    
      Rustle-rustle-rustle. Rustle-rustle.
    

    

    
      After I had swiftly read seventy-two books from various fields like that, I realized one thing.
    

    

    
      ‘This world wasn’t some fake made by the AaA developer.’
    

    

    
      Among the hypotheses I had built since being dragged into this world, the most plausible one was discarded.
    

    

    
      Namely, the hypothesis that this place was virtual reality and I was being subjected to some kind of experiment.
    

    

    
      Because the seventy-two randomly selected books contained information that didn’t exist in the original world, rendered with exquisite precision.
    

    

    
      By probability, the hundreds of thousands of volumes in this library would all be the same.
    

    

    
      “Hey, junior.”
    

    

    
      At the sudden call, I snapped out of my thoughts.
    

    

    
      I had been so absorbed in thinking that I hadn’t even noticed someone approaching.
    

    

    
      “…Galanuel?”
    

    

    
      “I heard you were at the library. We hadn’t really talked before, right? I’ll buy your time. One silver per minute.”
    

    

    
      Clink.
    

    

    
      Galanuel set a coin pouch down in front of me.
    

    

    
      For reference, in this region’s currency, twenty copper coins equaled one silver, and twenty silvers equaled one gold.
    

    

    
      And one gold was a poor family’s monthly living expenses in Alvheimton.
    

    

    
      “Fine. But about the last incident, it was because of the Mana Rampage-.”
    

    

    
      [Notification. Persuasion was blocked by the opponent’s ability.]
    

    

    
      “Ah— I know that, too. You fainted before I could even counterattack, and the room’s condition had been a wreck. But what should I do? I’m the type who insists on thorough accounting. It was a fact that I took a loss because of you, so I wasn’t going to just let it pass.”
    

    

    
      Right.
    

    

    
      The personality and abilities I had set for that guy were like this.
    

    

    
      I had actually acted this way, too.
    

    

    
      ‘Wait, acting?’
    

    

    
      “Are you another player? Or the game master?”
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      Every character in a TRPG had to be acted out by someone.
    

    

    
      Until now, I had completely forgotten this obvious fact.
    

    

    
      Because of the vivid sensations I felt here, the thought that other people—other than myself—might just be pretending, acting out fakes, had never once crossed my mind.
    

    

    
      ‘Then the one behind Galanuel is…’
    

    

    
      “Hm? That’s a language I’ve never heard before. Which race uses it?”
    

    

    
      The words I had just spoken were not converted into Elvish or the common tongue, but were instead spoken in Korean.
    

    

    
      It seemed that out-of-game speech was not allowed.
    

    

    
      Then, was this guy just pretending not to understand, or was he telling the truth?
    

    

    
      §§…
    

    

    
      Immersion: 58.8% → 13.1%
    

    

    
      …§§
    

    

    
      The immersion I had worked so hard to raise plummeted in an instant because of that one remark.
    

    

    
      ‘Damn it, do you know how much effort I put into building that immersion?!’
    

    

    
      On my first day in this world—
    

    

    
      When my immersion dropped to zero, my dice roll was a massive failure, and I had nearly lost my life.
    

    

    
      Ever since then, I had worked to raise my immersion, and I had discovered that the higher my immersion, the better my dice rolls tended to be.
    

    

    
      To reach my target of 100% immersion, and to avoid a dangerous situation like before, I’d better keep my mouth shut about anything unrelated to the game from now on.
    

    

    
      “Anyway, I came to make you a proposal. According to my plan, I want you to take down the other Paladeltion succession candidates. Then I’ll consider the damage you caused me as never having happened. On top of that, I’ll guarantee you a key position in my company. How about it?”
    

    

    
      Of course, it was an offer not worth even considering.
    

    

    
      If Galanuel succeeded in inheriting the succession, she wouldn’t come along for dangerous adventures.
    

    

    
      In other words, it would become practically impossible to clear the chapter.
    

    

    
      Still, if I wanted to play between Achelian and Galanuel and adjust the balance, I had to at least pretend to consider it.
    

    

    
      “Rather than that—”
    

    

    
      [Notice. Persuasion blocked by opponent’s ability.]
    

    

    
      “Negotiation’s over. I’ll take that as a no.”
    

    

    
      ‘You hopeless bastard.’
    

    

    
      That was a reaction stemming from the Galanuel trait I had created, <Value Appraisal>.
    

    

    
      <Value Appraisal> was basically just a boring setting that allowed her to assign the most reasonable economic value—recognized by causality—to all phenomena and materials.
    

    

    
      But if applied well, it could be used to propose economic transactions to any character—
    

    

    
      And furthermore, it could even be used to force or guide certain actions.
    

    

    
      For example, the main reason I was able to clear the campaign with a low-level Galanuel was because I hired countless knights and mercenaries with massive amounts of money.
    

    

    
      But it also played a big role in that I could make a campaign boss—some monster that didn’t even know the value of currency—act as I wanted during battle by striking deals in real time.
    

    

    
      Of course, the trait had a balancing penalty.
    

    

    
      Just like now, Galanuel had the side effect of being unable to engage in any kind of negotiation.
    

    

    
      Because of that, she ended up becoming such a self-righteous, uncommunicative character.
    

    

    
      But originally, she wasn’t so utterly closed off.
    

    

    
      I had left some leeway for bypassing the penalty.
    

    

    
      That was why I had tried to counter her proposal.
    

    

    
      ‘Don’t tell me… my characters’ concepts have been strengthened even further?’
    

    

    
      “Since we’re busy, let’s move to the next matter. Yesterday, you caused a disturbance in Alvheimton, didn’t you? I already know you’re plotting something with Medes and Achelian. Your attempt to target my company in Alvheimton was part of that, wasn’t it? You’ll have to compensate for that. And since it’s now clear you won’t be on my side…”
    

    

    
      No way.
    

    

    
      No, impossible.
    

    

    
      The Galanuel I created wasn’t that kind of character.
    

    

    
      If even a fragment of me was in her, there’s no way she’d see something like that and just let it slide.
    

    

    
      “…You, you knew a little girl was being abused by that gang of beggars, and you still associated with them?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      But if it was true—
    

    

    
      I would restrain this one’s entire body, keep her barely alive, and use her as nothing more than a living tool to spit out summons.
    

    

    
      That alone would fulfill the “Recruit a Party Member” chapter clear condition.
    

