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  1. Hitting the Jackpot with a Pandora Gift

"I know this is a cruel thing to ask. But it's for my daughter's sake. Please."

The man who spoke with that pained expression was my master. Though, he’d only held that title for a few hours. I was a slave, and the middle-aged man standing before me was the one who had purchased me.

To be blunt, I was nearly worthless as a slave. I was still a child without much strength, and thanks to a string of misfortunes a while back, I was blind in one eye. My right leg didn’t work properly, either. As far as manual labor went, I was dead weight.

So why had he bought me? Apparently, he needed someone to open boxes. Not ordinary boxes, of course. They were dungeon-born items known as Pandora Gifts.

A Pandora Gift is essentially a high-stakes gamble. If luck is on your side, you can supposedly obtain precious items or rare skills. On the flip side, a streak of bad luck could land you with a horrific negative skill, a curse, or—in the worst-case scenario—instant death.

While traps on standard treasure chests can be disarmed using Thief Skills, the negative outcomes of a Pandora Gift are treated as item effects, meaning they can't be avoided.

That’s why people came up with the idea of making slaves open them. Under normal circumstances, you aren't allowed to force a slave to perform life-threatening tasks against their will. However, those rules don't apply to an illegal slave like me. Or perhaps it’s more accurate to say that since I’m not an official slave, if something happens to me, I’ll just be quietly buried in the dark, and no one will ever know.

Six Pandora Gifts were lined up in front of me. My job was to open every single one. With six of them, I was bound to hit a bad effect eventually. From what I’d heard, the odds were skewed toward the negative anyway.

It was a total dead-end situation. I suppose this is what happens when you reincarnate without being handed any cheat abilities.

Actually, I only regained my memories very recently. It was right after I was sold into slavery to reduce the number of mouths my family had to feed. If I’d remembered my past life a little sooner, maybe I could have avoided slavery altogether with some kind of "internal affairs" cheat or something. Once you start as a slave, your options are pretty much nonexistent.

To make matters worse, I was sold to an illegal slave trader. My first buyer was a thuggish-looking adventurer. On the surface, he made it look like he’d hired me as a porter for a dungeon crawl. In reality, I was meant to be an emergency decoy. I was injured almost immediately and ended up being returned to the trader.

Unusable illegal slaves are almost always sold off to miserable ends, but it seemed I had a tiny bit of luck left.

My master promised that if I opened all these Pandora Gifts and somehow survived, he would remove the Collar of Subjugation from my neck and set me free. He might have just been trying to soothe his own guilt, but as long as I benefited, I didn't care about his reasons. Regardless, I still had a glimmer of hope, however faint.

"I'm opening it..."

I gave my warning and opened the first Pandora Gift. The moment I did, the box dissolved into glittering particles of light and vanished. In its place, a scroll-like object appeared in mid-air and dropped to my feet.

"Looks like a Skill Scroll," Master said.

He picked up the scroll and examined it with something resembling a loupe. It was likely a magic item used for appraisal.

"Destiny God's Smile, huh? I’ve never heard of this skill. Based on the name, it probably boosts your luck. Here, you should use it."

I took the scroll from his hand.

It seemed his loupe couldn't reveal the specific details of the effect. Still, it was apparently a rare skill that even Master hadn't heard of. Ordinarily, the idea of giving a Skill Scroll to a slave would be unthinkable.

But Master was clearly betting everything on this gamble. If my luck improved, the chances of hitting the jackpot increased. Since it also increased my odds of survival, I wasn't about to complain.

I had a vague idea of how to use a Skill Scroll. If I remembered correctly, I just had to unfurl it and focus on the thought of "using" it.

When I tried, the scroll turned to ash in an instant. In its place, I felt a mysterious power take root inside me. I’d successfully acquired the skill, then. Unfortunately, I still had no idea what it actually did.

Regardless, I put my faith in my newfound luck and opened the next Pandora Gift. Just like before, the box vanished. This time, a small vial of liquid appeared. It looked like some kind of potion, but the glass was covered in exquisite, ornate engravings. It certainly didn't look like a common item.

Master picked up the vial without a word. For some reason, his hands were trembling.

His reaction was night and day compared to the scroll. This might be the item he was looking for. I watched him closely as he performed the appraisal.

Master peered at the vial through his loupe, froze for a moment—then threw his head back and shouted toward the ceiling.

"This is it! It’s the Elixir Soma! I did it! With this, I can save my daughter!"

It looked like he’d successfully pulled his target item. Well, technically I was the one who pulled it.

Wait, wasn't Elixir Soma a legendary-class item? My knowledge only came from my previous life, but anything with "Elixir" in the name had to be incredibly precious. I hadn't realized Pandora Gifts could produce things that rare. No wonder people never stopped ruining themselves trying to strike it rich with these things.

"Thank you! I owe this all to you! Thank you!"

Master grabbed my hands and pumped them up and down. His emotions were running high, and he was using way too much strength. I was still in a child’s body, and I really wished he’d give me a break.

"The collar..."

I tried to make my request before my arms were ripped off. My voice was raspy and failed me halfway through, but my intent got across clearly enough.

"Ah, right. Of course. My apologies."

Master muttered something like an incantation. It was likely the keyword to release the device. With a metallic click, the Collar of Subjugation fell away.

"There. You are free. Truly, thank you!"

With that, my former master departed, carrying nothing but the Elixir Soma. He left the remaining four Pandora Gifts sitting right there.

To be honest, surviving this world as a one-eyed boy with a bum leg was going to be an uphill battle. I really could use a cheat item or two.

Well then... those remaining Pandora Gifts. I don't really have any choice but to open them, do I?
2. Game-like Status

I reached for the Pandora Gifts, desperate for a cheat item—but somehow, I caught myself and pulled back.

No, no, no. This was the exact mindset of a degenerate gambler on a downward spiral. It wasn’t like I was doomed to die yet; I needed to keep a cool head.

I took a deep breath and surveyed the room—or rather, the hut.

After my former master purchased me, I had been loaded into a carriage and brought to this solitary shack in the middle of the forest. I wasn't sure what its original purpose was, but since he’d brought me here specifically to avoid prying eyes, I assumed it was a place where people rarely ventured. That meant I could probably settle in here for a while without any issues.

The only problem was securing food. I was in the middle of a forest, so there was bound to be something edible if I looked, but I didn't have the knowledge to tell the difference between a snack and a poison.

As I sat there wondering what to do, something shiny caught the corner of my eye. I looked closer and found the Appraisal Loupe my former master had been using.

Now then.

Stealing is wrong. However, I told myself that "borrowing" it temporarily was perfectly acceptable. Besides, I doubted my former master would find it easy to return to the scene where he’d been forcing an illegal slave to open Pandora Gifts. If I left it here, the loupe would just go to waste. It would be much better for me to look after it; that way, I could return it to him if we ever crossed paths again. Yes, that was definitely the right way to look at it.

And so, I decided the Appraisal Loupe was officially under my care. Tools were meant to be used, so I intended to make the most of it while I had it.

With this, finding food in the forest should be much easier. It should at least be able to tell me if something was edible.

The only issue was that I didn't actually know how to use it. I wondered if I just had to look through the glass.

I decided to test it on my own arm. As I peered through the loupe, information I shouldn't have known began to surface in my mind.



Name: Tort
Race: Commoner
Age: 12
Level: 1

Vitality: 15/15
Mana: 13/13

Strength: 6
Endurance: 7
Agility: 8
Dexterity: 12
Magic: 12
Spirit: 10
Luck: 100

Skills:
【Destiny God's Smile】

Traits:
【Cooking Talent Lv1】【Great Luck】【Dexterous Fingertips Lv1】



Whoa, it’s just like a game!

This kind of thing really got my blood pumping. I didn't have a frame of reference to know how high my stats actually were, but one thing was obvious: my Luck was absurdly high. This was likely the combined result of the 【Destiny God's Smile】 skill I’d gained from the scroll and my 【Great Luck】 trait.

Based on my stats, I seemed to be a Thief-type. With Luck like this, I could probably handle lockpicking and disarming traps without breaking a sweat. Then again, in some games, Thieves were considered a useless class. In the Wizardry-style games I’d loved in my past life, Thief Skills were a must-have for any party, but I wondered how they were perceived in this world. Since dungeons existed here, they probably weren't total dead weight.

Ah, but I noticed there was no "Class" column. I wondered if that was because I hadn't picked one yet, or if this world simply didn't have a game-like class system. The adventurers who had used me as bait had distinct roles like "Warrior" or "Archer," but I didn't know if those were actual job titles or just descriptions of what they did.

Well, whatever. I was free now. It wasn't like I’d committed to becoming an adventurer, so I could just worry about that if the need ever arose.

More importantly, I wondered if I could see the details of my skills and traits. I particularly didn't understand the mechanics of 【Destiny God's Smile】. Since even my former master didn't know what it did, I figured I might be out of luck.

Despite my doubts, I focused on my desire to know more—and as if answering my wish, additional information surged into my mind. Talk about convenient.

To put it in game terms, 【Destiny God's Smile】 was a permanent passive skill. Its effects were "Positive Luck Correction" and "Once per day, evade a fatal fate and convert it into a favorable event."

Wait, wasn’t that second effect incredibly powerful? As a countermeasure for the risks of Pandora Gifts, it was practically perfect. I wasn't sure exactly what qualified as a "fatal fate," but it basically meant I could cheat death once a day. Not only that, but the bad luck would turn into something good.

Come to think of it, the fact that the Elixir Soma appeared on my second try... could that have been the skill triggering?

That was close... I couldn't be certain, but the probability felt high. Good job, Master, for making me use that scroll! And good job to me for pulling the scroll in the first place.

Which meant...

If 【Destiny God's Smile】 really worked like that, there was no reason not to open the remaining Pandora Gifts. If I only opened one a day, I could keep the risk to an absolute minimum. I’d stay my hand for today, but starting tomorrow, I’d open them one by one.

Finally, I checked my traits. It seemed 【Cooking Talent】 gave a bonus to the growth of cooking-related skills and improved the quality of whatever I made. There were three levels: Lv1 was "Talented," Lv2 was "Genius," and Lv3 was "Peerless Genius."

In my case, I had the talent, but it was currently dormant. I hadn't exactly had the chance to do any proper cooking since being reincarnated as Tort, so that made sense.

Actually, did I really have no skills other than 【Destiny God's Smile】? How was that even possible?

...Actually, I could see why.

I’d helped my parents with farm work, but it was mostly just menial chores. I didn't have any real hobbies, and until my memories returned, I had been a pretty vacant, listless child. I’d never truly dedicated myself to a single craft, so it made sense that no skills had manifested yet.

Well, I was only twelve. My life was just beginning.

【Great Luck】 seemed to be a lower-tier version of 【Destiny God's Smile】. It simply provided a positive boost to Luck. Since the two were likely stacking, that explained why my Luck stat was through the roof.

【Dexterous Fingertips】 was a trait similar to 【Cooking Talent】, but it applied to all skills influenced by manual dexterity. That would probably benefit my cooking as well.

Considering my traits, I’d probably be a huge success if I ever decided to open a restaurant.
3. Ready to Go?

All right, I’d finished confirming my abilities.

Just as I thought, the Appraisal Loupe was a handy item. I was lucky enough to get... no, I should say I was lucky to have been able to "borrow" it.

Wondering if there was anything else useful, I searched the rest of the shack and found a mysterious bag. Inside were clothes for a child, a knife, a small amount of jerked meat, and—incredibly—twenty silver coins!

This is meant for me, isn't it?

It seemed my former master had prepared it all beforehand. He really was a good man. For someone like him to get involved with illegal slave trading, he must have been backed into a corner. I truly hoped his daughter would get well soon.

I would gratefully accept the contents of the bag. And yeah, I’d return the loupe. Eventually.

I changed my clothes and stepped outside. It was still light, but the sun would be dipping below the horizon before long. Ideally, I wanted to secure something to eat before nightfall. Having the jerked meat put my mind at ease, but I wanted to save the non-perishables for as long as possible.

Water was another necessity. It would be great if there was a watering hole nearby, but I could probably manage if I found some fruit.

The only weapon I had was the knife. It didn't provide much comfort when it came to the prospect of fighting. If I encountered a monster, running away would be my best bet—though that would be difficult, given that my right leg didn't move properly.

Monsters and Dungeons were common in this world. It was exactly like the games I used to play in my previous life. There were skills and there was magic. Just thinking about it made my heart race, but the world was also incredibly dangerous. I already knew that firsthand. When I’d been used as a decoy in a Dungeon, I’d been certain I was going to die.

But still.

I really did long to be an Adventurer!

Besides, monsters weren't the only threat here. Public order was nonexistent, and Bandits were a common sight. Considering all that, I wanted to at least learn some basic self-defense. I wondered if there were training centers for Adventurers? If I reached a town, I’d have to take a look.

While exploring the forest with these thoughts in mind, I spotted red berries in the bushes. I checked them with the Appraisal Loupe: Sweet Berries. Thankfully, they were edible. Talk about lucky.

I picked one and popped it into my mouth. It was sourer than I’d expected, but there was a faint sweetness beneath the tartness. More than anything, it was juicy and delicious!

I lost myself in the rhythm of picking and eating. Once I was reasonably full, I managed to calm down. I intended to stay at the shack for a few more days, so it wouldn't do to eat everything at once without a plan.

However, that worry turned out to be unfounded. This area seemed to be a cluster for Sweet Berries. There were so many growing that I couldn't possibly finish them all, even if I stayed for a week. At the very least, I wouldn't have to worry about food for a while.

I wondered if I’d get tired of a berry-only diet. Probably not. I was a former slave, after all; fresh berries were a luxury meal to me.



Four days had passed since I decided to stay at the shack. I had opened every last one of the Pandora Gifts. Fortune had smiled on me; I’d received an item every single time. I suspect the effect of 【Destiny God's Smile】 might have triggered once or twice.

The first item I obtained was—a Maimed Limb Healing Potion!

A normal Healing Potion can close up wounds, but it can’t regenerate lost body parts. That’s where this potion comes in. It was exactly what I needed. Naturally, I used it immediately.

And just like that, I was back to a hundred percent!

My missing eyeball was restored, and my right leg moved smoothly again. Perhaps because of that, my ability scores had gone up slightly when I checked them with Appraisal.

The second item was—a Storage Ring!

This was a magic item that could store objects in a pocket dimension. I wasn't sure exactly how much it could hold yet; there wasn't much in the shack to test it with. Since its quality rank was C, I doubted it had infinite capacity.

Apparently, there are two types of Storage Rings: those where time passes for the contents and those where it doesn't. This one was the latter. The berries I kept inside for three days stayed perfectly fresh. It was an absolute lifesaver.

It was also incredibly convenient for someone in my position. In a world where public order was this bad, carrying valuables was like putting a target on your back. Being able to hide them in a ring was perfect. The only problem was that the Storage Ring itself was a rare item. Since it was a bracelet-style ring, I didn't think I had to worry about pickpockets... but surely no one would chop off my whole arm for it, right?

I was worried enough that I wrapped the rags I’d worn as a slave around my wrist to keep it hidden.

The third item was—a Magic Whetstone!

Sharpening a blade with this whetstone supposedly increases its sharpness. It wasn't a dramatic boost, but when I tried it on my knife, the quality rank jumped from D to C. It definitely worked. Since I hadn't actually used the knife for anything yet, I didn't know how much of a difference that really made, though.

Finally, the last item I got was a Fruit of Talent!

These fruits allow a person to awaken hidden traits in their status. This specific one bloomed the 【Magic Aptitude Lv2】 trait. Of course, I ate it immediately.

Finally, I can use magic too!

...Or so I thought, but it seemed having the aptitude wasn't enough on its own. I would still need to find a way to actually learn some spells. It seemed 【Magic Aptitude】 was the magic equivalent of my 【Cooking Talent】. It would increase my growth speed and precision, but it didn't mean I’d just wake up knowing how to throw fireballs.

My current status looked like this:

―――――
Name: Tort
Race: Commoner
Age: 12
Level: 1
Vitality: 15/15
Mana: 13/13
Strength: 6
Stamina: 7
Agility: 12 [4 up]
Dexterity: 13 [1 up]
Magic Power: 12
Spirit: 10
Luck: 100

Skill:
【Destiny God's Smile】

Traits:
【Cooking Talent Lv1】【Great Luck】【Dexterous Fingertips Lv1】
【Magic Aptitude Lv2】 [New]
―――――

All right.

The Pandora Gifts were all open, and I’d stockpiled plenty of Sweet Berries in my Storage Ring. I’d done everything I could do at this shack.

Tomorrow, I’m leaving this place and heading for the nearest town.
You Should Have Told Me Sooner!

I tucked my knife into the cord around my waist. I’d already wrapped a scrap of cloth around my Storage Ring to hide it, and while I didn't strictly need it, I decided to sling a burlap sack over my shoulder. Walking around empty-handed might look suspicious; even if my actual valuables were tucked away in the ring and the sack contained nothing for the moment.

I had a rough idea of which direction would lead me out of the forest. After all, I’d been brought here in a carriage. There had to be a path somewhere that a set of wheels could traverse. Of course, calling it a "path" was a bit of a stretch—it wasn't maintained and was mostly choked with undergrowth—but if I looked closely, I could still find the occasional carriage rut. That would be my guide.

As I walked, I kept an eye out for anything unusual, checking my finds with the Appraisal Loupe. I managed to find several herbs and flowers classified as medicinal plants and gathered them up. I tucked a portion into my Storage Ring and left the rest in the sack. It would look unnatural if the bag were completely empty, after all.

Two or three hours later, the trees finally began to thin. I had made it out of the forest.

Luckily, a road was visible almost immediately. Since I’d been following the carriage tracks, I suppose that was only to be expected.

Judging by the time I’d spent in the carriage when I was first brought here, I figured a town shouldn't be too far off. The only problem was that I didn't know which direction to take. I assumed that regardless of whether I turned left or right, I’d eventually hit civilization—the only variable was how long it would take.

There was no use overthinking it, so I took a gamble and headed right. About two hours down the road, a town came into view. Based on the distance, it was almost certainly the same place where I’d lived as a slave.

Now that I thought about it, the slave trader who sold me and the Adventurers who used me as a decoy might still be lurking around. Even though I was a free man now, I really hoped I wouldn't run into any trouble with them.

Guards were stationed at the town entrance, but people seemed to be coming and going freely. The constant bustle of travelers was likely due to a nearby Dungeon. Most of the people I saw were clearly Adventurers; you could tell just by their gear.

Blending in with the crowd, I slipped through the gates. No one stopped me, and I made it inside without a hitch.

The streets looked familiar. As I suspected, this was the town of Cygnil.

Now, what to do? First things first: I needed to find work. I couldn't survive without money.

Fortunately, I had the twenty Silver Coins my former master had given me. The problem was, I didn't actually know what they were worth.

I was only twelve, after all. Until I was sold into slavery, I’d never even left the tiny village where I was born. In a backwater hamlet like that, currency was rarely used. This was the first time I’d ever even handled a Silver Coin. The extent of my financial knowledge was simply that Large Copper Coins and Copper Coins were worth less than silver.

Well, if I don’t know, I’ll just have to ask, I told myself. It wouldn't look strange for a kid like me to be ignorant about money.

Regardless, I needed a job. But for a child with no connections, my options were pretty limited.

"I guess it has to be an Adventurer," I muttered.

The best part about being an Adventurer was that you didn't need a resume or a recommendation to start. Plus, Dungeons meant treasure! Since I’d been reincarnated into a world like this, I wanted to experience the fantasy. I’d even lucked into a rare-sounding skill like 【Destiny God's Smile】.

Once my mind was made up, I headed straight for the Adventurer’s Guild. I had a vague memory of its location, having been dragged there a few times by those rotten Adventurers who’d used me as bait.

I trudged through the streets and pushed open the heavy doors of the Guild. It was less crowded than the last time I’d been here, likely because it was right around lunchtime.

The long counter at the front was divided into several reception windows, but only one was currently staffed. I stood in line and waited a short while until it was my turn.

"Hello there! How can I help you today?" the receptionist asked with a bright, professional smile. Her tone was clearly aimed at a child. 

Wait, there isn’t an age limit for this, is there? I hope twelve isn’t too young.

"I’d like to register as an Adventurer," I said, my heart thumping against my ribs. It would be a real problem if I got turned away.

"Oh, is that so? Well then, let me give you a quick explanation of how it works."

It seemed there was no issue. Perhaps she just thought I was a client? Come to think of it, the clothes I was wearing were new and of fairly good quality.

I listened as she went through the details. 

It was all pretty standard fantasy tropes. There was a ranking system, starting at F-Rank. Requests were categorized by recommended or required ranks.

"If that all sounds good, please fill out this form. Oh—can you read and write?"

I looked down at the paperwork. To be honest, I hadn't studied the script of this world. The Appraisal Loupe had always just beamed the meaning directly into my brain. 

However, after appraising so many things over the last few days, I’d developed a decent grasp of how the spoken words corresponded to the written characters. I figured I could handle a basic form.

The document was essentially a waiver, stating that I understood the rules and wished to register. All I had to do was sign my name. I managed to scratch out my name and handed it back.

"Alright, everything looks to be in order. Please wait just a moment... and here you go! This is your Adventurer's Plate."

She handed me something that looked like a metal dog tag. My name was engraved onto the plate... in the exact same clumsy, shaky handwriting I’d used on the form.

The handwriting on the document was transferred directly to the tag? I really wish she’d told me that sooner! If I’d known, I would have practiced my penmanship!

Apparently, the material and design of the plate changed as you ranked up. I could only hope that meant I’d get to rewrite my name later. I’d just have to believe that and focus on raising my rank...
5. A Surely Good Inn

Registration was complete, but I was still in the dark about so many things. I figured I should take this chance to get some answers while I could.

I decided to pepper the receptionist—whose name was apparently Nina—with questions. There wasn't a soul lined up behind me, so it felt like the perfect time.

First, I asked about the herbs I’d crammed into my hemp sack. I suspected some might fall under the guild's standing orders, so I asked her to take a look.

"Moon-White Grass, Calm-Mind Grass, and Wind-Vane Flowers... yes, we have active requests for all of these. The quality is excellent, so if you're willing to part with them, I can process this as a completed quest for you."

"Yes, please."

Only three varieties were accepted, but since I had gathered quite a lot, the reward came out to two Silver Coins and four Large Copper Coins. Most adventurers in Cygnil focused exclusively on the dungeon, so herb-gathering jobs tended to be neglected. Because of that, the payouts were actually a bit higher than usual.

The other plants weren't part of any official requests, so the Adventurer’s Guild couldn't take them. Nina mentioned that the Apothecary Guild might buy them, but that sounded like a hassle. I decided that from now on, I’d only gather what was listed on the request boards.

Next, I wanted to know how to advance as an adventurer. Specifically, I wanted to start improving my combat capabilities as soon as possible.

"How do I go about learning how to fight?"

"If you want to acquire skills, you should attend the lectures hosted by the guild. It would also be a good idea to receive the Divine Protection of the Job God."

The guild lectures featured retired adventurers as instructors, teaching their techniques to anyone interested. The fees varied depending on the instructor and the subject matter.

I gathered that the Divine Protection of the Job God was something like a "character class" in a game. For example, if I received the Divine Protection of the Job God: Warrior, my weapon skills would improve faster, and I’d get bonuses to my strength and stamina growth.

It seemed I could choose a protection from several candidates, though the types and number of options varied from person to person. I also heard that more options could appear as you gained experience. Is it like an advanced job? I wondered.

Apparently, you could change your protection as many times as you liked, so there was no harm in picking one casually—except for the fact that every change required an "offering" of ten Silver Coins. Setting the future aside, I definitely needed to be careful with my first choice.

By the way, it turned out that having a Divine Protection didn't mean I’d suddenly be able to use flashy special moves. When I asked about that with a look of pure excitement, Nina just laughed at me. I mean, magic exists, so why wouldn't there be special moves?

Speaking of which, I learned that receiving the Divine Protection of the Mage didn't automatically grant the ability to cast spells, either. The fastest way to learn magic was to use a Skill Scroll for the specific spell you wanted. If you had the aptitude, you’d eventually be able to cast it without the scroll after using it a few times.

Basic Skill Scrolls were sold at the Mage Guild, so as long as I kept trying, I’d eventually learn them. Assuming I had the money, of course. Yeah, the world is a cold, hard place.

Well, I’d figured out what I needed to do to get stronger. Was there anything else?

Hmm, nothing came to mind. If I thought of something later, I could always come back and ask.

Oh, right. I should ask for a recommendation for a place to stay.

"I’m looking for an inn for adventurers. Somewhere cheap, if possible."

"If you don't mind a dormitory, the guild has its own lodgings. It’s only one Large Copper Coin, so it's very affordable. If you want a private room, I recommend the Wildcat Inn. It’s not exceptionally cheap, but it’s clean and has a reputation for great food. My parents run it, actually."

Nina gave me a dazzling, beaming smile. It was a blatant bit of family promotion, but she was so bold about it that it felt almost refreshing.

Since Nina was kind, I figured an inn run by her parents couldn't be bad. I didn't think I could truly relax in a shared dormitory, so I decided to go with her suggestion.

I got some simple directions and headed out. I was a bit nervous without a map, but by asking people along the way, I eventually found the place. It was tucked away in a quiet spot off the main street. It felt like a "hidden gem" kind of place. I liked it already.

"Welcome!"

A woman greeted me as I opened the door. She definitely shared Nina's vibe. That beaming smile was identical.

"I’d like to stay here. How much is it per night?"

"One Silver Coin and five Large Copper Coins without meals. Breakfast is two Large Copper Coins, and dinner is three."

Since ten Large Copper Coins were worth one Silver Coin, the total with meals came to exactly two Silver Coins. Is that a bit steep?

But my reward for the herbs today had been two Silver Coins and four Large Copper Coins. If I really put my mind to it, I could gather even more, so paying two Silver Coins a day wasn't impossible. It would just make saving money a slow process.

Then again, I wasn't trying to sprint to the top of the adventurer ranks. If I wanted to enjoy my new life at a leisurely pace, a good living environment was worth the cost. This was within my budget.

"I'll take three nights with meals, please."

"Oh, really? You came here on Nina’s recommendation, didn't you?"

"Uh, yes. How did you know?"

"I can usually spot a novice adventurer just by their aura. Ah, by the way, I’m Reila, Nina’s mother."

"Oh, hello. I’m Tort."

For some reason, I ended up introducing myself. I wasn't sure where this conversation was going.

"The Wildcat Inn is actually a bit pricey, you see. Because of that, we provide support to the novices Nina sends our way. We usually offer them free meals and a discount on the room."

"Oh, really? Then—!"

"But it looks like you don't need any of that, Tort-kun. Nina only sends us the kids she thinks have potential, but you must be truly excellent to pay full price without blinking."

"Ah... right..."

She gave me an undeniable, high-pressure smile. She really was Nina’s mother.

I was glad she thought I was "excellent," but the only reason I could afford six Silver Coins was thanks to my former master’s stash. It was a bit too late to speak up now, though. I had no choice but to pay up with a brave face.

Wait. The Silver Coins were in my Storage Ring. I thrust my hand into my hemp sack and pulled them out from the ring secretly. That should keep the ring’s existence hidden. I still didn't know if it was rare enough to justify all this secrecy, but better safe than sorry.

I still had some time before dinner. Maybe I should go see about that Divine Protection of the Job God while I had the chance?
6. Please Give Me a Protection

Apparently, the Divine Protection of the Job God was bestowed at a temple, but I didn't actually know where the local one was. Maybe the proprietress can tell me?

"Excuse me, where is the temple located?"

"Oh, the temple? You're quite the pious one, aren't you?"

"Ah, no. I just want to receive the Divine Protection of the Job God..."

"In that case, there’s a branch office right next to the Adventurer's Guild."

So that was how it was. I’d gone in a complete circle. I really should have just asked Nina earlier.

I thanked the proprietress and headed back toward the Adventurer's Guild.

Now, where exactly is it?

I didn't see any buildings nearby that looked like a house of worship. 

Wait... is that it?

I couldn't quite read the characters yet, but I had a feeling the sign hanging over that door said "Branch Office."

But was this really the right place? Honestly, it looked more like a shack than a holy site.

Well, no use overthinking it.

I decided to just try going in. If I was in the wrong place, I’d just apologize and leave.

When I timidly pushed the door open, I found a kind-looking old man sitting in a chair. His clothes looked like a priest's vestments, so it seemed I had found the right spot.

"Um... can I receive the Divine Protection of the Job God here?"

"Ah, yes, yes. Certainly. That will be ten silver coins."

The priest was surprisingly casual. Perhaps that was just how they dealt with adventurers. A stiff, solemn atmosphere would have been exhausting anyway, so I appreciated the relaxed vibe.

The cost—or more accurately, the offering—was ten silver coins, just as I’d been told. To be honest, it was a painful blow to my wallet. However, since the protection supposedly provided a bonus to growth, I didn't want to miss the opportunity. I wasn't exactly a min-maxer, but I didn't want to let a chance to improve my abilities go to waste. With that in mind, I handed over my meager ten silver coins to the old man.

"Yes, that’s exactly ten. Now then, there is a crystal ball in the room next door. Please touch it and pray for a protection. No one else is waiting, so feel free to take your time."

Wow... that’s incredibly simple. I’d expected something far more ritualistic. Still, as long as I got the benefits, I wasn't going to complain.

When I stepped into the adjoining room, I found a luxurious pedestal that felt entirely out of place in such a shack. Atop it sat a polished, sparkling crystal ball. I hesitated, worried I might leave fingerprints on the pristine surface, but I did as instructed: I reached out and prayed for a protection.

In an instant, a strange sensation washed over me, and several possible jobs flashed through my mind. There were far more than I had anticipated, even including non-combat roles like Cook.

Ugh, there are too many. It’s hard to keep track of them all. Is there a filter function or something? For now, I just want to see the combat jobs.

The moment the thought crossed my mind, several candidates vanished. It seemed I could narrow down the options just by thinking about it. This would make finding the right job much easier.

As I continued to filter the results, a few interesting ones remained.



Archer

Hunter

Thief

Dungeon Explorer

Mage



Both Archer and Hunter looked like they would improve my skill with a bow. Judging by my status, I was better suited for the backline, and since my dexterity was high, the bow was a solid choice. I guessed that Archer was likely focused purely on combat, while Hunter would make it easier to learn skills for exploration and traps.

I suspected Thief would be good for things like Lockpicking and Trap Disarming, but I had a nagging feeling that "Thief" in this world might just mean a common criminal rather than an adventurer archetype. I figured the "Thief" position in game terms was actually the Dungeon Explorer. If my hunch was right, Dungeon Explorer was the most suitable role for my current stats.

Then there was Mage. Since I had [Magic Aptitude], I knew I was suited for it, and I’d always admired the idea of using magic. But I didn't actually know any spells yet. It didn't seem like the right choice for me at this stage, as much as that disappointed me.

Hmm, if I'm planning to head into the dungeon, then Dungeon Explorer is probably the way to go. To be honest, I didn't think I was the type to charge headlong into battle anyway. I’d much rather spend my time opening treasure chests. Plus, it seemed like the best fit for my natural abilities.

I've decided!

I’ll be a Dungeon Explorer! Please, give me your protection!

As I poured my will into the prayer, the crystal ball flashed with a brilliant light. Did I get it?

Feeling a bit anxious, I pulled out my Appraisal Loupe to check.

—————

Name: Tort

Race: Commoner

Age: 12

Level: 1

Vitality: 15/15

Mana: 13/13

Strength: 6

Stamina: 7

Agility: 12

Dexterity: 14 [1 up]

Magic Power: 12

Spirit: 10

Luck: 100  

Divine Protection:

【Divine Protection of the Job God: Dungeon Explorer】 [new]  

Skills:

【Destiny God's Smile】【Lockpicking Lv1】 [new]

【Trap Disarming Lv1】 [new] 【Sense of Direction Lv1】 [new]  

Characteristics:

【Cooking Talent Lv1】【Great Luck】【Dexterous Fingertips Lv1】

【Magic Aptitude Lv2】  

—————

Oh, it worked! I actually got it!

What’s more, my dexterity had increased, and I’d gained several new skills. The benefits of the protection were even better than I’d hoped.

Among the new additions, [Lockpicking] and [Trap Disarming] were pretty self-explanatory. If I leveled those up, I was sure to be a valuable asset to any party.

[Sense of Direction] was a bit more vague, even after looking at the description through the loupe. Apparently, it just meant I would have a general "feeling" for which way was which. I supposed that would make it harder to get lost inside a dungeon.

In any case, I had finally taken a real step toward becoming a dungeon adventurer.
7. Challenging the Dungeon

It had been two weeks since I’d registered as an adventurer, yet I still hadn’t set foot inside the dungeon.

Perhaps I was taking things a bit too easy. Of course, it’s not like I’d just been idling my time away.

Every day, I’d been steadily completing requests to gather medicinal herbs. Whether it was because no one else was taking the jobs or because my Luck stat was so high, I wasn’t entirely sure, but I seemed to find clusters of herbs with ease. Thanks to that, I was earning five silver coins a day. I felt like I could actually make a decent living just by foraging, though I knew that with the balance of supply and demand, I couldn't rely on that income forever.

I also attended training sessions at the Guild. I focused on dagger techniques, as well as lockpicking and trap disarming. While my skill with a blade was still a work in progress, I’d made decent strides in my Thief Skills. Naturally, it would take much more time to truly master them.

My current status looked like this:

—————

Name: Tort
Race: Commoner
Age: 12
Level: 1

Life Force: 15/15
Mana Amount: 13/13

Strength: 6
Stamina: 8 [1 up]
Agility: 12
Dexterity: 14
Magic Power: 12
Spirit: 10
Luck: 100

Protection:
【Divine Protection of the Job God: Dungeon Explorer】

Skills:
【Destiny God's Smile】【Dagger Lv2】[new]
【Lockpicking Lv5】[4 up]【Trap Disarming Lv5】[4 up]
【Sense of Direction Lv1】

Traits:
【Cooking Talent Lv1】【Great Luck】【Dexterous Fingertips Lv1】
【Magic Aptitude Lv2】

—————

Aside from training, I’d also gathered most of the gear I thought I’d need for a dungeon run: a lantern, bandages, a leather water flask, rope, and various other sundries.

I’d wanted better weapons and armor, too, but the prices were staggering. Even a basic set of leather armor cost three large silver coins—the equivalent of thirty standard silver coins. I could have bought it if I’d pushed my finances to the limit, but I decided to hold off for now. I’d rather wait until I have a bit more breathing room.

Skill Scrolls were another hefty investment. Despite being consumables, even beginner-level magic cost five silver coins per scroll. However, considering it an essential investment for my growth, I bought two: Clean and First Aid. Clean was a spell for removing dirt; since adventuring is a filthy business, it was a practical, almost mandatory convenience. It was quite popular even among non-adventurers. First Aid was a basic healing spell. Its effects weren't miraculous, but it could apparently mend minor bruises and scrapes instantly.

With that, my preparations were complete.

Well, that might be a slight exaggeration. To be honest, I’d really hoped to join a party. I even visited the tavern where the adventurers hung out for that very reason, but the place seemed to be filled with nothing but grizzled veterans. It didn't feel like the kind of place where I could just wander up and ask to join in, so I ended up slinking back home dejectedly.

And so, even though I was on my own, I decided that I should at least be able to handle a scout of the First Floor. At long last, I arrived at the dungeon entrance!

I hadn't been sure what to expect, but the area was incredibly bustling, complete with a Guild branch office. There were plenty of adventurers standing around—some seemed to be in the middle of strategy meetings.

I even spotted a party that looked like fledgling adventurers just like me. It was a three-person group, so I figured there was plenty of room for one more. Maybe I should go talk to them?

But while I was standing there hesitating, the party turned and entered the dungeon...

Oh well.

I’d originally planned to challenge it solo today anyway. This was all according to plan. Totally according to plan.

The entrance to the dungeon was essentially a cave. However, the space inside was supposedly distinct from the world outside. I’d heard that depending on the dungeon, you might find forests or even volcanic regions inside. It defied logic. I wondered if there was something like a "Dungeon Master" who tinkered with the layout of the floors. I hadn't come across any concrete information like that in the rumors I'd gathered, though.

Regardless.

I began a slow descent down the gentle stone stairs just past the entrance. The light filtering in from behind me was already growing faint and unreliable. I pulled out my lantern and lit it. It occupied my left hand, but there was no helping it. I could have hooked it to my belt, but that would mean the light would be cast from a lower angle, narrowing its effective range. It was a trade-off.

By the time I reached the bottom of the long staircase, the atmosphere had shifted. Up until then, it had felt like a natural cavern, but this place looked like an artificial labyrinth. The floor was level, which made it easier to walk, but the walls were so monotonous that I felt like I’d get lost if I took too many turns.

Fortunately, this floor had been thoroughly mapped. Markers had been placed at the corners, making it nearly impossible to lose one's way. I’d heard stories of "Shifting Dungeons" where the internal structure changed frequently, but no such phenomenon had ever been recorded here. It was a beginner-friendly dungeon.

Of course, one might wonder if there was any point in diving into a dungeon that had already been explored to death. The answer was a resounding yes—otherwise, adventurers wouldn't be swarming the place.

Through some unknown principle, monsters and treasure chests periodically manifested within the dungeon. The materials dropped by monsters were precious resources, and it went without saying that finding a treasure chest was the ultimate goal. That was what drew the adventurers in.

My goal was exactly the same. Especially the treasure chests! While the spawn rate for chests was reportedly much lower than that of monsters, I was hoping my Great Luck would tip the scales in my favor.

As I made my way down a random passage, a cackling, raspy sound echoed from the darkness ahead. Gehe-gehe...

A monster.

Since I was carrying a lit lantern, it definitely knew I was here. A surprise attack was out of the question. I set the lantern on the ground and prepared for combat.

Before long, small, humanoid monsters emerged from the shadows. They carried crude, club-like weapons. And there were three of them.

Was my Luck even working?

They were almost certainly Goblins. I’d researched the monsters on this floor in advance. I would have liked to confirm their stats with Appraisal, but I didn't have the luxury of peering through my Appraisal Loupe right now. In moments like this, the loupe was a bit of a nuisance.

The odds were a bit high, but even so, they weren't opponents I couldn't handle...!
8. Goblin Bat

The goblins approached, letting out unpleasant, rasping chuckles. I could tell they were looking down on me. Well, I was actually grateful they were underestimating me.