    

    
      “…I didn’t know that. Consider the compensation settled. I’ll take care of what happened yesterday myself.”
    

    

    
      Galanuel turned and left the library.
    

    

    
      Her original purpose had been to recruit the freshman, but now a far more important matter had arisen.
    

    

    
      Thus, the moment she left the library, Galanuel headed straight for Alvheimton.
    

    

    
      With each step she took, a dimensional gate formed beneath her footprints.
    

    

    
      From within, familiars leapt out, flying toward various parts of Alvheim and Alvheimton.
    

    

    
      The business she had established in the slums was a debt collection agency.
    

    

    
      Compared to the work she usually did, they were such an insignificant partner that she had left them alone as long as they stayed within their assigned tasks.
    

    

    
      But they had dared to defy her.
    

    

    
      She had three rules she always made clear to all business partners.
    

    

    
      First, never think of negotiating with her.
    

    

    
      Second, accept immediate losses for the sake of greater future gains.
    

    

    
      Third, never harm children or families.
    

    

    
      I couldn’t remember why I had created that last rule, but—
    

    

    
      The displeasure at seeing my own principles violated was still vivid.
    

    

    
      ‘Breaking my principle is about the same as losing a million gold coins.’
    

    

    
      Her principles were the source that had allowed her to reach her current position.
    

    

    
      It was also why she hadn’t demanded compensation from Dicendel.
    

    

    
      The moment she accepted compensation, she herself would be breaking her own rule, and that would soon lead to long-term losses.
    

    

    
      Clop, clop — screech.
    

    

    
      “Welcome! Lady Galanuel.”
    

    

    
      When the carriage carrying Galanuel arrived at the northern slums of Alvheimton, over a dozen gang leaders from across the northern slums came out to line up and greet her.
    

    

    
      Except for the one who had died yesterday, every single one was present.
    

    

    
      It was as if they had walked themselves to the execution grounds.
    

    

    
      Vwoom—
    

    

    
      Dozens of dimensional gates formed around Galanuel.
    

    

    
      “W-wait—! Why, why are you doing this?”
    

    

    
      Creatures leapt out from within and began a massacre.
    

    

    
      “We’ve gathered them all, Galanuel.”
    

    

    
      Just as the shutdown of the business was almost finished, several executives from the Investment Club appeared with over a hundred orphans from the northern slums.
    

    

    
      Galanuel pulled two money pouches of different sizes from midair and handed them over.
    

    

    
      For a moment, the gem in the ring on her finger seemed to glint.
    

    

    
      “The small one—throw it to the Alvheimton vigilante corps. Say it’s consolation money for all the noise just now. And the big one—take it to the temple along with those orphans.”
    

    

    
      “This much money?”
    

    

    
      “Yes. The current value of each of them averages about minus ten gold coins. Once their price rises to a decent level, I’ll put them to work as labor.”
    

    

    
      “Ah, the second rule! Truly, Galanuel.”
    

    

    
      “Lastly, gather the employees from the old company and set up a new service agency. After this example, they won’t try any foolishness like this again.”
    

    

    
      Behind the departing Galanuel lay only the scorched ruins of the slums and a dozen or so corpses.
    

    

    
      Another day passed, and it was finally the first day I would participate in Medes’s research.
    

    

    
      After finishing breakfast, I headed to Greenhouse No. 12, tucked away in a secluded corner of campus.
    

    

    
      There were several greenhouses on campus, but I’d heard this isolated one was like Medes’s personal research lab.
    

    

    
      “Welcome, Student Dicendel. Isn’t this greenhouse beautiful?”
    

    

    
      When I arrived, Medes greeted me with a sly smile, his entire body draped in a parasitic plant creature known as a Root Mistletoe.
    

    

    
      Around him, dozens of carnivorous plant creatures called Jar-Tooth Flowers bared their cold teeth at me.
    

    

    
      “……!”
    

    

    
      Normally, a Root Mistletoe—about combined level 18—controlled its host to lure in others of its kind before planting its own seeds in them.
    

    

    
      A Jar-Tooth Flower, usually level 15, sprayed a fragrant digestive fluid from the mouth formed by its petals, inducing the status effect “Charm” before devouring its prey.
    

    

    
      ‘Was this Medes’s trap? Or did someone get to Medes first?’
    

    

    
      Startled, I raised my staff.
    

    

    
      Medes laughed and waved me off.
    

    

    
      “Hahaha, no need to worry. These are weakened breeds I developed myself, so they’re not dangerous at all. Of course, if you get too close to the Jar-Tooth Flowers, you might get bitten, so be careful.”
    

    

    
      My chronic paranoia made me suspect Medes, but it was a reasonable conclusion.
    

    

    
      Getting called out to a secluded spot, only to be greeted by a crowd of monsters—wasn’t that the classic cliché?
    

    

    
      And honestly, why was he even wearing those creatures all over his body? I couldn’t understand it.
    

    

    
      “My apologies, Instructor. I thought those creatures were attacking you.”
    

    

    
      After flattering him so as not to offend, we headed to a spacious clearing within the greenhouse.
    

    

    
      The path there was lined with all kinds of plants.
    

    

    
      There must have been hundreds of different varieties.
    

    

    
      “Did you plant all these yourself, Instructor?”
    

    

    
      “That’s right. Aren’t they all lovely? Whenever I have time, I bring one back from outside, and before I knew it, it became like this. Especially in the forest outside Alvheimton—perhaps by the blessing of Mother World Tree—there’s an incredible diversity of plants. Unfortunately, there are some I can’t bring here.”
    

    

    
      “Are there any more dangerous ones than those near the entrance?”
    

    

    
      “Haha, in a way, yes. One of them is the poppy. Ah, but don’t misunderstand—while I can’t grow or harvest them, simply observing wild ones isn’t illegal. And just as a warning, don’t ever go too deep into that forest. The master of the forest wouldn’t like it.”
    

    

    
      After listening to his rambling, we arrived at the wide clearing.
    

    

    
      “Let’s begin right away. First, we’ll measure the size of the <Tree Vines> you summon, Student Dicendel. Please proceed with the summoning.”
    

    

    
      [Player’s Dice: 60, 2]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Dice roll result: 62, Success.]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Skill successfully activated.]
    

    

    
      Swoosh—Bang!
    

    

    
      “Still splendid, even now. Ah, I forgot to mention—don’t use <Fertilizer Supply> for the first test. Please try casting again.”
    