Since it was three against one, I had no intention of fighting them head-on. In a situation like this, throwing attacks were my best bet.

My projectiles were nothing more than ordinary stones. I had diligently stockpiled them in my Storage Ring while I was out medicinal herb gathering, specifically for a moment like this.

I decided to target the goblins on the left and in the center, deliberately leaving the one on the right alone.

I didn't have a specific skill for throwing, but perhaps because my dexterity was decent, the stones flew exactly where I wanted. The goblins dodged, so the stones didn't actually land, but that was fine. That was part of the plan.

The targeted goblins flinched, their momentum breaking as they scrambled to avoid the projectiles. Meanwhile, the goblin on the right—the only one I hadn’t targeted—didn't slow down at all. Instead, it grew enraged and charged ahead. As a result, it ended up isolated, jutting out far ahead of its companions. This was exactly what I was aiming for.

I lunged forward, accelerating instantly to close the distance. Caught off guard, the goblin frantically swung its club, but it was far too slow.

I shifted my weight, slipping past the club to circle around behind the creature. The goblin’s height was about the same as mine, which made its neck an easy target even for a child.

I slashed my knife across the nape of its neck in a single, fluid motion.

The blade, kept razor-sharp by my Magic Whetstone, sliced through the goblin's flesh with ease.

The goblin slowly turned around, blood spraying from the wound. It stared at me with hollow eyes before vanishing like smoke.

This was a phenomenon unique to the dungeon. When a dungeon monster died, it disappeared, leaving behind drop items.

Darn it, I messed up. I’d been sprayed with a significant amount of blood. An unpleasant, iron-like stench clung to me, refusing to fade. I wished the blood would have disappeared along with the corpse. I suppose it was already time for <Clean> to make an appearance.

"Gehya!"

"Gehi!"

Oops, stay focused.

The battle wasn't over. The two goblins that had been flinching from my stones were now closing in. They had no sense of coordination, so I was able to dodge their attacks without any trouble.

At this distance, I couldn't use stones to separate them again, even if I made them flinch. I continued to throw them aggressively anyway, since they at least served as an effective distraction.

I maneuvered carefully to ensure I didn't have to face both at once. I kept my positioning so that the goblins and I were lined up in a single row. This prevented them from attacking simultaneously, making it easy to dodge. The downside was that I didn't have the opening to land a finishing blow with my knife.

Instead, I threw stones whenever I retreated to put distance between us. At that specific timing, the goblins didn't seem able to dodge. While the stones didn't deal massive damage, I knew it would take a toll. Sure enough, after being pelted several times, the goblins' movements grew sluggish.

It was time.

In a single breath, I circled behind the rear goblin. Its movements were too slowed by the accumulated damage to keep up. I thrust my knife into its defenseless nape; the creature gave a violent shiver and collapsed, dead.

Only one remained. With the odds evened, the outcome was a foregone conclusion. I circled behind it just as I had with the others and delivered a single strike. That settled it.

Hmm. My fighting style was starting to feel awfully like an assassin's. Did I pick the wrong instructor? Then again, the core of dagger combat was about accurately targeting weak points, so I suppose it was inevitable that things would turn out this way.

Well, I managed to defeat them safely, so I’d call that a success. It was my first time killing humanoid monsters, but I didn't feel any particular sense of aversion. They were monsters, after all. In this world, it was kill or be killed—a fact that had been carved into my soul back when I was used as a decoy during my days as a slave.

The drop items consisted of three magic stones and the three clubs the goblins had been carrying.

I had checked the market price for goblin magic stones in advance. One fetched five large copper coins. Three would net me one silver and five large coppers.

Hmm, that was a bit meager. I had a feeling that medicinal herb gathering might actually be more profitable. Then again, my real goal was treasure chests; the goblins were just a bonus.

When I checked the clubs with my Appraisal Loupe, I found they were called "Goblin Bat." They were worth next to nothing, but since they could serve as firewood, I picked them up and stowed them in my Storage Ring.

I also collected the stones I’d thrown, at least the ones within sight. They’d proven to be quite effective, so I’d likely be relying on them again.

Now, what to do about my blood-stained clothes? I could use the <Clean> scroll to tidy myself up, but I only had one. I wondered if I should save it. If I ran into more goblins, I’d just end up in the same state anyway. On the other hand, if I wanted to learn the magic, I needed to use the scroll.

Yeah, let's use it!

I couldn't stand the smell. My nose was starting to go numb to it, which was a bad sign in its own way. I could easily see a future where I got used to the stench, forgot about it, and then got treated like a pariah by everyone on the surface because I smelled like a rotting corpse.

Well, fellow adventurers might be used to it, but still.

To be honest, I was also just itching to use magic. It might be a bit of a waste, but I couldn't suppress my curiosity.
9. The Power of Magic is Great

To use a magic scroll, you have to hold it in your hand and recite the corresponding incantation. Incidentally, I had already committed the words to memory.

I mean, who wouldn't get excited about magic spells? I doubt anyone could blame me for wanting to memorize them for no reason—though actually, I did have a reason.

The incantations for scrolls are the same as those used for spells you’ve already mastered. That meant if I planned to learn magic eventually, I’d have to memorize them anyway. I couldn't exactly go around checking a spellbook every single time I needed to cast something.

Regardless, it was time to put it to the test.

Holding the Clean scroll in my hand, I began the chant. Target: myself. I triggered the magic while focusing intently on the bloodstains clinging to my clothes, visualizing them being wiped away.

A moment later, the scroll crumbled into ash. A faint light wrapped around my body to take its place.

The glow vanished in a heartbeat, taking the blood with it. My clothes were spotless again, and I felt as refreshed as if I’d just stepped out of the bath. This was incredible!

Seriously, Clean was amazing! With this magic, I’d never have to do laundry again!

Laundry in this world was a nightmare—no washing machines, just grueling hand-washing. Since clothes were too expensive to replace, I had to wash them constantly, which only wore the fabric out faster. But with this magic, I was finally free from those chores. I had to master this, no matter what.

Wait... come to think of it, I felt something strange the moment I used the scroll. It was like... like a circuit had clicked into place inside my head. Was that the feeling of actually learning the spell?

There was only one way to find out.

―――――

Name: Tort
Race: Commoner
Age: 12
Level: 2 [1up]

Vitality: 18/20 [5up]
Mana: 15/17 [4up]
Strength: 8 [2up]
Stamina: 9 [2up]
Agility: 15 [3up]
Dexterity: 18 [4up]
Magic Power: 16 [4up]
Spirit: 13 [3up]
Luck: 100

Divine Protection:
【Divine Protection of the Job God: Dungeon Explorer】

Skills:
【Destiny God's Smile】【Dagger Lv3】 [1up]
【Lockpicking Lv5】【Trap Disarming Lv5】【Sense of Direction Lv1】
【Light Magic Lv1】 [new]

Characteristics:
【Cooking Talent Lv1】【Great Luck】【Dexterous Fingertips Lv1】
【Magic Aptitude Lv2】

Magic:
〈Clean〉 [new]

―――――

I really learned it!

I wasn't sure if it was my high Luck or the [Magic Aptitude] trait, but I’d succeeded on the very first try.

What a relief. Spending five silver coins on a single scroll was a huge gamble. Dungeon diving didn't always pay well, and I’d been worried I’d have to go back to medicinal herb gathering just to make ends meet. This was a lucky break.

It looked like learning Clean had granted me the [Light Magic] skill as well. I guessed spells were categorized by attribute. If I tried to learn everything and anything, my progress would probably crawl. Maybe I should specialize in a few specific attributes?

I’d also leveled up. Goblins were supposed to be the weakest of the weak, but taking on three at once had still been a close call. At least the experience was worth it.

I had no idea if my growth rate was any good, since I had nothing to compare it to. It's not like I could go around staring at other adventurers through an Appraisal Loupe; apparently, checking someone's stats without permission is a serious breach of etiquette. A high-level Appraisal Skill might let you peek covertly, but a loupe is much more obvious.

The only stat that hadn't budged was Luck. I doubted it was already at its cap, so maybe it just doesn't increase through leveling? If that’s true, then my starting Luck really is among the highest in human history.

Stats checked, I resumed my exploration in high spirits. Even though the corridors all looked the same, I had an instinctive sense of where the entrance was. That had to be [Sense of Direction] at work. It’s a perfect skill for a dungeon, though I shouldn't rely on it blindly.

I really should be mapping this place out properly. It might be overkill for this floor, but I need the practice.

Supposedly, there are no traps on this floor, so I could relax for now. But on deeper levels, I’d have to spot them by lantern light. That sounded incredibly difficult. I had [Trap Disarming], but that was useless if I didn't see the trap in the first place.

Is there a "Trap Detection" skill? If so, surely a Dungeon Explorer should be able to get it. I’ll have to look through the Guild Lectures more carefully when I get back.

The exploration was going smoothly, though treasure chests remained elusive. I took down another four Goblins and three Giant Rats along the way.

The Giant Rats seemed like ordinary animals, but they still followed dungeon rules—vanishing when killed and leaving behind drop items. In this case, Rat Meat. My appraisal said it was edible, but I had my doubts about the taste.

If I sold the magic stones from the seven Goblins, I’d at least have enough for the inn tonight. I was still in the red if I counted the cost of the Clean scroll, but for a first dive, it wasn't bad. Too bad about the lack of treasure, but I’d find some eventually if I kept at it.

Well, no sense in pushing my luck. Time to call it a day.

Or so I thought.

I was making my way back to the entrance when the sound of voices raised in a heated argument reached my ears.
Let’s Make a Deal

What should I do in a situation like this? Should I step in and try to mediate? No, that probably wouldn't work. I doubted a group of older adventurers would listen to a kid like me even if I did try to intervene.

In that case, should I just slip away quietly to stay out of trouble? It seemed like the safest bet, but the voices were coming from right in the middle of the path to the exit.

I strained my ears as I wavered, eventually catching the gist of their argument. It seemed they had discovered a treasure chest while exploring, but no one in their party possessed the [Lockpicking] or [Trap Disarming] skills. They were bickering over whether or not they should risk opening it. It didn't sound nearly as serious as I’d first feared.

If that’s all it is, there’s no reason to avoid them, I thought. I wanted to see a treasure chest myself. If anything, I might as well offer to open it for them.

With my mind made up, I walked toward the party. They had a light of their own, making them easy to spot in the gloom.

They noticed me almost immediately. Their shouting cut off abruptly as I approached.

"Excuse me!" I called out once I was close enough.

Standing before me was a trio of rookies—the same party I had seen earlier near the dungeon entrance. It was obvious they were new to this; they were all quite young, though still a bit older than me.

The group consisted of one boy and two girls. The boy looked like a warrior and even carried a shield, suggesting a defensive combat style. Of the girls, one appeared to be a swordsman, while the other wore a robe and carried a staff. She was definitely a mage.

"What do you want?" the boy asked, acting as their spokesman. 

He seemed wary, but I couldn't blame him. I’d heard stories about "rogue adventurers" who made a living by attacking their peers and stealing their loot.

"I couldn't help but overhear," I said. "You found a treasure chest, right? If you don't mind, could I take a look? I have the [Lockpicking] skill, so I can open it for you if you'd like."

"Wait, really? Uh, give us a second to talk about it."

"Sure."

The party began whispering frantically among themselves. It was an understandable reaction. Anyone would be suspicious if a total stranger suddenly walked up and asked to see their treasure.

I probably wouldn't have made the offer if I had found even one chest during my own exploration today. But I hadn't seen any, so I figured this was my best shot at seeing one.

"...Alright, we've decided," the boy said, turning back to me. "We'll let you open the chest. We'll split the contents fifty-fifty between you and our party. Is that fair?"

Wait, really? I get a cut?

But then it clicked. They wanted the loot, but they lacked the technical skills to get it safely. I was providing a service, and they were paying me for it. I’d been so focused on just wanting to see the chest that I hadn't even considered being paid. And fifty percent? That was incredibly generous of them!

Still, if I was going to get a reward, I had something else in mind. This was the perfect opportunity.

"I don't need a share of the loot. Instead, would you let me join your party?"

"Huh?"

For some reason, my request caught them completely off guard. Did I say something weird?

"We’d appreciate the help, but... are you sure?" the boy asked. "We figured you were soloing for a reason."

I see. They had assumed I was a solo adventurer by choice. That explained why they were so surprised when I asked to join them. I wasn't sure why they’d made that assumption, though.

"It's not that. I just haven't been able to find anyone willing to take me in."

"Really?" the swordsman girl chimed in. "People with [Lockpicking] are usually in high demand. You should be getting scouted left and right. Haven't you been to the adventurer's tavern?"

So [Lockpicking] really was a top-tier skill. My instincts hadn't failed me! However, I couldn't imagine myself fitting in with any of the groups I'd seen at the tavern.

"I went there," I admitted, "but it was full of veterans. I didn't see any parties that looked like they’d want someone like me."

"Ah, I get it," the mage girl said, a look of realization dawning on her face. "You probably went to the veteran's tavern."

I froze. "Wait... there’s more than one?"

According to her, there were actually several adventurer's taverns in town. Apparently, they were unofficially categorized by the skill and experience level of their patrons. There wasn't a hard rule about it, but since people naturally looked for partners of similar strength, the taverns had eventually split into different tiers.

That made so much sense. I’d been wondering why there weren't any other rookie adventurers around. It turns out I had just been in the wrong place.

Ugh, how embarrassing...

They probably thought I was some arrogant kid trying to act tough by hanging out with the big shots. 

Well, I couldn't do much about it now. It was my own fault for the way I’d asked for directions. I’d just asked "where is the adventurer's tavern?" to people on the street instead of asking Nina-san at the guild for specifics.

"So, what's the plan?" the boy asked with a wry smile, seeing me frozen in shock. "Do you want to head to a different tavern and look for a group there? With your skills, I'm sure you'd be welcomed anywhere."

I shook off my embarrassment. He was being kind, but there was no guarantee another group would be as friendly as this one. It was better to stick with the connection I’d just made.

"No," I said firmly. "If you'll have me, I'd rather join this party."

The boy gave me a wide, dependable grin. He still looked young, but he had a certain air of leadership about him.

"Then it's a deal! I'm Reidulc. Call me Rei."

"I'm Mil. Nice to meet ya!"

"I'm Sally. Looking forward to working with you."

"I'm Tort. The pleasure is mine!"

The tavern thing was a bit of a shock, but I’d finally managed to join a party, so it all worked out. We were close in age, and I had a feeling we were going to get along just fine.
11. Lockpicking Showtime

Even though we were still inside the dungeon, it was time for introductions.

Rei was a defensive vanguard who held the Divine Protection of the Job God: Knight. His role was to draw the enemy's attention and soak up damage with his shield. Of course, I assumed he’d take a swing himself if the opportunity arose. His gear was built on a base of leather armor, but the metal reinforcements made it look incredibly sturdy. He looked like he could take a direct hit from a Goblin Bat without flinching.

Mil was a more aggressive vanguard. His protection was Swordsman. He seemed like the type to overwhelm opponents with a flurry of strikes rather than relying on the power of a single blow. The sword he carried looked a bit slender, but its craftsmanship was so magnificent that comparing it to my knife would have been an insult.

Sally, who had the quintessential mage look, took up the rear. As I expected, her protection was Divine Protection of the Mage. While she used Magic Scrolls, she had apparently already mastered several spells on her own. They were mostly attack magic. To be honest, using high-tier spells on mere Goblins felt like total overkill.

Looking at the three of them, their equipment was far too high-quality. I had a feeling it was well beyond what a typical Rookie Adventurer could afford. Given their ages and how they’d acted before entering the dungeon, they were definitely rookies, but maybe they were the children of wealthy families?

By the way, my own protection, Dungeon Explorer, seemed to be quite rare. They were genuinely surprised by it. Apparently, people with the Thief or Scout protections usually handled the lockpicking and trap disarming duties.

Thief...

So it wasn't a protection specifically for criminals? I mentally apologized to all the Thieves out there for the misunderstanding.

Also, when I mentioned that I could use <Clean>, the girls were thrilled. As expected, it really is a must-have utility. Apparently, Sally had tried using scrolls several times to learn it herself, but she hadn't been able to master it yet.

Now then, with the brief introductions out of the way, it was finally time for the main event: opening the Treasure Chest. The chest was relatively large and heavy. Apparently, they were always like that, regardless of what was inside. Even a chest containing nothing but a single scroll supposedly felt so heavy that even a strongman would struggle to haul it. It was thanks to that quirk that adventurers with the Lockpicking Skill like me were so highly valued.

"Alright, I'm going to open it now. This is my first time dealing with a real Treasure Chest, so please stay back—especially from the front. It’s dangerous."

"Whoa, hold on, are you serious? Is it really that risky?"

"I told you, didn't I?" Sally chided. "It’s reckless to try and open one without the proper skills."

"She’s right," Mil added. "I'm just glad we ran into you, Tort-kun."

"Alright, alright, I get it..." Rei muttered, looking suitably chastened.

Apparently, Rei had been insisting on trying to force the Treasure Chest open without the [Lockpicking] skill, and the other two had been forced to hold him back.

"I’ve heard there aren't many fatal traps on the lower floors of this dungeon," I said, "but you can still get hit with poison needles or paralysis gas. Opening one without preparation is asking for trouble."

I understood the urge to crack it open immediately, but I had to drive the point home. It would be too tragic to get wiped out right in front of a hard-earned Treasure Chest. It was times like these that required the most caution.

Having talked a big game to Rei, I had to be extra careful myself. I laid out my Antidote and Paralysis-Curing Pill where I could grab them in an instant.

I carefully inspected the exterior of the chest for anything suspicious. If there was a thin thread stretched across a gap, it was a dead giveaway for a trap. Fortunately, I didn't see anything like that this time.

Sometimes Treasure Chests were protected by magical traps. In those cases, I’d have to use Mana Detection to find them, but that was currently beyond my abilities. I’d heard that those kinds of traps weren't used in this dungeon, so I felt relatively safe on that front.

Since there were no traps on the outside, that left the interior. Traps were most commonly hidden around the keyhole.

I made sure not to carelessly peer directly into the keyhole. There were traps that could sense movement and fire a needle into your eye. Terrifying.

First, I waved my hand over the keyhole. Once I was sure there was no reaction, I peeked inside.

Ah, yeah. This is the type that fires if you fiddle with the lock the wrong way. Based on the internal structure... yeah, I could definitely disarm this.

It looked like a standard trap designed to fire a poison needle straight forward. If I just stood to the side while opening it, I could probably ignore the trap entirely, but...

My identification wasn't guaranteed to be perfect, and more importantly, I needed the practice. I decided to go ahead and properly disarm it.

I pulled out my "secret lockpicking tool."

It wasn't actually anything that fancy—just a wire-like Picking Tool. It didn't have any magical functions, so in the end, everything relied on my own dexterity.

That said, a lock of this level was a piece of cake. I really had to thank the instructors for that [Lockpicking] lecture.

With a satisfying click, the lock gave way. I double-checked that the others were a safe distance away and then lifted the lid from the side.

Phew...

No trap triggered. It was a poison needle, just as I’d suspected. I quickly neutralized the trigger mechanism and removed the trap itself.

"It's safe now!" I called out.

Once I was sure it was clear, I waved my companions over. It was a hard-won Treasure Chest, after all; the joy should be shared. I’d caught a glimpse of the contents, but I’d done my best to avoid looking properly until everyone was there.

"Whoa, that’s impressive..." Rei said, sounding stunned. "I couldn't really tell what you were doing, but I can see that’s no simple trick."

"Truly!" Sally agreed. "I am so glad we didn't let Rei touch it."

"No kidding. That's a poison needle, isn't it? Man, that was close."

"I said I was sorry! Give me a break..."

Wait, am I actually being praised right now?

I got to enjoy the thrill of lockpicking and get complimented on top of it?

Dungeon Explorer really was my calling!

"Thanks! But come on, it’s a Treasure Chest! Let's see what's inside!"

"Yeah, you're right!"

Now then, what was waiting for me inside my very first dungeon chest?
12. Exquisite Workmanship

Sitting prominently inside the chest was a shimmering piece of glassware—maybe a pitcher? Regardless, it was a beautiful object. I lacked the refined eye of a connoisseur, but even an amateur like me could tell: this was exquisite work.

But that wasn't the point!

I was looking for the thrill of discovery!

Since we were opening a treasure chest in a dungeon, I’d been hoping for weapons or magic tools. We were supposed to divvy up the loot, bolster our combat strength, and then head off in search of the next big find. Wasn't that what a grand adventure was supposed to be?

Deep down, I knew I was being selfish. Most adventurers braved dungeons for the sake of coin, first and foremost. In that sense, this treasure was likely a "big hit." In fact, everyone in the party besides me seemed thrilled.

"Is this silver ornamentation? It's remarkably fine detail. I doubt an average craftsman could even hope to replicate such delicate work," Rei noted.

"Forget the silver, look at the glass," Sally added. "I don't know a single artisan capable of processing it like this. The way the blue hue shifts across the surface is stunning. It has to be a dungeon-made item, right?"

"True," Mil agreed. "And I've never seen a piece of art quite like this. It’s likely one-of-a-kind."

They were certainly happy, but this wasn't what I’d expected at all. Wait, was it normal for adventurers to be so knowledgeable about art? My image of an adventurer was someone who said, "I don't know what this is, but it looks like it'll sell for a lot! Gahaha!" So why were they critiquing it like professional appraisers?

Rei and the others seemed to come from even wealthier backgrounds than I’d initially suspected. They were likely children of wealthy merchants or perhaps even nobility. Well, whatever. Pedigree didn't matter much when you were an adventurer, and I was sure they’d tell me if it ever became necessary.

"Anyway, we should sell this and split the proceeds, right? We can't exactly cut it into four pieces," Rei said after staring intently at the pitcher.

Four pieces? That meant Rei, Mil, Sally... and me?

"Wait, I get a share too?" I asked.

"Of course you do. We're in the same party, aren't we? The policy is to split rewards equally. If there's something you personally want to keep, you just have to buy it out from the group."

They had found the chest before I joined, and I’d intended to offer my lockpicking services as a condition for entry, so I wouldn't have complained even if I’d received nothing this time. But if they were offering, I was definitely taking it. I’d complained about the lack of "excitement" earlier, but money was still a top priority.

We had only just met, but I could tell Rei was a straightforward guy. The same went for Mil and Sally. Watching them interact, it was clear they were honest people who trusted one another implicitly.

I’d been allowed into the party, but I knew I’d have to build that same level of trust with them bit by bit if I wanted to become a true comrade.

Because of that...

I didn't want to keep secrets from them if I could help it.

"Oh, right. Since we're here, why don't we appraise it?"

I reached into my Storage Ring and pulled out my Appraisal Loupe. It was a strange sight—the loupe appearing instantly in my palm where nothing had been a second before. By showing it to them like this, they were bound to notice the existence of the ring.

Sally was the first to react. I’d pegged her as the quiet type, but she suddenly looked quite worked up. Her energy level shot through the roof in an instant.

"Wait, where did that come from? Do you have a storage-type item?!"

"Yeah," I replied.

I unwound the tattered cloth wrapped around my finger to reveal the Storage Ring.

"Whoa, incredible! So that's a Storage Ring! Unlike a Magic Bag, you just have to touch it and think about storing something, right? And as long as it's within the ring's capacity, there's no limit on the size of the objects you can put inside! That's so convenient!"

Magic Bags were in the same category as Storage Rings, but they were limited by the size of the bag's opening. If you couldn't fit it through the mouth of the bag, you couldn't store it. That made them significantly less versatile than a ring.

I hadn't expected Sally to be this enthusiastic. She was practically clinging to my arm as she inspected the ring. Rei and Mil were wearing wry smiles, but they didn't look particularly shocked. I took that to mean this was her usual behavior.

"Sorry about her," Mil said. "Sally has an obsession with magic items. It's not every day you get to see a Storage Ring, so she's completely losing her head."

"Is a Storage Ring really that rare?" I asked.

"So it seems," Rei answered. "There are a handful of magic tool crafters who can make Magic Bags, but apparently, nobody knows how to manufacture Storage Rings anymore."

If they could only be found in dungeons, there was no guaranteed way to get one. Combined with their high utility, they were far more precious than Magic Bags. I decided I would definitely keep it hidden from anyone other than these three.

"You have an Appraisal Loupe, too, right? Let me see, let me see!"

"Oh, sure. Here."

"Thank you! You can appraise things just by looking through this? That's so cool!"

Sally was practically hopping with joy. She really did love magic tools. I could relate, in a way. Back in my previous life, I was the type of person who got giddy whenever I saw a new high-tech appliance. ...Though maybe this was a little different.

As I watched her with a fond smile, Sally peered through the loupe at the pitcher and let out a gasp.

"Everyone! This pitcher is a magic item too!"

Wait, what!?

It wasn't just a fancy pitcher?

"Are you serious?" Rei’s voice sharpened. "That changes its value entirely. We might be looking at more than ten gold coins...!"

Ten... ten gold coins...!?

Holy crap...!
13. Laying It All Out

Ten gold coins was a staggering sum of money. At the Wildcat Inn, that would cover five hundred nights, meals included. Come to think of it, the Wildcat was actually a bit pricier than the other inns around. I was supposed to have been introduced to a cheap place, but I liked the atmosphere so much I’d just stayed put.

Anyway, I’m getting sidetracked. My point is that ten gold coins was a small fortune. Just imagine having enough cash to stay at a high-end hotel for five hundred nights—that gives you an idea of how insane ten gold coins really was.

Naturally, the value of money here differed from my previous life, so it wasn't a perfect comparison. Lodging and food, in particular, were cheaper here. Even so, ten gold coins was a massive windfall. According to Rei, it was roughly equivalent to the annual income of a wealthy city-dweller. To think you could haul that in from a single treasure chest... being an adventurer really was the stuff of dreams.

The item itself turned out to be a Pitcher of Purification. If you filled it with water, the contents would be purified and rendered safe to drink. Back in my old world, that might not sound like much, but here, it was incredibly valuable. Access to clean water was hard to come by. There was no such thing as treated tap water, and fuel for boiling wasn't free. Most commoners just drank straight from the river, risks be damned.

You could conjure water with magic, so the pitcher wasn't exactly a "must-have" item for survival, but Rei and the others still rated its practicality very highly. Since it was also a masterpiece of craftsmanship, its value was undeniable. Rei estimated ten gold coins, but he admitted it could easily fetch even more.

"It's a handy item, but like I said before, we're better off selling it, right?"

Mil and I nodded at Rei’s confirmation. On the other hand, Sally looked deeply dissatisfied.

"What?! That’s such a waste! It guarantees us clean water. We should keep it for ourselves!"

"No way," Mil countered, flatly dismissing the suggestion. "I wouldn't feel right lugging around a pitcher worth ten gold coins just for casual use. It’s not the kind of thing you bring on an expedition."

I was of the exact same opinion. I couldn’t use a pitcher that expensive with any peace of mind. I could already see myself being too stressed to relax during breaks, terrified I might drop it.

"Th-then I'll buy it! I'll find the money somehow!"

"No, give it a rest, Sally," Mil sighed. "You've been buying up all sorts of magic scrolls lately; you don't have the budget for this. If you buy magic tools you don't need, you'll definitely regret it later."

"Ugh... No fair..."

Sally had gone as far as offering to buy it herself, but after being reasoned with by Mil, she reluctantly gave up. I thought that was for the best. After all, we could produce water with the <Create Water> spell. Once we got the money from the sale, maybe it would be better to invest in more scrolls.

Now, about this pitcher. Selling it was fine, but I foresaw a bit of a problem. If we didn't choose our buyer carefully, wouldn't we end up losing out? We needed someone who truly understood its value. It might have been a bit of a prejudice, but I worried a shop might try to lowball us, thinking we were just rookie adventurers who didn't know any better.

"If we’re going to sell it, we need to be careful about where we go," I said. "If we pick the wrong place, they’ll try to cheat us."

"Hm? Is that so... You have a point," Rei admitted. "In that case, should I handle the sale through my own connections? They’re very proper about that sort of thing, so we won't have to worry about being cheated. Does that work for you?"

"Yeah. I don't have any leads of my own, so that's a big help."

If Rei was the son of a noble or a wealthy merchant, things likely wouldn't turn out badly. Besides, I had no connections whatsoever, so it wasn't like I had a better plan.

"Then it's settled!" Mil chirped. "As for transport... it’s probably best to put it in Tort’s Storage Ring."

"Right. I'd rather not walk around clutching a fragile piece of glass worth a fortune. Can I ask you to do it?" Rei asked.

"Yeah. Of course."

To be honest, it was a bit nerve-wracking to keep such an expensive item on my person, but as long as it was inside the Storage Ring, nothing should happen to it. Even if I had to move violently in combat, the stored items remained unaffected—a real life-saver. I honestly wondered how adventurers without storage items managed.

Well, then. The treasure was secured. It seemed like Rei and the others were planning to head back soon anyway, so all that was left was to reach the exit.

However, there was one little thing on my mind. I wondered if I should be honest about my circumstances.

Under normal circumstances, it made no sense for a gear-strapped rookie to be carrying a Storage Ring and an Appraisal Loupe. While Rei and his group didn't seem suspicious, I realized I could easily be mistaken for a thief who had stolen them.

It might have been too early to trust them completely since we’d only just met, but my gut told me they were good people. Besides, I’d used my absurdly high Luck to choose this party. They had to be decent. Probably.

And so, I gave them a brief summary of my life—or rather, the period from being sold into slavery until my liberation. I didn't mention my memories of a previous life, but I did tell them about my [Destiny God's Smile]. It would have been too difficult to explain everything else without it.

"An illegal slave trader, huh..." Rei muttered.

"Rei? Is something wrong?"

"Ah, no, it's nothing. But that skill, [Destiny God's Smile]... that’s a total cheat. Its compatibility with Pandora Gifts is especially broken."

"He's right," Mil added. "You’d better not go around telling people about that. People will absolutely try to exploit you if they find out."

"Besides," Sally chimed in, "even if it avoids 'fatal' destinies, we don't know the exact limits of that effect. It might save you from instant death, but it might not stop you from slowly wasting away from poison. You shouldn't mess with those gifts anymore."

The three of them were entirely right. If the wrong people found out about [Destiny God's Smile], I’d likely be thrown back into illegal slavery and forced to do nothing but open Pandora Gifts until I died.

"Yeah, I haven't told anyone but you guys. I won't dabble in Pandora Gifts anymore, either."

Regarding the gifts... well, I hoped I wouldn't. If I actually had one in my hands, I wasn't entirely sure my resolve wouldn't waver.

"I think it's best to keep it that way from now on," Rei concluded. "Well, we've talked enough for now. We've got our haul, so let's call it a day and head back."

I had to agree. We’d been standing around chatting in the middle of a dungeon for far too long.
14. The Man Who Trains Assassins

Nothing else went wrong for the rest of the trip, and we eventually made it back to Cygnil.

“We finally formed a party and all... I’d love to go out and celebrate, but...”

Rei spoke awkwardly as soon as we passed through the city gates. He cast a furtive glance toward Mil and Sally. In response, Sally shook her head, and Mil let out a long sigh.

“No can do. We were told to come straight home on our first day, remember?”

“Exactly. If we break our promise right out of the gate, it’ll cause problems for our future activities.”

I was starting to grasp their dynamic. Mil and Sally were likely acting as Rei’s handlers. His family was either against him being an adventurer or, at the very least, worried sick about him. That was likely why they’d asked Mil and Sally to look after him. Considering he’d tried to force a treasure chest open without even having the [Lockpicking Skill], I’d say their judgment was spot on.

“I know that! That’s why I was going to say we should celebrate another day!”

Rei looked so sulky that I couldn’t help but let out a small laugh. A moment later, Mil and Sally joined in, and eventually, even Rei was laughing along with us. It was a nice feeling.

At any rate, we called it a day. We agreed to meet in front of the Guild tomorrow around the time the Second Bell rang. The bells in Cygnil ring seven times between sunrise and sunset. By my internal clock, they seem to go off every two hours from 6:00 AM to 6:00 PM, which would make the Second Bell around 8:00 in the morning. That was just my intuition, though.

I discreetly handed the glass pitcher to Rei when no one was looking. I truly hoped it would fetch a high price. If we had to rely solely on the Magic Stones from those Goblins, our income for the day would be pretty dismal.

Incidentally, we decided not to split the Magic Stones and other loot from today. From tomorrow onward, however, everything would be divided equally among the party.

Now, what should I do? I could head back to the Wildcat Inn, but it was still too early for dinner. There wasn't much for me to do if I went back now.

I think I’ll take a peek inside the Guild. I wanted to gather more information on the Guild Lectures anyway. There might even be a skill for trap detection.

I scanned the reception desks, but Nina was nowhere to be seen. Perhaps it was her day off? Instead, I found Dolga, the man who taught the [Dagger] Lecture.

“Hello, Dolga-san.”

“Is that you, Tort? Looks like you made it back in one piece. That was your first dungeon, right? How was it?”

For some reason, Dolga was grinning. I wondered why. Was he expecting me to fail just so he could laugh at me? But Dolga was the one who’d told me I could manage the shallow floors even as a solo adventurer. I didn't think he was the type of guy to do something like that.

“There weren't any major problems. It was a bit tough when I had to face three Goblins at once, though.”

“Heh... To be able to say it was ‘no problem’ after facing three Goblins solo. Not bad for a rookie.”

Dolga seemed to be in a great mood. He was actually praising me. Maybe he was the type to play the master role and rejoice in his pupil’s growth?

“Well, that’s all thanks to your teaching, Dolga-san. My fighting style somehow keeps turning into something like an assassin’s, though. Is there anything I can do about that?”

“It can’t be helped. After all, I’m only able to teach the assassin’s way of fighting.”

“Wait, what...?”

Why was this man trying to instill assassination techniques in me without my permission? I wanted to learn [Dagger] skills, not how to become a professional killer! I mean, was Dolga actually in the assassination business? Why was he even working as a Guild instructor?

“Hey, don’t get the wrong idea. This is strictly about the Divine Protection. Even if I were actually an assassin, there’s no way I’d talk about it openly in the Guild, right?”

Oh, so it was just about the name of the blessing. I’d heard from Rei and the others about receiving the Divine Protection of the Thief to acquire the [Lockpicking Skill], so this must be the same thing.

If it was recognized as a standard Divine Protection for adventurers, then people probably wouldn't look down on me for using an assassin-style fighting method. That was a relief.

“I’m sure you realized it today, but you have a natural aptitude for Assassin Skills that aim for a one-hit kill. Those skills require dexterity, but that’s not enough on its own. You need the sense to accurately identify and strike vital points. You definitely have that!”

Dolga was speaking with surprising passion. If I interpreted this in game terms, Assassin Skills were attacks built for critical hits, and while they scaled with the Dexterity stat, you also needed a certain 'sense' to make them work.

Regarding that sense... in my case, I was pretty sure I was just brute-forcing everything with my high Luck value. I wasn't even doing it on purpose. Even when fighting the Goblins, I had aimed for the neck, but I hadn't been consciously trying to end them in a single blow.

On the other hand, it was happening even without me trying. From that perspective, I suppose I really did have good compatibility with Assassin Skills. Actually, it might be worth picking up any skill that relied on the Luck value. What else was there? In a game, Luck usually affected the success rate of status ailments...

Status ailments... Poison... Assassination...!

It was no use. I couldn't escape the assassin route.

Well, as long as my opponents were monsters, it wasn't like anyone would point fingers. I didn't have a problem with the assassin style itself.

“Anyway, you don’t have anything else to do, right? In that case, let’s start the lecture now.”

“Huh? I didn’t schedule anything for today.”

“Don’t worry about it. Ah, but I will be taking the lecture fee. If I give special treatment to one person, the Guild gets noisy.”

Wait, don’t I get a say in this?

Well, it was for the sake of getting stronger, so I didn't really mind the extra training. But I couldn't help but feel like I'd been targeted by someone very troublesome...
Glory's Steps

“Here you go, Tort. Sorry to keep you waiting.”

“Whoa, thank you!”

“Dungeon again today, right? Good luck out there.”

The man who brought over my breakfast was Brass. He was the cook at the Wildcat Inn and Nina’s father.

Today’s breakfast was a meat and vegetable stir-fry made with Giant Rat meat. I had provided the meat myself after it dropped in the dungeon yesterday. I figured I might as well donate it, since it wouldn’t fetch much of a price if I tried to sell it.

I used to have this image of rats carrying diseases, but apparently, you don't have to worry about that with dungeon drops. Giant Rat meat from the First Floor is a staple for the commoners of Cygnil because it’s cheap and reasonably tasty.

Even with humble ingredients, the food became remarkably delicious once Brass got his hands on it. He must have a high level in the [Cooking] skill. Though it wasn't exactly a trade for the meat, he’d agreed to teach me how to cook whenever he had some spare time. I did have [Cooking Talent] as a trait, after all. Since I had the aptitude for it, I might as well put it to use.

Once I finished breakfast, I got my gear ready and headed to the Adventurer's Guild. My meeting with Rei and the others was at the Second Bell. I might have had a little time to spare, but since I didn't have a way to track the exact time, I didn't want to risk being late.

Despite the early hour, the Guild was already buzzing with energy. This was probably the busiest time of day. Many people were there to pick up requests for gathering materials before heading into the dungeon. Most of the crowd likely fell into that category.

As I watched the bustle, Rei and the others arrived.

“Hey, Tort. You’re early.”

“You too, Rei. Mil, Sally, good morning.”

“Morning!” Mil chirped.

“Mornin’...” Sally mumbled.

In contrast to the crisp, alert forms of Rei and Mil, Sally looked half-dead. I wondered if she just wasn't a morning person, but Mil quickly filled me in.

“She got a little too excited after seeing all those magic tools yesterday. She stayed up late reading books about them and barely got any sleep.”

“Only a tiny bit...” Sally protested, her voice soft and slurry. 

She was practically swaying on her feet. I wondered if it was actually safe for her to be diving into a dungeon in this state.

“Don’t mind her,” Rei added, seeing the concern on my face. “She’s always like this when she’s sleep-deprived, but she’ll snap out of it in a bit.”

Since Rei and Mil didn't seem worried—and they’d known her much longer than I had—I figured it was fine.

“Oh, right. About that pitcher from yesterday—it sold. Though, technically, my father was the one who bought it.”