    

    
      “Uh…, Instructor. I didn’t use <Fertilizer Supply>.”
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      “I really mean it.”
    

    

    
      “O-ohhh! Splendid!”
    

    

    
      Medes suddenly raised his voice to a strange pitch in admiration, then used <Layering> to summon several <Tree Vines>.
    

    

    
      I had wondered how he was going to measure such massive vines, and the method turned out to be completely unexpected.
    

    

    
      Using the <Tree Vines> he had summoned himself, he began to bind, pull, and wrestle with my <Tree Vines> in various ways.
    

    

    
      “Circumference: 4.4 meters. Length: 30.8 meters. Tension is…”
    

    

    
      While jotting down measurements, Medes gave me various instructions, and I followed them—moving my <Tree Vines> around, attacking targets, and so on.
    

    

    
      “By the way, Instructor, is it really possible to do things like measurements with <Tree Vines>?”
    

    

    
      “Don’t you also feel a connection between yourself and your summons, Student Dicendel? That’s called ‘Soul Assimilation.’ The more you refine your summoning skills and deepen your bond with your summons, the stronger this assimilation becomes. And the spiritual senses that manifest from it are as delicate and accurate as if you were experiencing them yourself. Given your exceptional talent, I believe you’ll be able to feel it before long.”
    

    

    
      “Aha! Thank you for the advice and encouragement, Instructor.”
    

    

    
      In the rulebook, all it said was: “You will exchange spiritual communion with your summons.”
    

    

    
      “That’s my role as your instructor, haha. Now, this time, summon again while using <Fertilizer Supply>.”
    

    

    
      ‘<Summon Plant – Fertilizer Supply, Tree Vines>.’
    

    

    
      [Player’s Dice: 30, 0]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Dice roll result: 30, Success.]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Skill successfully activated.]
    

    

    
      [Player’s Dice: 50, 5]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Dice roll result: 55, Success.]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Skill successfully activated.]
    

    

    
      Swoosh—KRRRAAASH!
    

    

    
      It was as if heaven and earth had collapsed.
    

    

    
      The <Tree Vines> that appeared were more than twice the size of the previous ones.
    

    

    
      “Ah—aaah.”
    

    

    
      Medes, as if entranced, approached the <Tree Vines>.
    

    

    
      Then he hugged their massive trunk and began stroking it.
    

    

    
      ‘Wait, is this guy a plant fetishist?’
    

    

    
      Goosebumps ran all over my body.
    

    

    
      “The circumference is… an astounding 6.3 meters!”
    

    

    
      “Wait, was that… actually just to measure the <Tree Vines>?”
    

    

    
      “Ah, when you handle a particular type of creature extensively, you sometimes awaken to this sort of ability. Even without any special bond, you can form a faint soul assimilation with other creatures. The length is… 50.3 meters. Truly marvelous!”
    

    

    
      So, I guess the plant-fetishist part was a misunderstanding.
    

    

    
      For the record, what Medes had just explained was something that didn’t exist in the original game at all.
    

    

    
      Of course, since I already had <Projection>, it didn’t mean much to me—it was already something I could do.
    

    

    
      “Incredible! Then what’s the advantage of measuring directly with your body instead of your own <Tree Vines>, Instructor?”
    

    

    
      “Why, you get to hug the dear thing, of course. Isn’t that advantage enough?”
    

    

    
      Yeah, this elf was definitely not normal.
    

    

    
      “…Let’s move on. I have an experiment I devised, and I’d like your help with it, Instructor.”
    

    

    
      “Yes! Just say the word. I promised to help with whatever I can, haha!”
    

    

    
      The main reason I agreed to participate in this research in the first place was to explore ways to make use of my abilities—in other words, to find opportunities for Rule-chicken play.
    

    

    
      So, I planned to test out the ideas I had come up with over the past few days.
    

    

    
      “Alright then, please attack my <Tree Vines>. Start weak, and gradually increase the strength.”
    

    

    
      “T-that’s absolutely unaccept—!”
    

    

    
      “Shall we just cancel my participation in your research, then?”
    

    

    
      “Ghh…!”
    

    

    
      The experiments we ran for the entire day resulted in improvements to my combat ability that I could confidently say multiplied my strength several times over.
    

    

    
      Today marked the end of the second week of the schedule.
    

    

    
      To summarize what had happened so far: I had attended the common subject “Theology” and my first elective, “Marksmanship.”
    

    

    
      The reason I had chosen marksmanship among the many electives was to have insurance for battles where I might lack MP or control over my summons.
    

    

    
      Besides, my chosen secondary weapon at character creation was a sling, so it made sense.
    

    

    
      However, since the course evaluation criteria didn’t include slings, I had ended up using a bow from day one.
    

    

    
      I chose the bow over a crossbow or a gun because once I leveled up, there was a Rule-chicken play I could combine with summoning.
    

    

    
      For now, though, my pathetically low Strength and the <Frail> trait made even pulling the string a struggle, causing the strange phenomenon of my HP dropping each time.
    

    

    
      And after all that effort, the arrows I fired would just lose strength midair and drop to the ground with a “thud.”
    

    

    
      Thanks to my low Dexterity and <Dullard>, they usually flew in completely the wrong direction from the target.
    

    

    
      The only reason I managed even that much was because my <Ranged Weapon Proficiency> trait gave me some support.
    

    

    
      Fortunately, the instructor, unable to watch my pitiful attempts any longer, handed me a mechanical crossbow with a winch, which at least brought me up to a level suitable for a practical skills evaluation.
    

    

    
      Anyway, today was the second Healing Studies class.
    

    

    
      Our class, led by Eleina, arrived at the stables attached to the “Dangerous Creature Breeding Grounds” on campus.
    

    

    
      “In today’s class, we’ll be examining and caring for livestock. As you all know as clergy, one of our duties in a community is to improve productivity. And since there are many patients who can’t explain their symptoms, the experience you get here will be useful.”
    

    

    
      I’d been needing a subject to test <Projection> on anyway, so this was perfect.
    

    

    
      Against animals or creatures with low Intelligence and resistance, I could attempt it without worrying about failing a dice roll.
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      I had been training intensely whenever I had time these past few days.
    

    

    
      But because of the memory of that massive failure, I had been limiting the use of skills that required a dice roll.
    

    

    
      In particular, <Thought Transmission> had a relatively high chance of failure when used on a person, so I had only experimented with it on water spirits.
    