Rei handed me a leather bag. Judging by the shape, there weren't many coins inside, yet the bag felt surprisingly heavy. As I was wondering what the final price had been, Rei leaned in and whispered in my ear.

“It went for forty Gold Coins.”

“For—!?”

I almost shouted the number out loud and barely managed to clap a hand over my mouth.

That was significantly higher than I’d expected. Forty Gold Coins meant ten for each of us. Since Rei’s father was the buyer, it might have been a "celebratory price" to support his son’s party, but it was an incredible sum nonetheless.

Right. I don't want to be seen holding this much money. 

I pretended to tuck the bag into my usual burlap sack while actually slipping it into my Storage Ring.

“That gave me a heart attack...”

“Not a bad haul for our first trip, right?” Mil said with a playful grin.

"Not bad" was an understatement.

We stopped by the counter to officially register our party. The name they’d chosen was Glory's Steps. It had a nice ring to it.

After that, we headed straight for the dungeon. Our goal for today was to explore the Second Floor. Since maps for the shallow levels were widely available, we used the most direct route to breeze through the First Floor.

Monsters on the first level were stingy with their drops, after all. They were weak and low-risk, but the rewards were just as small. If you had the strength for it, it was much more efficient to make your money on the deeper floors.

We made quick time and soon reached the Second Floor. The environment was the same labyrinth style as the first. The only real difference was the monsters; the creatures here were supposedly a bit more formidable.

As we pushed forward, we encountered a group of monsters in one of the small rooms. There were five humanoid creatures with the heads of dogs—Kobolds.

They were supposedly more agile and better built than Goblins. They also outnumbered us five to four. However, Rei and the others didn't look the least bit bothered. Given their skill, I doubted the Kobolds posed much of a threat. They’d handled the Goblins on the First Floor with effortless ease.

Following our plan, we timed our entry and stormed the room. Rei took point.

“Hey! Over here, you mutts!”

Rei used a provocation to grab their attention. Three of the five immediately locked onto him. Even with three enemies attacking from the front, Rei’s defense didn't budge. Blocking with his shield and parrying with his sword, he completely dictated the flow of the engagement. He didn't have many openings to counterattack, but that didn't matter—his job was to draw their ire and keep the rest of us safe.

Of the remaining two, Mil took one. She moved with a fluid grace that left her opponent baffled. The Kobold was already covered in deep gashes, and it looked like the fight would be over any second.

Alright, I’ll take the last one—

“Here I go! <Fire Arrow>!”

Before I could move, an arrow of flame shot past me at high speed. Sally’s chant had been incredibly fast. The spell struck the final Kobold dead-on, incinerating its head. The monster slumped over and dissolved into mist before it even hit the ground.

At this rate, I wasn't going to have anything to do!

Panicking, I scrambled to get behind the Kobolds Rei was keeping busy. I stayed completely out of their peripheral vision, which allowed me to attack with total safety.

I lunged and slit the throat of the nearest Kobold from behind. The angle was key; if you did it right, you could kill them without getting drenched in the resulting spray of blood.

The moment I struck from their blind spot, [Shadow Strike] triggered. This was the skill I’d picked up from Dolga’s training yesterday. It increased the power of any attack made from outside an opponent’s field of vision. It was an Assassin Skill, through and through. Part of me wanted to go back and ask Dolga why he’d taught me that during a "Dagger Lecture," but I couldn't complain when it allowed me to drop a Kobold in a single hit.

Riding that momentum, I took out another one using the exact same method. Almost simultaneously, Rei delivered a powerful diagonal slash that finished off the final Kobold he was holding. The sheer force of the blow was incredible—his physical Strength had to be on a completely different level than mine.

By the time I looked over, the Kobold Mil had been fighting was already gone. Every monster in the room had been returned to the dungeon.

Well, that was easy. My teammates were way too strong!

Their gear certainly helped, but even to my amateur eyes, it was clear they were naturally talented fighters. The way they moved... they’d clearly been training long before they ever stepped foot in the Guild as adventurers.
16. It’s Mostly Because of My Luck Stat

While I was busy admiring their prowess, Rei and the others were exchanging glances. They had looks of dissatisfaction on their faces, as if something didn’t quite sit right with them. I couldn't for the life of me figure out what it was. Even thinking back on the fight we just finished, nothing felt particularly out of place.

As I tilted my head in confusion, Rei spoke up in an exasperated voice.

“Tort, is there something wrong with you?”

Wait, am I being scolded!?

It was true that I’d never been in a party before and didn't know the first thing about adventurer etiquette. Had I done something rude without realizing it?

“What do you mean... ‘wrong’?”

“I mean your combat ability! Tort, your Divine Protection is Dungeon Explorer, right? That’s an explorer job. How the hell can you take down a Kobold in a single blow? That kind of power puts actual combat jobs to shame.”

Apparently, the thing Rei found "wrong" was the sheer force of my attacks. Mil and Sally seemed to agree, as they were nodding along in sync. It didn't look like I had committed some social blunder after all. What a relief.

“If you’re going to take enemies down more easily than a melee attacker, I’m going to lose my reason for being here,” Mil added.

“But that’s only because you and Rei draw their attention. I can’t trade blows with enemies the way you two do.”

“That may be true, but it’s still incredible. It’s definitely not an ability granted by the Divine Protection of the Dungeon Explorer. I’ve never heard of such a thing before.”

“Ah, yeah. Well, I think it’s because—”

It involved a bit of guesswork, but I explained the situation as far as I understood it.

I told them about studying under an adventurer named Dolga in the [Dagger] Lecture. About how I was somehow being trained in the way of the assassin. I mentioned the [Shadow Strike] skill. And finally, I explained that because my Luck was so high, I was able to strike vitals with perfect accuracy even when I wasn't specifically aiming for them.

Once they heard the full story, they all looked convinced.

“So when you combine Dolga’s tutoring with extraordinary Luck, that’s the result, huh?”

“Dolga-san must have taken a real liking to you, Tort.”

“Most likely. He sounds like he’s in a great mood from what you’ve told us.”

To think they were so easily convinced I could fight on par with a combat job just by hearing I’d taken lessons—even accounting for my Luck... I really wondered just what kind of person Dolga-san actually was.

“By the way, it sounds like you all know him.”

“Yeah. Though in my case, he’s more of an acquaintance of my father’s. He gave me some training before I became an adventurer.”

So that was the connection. I see.

“Anyway, I’m satisfied. Oh, I’ll use <Clean>.”

Even though they hadn't struggled, Rei and Mil were a bit splattered with blood. It was better to use <Clean> to freshen up. Since I could only use <Clean> for now, I had plenty of Mana to spare.

“I’m so jealous. I’ve been trying to learn it too, but it’s just not happening. Tort-kun, how many tries did it take you to learn it?”

Uh oh. What should I say?

Sally had already used several scrolls, but she still hadn't managed to learn <Clean>. In contrast, I’d picked it up after using a single scroll. It made things a bit awkward. However, I didn't think this was a matter of talent, but rather a difference in luck. From what I’d heard, Sally had the same [Magic Aptitude Lv2] trait that I did.

Well, there was no point in being evasive.

“Um... I got it on the first try.”

“Whaaaat?!”

“I think high Luck makes it much easier to pick up the skills.”

“Is that how it works?! Do you have any other scrolls? Use one and let me see!”

Since it concerned magic, I could understand why Sally was so invested. I had only used a <Clean> scroll myself, so I was curious to see how it would go with others. Since the opportunity was there, I decided to give it a shot.

I pulled out a <First Aid> scroll. Since Rei’s arm had a small bruise from a Kobold’s attack earlier, it was the perfect chance to test it. Normally, it wasn't a wound worth wasting magic on, but it was better than just firing the spell off for nothing.

Holding the scroll, I recited the incantation. The magic took effect instantly, and Rei’s bruise vanished without a trace. At the same time, I felt a new circuit form in my mind. When I checked with my Appraisal Loupe, I had indeed learned <First Aid>. I shared the news with the group.

“Amazing! That’s so unfair, Tort-kun. I wish I could learn them like that. Oh, wait... if Tort-kun acquires a Scroll Creation Skill, wouldn't he be able to reliably duplicate any scroll?”

Sally was muttering something terrifying. She was planning to treat me like a photocopier!

In the first place, there was no guarantee I could learn high-level magic scrolls in one go, so I really wanted her to calm down. She wasn't being serious, right?

Well, be that as it may, it was now common knowledge that I was reaping the benefits of a high Luck stat. But the ultimate proof came from the Treasure Chest we found right before ending our exploration.

“Oh, what’s this? Is it fruit?”

“That’s rare. No, it couldn't be...”

Inside the chest were small fruits. There were four in total. They looked somewhat similar to the Fruit of Talent that had come out of the Pandora Gift. Rei was muttering to himself; he seemed to have an idea of what they were.

Well, I’d know for sure if I appraised them. I let Sally handle the appraisal, mostly because she looked like she was dying to use the Appraisal Loupe.

“Wha—?! These are all ‘Ability Enhancement Fruits’!”

“No way! All four of them?”

“I’ve never even heard of that happening...”

Everyone was stunned. That meant they had to be extremely rare items.

According to Rei and the others, Ability Enhancement Fruits permanently increased a person's stats. They were incredibly hard to come by, and finding multiple at once was unheard of. They were apparently so valuable that there were stories of parties falling apart and disbanding over who got to eat one, but...

There were exactly enough for all of us, so there was no problem at all!

Since bringing them back to town would likely cause all sorts of trouble, we decided to eat them right there. The specific stat increased by each fruit; Rei ate the Strength Fruit, Mil took the Agility Fruit, Sally took the Magic Power Fruit, and I ate the Luck Fruit. Everything worked out perfectly. Honestly, it almost felt too perfect.

Incidentally, Sally had a hard time choosing between Magic Power and Luck. It was a choice between increasing her raw power or her skill-learning rate. However, once I mentioned that my Luck was already over 100, she silently reached for the Magic Power Fruit. Apparently, she decided that a small boost wouldn't make a dent in a gap that large.

We decided to end our exploration after that Treasure Chest, but for some reason, everyone looked exhausted as we headed back. What’s more, they kept looking at me with these exasperated eyes. I guess they think that final chest was also the result of my Luck stat. If that’s the case, I’d say I contributed quite a bit to the party. So... why the long faces?



Name: Tort
Race: Commoner
Age: 12
Level: 3 [1 up]

Vitality: 25/25 [5 up]
Mana: 17/22 [5 up]
Strength: 10 [2 up]
Stamina: 12 [2 up]
Agility: 19 [4 up]
Dexterity: 23 [5 up]
Magic Power: 20 [4 up]
Spirit: 17 [3 up]
Luck: 114 [14 up]

Divine Protection:
[Divine Protection of the Job God: Dungeon Explorer]

Skills:
[Destiny God's Smile] [Dagger Lv5] [2 up]
[Shadow Strike Lv1] [new]
[Lockpicking Lv6] [1 up] [Trap Disarming Lv6] [1 up]
[Sense of Direction Lv2] [1 up]
[Light Magic Lv2] [1 up]

Traits:
[Cooking Talent Lv1] [Great Luck] [Dexterous Fingertips Lv1]
[Magic Aptitude Lv2]

Magic:
<Clean> <First Aid> [new]
17. A Big Spender Today

Today was our scheduled day off from dungeon exploration. Glory's Steps operated on a two-day-off-per-week system. It seemed our policy was to take one day off in the middle of the week and another over the weekend.

And so, today was my very first holiday. Actually, it was my first day off since becoming an adventurer. I hadn't really thought of adventuring as a "job," so I'd been active every single day. Looking back, it was a pretty grueling work schedule.

Now then, what does one do on their first day off? Shopping! After all, I had ten gold coins in my pocket—the proceeds from selling that magic pitcher.

There were plenty of things I wanted, but an armor shop topped the list. I already had a specific place in mind.

I arrived at my destination shortly after setting out. This armor shop was a bit unusual because the owner was a Grassfolk.

The Grassfolk were a race that originally lived a nomadic lifestyle on the Great Plains. Appearance-wise, they looked a lot like Commoners—the race Rei and I belonged to—but they were naturally small. Even an adult was only about as tall as I was. Since their features looked youthful to a Commoner's eyes, I often heard stories about them being mistaken for children.

Most Grassfolk were free-spirited travelers. While there were plenty of Grassfolk peddlers, it was rare to find one who had actually settled down to open a shop.

"Hey there. You're the kid who was here before, aren't you? Back again?"

The man who seemed to be the owner greeted me with a laugh. He looked like a child himself, but since he called me "kid," I assumed he was an adult.

The reason I'd set my sights on this shop was the selection—specifically, the sizes. Because the owner was a Grassfolk, he carried a wealth of small-scale armor designed for his kin. Since a Grassfolk adult was roughly my height, his stock was a perfect fit for me.

"I’ve got money today, so I'm here to do some serious shopping."

"Oh, is that so? In that case, I'll have high expectations. What's your budget?"

Budget, huh? I had other things I needed to buy, so I couldn't blow everything on armor. That said, it would be beyond stupid to die because I'd cheaped out on protection. It was a difficult balance to strike.

"I can go up to... three gold coins!"

"Heh. Look at you, a regular big spender. If you’re willing to shell out that much, I have just the thing."

The owner disappeared into the back of the shop and returned with a black coat. I think it’s called a trench coat? It looked like the kind of cool, rugged gear a soldier might wear. Since it was made for Grassfolk, it was a perfect fit for my frame.

"A friend of mine used to cherish this back when she was an adventurer. She was quite the elite—people even called her the Grassfolk Hero."

The owner looked into the distance, his eyes full of nostalgia.

I had no way of knowing the specific feelings swirling in his heart, but it was clear that the coat held many memories.

Adventuring wasn't all fun and games. There were surely many painful and sad experiences involved. And among those experiences was the cruel reality of death. I couldn't afford to think I was special. Someday, I might lose my life, too.

I was getting caught up in these somber thoughts when—

"It’s been ages since she retired, though. Nowadays, there’s no trace of her old self left. Ahaha!"

She’s alive?!

Given the way he was talking, anyone would have assumed it was a memento! Anyone!

"We have kids now, you see. She’s really mellowed out."

And he was just bragging about his wife!

Good grief. The owner looked at my face and chuckled. He’d known exactly how I would interpret that and did it anyway. He was totally playing with me.

"Sorry, sorry. You have such an honest reaction, it’s hard to resist. So, what do you think? At three gold coins, I’d say it’s a steal."

Hmm. I thought three gold coins for a coat was ridiculously expensive, but the owner seemed to think it was a bargain.

I really want to appraise this. I wondered if it was okay to use appraisal skills on shop merchandise? I figured I should just ask.

"May I appraise it?"

"Oh? You can do that too? You really are a box of surprises. Sure, go ahead."

The appraisal wasn't actually my own power, but the power of my loupe. I secretly pulled it out of my Storage Ring and peered at the coat.

The item's name was "Cloak of Grace." Quality: S-rank. While I couldn't see the exact stats, its durability was incomparable to ordinary leather armor. It was light and didn't restrict movement, which was a huge plus for my fighting style. It even had a special effect: when worn by someone who had received divine grace, the cloak’s performance would be maximized.

I wasn't sure if [Destiny God's Smile] counted as "divine grace," but even without that bonus, the cloak was easily worth three gold coins.

In fact, with performance like this, there should have been plenty of people willing to pay more. Why had he offered it to a rookie like me?

"Why are you offering this to me?"

"Hmm? I wonder why. My wife told me to find a good partner for this little one, you see."

According to the owner, he’d been watching for someone worthy of the cloak. But no matter how many skilled adventurers he met, it never felt right.

"But looking at your face, I just got the feeling it would be okay to let you have it. No real reason, I guess—if I had to put a name to it, maybe it's just 'Destiny God's Guidance'?"

The Grassfolk were a race that lived by their instincts. They called following those instincts the "guidance of the Destiny God." In this case, it might actually be true, considering my skill was [Destiny God's Smile].

"I see. Alright! I’ll take it for three gold coins!"

This was a stroke of fate. The quality was beyond reproach, so I'd be a fool not to buy it.

"Much obliged! Oh, that's right—while we're at it, I have a pair of twin swords my wife used to use. They aren't quite on the level of that cloak, but they're excellent pieces. Also, it’ll look unbalanced if you only have a nice cloak, so how about these boots? You’ll probably want these bracers, too..."

The moment I agreed to the purchase, the owner started a high-speed sales pitch for his other wares.

I—I mean, it was true that I wanted to upgrade my weapons. Could I use twin swords with my [Dagger] skill? Oh, I could? That’s good, but my budget—

In the end, I somehow got talked into spending a total of five gold coins. I’m sure they were good purchases, but man, am I tired...
18. Going to the Black Market

After my unexpected splurge at the armor shop, I made sure to show some restraint at the Mage Guild. I limited myself to buying scrolls for <Create Water> and <Detect Magic>. The former cost five silver coins, while the latter was a bit pricier at ten. With my current funds, I could have bought them both without a second thought, but I had other priorities in mind, so I kept my spending to a minimum.

I was ready to move on to my main objective, but the sun was still high in the sky. If I was going to find what I wanted, it would likely be at the black market—and as luck would have it, today was the day one was being held in Cygnil.

The black market was an illegal gathering that dealt in stolen goods, illicit items, and anything else that couldn't be sold through legitimate channels. To avoid crackdowns by the guards, it was held at irregular intervals. The location was usually in one of Cygnil’s seedier districts, but even then, it changed frequently. Word apparently spread only through a private, underground network. Consequently, ordinary citizens living normal lives had no idea when or where it was happening.

So, how did I know about it? The reason was simple: Dolga-san had told me during my [Dagger] lecture. I’d only brought it up briefly during some small talk, but I hadn't expected him to actually know the details.

Is that man actually a law-abiding citizen? I was starting to have my doubts.

I idled away the hours wandering through the streets, waiting for sunset. As I drew closer to my destination, the people around me began to look increasingly shady. Then again, if we were talking about looking shady, most adventurers weren't much better. Plenty of them had intimidating faces, and when you factored in the weapons they carried... well, you get the idea.

Regardless, I realized I might have made a tactical error. Dinner service at the Wildcat Inn didn't last forever. I probably should have eaten before heading out. If I moved quickly and found what I needed, I could probably make it back in time. Probably.

Lost in thought, I eventually arrived at the market's location. A sharp-eyed man stood guard at the entrance, his gaze scanning everyone who approached.

Wait, do I need some kind of invitation to get in?

I felt a twinge of anxiety as I approached, but I managed to slip inside without being stopped. Perhaps he was only watching out for the city guard.

Even though the black market was supposedly a secret, it was bustling with a fair number of people. Braziers and magical lamps were lit throughout the area, casting a brilliant glow that made it easy to see. I had imagined a small, cramped operation hidden from the law, but this was surprisingly large-scale.

Could the authorities be turning a blind eye? Even so, the vendors seemed wary of the guards. It was more likely that some of the watchmen had been bribed to look the other way.

I couldn't afford to dawdle if I wanted to make it back for dinner. I began to scan the suspicious stalls one after another.

They sold all sorts of things—mirrors that looked cursed, daggers with ominous backstories... I couldn't help but wonder who bought this stuff and why. Perhaps they were still on display precisely because no one wanted them.

As I navigated through the stalls, I finally spotted one selling exactly what I was looking for. The owner was a middle-aged man with a gloomy expression. Business was clearly stagnant; there wasn't a single customer in sight.

His wares consisted of questionable items pulled from the dungeon. They weren't illegal to possess, but they were the kind of items that came with such massive drawbacks that no sane, practical person would ever use them.

For instance, there was a Guardian's Charm. It allowed the user to absorb all damage dealt in the immediate vicinity. I could imagine a few niche scenarios where it might be useful, but for the most part, it was junk. If it only absorbed damage dealt to allies, it might have been worth something.

Then there was the Gambler's Staff, a magic tool that fired random bolts of energy. It sounded convenient in theory, but the success rate for actually firing a bolt was only about one in eight. Furthermore, it required a cooldown period between uses, so you couldn't spam it. To top it off, there was a one-in-four chance it would break and a one-in-eight chance it would backfire. It was far too dangerous to be practical.

The rest of his inventory followed the same pattern. The man was strangely conscientious—or perhaps just too honest—as he had prepared wooden signs for every item, dutifully explaining their flaws. No wonder he couldn't move any stock.

However, among that pile of junk sat the item I was after: a Pandora Gift. Sally had warned me to stay away from them, but my curiosity was getting the better of me. I intended to keep my promise and not open them for now, but...

Well, if my Luck stat kept increasing, I might eventually be able to open them with zero risk. Collecting them now wouldn't be a waste of time!

"Mister, business any good?" I asked.

"...A kid? What are you doing in a place like this?" the man grumbled. "As you can see, I'm not selling a thing! Dammit. I heard there was someone out there collecting Pandora Gifts, so I went through the trouble of stocking up, but they won't move!"

It seemed this man had originally been an honest peddler. He’d saved up some capital and was deciding where to open a shop when he heard rumors about the Pandora Gifts. He had used his connections to secure a supply, hoping to make one last big score, only to end up stranded with inventory no one wanted.

The person "collecting" those gifts had likely been my former master. But since I had pulled an Elixir Soma so easily, he probably didn't feel the need to gamble anymore. This poor guy really had no luck.

"How much are the Pandora Gifts?"

"What's it to you? Fine... they're two large silver coins apiece. Any lower and I'll be in the red."

Oof. For an item that was essentially a gamble, that was pretty expensive. Then again, if they were dungeon-only drops that didn't circulate much, maybe that was the market rate. Or maybe the man had been ripped off when he bought them. Honestly, both seemed plausible.

There were four Pandora Gifts on the counter. Buying the lot would cost eight large silver coins. I could definitely afford that.

"Are these four all you have?"

"Yeah, but... you aren't actually thinking of buying them, are you? Don't do it, kid! Look at the sign. Most of the time, they just bring misfortune. A kid like you shouldn't be throwing a fortune away on these!"

I blinked. This man was surprisingly decent. Or, at the very least, he wasn't cut out for the black market.

"It's okay. I just like collecting rare things. It's eight large silver coins for all of them, right? Is a gold coin okay?"

"Ah... no, sorry. I don't have any change on me right now. See? Take it as a sign and reconsider."

Wait, really?

I didn't have any large silver coins on me either. This was becoming a hassle.

"I'll tell you what—one gold coin is fine. You said you were selling them near your purchase price anyway, right? Consider it a tip. I'm definitely buying them."

"Alright, alright, I get it. But it doesn't sit right with me to take more than the price I quoted. Here, just take these other items too. Then we'll call it a deal!"

Ugh. To be honest, I didn't want his other junk.

But then I paused. Maybe items that broke "by chance" would behave differently with my Luck bonus? Besides, continuing the negotiation was going to be more trouble than it was worth. I decided to just accept the extras and head home.
19. A Sudden Encounter

I’d managed to get my hands on the Pandora Gifts without any trouble. Judging by the time, I should still make it back to the Wildcat Inn before dinner service ended. All I had to do now was head straight home without any more detours. Or so I thought.

Then, by complete chance, I saw them.

A specific group of adventurers.

There was Baldog, the Dwarf shield-user; Laberia, the female archer; Arock, a slender man who favored daggers; and their leader, the mage Ludovis.

They were the ones who had bought me as an illegal slave, only to use me as a decoy in the dungeon.

They were a foul lot, so I shouldn't have been surprised to find them in a place like this, but I never expected to actually run into them.

Fortunately, they didn't seem to have noticed me. In fact, they probably didn't even remember who I was.

Still, seeing them again brought back an old question.

What had they really intended to do by taking a child like me into a dungeon? I’d always assumed I was just a decoy, but was that actually true? A child slave wasn't even a particularly efficient porter. Wouldn't I have been more of a hindrance than a help long before they ever reached a spot to use me as a decoy?

Now that I’d leveled up a bit myself, the reality was clear. The gap in physical ability between a seasoned adventurer and a mere child was massive. Even if the goal was to use someone as bait, the disadvantages of dragging a kid through a dungeon far outweighed the benefits.

Naturally, a child couldn't keep pace with adult adventurers, which slowed the entire party down. Stealth was out of the question, making it far easier for monsters to spot the group. Depending on the floor, there was even the risk of a child accidentally triggering a wide-area trap.

Looking back, it didn't make much sense. Maybe they just had a twisted, despicable streak and enjoyed watching a helpless slave die.

There was one more thing that bothered me.

I wondered what they were doing here. My memories of that time were a blur of confusion—the result of my past life returning all at once combined with the shock of being sold—but I had a feeling the place where they bought me was just like this. A crowded, bustling area in the dead of night.

To be honest, I hated them.

But if you asked me if I wanted revenge, I’d have to say "not really." I was enjoying my life far too much now to waste energy on that. My primary instinct was just to stay as far away from them as possible.

And yet, I couldn't shake my concern. Were they planning to buy another illegal slave, just like they had with me? Would they take them into the dungeon and...

Before I knew it, I was tailing them. I knew that even if I witnessed an illegal slave trade in progress, there wasn't anything I could actually do about it.

As I suspected, their goal was indeed another illegal slave. The man who appeared to be the trader brought out a girl who looked to be about my age. She had a pair of white wings on her back, making her look like a literal angel. A Wingfolk... I’d heard stories that such a race existed, but this was the first time I’d ever seen one in person.

Was I really just going to stand here and watch her be sold? Well, of course I was. If I jumped out now, I’d be restrained in seconds—either killed on the spot or hauled back into slavery. I knew that. And yet—

Just as my body was about to move on its own, a commotion broke out some distance away.

The stir didn't die down; it rippled through the crowd instantly. Angry shouts began to erupt, and I saw people start to bolt in a panic.

"It’s a guard inspection. They’re cracking down on illegal goods."

A voice spoke suddenly from behind me. I spun around to find Dolga-san standing there.

"Dolga-san?! What are you doing here?"

"Well, I’m helping with the raid. It’s easier to infiltrate a place like this if you’re posing as an adventurer, right?"

That made sense. An adventurer wouldn't look out of place at a black market venue. I wasn't sure what kind of connections he had, but it seemed the guards had requested his help. That explained how he knew the exact time and place of the market.

"Oops, no time for chatting. They’re making a run for it."

That’s right!

In the sudden chaos, I’d completely forgotten about Ludovis and his group!

I looked back and saw that, just as Dolga-san said, they had realized what was happening and were preparing to flee. Ludovis was barking orders at the Wingfolk girl.

On pure impulse, I pulled a stone from my Storage Ring and hurled it at Ludovis with everything I had. The stone flew true, clipping him right on the temple. The impact sent him staggering.

"Not bad, kid. I guess I should put in a little work too."

With that, Dolga-san blurred forward at incredible speed. He was on top of Ludovis in the blink of an eye. His right arm flashed as he struck with a dagger held in a reverse grip.

However, the blow was caught by Baldog’s shield. Arock, the other dagger-user, was hovering nearby, waiting for an opening. I couldn't see Laberia, but since she was an archer, she was likely lying in wait somewhere, looking for the perfect shot.

He was outnumbered. As strong as Dolga-san was, even he was at a disadvantage against four opponents at once.

But the tides turned almost immediately. A squad of guards came rushing into the clearing. Suddenly, Ludovis’s party was the one facing a numerical disadvantage.

Realizing the game was up, Ludovis and the others beat a hasty retreat. They were forced to leave the Wingfolk girl behind.

"Tort?"

I was just starting to feel relieved that things had worked out when a familiar voice called my name. I turned to find Rei standing there. Mil and Sally were with her. It seemed the entirety of Glory's Steps had staged an impromptu reunion right in the middle of the black market.
Hidden Motives?

I never expected to run into Rei and the others in the middle of a black market.

"Everyone? What are you doing here?"

"We're... assisting with a raid," Rei answered.

"Well, 'assisting' is one way to put it. It was more like Rei's idea," Mil added.

"He was worried about the illegal slave trade, you see," Sally explained.

"Oh, I see."

In other words, Rei was in a position where the guards actually listened to his suggestions. Regardless of Rei’s humble attitude, Mil and Sally weren't even trying to hide their status anymore. Then again, their refined upbringing had been obvious from the way they spoke before now, so it felt a little late for them to start acting like commoners.

"So, Tort-kun, what were you doing here?"

Ah. Right.

Naturally, she’d ask that.

Sally peered at me with sharp, searching eyes. Did she find out about the Pandora Gifts?

No, no, she was probably just suspicious. I had to come up with a convincing excuse, fast!

Just then, Dolga-san returned and dropped a heavy hand on my head.

"Ah, Young Masters. This lad here was helping me out as my apprentice. He actually did some good work, slinging stones to disrupt the slave deal."

"Stop with the 'Young Master.' But... I see. Is that what happened?"

Oh, thank you, Dolga-san! He’d backed me up perfectly. Sally seemed satisfied with the explanation, too. Phew, saved.

"Wait, the slave deal... do you mean that girl?"

Mil pointed slightly behind me to the right. There stood the Wingfolk girl, her tiny hand tightly clutching the Cloak of Grace I was wearing.

"Whoa! Since when did she get there?"

I hadn't noticed at all.

Moreover, why was she clutching my cloak? What was the deal here?

I ended up explaining my situation to Rei’s group, including my theory that I didn't understand Ludovis’s actual intentions. Naturally, I kept the Pandora Gifts to myself.

"I see. So the adventurers who used you as bait were here. I honestly don't understand the logic behind using you as a lure either, but there’s no doubt they’re scum. At least we kept her from being dragged off by people like that."

Rei directed his final words to the Wingfolk girl. She didn't say a word, merely giving a small, solemn nod. Is she just a quiet person?

"My name is Mil. It's nice to meet you. Could you tell me yours?"

Mil immediately tried to strike up a conversation. All three of them seemed like the caretaking types, but Mil was definitely the most proactive.

The girl looked troubled for a moment before suddenly crouching down. I wondered what she was doing until I realized she was tracing characters into the dirt.

"Halfa. Is that your name?"

The girl—Halfa—smiled brightly and nodded.

"Can you not speak?" I asked.

Halfa shook her head. She began writing in the dirt again. According to her, Ludovis had ordered her not to make a sound. Now that I thought about it, Ludovis had been whispering instructions to her right before I threw the stone. That must have been the command to stay silent.

"Rei, can't we break a spell like that?"

"Usually, it's impossible without an order from the master. However, since the slave trader is in custody, we should be able to force the Incantation of Release out of him. Once she's freed from slavery, the previous orders will be voided."

"I see. That’s a relief."

However... things didn't go quite that smoothly.

"The Incantation of Release is different?"

"Yeah," Rei sighed. "It seems that adventurer, Ludovis, changed the code before he ran. We were able to free the other slaves, but it’s not working for Halfa."

"No way..."

She was so close to freedom. This was just too cruel. Standing beside us, Halfa hung her head in disappointment.

"Is there no other way to get the collar off?"

"The Incantation of Release is recorded inside the collar itself, so supposedly it can be retrieved if it’s analyzed properly. But trying to analyze it while it’s still on the person is dangerous. If you mess up the removal, it tightens around the neck. The Collars of Subjugation used for illegal slaves are particularly unforgiving about that."

That sounded grim.

But if that was the case, maybe there was a way?

I still had the Collar of Subjugation I’d once worn tucked away in my Storage Ring. I hadn't been able to bring myself to leave such a dangerous item behind in my old shack, after all.

"Hey, do you think people ever use the same incantation for multiple slaves?"

It was like passwords in my previous life. Even as security awareness grew, there were always people who found management too much of a hassle and used the same password for everything. I bet this world was no different.

"...True, considering the effort involved, there’s a high chance they’d use the same incantation for management. In fact, the slave trader did exactly that."

"Then if we analyze the collar I used to wear, wouldn't we find the incantation?"

"Wait, you still have it? But Tort, weren't you sold to a different trader after that?"

Ah, right. If so, the Incantation of Release would have been overwritten.

"I wonder if the previous incantation can still be recovered through analysis?"

"Who knows? There might be a chance. For now, why don't you let me take that collar off your hands?"

"Sure. Actually, please just take it. I didn't really know how to dispose of it safely anyway."

"Fair enough. I understand."

As soon as I handed over the Collar of Subjugation, Rei and his party said they would take it in for analysis and departed. Halfa went with them. For some reason, she refused to let go of my cloak until the very end, but she eventually relented once I explained that Rei and the others would look after her until she was free.

Between the collar analysis and re-interrogating the slave trader, hopefully, they’d find something. I prayed they could get that collar off her as soon as possible.

Once Rei’s group was gone, it was just me and Dolga-san.

"Now then, Tort. You owe me one, don't you?"

Owe him one...?

"Are you talking about when you stepped in with Sally?"

I’d thought he was just being helpful, but was this his angle? Wait, did he tell me about the black market specifically so something like this would happen?!

"Heh heh... Don't look at me like that. It’s not like I’m going to make some impossible demand. You just have to keep showing up for your Dagger Lecture. That’s easy enough, right?"

"W-Well, if that's all it is..."

But this was definitely his way of forcing me to learn Assassin Techniques! Besides, didn't he call me his "apprentice" when talking to Rei? He just meant a student of the lecture, right? He didn't mean an apprentice of some... shadow organization, right?

Ignoring my inner turmoil, Dolga-san gave me a smug grin and walked away.

I should head back too. I was exhausted.

...Wait, I'm definitely not going to make it back to the Wildcat Inn before dinner service ends.

Talk about adding insult to injury. Seriously.
21. Thanks to the Destiny God

The next day, I made my way to the Adventurer's Guild before the Second Bell.

Perhaps because I was so exhausted from the previous day's events, I’d slept like a log. I hadn't felt particularly refreshed when I woke up, which made me a little slow to get moving. As a result, I reached the guild just as the bell was about to toll. The ringing started almost the exact moment I arrived, which sent me into a bit of a panic.

"Sorry, I'm late!"

"No, you’re fine," Rei said, waving a hand. "The Second Bell is just ringing now, so you’re right on time."

I apologized to Rei and the others, but they didn't seem to mind. I suppose I’d made it just under the wire.

In addition to Rei’s trio, Halfa was also waiting in front of the guild. When I greeted her, she gave me a small smile and grabbed the hem of my cloak. Wait, why?

"Is something wrong?"

I asked, but Halfa only tilted her head with a puzzled look.

Well, okay then.

The Collar of Subjugation was still locked around her neck. I wondered how the analysis was going.

"Do you think they’ll be able to break the spell?" I asked Rei.

He frowned slightly. "It seems they can find traces of where the incantation was overwritten, but they’re having a difficult time with the actual restoration."

"I see."

It didn't sound like it was completely impossible, but it definitely felt like it would take a while.

"As for what to do with her... originally, I was planning on looking after her at my house, but..." Rei looked at me with a conflicted expression.

I wasn't sure what he was getting at. Did this have something to do with me?

While I was still trying to grasp the situation, Rei shifted his gaze. He was looking at Halfa. She looked anxious, and I felt her grip on my cloak tighten.

"She seems to feel uneasy about being separated from you, Tort. You two haven't met before yesterday, right?"

"I don't believe so..."

Halfa was a member of the rare Wingfolk race. If I’d ever met her before, I surely would have remembered.

"That's the situation," Rei continued. "I want to take a break from the dungeon today so we can discuss our plans for the future."

"Oh, yeah. That makes sense."

For the time being, we moved to the Wildcat Inn Dining Hall. The food there was excellent, but the location was a bit poor, so the place was usually quiet. While that might have been bad for business, it was perfect for us. Between her race and her beauty, Halfa tended to stand out, so the Wildcat Inn was the best place for a private conversation.

"Now then, regarding our future activities—"

"Oh, sorry. Wait a second."

"Hmm? What is it?"

Before we got into the thick of the discussion, there was something I wanted to try.

I thought I might actually be able to remove Halfa's collar. It wasn't exactly a conventional method, so if the specialists could have handled it through analysis, that would have been ideal. But since there didn't seem to be a breakthrough on the horizon, I didn't see another choice.

As for why I thought I could remove the Collar of Subjugation... the truth was, I’d ended up opening one of the Pandora Gifts last night!

I couldn't help it! I’d missed dinner at the Wildcat Inn, I was frustrated, and I was hungry. I’d thought maybe something delicious would pop out!

Well, it wasn't food...

Instead, I’d found an item called a "Rune Breaker." It looked like a knife with somewhat ornate decorations, but when I appraised it, it practically screamed "cheat item."

Apparently, anything slashed by this knife would have its magical effects or active spell formulas destroyed. Since items with spell formulas included things like magic tools and magic swords, it would likely work on the Collar of Subjugation as well.

If I used this, I could set Halfa free.

I felt a little bad for the people who were seriously analyzing the collar, and I really didn't want to admit I’d opened a Pandora Gift, so I’d considered staying quiet. However, my conscience nagged at me. I couldn't just turn a blind eye when I had a way to help her right in my pocket.

That said, I wanted to confirm if it would actually work on a collar first. Sally would probably know.

"Hey, Sally. Have you ever heard of a Rune Breaker?"

"Of course I have!" she chirped. "It’s a Legendary Grade magic item!"

"If someone had one of those, could they break a Collar of Subjugation?"

"Duh! They’re on completely different levels. There’s even a legend that a Rune Breaker once shattered the Guardian Barrier of a royal castle. I’d love to see one in person someday, but... they’re so rare and powerful that they’re usually kept under lock and key by the Church or the State."

"O-oh. I see."

It turned out to be way more dangerous than I thought!

But it made sense. If you had one, you could free any slave you wanted—illegal or otherwise—and even break through high-level barriers. A commoner having an item like that would be a nightmare for the authorities, and it would be a catastrophe if it fell into the hands of a villain. No wonder the Church and the government wanted to control them.

Uh oh. What do I do?

Given how the conversation was going, I needed a lot of courage to just pull it out. But the Rune Breaker was the only way to free Halfa...

While I was having this internal struggle, I noticed Sally was watching me with narrow, suspicious eyes. Rei and Mil looked equally exasperated. Only Halfa looked blankly at me, which was somewhat comforting.

"Tort-kun... you don't mean..."

I could have sworn I saw a predatory glint in Sally’s eyes.

No, don't flinch! I have to talk my way through this! Sally loves magic tools, so it’ll be fine!

"Ahaha... I actually happened to come across one yesterday. Here, look."

"This is it?! It looks just like a normal dagger! Here, lend me your Appraisal Loupe!"

"Yes, here you go."

"Thanks~!"

Oh, this might actually work! Sally was completely distracted by the Rune Breaker. If no one asked where I’d gotten it, I could probably get away with it!