    

    
      Of course, the mind of a ‘Lowest’ Water Spirit wasn’t much to begin with, so the gains were minimal.
    

    

    
      “Right now, this stable only has sick livestock gathered here. You need to find out their symptoms. If you treat them too, I’ll give you extra points. If you need anything, just tell the assistant. Oh, and under no circumstances should you enter the breeding pen next to this one…”
    

    

    
      “Hey, Dicendel! Do you know the school’s been buzzing because of your rumor?”
    

    

    
      Shionjian, who had spotted me and walked over, suddenly started talking to me, and because of that, I missed the latter part of Eleina’s explanation.
    

    

    
      It was because of the <Insensitive> trait.
    

    

    
      Well, I was planning to leave today’s practical to this guy anyway, since he was a treatment specialist, so it didn’t really matter.
    

    

    
      “I didn’t know. I’m not really close with anyone.”
    

    

    
      “You’ve got me! No, more importantly—tell people yourself that I was part of that great feat last week! Why’s everyone only talking about you?”
    

    

    
      This probably wasn’t just because of the <Spotlight> trait.
    

    

    
      Most likely, Galanuel had spread the rumor widely on purpose to use me.
    

    

    
      Of course, I had noticed his intentions from the very start.
    

    

    
      But I was just pretending not to know so I could use him in return.
    

    

    
      “If you insist, why don’t you just go around saying it yourself?”
    

    

    
      “That’s not cool…”
    

    

    
      “You’re already not cool. Stop with the pointless chatter and let’s do the practical.”
    

    

    
      “Cold-blooded brat.”
    

    

    
      Woof-moo! Pant pant—.
    

    

    
      I approached the livestock assigned to our group, the ‘Dog-Cow.’
    

    

    
      It was a clever creature that looked like a cow in size but had the appearance of a dog—specifically, a golden retriever—and was usually around level 13.
    

    

    
      Judging by the small horn on its head and the clean collar, it seemed to have just reached adulthood.
    

    

    
      “This one looks healthy.”
    

    

    
      Just as Shionjian said, this Dog-Cow appeared fine at first glance.
    

    

    
      But that could simply be because animals tended to hide sickness to survive.
    

    

    
      [Target’s dice…]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Adding the skill’s base modifier. +40]
    

    

    
      […You have successfully used it.]
    

    

    
      When I cast <Thought Transmission> on the Dog-Cow, I felt a sense of joy.
    

    

    
      Up to this point, it wasn’t much different from when I had used it on a water spirit.
    

    

    
      However—
    

    

    
      [Target’s…]
    

    

    
      […Adding. +41]
    

    

    
      […Success.]
    

    

    
      When I used <Thought Transmission> again, I felt a slightly more detailed thought.
    

    

    
      A sense of joy at receiving human attention for the first time in a while.
    

    

    
      When <Thought Transmission> was used repeatedly on the same target, the base modifier increased with each cast, allowing me to read the thoughts in greater detail.
    

    

    
      [Target’s dice… … … Use successful.]
    

    

    
      But even after continuing to use <Thought Transmission>, I didn’t sense any discomfort from the creature.
    

    

    
      ‘Did Eleina plant a fake just to test us? There are malingering patients in real life too—wait.’
    

    

    
      If it wasn’t a fake, then for fairness’s sake, it had to show some sort of symptom.
    

    

    
      “Shionjian. How do you check for parasite infection and treat it?”
    

    

    
      “Usually, you check the droppings, then give them a <Deworming Potion> for treatment. So you’re saying this Dog-Cow’s infected with parasites? I don’t see any symptoms though…”
    

    

    
      In this large stable, finding a specific pile of droppings would be difficult.
    

    

    
      And we couldn’t just wait around until it relieved itself.
    

    

    
      But I had one idea.
    

    

    
      If this worked, I would be making another leap forward.
    

    

    
      “Go get that potion for me, Shionjian.”
    

    

    
      After confirming that Shionjian had left, I buried my eyes into the Dog-Cow’s body and used <Thought Transmission> again.
    

    

    
      [Target’s dice… … … Use successful.]
    

    

    
      The skill activated successfully.
    

    

    
      Bubble!
    

    

    
      This time, I summoned a water spirit and positioned it right behind the Dog-Cow.
    

    

    
      That way, I couldn’t see the water spirit with my eyes.
    

    

    
      ‘<Thought Transmission>.’
    

    

    
      I focused hard on the water spirit behind the Dog-Cow and used the skill, but nothing happened.
    

    

    
      From these two experiments combined—
    

    

    
      <Thought Transmission> didn’t require a clear view of the target’s details, but you did have to at least have it within your line of sight to cast it.
    

    

    
      ‘<Observe>.’
    

    

    
      My vision rose, bringing the hidden water spirit into view, and then <Thought Transmission> was cast without issue.
    

    

    
      As you can see, the casting condition for <Thought Transmission> confirmed earlier could be fulfilled using <Observe>.
    

    

    
      ‘I’ve confirmed all the prerequisites.’
    

    

    
      Woof-moo?
    

    

    
      I lay down beneath the Dog-Cow’s belly.
    

    

    
      Then I began to slowly lower the altitude of <Observe>.
    

    

    
      <Observe> couldn’t go any further once it touched a structure considered a wall, as if it were blocked.
    

    

    
      In other words, most creatures or liquids that weren’t walls could be passed through without any problem.
    

    

    
      ‘<Thought Transmission>. <Thought Transmission>. <Thought Transmission>…’
    

    

    
      I spammed the skill while strongly focusing on the parasites that might be inside the Dog-Cow’s body.
    

    

    
      My view passed through the Dog-Cow, and darkness began to engulf it.
    

    

    
      [Target’s dice … … … Use successful.]
    

    

    
      My mind connected with something other than the Dog-Cow.
    

    

    
      The odd thing was that the mind I sensed was more advanced than I had expected.
    

    

    
      The thought being conveyed to me was “Wait.”
    

    

    
      I couldn’t be sure since I didn’t know parasite biology, but it probably meant a dormant stage.
    

    

    
      That was why the Dog-Cow hadn’t shown any symptoms.
    

    

    
      ‘That’s not an environment suitable for growth or reproduction. So perish!’
    

    

    
      I got a little too carried away.
    

    

    
      If I could kill something with <Thought Transmission>, I’d be the strongest in the AaA world.
    

    

    
      “Dicendel! I brought the medicine!”
    

    

    
      With Eleina trailing behind, Shionjian came running, holding a glass bottle in one hand.
    

    

    
      It was perfect timing, since I had already gathered all the information I needed.
    

    

    
      “To think you’d figure out the answer this quickly—this is the fastest record since I was assigned to Alvheim! Full marks for both of you today!”
    

    

    
      “Um, but this Dog-Cow just refuses to drink the potion, Instructor.”
    

    

    
      “In that case, you mix it in with a tasty treat.”
    

    

    
      “I’ll do that.”
    

    

    
      I patted the Dog-Cow’s neck and used <Summon Plant>.
    

    

    
      ‘<Celestial Fruit>.’
    

    

    
      This was a skill obtainable at low class levels, so its effects weren’t that remarkable.
    

    

    
      However, unlike other healing-type skills, it had one major advantage—its excellent aroma and taste.
    

    

    
      [Player’s dice: 10, 2]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Dice roll result: 12, Failure.]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Failed to use skill.]
    

    

    
      “Tch.”
    

    

    
      Shhhk.
    

    

    
      Despite the failure notice, a seemingly normal fruit had grown.
    

    

    
      Of course, eating it would have no effect—and it would be extremely bitter or astringent.
    

    

    
      Since its original effect was weak, this was the only penalty even on a failed roll.
    

    

    
      Just as I was about to unsummon the <Celestial Fruit> and summon it again—
    

    

    
      Crunch.
    

    

    
      The Dog-Cow bit into the <Celestial Fruit>.
    

    

    
      And then—
    

    

    
      Yelp!
    

    

    
      “Whoa!”
    

    

    
      Startled, it bolted at full speed.
    

    

    
      Dragging me along by the collar rope.
    

    

    
      “Ah, not that way! We’ve just opened—!”
    

    

    
      Crack! Bang! Rumble—
    

    

    
      Leaving Eleina’s scream behind, the Dog-Cow’s small horn shattered the thick wooden wall of the stable.
    

    

    
      Even then, its momentum didn’t falter, and it smashed through the brick wall of the building beyond the stable.
    

    

    
      It was the might of a level-13 powerhouse creature.
    

    

    
      Moo-rooo—.
    

    

    
      However, perhaps the thick brick wall was too much, because the Dog-Cow only made it a little farther inside the building before collapsing to the ground, bleeding from its forehead.
    

    

    
      […Player takes a total of 37 damage.]
    

    

    
      “Urgh.”
    

    

    
      While I was patting the Dog-Cow, it had suddenly charged forward, and my hand got caught in the rope, dragging me along.
    

    

    
      On top of that, I got hit by building debris and lost HP.
    

    

    
      ‘By the way, why is it so dark in here?’
    

    

    
      Other than the sunlight streaming in from the collapsed wall behind, there was no light source at all.
    

    

    
      ‘…<Projection>, <Tree Vines>!’
    

    

    
      When faced with an incomprehensible situation, I had to assume the worst and prepare for it.
    

    

    
      That was the rule I’d set for myself as someone with paranoia.
    

    

    
      [Player’s dice … … … Use successful.]
    

    

    
      Rumble rumble rumble—.
    

    

    
      Thick <Tree Vines> coiled in a circle around me and the Dog-Cow.
    

    

    
      “Who’s there! Why did you come in here? It’s dangerous—get out immediately!”
    

    

    
      From somewhere above, out of sight, a stranger shouted a warning.
    

    

    
      Immediately afterward—
    

    

    
      [Target’s dice……]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Summon takes 257 damage.]
    

    

    
      Grrrr—!
    

    

    
      Crunch.
    

    

    
      Yelp!
    

    

    
      Along with a beast’s cry that rattled to the bone, <Tree Vines> came under attack.
    

    

    
      Through soul synchronization, I felt four large blades slicing off part of the vine stems.
    

    

    
      The Dog-Cow, perhaps sensing danger as well, tucked its tail and trembled.
    

    

    
      “Damn it! The ‘Shadow Leopards’ are in the middle of mating right now!”
    

    

    
      ‘Shadow Leopards…!’
    

    

    
      Shadow Leopards were beast-type creatures with a shifting, amorphous jet-black body, living hidden in darkness to avoid their only weakness—light.
    

    

    
      Considering my total level was only 3, that Medes—one of the strongest people I’d met in this world—was estimated to be in the high 20s, and that the max level in AaA was 50…
    

    

    
      It was easy to imagine how powerful an adult Shadow Leopard at level 33 typically was.
    

    

    
      ‘What kind of seminary raises monsters like that…!’
    

    

    
      And to top it off, there were two of them, male and female.
    

    

    
      [Target’s dice … … … takes damage.]
    

    

    
      Slice!
    

    

    
      Once again, the four blades—Shadow Leopard’s huge claws—struck <Tree Vines>, this time cutting off the very end completely.
    

    

    
      During research with Medes, <Tree Vines> hadn’t even been scratched by most attacks.
    

    

    
      And yet now they were being cut so easily.
    

    

    
      Truly an attack power befitting an assassination-type creature.
    

    

    
      “They’re super agitated right now, so don’t provoke them—just stay down! Requesting backup, we’ve got someone inside! We’ll need outer wall repairs too!”
    

    

    
      ‘No. Shadow Leopards aren’t the type you can avoid just by staying still. <Observe>!’
    

    

    
      In <Observe>’s dim vision, I saw the vague outline of the coiled <Tree Vines>.
    

    

    
      Each time the surrounding darkness deepened, <Tree Vines> suffered more damage.
    

    

    
      ‘Hurry! I can’t hold out long!’
    

    

    
      With the Shadow Leopards’ attack power, I’d be killed instantly in a single hit.
    

    

    
      Roarrr!
    

    

    
      Apparently done toying with me, the two Shadow Leopards lunged in earnest.
    

    

    
      Crunch—slice. Chomp—snap!
    

    

    
      [Target’s dice … … … takes damage.]
    

    

    
      My <Tree Vines> were brutally dismantled by their sharp teeth and claws.
    

    

    
      After <Tree Vines> were unsummoned, I was met with an elf fist-sized glare, yellowish to a chilling degree.
    

    

    
      Grrrr—.
    

    

    
      That sound was clearly a mocking growl toward a plaything.
    

    

    
      Just as I was considering my last resort—
    

    

    
      “Dicendel! Where are you?”
    

    

    
      “Dicendel, answer me!”
    