Or so I hoped.

"Alright, Sally. The magic tool isn't going anywhere," Mil said, stepping in. "First, we free Halfa. Then, we give Tort his lecture."

"O-oh, right. Got it."

It didn't work!

Sally wasn't the one I should have been worried about!

...Well, I should have seen that coming.

In any case, freeing Halfa was the priority. To avoid prying eyes, we moved to my room. It wasn't very big, so five people made it quite a squeeze, but we just had to endure it for a bit.

Sally approached Halfa with the Rune Breaker in hand. It sounded like a dangerous situation on paper, but Halfa had been listening to the plan and remained calm. Or rather, she looked a little tense—probably with the nervous anticipation of whether this would actually work.

"It’s dangerous, so please stay still," Sally said softly.

She lightly touched the Rune Breaker to the collar. In that instant, with a crisp click, the collar fell away.

For a moment, Halfa stood there dazed, catching the discarded collar in her hands. Then, suddenly, large tears began to spill from her eyes.

"Thank you."

Her voice was trembling and faint. But the words had undeniably come from Halfa’s own lips.

Yeah, I was glad I did it.

I was probably going to get an earful from Sally and the others, but it was worth it. Getting the Rune Breaker really was a stroke of incredible timing.

Was this also thanks to the Destiny God, I wonder?
22. She Looks Toward You as if Wanting to Join the Party

Thanks in part to the merit of freeing Halfa, the lecture regarding the Pandora Gift ended with nothing more than a light scolding. Success!

Since my room was a bit too cramped for a real discussion, we moved back down to the dining hall. I felt bad for asking so many times, but Reila-san and Brass-san both graciously let us use the space again. I’d have to do something to thank them later.

"Um... thank you. To everyone, for saving me."

She seemed embarrassed about her earlier outburst of tears, as she’d been fidgeting restlessly for a while now.

She had just been liberated from being an illegal slave. It was only natural that she’d be overwhelmed with emotion. There was really nothing to be ashamed of.

After she calmed down, we asked Halfa more about herself.

Halfa was twelve years old—the same age as me. She was indeed a Wingfolk. Furthermore, according to Rei, those with white wings belonged to a clan held in high regard even among their own kind. Halfa herself didn't seem to realize it, though, so I wasn't entirely sure if she was actually a member of that specific clan.

Regarding how she’d become an illegal slave, it turned out she’d fallen victim to a slave hunt by outlaws. Apparently, she had been abducted by strangers one day after leaving the village where her clan lived. From there, she was moved around with a large group of other slaves, and by the time she realized what was happening, she was in Cygnil.

"That must have been so hard for you."

Mil pulled Halfa into a hug and gently stroked her hair. Her life as a slave must have been agonizing. Partway through her story, the tears started falling again and Halfa couldn't stop them. However, with Mil there to comfort her, she eventually regained her composure.

If only there were some way to return her to her family.

"There are several places where Wingfolk are rumored to live, but almost no one knows their exact locations," Rei explained. "They have cut off contact with other races to that degree."

"It would be fine if Halfa-chan knew the way, but based on what she’s told us, that seems unlikely..." Sally added. "It sounds like she was transported quite a long distance."

Just as Rei and Sally said, it would be difficult to return Halfa to her home immediately under the current circumstances. Of course, since there were at least some Wingfolk who visited the cities, I figured we might be able to manage something if we could make contact with them.

In the meantime, we had to figure out how she was going to live. If she could be hired as an assistant at Rei's house or something similar, it might work out.

"Halfa, what do you want to do?" I asked.

She had finally settled down. She tilted her head slightly, looked at me, and spoke.

"What about you, Big Brother?"

"Gwah!?"

I let out a pathetic squawk of surprise.

Big brother? Me?

Halfa’s face turned beet-red, and she started flailing her hands in front of her.

"N-No! Tort! Tort, what are you doing?"

Ah, I see. It was that phenomenon. The same kind of slip-up where you accidentally call your school teacher "Mom."

Only those who have experienced that particular brand of embarrassment can truly understand it. Since I felt her pain, I decided to let it slide.

"I’ve formed a party with Rei and the others and I'm working as an adventurer. I’m staying here at the Wildcat Inn. The food is great and it’s a good place to live."

"Then I want to be an adventurer too! I’ll stay at the Wildcat Inn!"

Halfa clenched both her fists in a victory pose. She didn't exactly look intimidating, but her motivation was clear enough.

"The inn is one thing, but an adventurer? That's dangerous work, you know. You have to fight monsters and everything."

I hadn't personally felt like it was all that dangerous since officially becoming an adventurer, but it was still a job where one wrong move could cost you your life. Although I was being a hypocrite by saying it, it wasn't a career I’d recommend to others.

However, Halfa wasn't so easily deterred.

"I'll be fine. I'm good at sniping things with a bow! Plus, they told me my songs are special."

"The bow is one thing, but songs?"

"Yes! They said that when people hear me sing, they feel energetic, or like power is welling up inside them!"

Could something like that really happen?

When I glanced at Sally, who seemed like she’d know the answer, her eyes were sparkling. Yeah, she was definitely intrigued.

"That’s Singing Magic! I’d heard only a few specific races could use it, but I guess Wingfolk are one of them!"

"Hmm. Not everyone can use it. But my mother can."

"I see! In that case—"

I left Sally to her excited rambling.

It seemed Halfa possessed a power called Singing Magic. And by her own account, she was also proficient with a bow.

She wasn't suited for solo work, but I felt like she could certainly make it as an adventurer. At the very least, she had abilities far more suited for the job than I did back before I took the guild's lectures.

When I looked at Rei, he gave a small smile and nodded.

"I think it's a good idea. Even if we search for Halfa's hometown, there's a limit to what we can do by staying in one place. It's not a bad thing for her to learn to fight for herself if she's going to be traveling between cities."

That was true. Even if she didn't become an adventurer, the world was still dangerous. In that case, it might actually be safer for her to gain strength as an adventurer. Glory's Steps was a good party, after all. It was the best possible environment for her to gain experience without overextending herself.

"If you're so worried, Tort, you can just protect her! You are her 'Big Brother,' right?"

Mil teased me, but that was the kind of comment that hit Halfa harder than me.

Sure enough, Halfa—who had clearly heard her—turned bright red and started a repeat performance of "That's not it!" even as she blushed. Still, the atmosphere was pleasant.

I suppose this was the start of the new Glory's Steps. We still needed a bit more preparation before we could truly start our activities, though. First things first, we had to get Halfa registered as an adventurer.
23. Fun Outdoor Activities

After Halfa registered as an adventurer, she joined Glory's Steps right away. That brought our party up to five members: two on the front lines and two in the back. I guess that put me in the middle. It was actually a pretty well-balanced group.

Once the registration was done, the next order of business was receiving the Divine Protection of the Job God. I paid the ten silver coins for her as a celebration for joining the party. I expected Rei and the others would handle the equipment side of things, since Halfa was currently flat broke. It was only fair.

Halfa received the Divine Protection of the Job God: Magic Archer. It didn't mean she was a user of a Magic Bow specifically; rather, it was a protection for those who used both magic and archery. Since Singing Magic fell under the magic category, she apparently received some benefit from it. She mentioned that she’d had the option to choose Minstrel if she wanted to focus entirely on singing, but since that wouldn't provide any bonuses to her bow skills, she went with Magic Archer. She seemed determined to make active use of her bow.

Over the next few days, Halfa got her gear in order and attended the Bow Skill Lecture at the guild to prepare for active duty. Mil and Sally kept her company during all that.

As for me, I threw myself back into gathering medicinal herbs for the first time in a while, much to Nina-san’s delight. It seemed no one else was gathering them, so they ran into a shortage almost immediately. I was surprised; I thought I’d gathered plenty before we headed into the dungeon.

I also used my spare time to finally start my cooking training. Calling it "training" is a bit of a stretch—I was really just helping Brass-san out at the Wildcat Inn. Still, my cooking skill was steadily rising thanks to my Cooking Talent. Plus, since I was technically working, the inn provided free meals for both Halfa and me. Between that and the discount Halfa got on her room as a rookie, it was a huge help.

After a few days of prep, the time finally came for Halfa to start her career as an adventurer.

We weren't heading into the dungeon yet; we started with a trial run in a nearby forest. I planned to show off my medicinal herb gathering skills while we were at it. I don’t mean to brag, but I felt like I’d reached a fairly expert level.

"Tort, is this one a medicinal herb?"

"Ah, yeah. Those leaves are part of a gathering quest. Let’s have Sally double-check them with the Appraisal Loupe later, just in case."

"Okay~"

I was paired with Halfa while Rei and the others formed a trio. Since I could identify most herbs on sight now, Rei’s group was using the loupe. Halfa was a quick learner and incredibly sharp. At this rate, she’d be a top-tier gatherer in no time—though I had no intention of surrendering my title as the gathering ace of the Cygnil Adventurer’s Guild just yet.

As I indulged in a bit of petty rivalry, I heard a rustle in the nearby grass.

"Halfa."

"On it!"

When I called out to her, she reacted instantly, training her bow on the swaying bushes. Her stance was steady and confident. A moment later, a monster known as a Horn Rabbit poked its head out. It was really just a rabbit with a single horn on its head. While a reckless adventurer could take a nasty hit from that horn, its threat level was low.

The second she confirmed the target, Halfa loosed an arrow without a moment's hesitation. It sank deep into the Horn Rabbit's torso. She must have hit a vital spot, because the creature didn't move again.

"One shot! That's amazing!"

"Hehe, see?"

She was better than I’d expected. When I gave her an honest compliment, she gave me a bashful smile. It was a little funny to watch the wings on her back twitching back and forth—I wondered if they were linked to her emotions.

"Just wait! I'll dismantle it right now!"

"Wait, you know how to do that?"

"Yep!"

She was more of a survivalist than I’d realized. It was impressive and reliable. She pulled out a dismantling knife and had the meat carved up in seconds.

"Since we're out here, you should cook it!"

"Right here?"

After taking the meat and casting Clean on Halfa, I realized it was indeed about time for lunch.

I’d already bought cooking utensils and ingredients for future long-term expeditions. I hadn't actually planned to cook in the field, though. Since I had a Storage Ring, I could just keep pre-made meals in a pot and pull them out while they were still hot.

But a bit of outdoor cooking sounded like a nice change of pace, almost like a picnic. I was a little worried about building a functional hearth, but struggling through it was part of the fun.

"Let's head to the meeting point, then. It's more open over there, so it should be safe to start a fire."

"Yay! I can't wait!"

"I've never cooked outdoors before, so it might not turn out great."

"It'll be fine! I'll help too."

We gathered some large stones on our way to the forest clearing. I stacked them into a makeshift hearth—though it was really more of a crude stand for the pot. Rei’s group returned around then, and after I explained the plan, they pitched in to help.

We threw in the Horn Rabbit meat, some miscellaneous vegetables, and a seasoning of salt and pepper. The result was... a stewed soup? Even with such a haphazard process, the dish turned out surprisingly well; the cooking skill really is a godsend. I caught myself daydreaming about making curry if I could ever find enough spices, but that was probably a pipe dream.

"Heh, you're actually a good cook, Tort."

"Thanks. I'm still just practicing, though."

The meal was a hit. Honestly, it was a few steps below the food at the Wildcat Inn, but maybe because we’d all made it together, it tasted better for it. Compared to what Rei and the others were used to, the quality of the ingredients was definitely lacking, but no one seemed to care. I suppose if you're an adventurer, you can't afford to be a picky eater.

"Will you cook like this in the dungeon too?"

"No, I'll use the Storage Ring to bring pre-made meals."

"That's a relief... but is that really okay with you?"

"I have the skill, so I want to make sure I'm using it."

"Don't worry, I'll help too!"

In the end, we didn't even do any more medicinal herb gathering in the afternoon and just spent the time talking. Sometimes, a slow day like this was exactly what we needed.
24. A Dangerous Explosive

Based on her performance in the forest, Halfa seemed to have a high aptitude for adventuring. With that settled, we resumed our exploration of the dungeon.

The first and second floors posed no real problems. We already had experience navigating them as a party of four, after all.

Our coordination with Halfa included seemed fine as well. However, when it came to fighting in narrow hallways, attacking with a bow proved a bit tricky. The space inevitably became crowded, and it seemed that high-level techniques—like threading an arrow right between allies—were still a bit beyond her.

That said, even when she couldn't use her bow, Halfa had her Singing Magic. For instance, Song of Life was a mysterious melody that temporarily boosted the recovery rate of anyone who heard it. It increased the effectiveness of healing spells like First Aid, and more importantly, minor bruises would naturally mend on their own thanks to the enhanced self-healing. It was truly impressive.

The fact that Singing Magic affected everyone within range was both a blessing and a curse. Since Song of Life targeted all humanoids, if we were fighting outlaws or bandits, they would benefit from the effect as well. It didn't affect monsters, though, so it wasn't that much of a drawback in a dungeon.

"Halfa seems to be doing just fine."

"Yeah, I'm okay!"

We were currently taking a short break on the stairs leading down to the third floor. Halfa answered Rei’s check-in with a bright, energetic voice. She clearly still had plenty of gas in the tank.

"I see. In that case, we'll proceed to the third floor as planned."

We finally moved on. The floors up until now had been the introductory phase, so to speak. According to many veteran adventurers, the third floor was where the real challenge began. The biggest change was, without a doubt, the traps. They weren't just in treasure chests anymore; they were built into the environment itself.

The dungeon in Cygnil was a fixed dungeon that didn't experience shifting, and maps of the lower floors were common. Because of that, the locations of most traps were well-documented, but I’d still heard plenty of stories about rookie adventurers letting their guard down and paying the price.

"I'll take point from here. Everyone, stay behind me."

Finding traps was my job. I scanned the floor, the walls, and even the ceiling with practiced caution.

I'd heard there was a skill called Trap Detection, but I hadn't acquired it yet because the guild didn't offer a lecture for it. Apparently, learning Trap Disarming naturally sharpened your ability to sense danger to some degree, and I’d been told that was usually sufficient.

Since I had the map I’d purchased, I didn't need to be overly paranoid, but I intended to take it seriously as a form of training.

After walking for a while, a small room appeared to the right of the passage. According to the map, it was a dead end with nothing in it, but I could hear a faint sound coming from inside. It was likely monsters.

Peeking in quietly, I spotted two massive crustaceans. They were Giant Crabs. Protected by sturdy shells, they were highly resistant to piercing and slashing attacks. They were a bad match for me, Mil, and Halfa. However, if we turned them into grilled crab with Sally’s magic, defeating them shouldn't be too hard. It was a shame they’d just vanish once defeated, though.

"What's the call?"

"With only two of them, they're manageable. Let's give it a shot."

Everyone nodded at Rei’s decision.

If we were going to explore this floor, these were enemies we couldn't avoid. I was grateful for the chance to gain experience in a favorable situation. We needed the kills for income, anyway.

Oh, right. Since my dagger won't do much against those shells, I might as well try that. I pulled out the Gambler's Staff I’d received from the old man at the black market.

There was a risk of it failing or misfiring, but... it would probably be fine! I just had to believe in my Luck stat.

I swapped my knife for the staff and waited for the signal. The moment Rei charged, we all poured into the room together.

The procedure was the same as always. Rei drew the attention of the Giant Crabs to keep the rest of us safe. As expected, the monsters focused entirely on him, leaving us free to act.

Or so I thought.

It turned out there were other monsters lurking in the room besides the crabs.

"Whoa, what the—!?"

"Bats!"

Labyrinth Bats swooped down from the ceiling toward Sally just as she was beginning to cast. These were slightly larger versions of Vampire Bats. For reasons no one really understood, they were drawn to the use of magic and would swarm anyone attempting it. Because of that, mages absolutely loathed them.

There were five of them in total. They attacked sporadically, preventing Sally from concentrating on her spell. Mil tried to swat them down with precisely timed strikes, but she wasn't having much luck.

With Sally’s magic effectively sealed by the interference, we couldn't land a decisive blow on the Giant Crabs. Rei was hitting them with Shield Bash whenever he saw an opening, but it wasn't doing much damage.

Still, the Giant Crabs were slow, and Rei was parrying them with ease. The battle had reached a stalemate, but Rei wasn't in any immediate danger. I figured it would be best to clear out the bats first.

I pointed the staff at a Labyrinth Bat and willed it to fire. A bolt of light erupted from the jewel at the staff’s tip, instantly piercing the creature. The power was impressive. A second later, one of Halfa’s arrows took down another.

Projectiles were clearly the way to go; Halfa and I each dropped another bat. For the final one, Mil showed her grit by splitting it in half with a perfectly aimed vertical strike. With the air clear, only the Giant Crabs remained.

"Flame Whip!"

Sally’s magic finally lashed out at one of the crabs. The fire surged, entangling the monster and incinerating it in a single blow. As expected, magic was the hard counter here. As long as we could manage the bats, the Giant Crabs were no match for us.

Only one left.

I could have left the last one to Sally, but I wanted to see what else the staff could do. Since it was more powerful than I’d expected, it seemed like a handy item to have for enemies like these.

I leveled the staff at the remaining Giant Crab and took aim. But just as I was about to fire, a wave of dizziness hit me.

Wait... is this magic power exhaustion?

Does this thing actually drain my own mana to fire!?

I nearly toppled over, barely catching myself. In the process, the staff slipped from my hand. It traced an arc through the air, clattering against the wall behind the Giant Crab.

Then came the explosion.

"Why did it explode!?" I yelled.

Was that a misfire? If so, this thing was way too dangerous! It wasn't a "handy item"—it was a liability!

The Giant Crab caught in the blast vanished without a trace. Fortunately, Rei had been far enough away to avoid injury.

The looks I got from Rei, Mil, and Sally were painful. I knew I was in for it, and I couldn't even defend myself.

Just as I was shrinking back in anticipation of a lecture, Halfa let out a cry of surprise.

"Huh? The wall crumbled... I think there's a hidden passage back here!"
25. Unexplored Area

Beyond the wall that had nearly crumbled from the explosion of the Gambler's Staff, a passageway of some kind was clearly visible.

"Hmm, just as I thought. It’s not on the map," Sally said, looking up from the parchment. "Doesn’t look like there are any other paths running nearby, either."

Beside her, Rei’s eyes were sparkling with excitement.

"A hidden passage! That means everything past here is an unexplored area...!"

Rei was usually the level-headed one, but whenever treasure chests or unknown adventures were involved, his boyish side tended to leak out. Well, there was a certain romance to it, I had to admit. I totally got it.

"It’s definitely a hidden passage, but that doesn't necessarily mean it’s unexplored," Mil pointed out coolly.

I had a feeling she was intentionally playing the "responsible adult" role just to keep Rei in check. Probably.

As Mil said, just because it was behind a hidden wall didn't mean no one had ever been there. Dungeon walls had a habit of repairing themselves before you even noticed. I wasn't sure if the walls blocking a hidden passage worked the same way, but there was no guarantee they didn't.

Still, I felt the odds of it being truly unexplored were pretty high.

"If it had already been mapped out, there’d be no reason to keep it a secret," I offered. "It wouldn't be strange for it to be recorded on the official maps."

"True enough," Sally added with a nod. "Conversely, if someone is hiding it, that means there’s something back there worth hiding."

That was an intriguing thought. If there was a secret someone wanted to keep, I definitely wanted to know what it was.