    

    
      From beyond the hole in the wall came Eleina’s and Shionjian’s voices.
    

    

    
      I wasted no time casting a skill.
    

    

    
      ‘<Thought Transmission>!’
    

    

    
      And of course, my target was—
    

    

    
      [Target’s dice … … … Use successful.]
    

    

    
      Boggle!
    

    

    
      The water spirit that had been summoned all along, following those two.
    

    

    
      Following my will, the water spirit shaped the water mass created by <Dew Gathering> into multiple layers of lenses.
    

    

    
      As the sunlight from outside the building passed through each layer of lens, it refracted slightly.
    

    

    
      By the final layer, even the straightness of the light had completely bent.
    

    

    
      The rainbow born from a prism made of water illuminated me and the Dog-Cow brightly.
    

    

    
      Roarrr!
    

    

    
      The thick darkness surrounding me recoiled in fright and withdrew.
    

    

    
      “They’re retreating! Run now!”
    

    

    
      I was planning to do that even without being told.
    

    

    
      I climbed onto the Dog-Cow’s back and secured myself firmly using <Pine Resin>.
    

    

    
      Immediately after—
    

    

    
      [Target’s … … … Success.]
    

    

    
      ‘Run!’
    

    

    
      Woof-moo!
    

    

    
      The Dog-Cow, snapping out of it at my strong thought, began sprinting at full speed.
    

    

    
      But the closer we got to the hole in the wall, the narrower the rainbow’s range became.
    

    

    
      Roarrr!
    

    

    
      Enraged at having their mating disturbed, the Shadow Leopards sought one last chance.
    

    

    
      ‘We’re a little short on distance!’
    

    

    
      At the Dog-Cow’s speed, we couldn’t outpace them.
    

    

    
      “Shionjian! Cast <Transfer: Speed> into the air to my right!”
    

    

    
      “Uh, got it!”
    

    

    
      Just as the Dog-Cow reached the escape point—
    

    

    
      ‘Get down!’
    

    

    
      The Dog-Cow threw itself forward, rolling along the ground with me.
    

    

    
      [Target’s dice … … … Evade successful.]
    

    

    
      [Notice. As a result, target takes damage…]
    

    

    
      Roarrr?
    

    

    
      Bang!
    

    

    
      One of the Shadow Leopards charging from the side couldn’t control its now-increased speed and crashed into the other one.
    

    

    
      Since <Transfer>-type skills were supportive abilities that granted beneficial effects, Shionjian’s low-total-level skill had been cast on the Shadow Leopard without any resistance.
    

    

    
      While the Shadow Leopards tangled themselves up, the Dog-Cow and I successfully escaped the dungeon.
    

    

    
      “Wait, was that… a Shadow Leopard just now?”
    

    

    
      “That’s what they said. Whew—thanks to you, Shionjian, I survived.”
    

    

    
      “I’m sorry, it’s all my fault! If I, as the instructor, had been more careful about safety, this wouldn’t have happened…”
    

    

    
      “It’s not your fault, Instructor. But if you still feel bad, maybe later you could grant me a favor—”
    

    

    
      “A student entered the breeding pen during the Shadow Leopards’ mating! All units prepare to charge! At least recover the student’s body—?”
    

    

    
      At that moment, the Order of Holy Knights arrived.
    

    

    
      “…Student Lio? Were you the one who entered the breeding pen?”
    

    

    
      “It was an accident. As you can see, I’m unharmed.”
    

    

    
      Upon seeing me, the Holy Knight Commander Lotendar’s expression twisted into something strange.
    

    

    
      “I’m truly relieved nothing happened to you, but… how did you survive those monsters?”
    

    

    
      Well, as always, it was thanks to using rule-chicken play.
    

    

    
      But I couldn’t exactly say that.
    

    

    
      “A synergy of wit and luck. More importantly, I’d like to talk about the matter I requested last time.”
    

    

    
      Before I knew it, it was already the third week, and I was close to reaching total level 5.
    

    

    
      §§{Character}
    

    

    
      Name: Dicendel Lio
    

    

    
      Total Level: 4
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Experience: 829 / 1,000
    

    

    
      …§§
    

    

    
      Surviving the encounter with the Shadow Leopards—and even dealing damage to them—had earned me a lot of experience.
    

    

    
      “Everyone, please take your seats! We’ll begin the afternoon class!”
    

    

    
      Medes, standing at the center of the outdoor arena, raised his voice.
    

    

    
      Today was the day for the first practical exam in the botany course.
    

    

    
      The evaluation method—one-on-one duels.
    

    

    
      In the botany course, being evaluated through duels wasn’t all that out of place.
    

    

    
      After all, the ‘Patronage of the World Tree’ was ultimately for combat.
    

    

    
      “Those whose names are called, step to the center. The rest of you, warm up.”
    

    

    
      And today was also the day I’d teach Galanuel his proper place in the hierarchy.
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      At last, I had set all the necessary conditions and strategies to take on Galanuel.
    

    

    
      §§{Stats}
    

    

    
      Strength: 6 → 7
    

    

    
      Perception: 6 → 6
    

    

    
      Intelligence: 12 → 14
    

    

    
      Health: 12 → 13
    

    

    
      Mana: 12 → 15
    

    

    
      Dexterity: 5 → 6
    

    

    
      Charm: 27 → 27
    

    

    
      Bonus Points: 8 §§
    

    

    
      First, thanks to three weeks of relentless training, Dicendel’s stats had increased significantly even without using any bonus points.
    

    

    
      Since you normally get 3 bonus points per level-up, it was essentially like gaining almost three full level-ups for free.
    

    

    
      §§{Skills}
    

    

    
      Ranged Weapon Mastery Lv.2
    

    

    
      Soul Assimilation Mastery Lv.2 (new)
    

    

    
      [Patron] World Tree
    

    

    
      Summon Plant Lv.3
    

    

    
      └ Lv.4 Tree Vines
    

    

    
      └ Fertilizer Supply
    

    

    
      └ Lv.2 Celestial Fruit
    

    

    
      Sap Synthesis Lv.1
    

    

    
      └ Pine Resin
    

    

    
      Leaf Blade Lv.1 (new)
    

    

    
      … §§
    

    

    
      Next, I had gained two new skills.
    

    

    
      In particular, <Soul Assimilation Mastery> had appeared naturally without me deliberately learning it, and its level had even risen by one.
    

    

    
      It seemed likely that my use of <Thought Transmission> to mimic a spiritual link with a water spirit had contributed to this.
    

    

    
      On top of that, there was the knowledge I had gained through my research with Medes, the favor I had asked of Holy Knight Commander Lotendar, and even my deal with Achelian.
    

    

    
      These were the keys that would overturn the power gap with Galanuel.
    

    

    
      “All weapons, magic, and summoning techniques are permitted. However, you cannot prepare your skills in advance before the duel starts. Both students participating in the duel will be lent this necklace. This necklace carries a protective shield spell that activates when a certain amount of damage is taken. The one whose shield activates first from the opponent’s attack or who declares surrender loses.”
    

    

    
      While Medes explained the duel rules, I began winding the crank of the crossbow I had prepared in advance.
    

    

    
      At the same time, I quietly gathered some small stones scattered around the area so no one would notice.
    

    

    
      It was inconvenient since the gloves I wore made it hard to bend my fingers.
    

    

    
      “The first pair is Achelian Paladeltion and Bagwell Schinken. Please step forward.”
    

    

    
      At Medes’ call, Achelian and a male dwarf student stepped reluctantly to the center.
    

    

    
      Achelian was the one who had spoken to me during the first botany class, and was Galanuel’s rival in the family succession.
    

    

    
      His opponent, unlike most dwarves, had a gentle face and a carefully braided beard that still hadn’t fully grown in.
    

    

    
      “Why would the head instructor put those two together? They’re the president and vice-president of the riding club.”
    

    

    
      “Right? I was expecting a match between the Paladeltion cousins…”
    

    

    
      Not just the participants, but the other students also seemed puzzled.
    

    

    
      “Both students, to your designated positions… Face each other and bow! Then, ready—duel start!”
    

    

    
      Twang!
    

    

    
      The duel began with Bagwell pulling the trigger on a state-of-the-art dwarf-made crossbow.
    

    

    
      “Gyaaah! I surrender! I surrender! Spare this dwarf!”
    

    

    
      Bagwell screamed while his short arm was caught in Achelian’s grip, locked in a joint hold.
    

    

    
      “Enough! The winner is Achelian Paladeltion!”
    

    

    
      The first duel ended much more quickly than expected.
    

    

    
      While part of it was Bagwell’s timid nature despite his abilities, the bigger factor was Achelian’s superior skill.
    

    

    
      “As expected, Galanuel should’ve been the one to face Achelian.”
    

    

    
      “Bagwell’s just ended up looking pitiful.”
    

    

    
      “Then, who’s Galanuel going up against?”
    

    

    
      Questions of curiosity spread again among the students.
    

    

    
      Amidst that atmosphere, Galanuel walked toward me.
    

    

    
      “Ha, don’t tell me… it’s you?”
    

    

    
      “What about it…?”
    

    

    
      “…Forget it. Just make sure you wipe that pale neck of yours beforehand.”
    

    

    
      The reason I had gone so far as to coax and persuade Instructor Medes to let me face Galanuel this early…
    

    

    
      Wasn’t just to lower his practical exam score.
    

    

    
      According to the information I’d gathered, Galanuel and Achelian were evenly matched—but that was when Achelian, with his Rider class, was mounted on a horse.
    

    

    
      In reality, over the past three years, Galanuel had overwhelmingly dominated their duel record.
    

    

    
      In other words, I also aimed to give the relatively disadvantaged Achelian some momentum.
    

    

    
      But more than anything else, the biggest reason… was that I had learned this was the perfect time to strike.
    

    

    
      “Hm? Did Galanuel just say something to that freshman?”
    

    

    
      “Don’t tell me those two are going to face each other?”
    

    

    
      “Those two…? Sure, I’ll admit that massive <Tree Vines> of his is impressive, but he’s still just a freshman! What in the world is the head instructor thinking?”
    

    

    
      “Still, this freshman is the one who made blood gush from both of Galanuel’s nostrils the moment he entered the academy. Doesn’t that make him worth watching?”
    

    

    
      “Right. I heard that even then, Galanuel only barely won after bringing out all his summons.”
    

    

    
      The students began chatting away, ignoring the duel currently unfolding in the arena.
    

    

    
      Just as the atmosphere reached its peak, another match came to an end.
    

    

    
      “The third pair is Galanuel Paladeltion and Dicendel Lio. Please step forward.”
    

    

    
      At the call, Galanuel and I stepped into the center of the arena, standing side by side before Medes.
    

    

    
      We then received the necklaces enchanted with protective shields and hung them around our necks.
    

    

    
      I couldn’t understand what the Game Master was thinking, letting such absurdly powerful necklaces be used for something as trivial as a school exam.
    

    

    
      “Now, both students, to your designated spots.”
    

    

    
      I walked to my starting point, facing Galanuel with my large crossbow in hand.
    

    

    
      He had drawn a whip and was holding it.
    

    

    
      §§…
    

    

    
      Immersion: 70.5%
    

    

    
      …§§
    

    

    
      I had saved up plenty of immersion for today.
    

    

    
      What’s more, by mixing in Dicendel’s skills here and there, the immersion consumption would be almost negligible—meaning I could use Daisu’s skills to my heart’s content, as long as my MP allowed.
    

    

    
      ‘<Observation>.’
    

    

    
      My mind sharpened like a honed blade.
    

    

    
      Using a skill before the match started was against the rules, but as long as I didn’t get caught, it was fine.
    

    

    
      And based on previous experiments, no one had ever noticed when I used <Observation>.
    

    

    
      “Face each other and bow! Ready…”
    

    

    
      The “Turn Order” stat, which indicated speed, heavily favored Galanuel over me.
    

    

    
      So before the match began, I cast another skill.
    

    

    
      ‘<Thought Transmission>!’
    

    

    
      [Target’s Dice: 90, 4]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Target difficulty is 94.]
    

    

    
      [Player’s Dice: 60, 6]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Adding skill’s base modifier: +137]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Adding Willpower modifier: +28]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Relationship is hostile: -20]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Adding difference in Intelligence scores: +10]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Adding difference in Charm scores: -5]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Subtracting target’s resistance: -81]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Dice roll result: 41, success.]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Skill successfully used.]
    

    

    
      I had been repeatedly using <Thought Transmission> on Galanuel every time I encountered him.
    

    

    
      By stacking up base modifiers in advance, I could pierce through his high resistance and any possible bad dice rolls like this.
    

    

    
      “Begin the duel!”
    

    

    
      The thought I sent to Galanuel struck at a certain background weakness of his.
    

    

    
      So, even though Medes declared the start of the duel, Galanuel froze in shock and couldn’t move.
    

    

    
      ‘<Tree Vines>!’
    

    

    
      [Player’s Dice: 50, 1]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Dice roll result: 51, success.]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Skill successfully used.]
    

    

    
      Kwaaaang! Shururururuk—.
    

    

    
      [Target’s Dice: 70, 0]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Target difficulty is 70.]
    

    

    
      [Player’s Dice: 30, 9]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Adding situational modifier: +10]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Adding difference in Perception scores (summon vs. target): +14]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Adding summon’s Dexterity: +22]
    

    

    
      From beneath my feet, massive vines surged forward toward Galanuel.
    

    

    
      Quickly regaining his composure, Galanuel used <Layering> to summon a <Thornbush> in a line before him, like a row of dominos.
    

    

    
      Crash! Crack! Snap!
    

    

    
      [Notice. Subtracting additional modifier based on target’s ability: -20]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Dice roll result: -5, failure.]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Attack missed.]
    

    

    
      My <Tree Vines> smashed through Galanuel’s <Thornbush> but eventually became entangled with them and came to a halt.
    

    

    
      Through my soul synchronization, I could sense that there were barely three elf-hand spans left between the vines and Galanuel.
    

    

    
      ‘A pity, but this was within expectations.’
    

    

    
      I was already out of Galanuel’s direct line of sight, crossbow loaded and ready.
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, Galanuel had lost track of me, his view blocked by the <Tree Vines> and <Thornbush>.
    

    

    
      Thunk—.
    

    

    
      [Target’s Dice: 40, 8]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Target difficulty is 48.]
    

    

    
      [Player’s Dice: 20, 3]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Adding situational modifier: +30]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Adding difference in Perception scores (player vs. target): -3]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Adding player’s Dexterity: +6]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Adding effect of <Dunce>: -10]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Adding effect of <Ranged Weapon Mastery Lv.2>: +10]
    

    

    
      Swaeek—!
    

    

    
      The crossbow bolt shot toward Galanuel like lightning.
    

    

    
      However—
    

    

    
      [Notice. Subtracting additional modifier based on target’s ability: -10]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Dice roll result: -2, failure.]
    

    

    
      [Notice. Attack missed.]
    

    

    
      Nyaang!
    

    

    
      Galanuel’s shadow surged up, transforming into something like a cat, and snatched the bolt out of the air.
    

    

    
      ‘A shadow cat? That’s a summon I didn’t know about.’
    

    

    
      The shadow cat was a creature that lived by parasitizing the shadows of other beings, a close relative of the shadow leopard that had attacked me at the breeding grounds not long ago.
    

    

    
      With an average total level of about 11, it would have been easy for it to block my attack, which was only level 4.
    

    

    
      But I had already accounted for the possibility that Galanuel might have unexpected defensive measures.
    

    

    
      Swaeek—.
    

    

    
      Nya?
    

    

    
      [Target’s Dice … … … Inflicts 18 damage. Additional Effect: Dizziness]
    

    

    
      Thwack!
    

    

    
      “Kyaaak!”
    

    

    
      Even the agile shadow cat couldn’t react to the immediate follow-up attack.
    

    

    
      Right after pulling the crossbow’s trigger, I had taken out a sling hidden in my sleeve and swung it furiously.
    

    

    
      While the shadow cat was focused on the bolt, a stone flew toward Galanuel.
    

    

    
      It struck his unprotected temple.
    

    

    
      The damage wasn’t enough to activate the necklace’s effect, but I had succeeded in physically rattling Galanuel’s mind.
    

    

    
      “Uwaaah!”
    

    

    
      “Galanuel actually took the first hit!”
    

    

    
      While Galanuel was stunned, I poured mana into both my hands.
    

    

    
      On each of my hands, I wore <Puppet Control Gloves> I’d gotten from Achelian.
    

    

    
      Three layers on each hand.
    

    

    
      These gloves allowed the user to summon and control a level-10 “Wooden Golem” once per day.
    

    

    
      The best part was that they consumed no MP or control points from the user.
    

    

    
      Since AaA was a game, most equipment could be shared among all races.
    

    

    
      That meant there were no size restrictions—armor worn by a small goblin could be used by a huge troll.
    

    

    
      But here, where the game had become reality, things were different.
    

    

    
      Each race crafted equipment to fit their own body type.
    

    

    
      So on my hands, I was wearing, in order, human, elf, and troll gloves layered over each other.
    

    

    
      Thanks to Dicendel’s penalty trait <Short Stature>, my hands were smaller than those of a typical elf, making this bizarre setup possible.
    

    

    
      Woom— woom—.
    

    

    
      Six large, spherical, translucent dimensional gates opened behind me, and wooden golems a head taller than elves stepped out.
    

    

    
      Creak-creak—.
    

    

    
      I picked up the crossbow from the ground and leapt back behind the golem squad.
    

    

    
      Then I began cranking the winch again with effort.
    

    

    
      “Heh— ahaha. So you layered <Puppet Control Gloves>? You really came prepared.”
    

    

    
      Whip— smack!
    

    

    
      By then, Galanuel had recovered and lashed out with his whip.
    

    

    
      Dozens of large and small dimensional gates instantly formed around him.
    

    

    
      Woom— woom— woooom— woom—.
    

    

    
      Seen from the enemy’s perspective, it was an incredibly overwhelming sight.
    

    

    
      The reason Galanuel could handle that many summons all by himself was because of the power of the “Controller” class.
    

    

    
      A Controller was a class obtainable only by having over thirty summons at once.
    

    

    
      It allowed you to learn the overpowered skill <Control>, which reduced the control cost of each summon by 1 point.
    

    

    
      Galanuel had obtained the Controller class as early as total level 2, and since then, he had been able to command that many summons simultaneously.
    

    

    
      “Of course, you do know that such tools are inferior to direct summoning in both command precision and battle endurance, right? Especially with puppets like these.”
    

    

    
      From beyond the gates emerged all manner of familiar beasts, creatures, and spirits.
    

    

    
      The supposed “one-on-one duel” was turning into an all-out “many-on-many battle.”
    

    

    
      However—
    

    

    
      “…Huh? What’s this?”
    

    

    
      Out of the dozens of dimensional gates Galanuel had created, all but eleven remained silent.
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