"Anyway, let’s just go see for ourselves! We’ll find out soon enough," Halfa chirped.

She was right. There was only one way to know for sure.



We proceeded through the hidden passage at a measured pace. Without a map, we had no idea where the traps might be. It wouldn't be a laughing matter if we walked right into one just because we were trying to make time. We had to be cautious.

Searching for traps while you walked was more exhausting than I’d expected. It wasn't so much physical fatigue as it was mental. We were constantly on edge, straining not to miss the slightest anomaly. At this rate, we’d be worn out before we even found any monsters. I knew I should probably try to relax a little, but I figured I just needed more experience before I could manage that.

"Ah, wait. Stop."

"Oh? A trap?" Rei asked.

I brought the party to a halt. Just as Rei suspected, I could see a trap further down the passage. I wondered if the others had spotted it yet.

"Can you tell where it is?" I asked.

"I mean, it’s pretty obvious," Rei said. "It’s that tile, right?"

"I think so, too!" Halfa agreed. "Nothing else looks even remotely suspicious."

Rei was pointing at a specific flagstone on the floor. Since the entire floor wasn't tiled, this single, solitary stone stood out like a sore thumb.

"Hmm. Isn't that a bit too blatant?" Mil asked, sounding skeptical. "I doubt we’d be able to spot it that easily if it were a real threat."

"True," Sally said. "I mean, you might trip it by accident during a fight, but otherwise..."

Mil and Sally were clearly suspicious because of how obvious it was. Those two tended to be the cautious thinkers of the group—well, except when magic tools were involved. Then Sally usually went off the deep end.

I looked at the group and smiled. "Actually, you’re both right."

This was a classic dungeon trap. There were variations, but you could find something like this in almost any dungeon.

"It’s a two-stage setup," I explained. "If you step on that obvious tile, it triggers arrows or something from the walls. But there’s a second part. A little further away, there’s a tiny depression with a switch that looks exactly like a pebble. That's the real trap. It’s usually something nasty, like the floor falling away to drop you into a pit of spikes."

It was a spiteful little mechanism designed to catch people who thought they were being clever by sidestepping the obvious threat.

"Whoa! You're amazing, Tort!" Halfa cried, her eyes shimmering with admiration.

I was a bit embarrassed, but it felt good to be praised. "Thanks. It’s my job, after all. But you’re doing great too, Halfa. You’ve been a huge help with your bow and your singing."

"Ehehe, you think so?"

Halfa gave a bashful smile, her white wings twitching happily behind her.

"Huh. Can you really see it?" Rei asked, leaning in.

"If I know what I'm looking for and stare really hard, I can see it," Mil admitted. "But otherwise? No way."

"Yeah," Sally agreed. "If I didn't know it was there, I'd never guess that pebble was a switch. Not in a million years."

The three of them huddled around the "pebble" switch. It seemed they’d concluded it would be nearly impossible to spot on a first pass.

To be honest, that went for me too. Even though it was my first time seeing this specific trap, I only noticed it because I had the prior knowledge and was specifically looking for it. I really had to thank the great explorers of the past who had documented these things for the rest of us. It was thanks to them that we could explore in relative safety.

Fortunately, even in this hidden area, we were still on the Third Floor of Cygnil. The traps here followed the same logic as the ones I’d studied in the guild lectures. If this had been a completely unique, unknown type of trap, I probably would have been in trouble.

"Are you going to disarm it?" Rei asked.

"You can't really 'disarm' dungeon mechanisms like you can with treasure chests," I said. "Our best bet is to just mark it or use planks to bypass it. In this case, there’s enough room to just walk around."

The passages here were wide enough that avoiding pressure-plate traps wasn't much of a challenge.

We encountered a few more monsters and traps after that, but they were all standard for the Third Floor. The monsters were no match for us, and as I got more used to identifying the traps, our progress sped up significantly.

Eventually, we came to a stop in front of a door decorated with an incredibly gaudy design.
Boss Room...?

If I had to describe that door with my—to put it mildly—limited vocabulary, I’d probably call it "The Entrance to the Boss Room."

The massive double doors were incredibly imposing. Pillar-like braziers stood before them, igniting automatically as we drew near. It was a classic trope in games, but experiencing it in person still made me jump. Had I been alone, I definitely would’ve let out a scream.

As it turned out, the concept of a "boss room" actually exists in this world. On certain milestone floors of a dungeon, powerful monsters often block the path forward. People call these creatures "bosses." It’s surprisingly similar to how things work in video games.

However, to the dungeon itself, a boss is still just a monster. They respawn quite frequently. This meant that if the area beyond those doors was indeed a boss room, there was almost certainly something waiting for us inside, regardless of whether the area was previously unexplored.

"What should we do?" I asked, turning to the group.

Bosses were typically on an entirely different level than the standard monsters found on the same floor. While we could handle the creatures on the Third Floor with a fair amount of leeway, a boss was a different story entirely.

"I want to give it a shot," Rei said with a grin.

I understood the sentiment. This was a boss room in a potentially unmapped zone; the thrill of what we might discover was hard to ignore.

"Even if we do challenge it, it doesn't have to be right this second," Mil countered. Sally nodded in agreement. I suspected Mil was just trying to balance out Rei’s impulsiveness, as she kept stealing excited glances at the door. It was actually Sally who seemed the most composed for once, which was a bit of a rarity.

That left my opinion and Halfa's. When I caught Halfa's eye, she simply tilted her head.

"I don't really know much about this stuff, but if I'm with all of you, I think we'll manage somehow."

Since she had only recently become an adventurer by circumstance, she lacked general dungeon knowledge. It was only natural for her take to be a bit vague.

However, I mostly agreed with her. Judging by the strength of the monsters we'd faced on the Third Floor so far, I didn't think a boss would be completely beyond our capabilities.

"We aren't low on consumables and we’ve got plenty of energy left, so there’s no real reason to put it off until another day," I added.

Thanks to my Storage Ring, our greatest strength was the ability to carry a massive surplus of recovery items. Besides, we’d had such an easy time on this floor that we’d barely used any of our supplies.

In the end, no one voiced a definitive objection. All that was left was for Rei to make the call as our leader.

"Alright. We’ll take a short break here, then head through those doors. It’s ten to one a boss room, so don't let your guard down."

We all voiced our assent.



When I put my weight into the double doors, they began to groan open with a heavy, grinding sound, moving as if by their own accord.

The interior was pitch black, making it impossible to see the back of the room. Our lantern light and Sally’s Floating Light seemed to be swallowed by the gloom, barely illuminating the ground at our feet.

We stepped cautiously into the chamber. A thunderous boom echoed behind us as the doors slammed shut. Our exit was cut off... but we’d expected as much.

Suddenly, the darkness vanished. I couldn't tell where the light was coming from, but the entire room was suddenly illuminated, and our field of vision expanded all at once.

The chamber was much larger than I’d imagined. It felt like it would take more than ten seconds to run from one end to the other, even at a full sprint.

In the center of the room, a white beast sat glaring at us. It looked like a cross between a wolf and a dog, but it was massive—twice my height even while sitting—and a single horn sprouted from its head.

To be blunt, it looked incredibly powerful. The sheer pressure it exuded was incomparable to any monster I’d faced since becoming an adventurer. The only thing that even came close was that creature from my time as an illegal slave—the eerie Black Wolf that had taken my eye.

However, the impression this one gave off was quite different. That Black Wolf had been clad in a sinister aura that invited pure dread. This beast possessed a ferocity, yet it didn't evoke that same sense of revulsion. Instead, there was a dignified, almost divine air about it. Though, perhaps I was just being influenced by its color.

"This is bad," Rei muttered.

"Yeah. This was completely unexpected," Mil replied.

Just as they said, our situation was dire. While it was impossible to accurately measure the strength of a creature we knew nothing about, it was clear that this beast was in a different league. It would be difficult for us to even put up a fight.

"Sally, Halfa! The door?"

"It's no use!"

"It won't budge at all!"

I checked with the two behind me, but their reports weren't promising. Then again, that’s just how boss rooms worked. It was exactly as I’d feared.

It felt like a desperate situation, but I didn't fall into despair. We still had an emergency exit.

"Should we use the Return Crystal?" I proposed.

"Yeah, let's do it," Rei agreed instantly.

The Return Crystal was a rare dungeon-born item. I didn't understand the mechanics behind it, but using it would teleport the party back to the dungeon entrance. It would fail if a monster was too close, but since there was plenty of distance between us and the beast, it should still work.

However, before we could activate the crystal, the white beast moved.

It opened its maw wide—a mouth easily large enough to swallow us whole—and...

"Kuaaa~h."

It let out a long, airy yawn.
White and Fluffy

The white beast closed its massive jaws and began moving them with a rhythmic, squelching munyu-munyu sound. It seemed that earlier display... had just been a yawn.

What was going on?

This wasn’t exactly what I’d expected.

When I instinctively tilted my head, the beast mimicked me, cocking its own head to the side. What is this?

"So cute!" Halfa let out a high-pitched squeal.

Between the fluffy fur and the adorable gestures, it certainly was cute—provided you ignored the fact that it was a massive creature I had to crane my neck to see.

Come to think of it, the beast’s expression, which had seemed so fierce before, looked quite peaceful now. Maybe it had just been a little grumpy from being woken up?

Regardless, we’d missed our chance to run, and I no longer felt much of a need to escape anyway. It seemed the white beast had no intention of being hostile toward us.

"So, what should we do about this?" I asked.

Even if we could avoid a fight, there was still a problem: the door wouldn't budge. At this rate, we were stuck in the room. We had the Return Crystal, of course, but if we weren’t in immediate danger, I wanted to avoid using such a rare item.

"Wafu~?" the beast let out a relaxed yip.

It didn't stop there. Right before our eyes, its body began to shrink, rapidly whittling down until it was the size of a small dog.

"Wow, it got tiny!"

"How adorable~"

"I-I suppose so," Rei added tentatively.

Our gazes were glued to the creature as it rushed toward us, wagging its tail. The women, in particular, were completely enamored. I intended to remain on guard just in case, but seeing it running with all its might at the size of a puppy, my vigilance couldn't help but waver.

The white beast kept rushing toward us without slowing down. 

Wait. Its target wasn't the group; it was me!

"Whoa! Wait—!"

The moment I realized its intent, the white beast leaped at me. The impact wasn't heavy, which was a relief; it seemed its weight had decreased along with its size. Even so, the surprise was enough to knock me off balance.

The white beast didn't care at all that I’d fallen on my backside and immediately started licking my face. It wagged its tail vigorously, looking quite pleased with itself.

There didn't seem to be any danger, but I couldn't fathom why this was happening. My face was getting soaked...

"Phew...! It's so fluffy!"

"It really is. Mil, you should try touching it too."

"A-As for me, well..."

Even though I was in a bind, Sally and Halfa were busy petting the fluffy white beast. Mil seemed interested as well, tentatively reaching out a hand with a bashful expression. Only Rei gave me a sympathetic look and a wry smile, though she didn't actually do anything to help.

In the end, this continued until the white beast was finally satisfied. By then, not only my face but even my Cloak of Grace was dripping with drool. I was incredibly grateful for the <Clean> magic.

Once I was presentable again, I looked over at the beast.

"From today on, your name is Shiroru!" Halfa declared.

She’d just gone ahead and named it. Since the beast in question looked happy about the choice, Shiroru it was.

Now that Shiroru had practically become a pet, the danger was truly gone, but we still couldn't leave the room. The entrance door remained stubbornly shut.

"Shiroru, do you know how we can get out?" I asked, mostly as a joke.

"Wafu!" 

To my surprise, Shiroru suddenly stood up on its hind legs and thumped its chest with a front paw. 

Wait, what? Is it saying, "Leave it to me"?

"Wafu-wafu!"

Shiroru pointed a paw sharply at me, then made a gesture as if tracing a square in the air. 

"Speaking of square things associated with Tort-kun, maybe it means a Pandora Gift?" Sally muttered.

I wondered about that reputation, but given my track record, I could hardly deny the association.

Shiroru made an "O" shape with its paws, suggesting that was the correct answer.

I didn't quite understand why, but I pulled one out from my Storage Ring. The moment I showed it, Shiroru began tapping the Pandora Gift repeatedly, as if urging me to open it.

After a previous discussion with the party, I’d been given permission to open Pandora Gifts as long as I was with someone and the fatal-damage-avoidance effect of my [Destiny God's Smile] hadn't been triggered yet. They were worried I might use one in secret and collapse from a bad effect. I felt bad for making them worry.

The problem was that my [Destiny God's Smile] had probably already triggered today—specifically when I found the hidden passage after the Gambler’s Staff exploded. I felt a legitimate hesitation about opening a Pandora Gift without that safety net.

"Ah!"

Before I could make up my mind, Shiroru lost its patience. With a flash of movement, the creature opened the Pandora Gift itself. It was a feat of swiftness that gave me no time to stop it.

What came out was... a bracelet?

I peered at it through the Appraisal Loupe. The item name was 'Bracelet of Bonds (Provisional).' No, really—that was the name. The description read: Demonstrates its true value when a bond is formed with a Holy Beast.

"What kind of effect does it have?" Sally asked, her face full of excitement.

"Hmm? I'm not really sure."

She’d probably guessed it was a magic tool, but I couldn't tell for certain. Even after reading the description, I didn't understand how it worked.

And what exactly was a 'Holy Beast'? Based on the situation, I assumed Shiroru was the one. After asking for a moment, I used my skill to appraise Shiroru directly.



Name: Shiroru
Race: Holy Beast
Age: 0
Level: 5

Vitality: 44/44
Mana: 35/35
Strength: 28
Stamina: 26
Agility: 33
Dexterity: 22
Magic Power: 26
Spirit: 26
Luck: 69

Skills:
[Thought Transmission] [Scratch Lv5] [Bite Lv5] [Lightning Magic Lv2] [Telekinesis Lv5]

Traits:
[Kin of the Destiny God]

Magic:
<Lightning Clad> <Lightning Strike>



It turned out Shiroru really was a Holy Beast. On top of that, it was a [Kin of the Destiny God]. Perhaps that explained why it was so attached to me? Since I possessed [Destiny God's Smile], it might feel a sense of kinship.

What concerned me, however, were Shiroru's stats. They weren't high at all—in fact, they were quite low. Its age was listed as zero, too. I wondered if this was a different entity from that giant beast we first saw? But it had shrunk right in front of us...

Still confused, I equipped the Bracelet of Bonds (Provisional). Since my Storage Ring was on my left hand, I slid the bracelet onto my right.

Nothing happened at first. The change only occurred when Shiroru reached out and touched the metal. For a brief moment, the bracelet glowed with a faint, pale light.

"Hmm? Did we just form a bond?"

『That's right, Tort. Nice to meet you!』

"Whaaa!?"

I jumped in shock. Somehow, I could perfectly understand Shiroru's barks, even though they still sounded like nothing more than a series of wafu-wafus to my ears.
28. No Mission in Particular

“Tort, what’s wrong?”

Maybe it was because I’d suddenly let out a strange yelp, but Rei was looking at me with a worried expression. I hurriedly explained the situation.

“Sorry. Don’t worry. The moment Shiroru touched this bracelet, I became able to understand what he’s saying.”

“You can talk to Shiroru? I’m so jealous! I want to talk to him, too. If I borrow that bracelet, will I be able to talk to him as well?”

The one speaking with such envy was Halfa. Since she was the one doting on Shiroru the most, it felt a bit cruel that I was the only one who could communicate with him.

I wondered how it worked. When I cast an inquiring glance his way, Shiroru shook his head from side to side.

“The Bracelet of Bonds can’t be shared. It’s the ultimate proof of the bond between Tort and me! However, if it’s just chatting, I can do that without the bracelet!”

Shiroru waddled over to Halfa on two legs, looking a bit unsteady, and raised his front right paw in a wave.

“Hey, thanks for giving me a name! I am the Holy Beast, Shiroru. From here on out, I’m going to follow Tort as his partner, so nice to meet you!”

“Whoa! I’m Halfa! Nice to meet you, too, Shiroru!”

It seemed everyone heard the greeting this time, not just me. I’d seen a skill called Thought Transmission on his status screen earlier; this must be the effect.

If he had an ability like that, why didn't he use it from the start? What was that whole game of charades earlier even for?

“What do you mean by ‘partner’? I don’t mind you coming with us, but...” 

Once Shiroru finished his round of greetings, I asked him about the part that was bothering me.

“A partner is a partner. Is that a problem?”

“No, it’s not a problem. I just wondered why you chose me.”

“Because we’re both Kin of Lord Lamuyadas, so I figured we’d get along!”

Lord Lamuyadas was another name for the Destiny God. Most people, including myself, usually just called him the Destiny God. I wondered why? Maybe there was some kind of religious commandment against speaking the deity’s name too casually.

Regardless, I wondered when I had become a Kin of the Destiny God. At the very least, no such title had appeared when I appraised my own status. I was constantly being saved by the Destiny God’s Smile, though, so I didn't really mind the "Kin" label.

“So, that seems to be the deal...”

By a strange turn of events, we were taking Shiroru with us. I looked around to see how the others were taking it. The three women looked delighted to have a new fluffy companion. Rei, however, had a slightly different reaction. She looked… strangely motivated.

“A Holy Beast as a partner, huh? Does that mean you have some kind of mission?”

Ah, I see.

Receiving a divine mandate and saving the world with a Holy Beast at your side. It was exactly the kind of setup you’d find in a heroic epic. I could understand why Rei found it so romantic.

But still. I doubted anything like that would happen to someone like me. Setting aside how he looked before he shrank, the current Shiroru didn't exactly radiate "chosen savior" energy.

“A mission? Not really! If I had to pick one, I want to be fed delicious food. That is my mission!”

I knew it!

Though, honestly, I think seeking out gourmet food is a perfectly noble mission in its own right.

However, it was clearly a disappointing answer for Rei. Her excitement visibly deflated. In her place, Sally spoke up with a question.

“Why did you get so small? You were huge when we first saw you.”

“That’s because of Tort’s influence. A Holy Beast’s form changes depending on its partner.”

Was that why his stats were so low? I certainly didn't feel any of the dignity he’d displayed at the start. If I was told it was my influence, I couldn't really argue. But he’d definitely shrunk before I even put on the Bracelet of Bonds. Maybe there was a sort of provisional contract in effect the moment we met?

“Tort...”

Rei was looking at me reproachfully. She probably thought his "grand mission" had vanished specifically because of my influence.

Hey, my personality and stats might have affected him, but I’m sure the mission thing has nothing to do with me! It's not like the gods would say, "Well, we can't give this guy a mission because he'd never finish it, so let's just scrap the whole thing," right?

...Actually, if there were multiple candidates, that might exactly be what happened. I was starting to feel like that was a distinct possibility. Yeah, I should probably keep that thought to myself.

“If we’re taking him along, is it okay to just walk around with him out in the open?” I asked.

“You should be able to get a Tamed Monster Mark at the Adventurer’s Guild,” the ever-knowledgeable Sally answered. “Most people attach those to a collar.”

Without a mark like that, people wouldn't be able to tell if he was a wild monster or a pet. It would be a disaster if someone hunted him down by mistake. The only issue was whether Shiroru would agree to it.

“Mmm, a collar? It sounds a bit constricting, but I can endure it for a bit. Besides, I’m usually vanished anyway, so it shouldn't matter much.”

Once I explained the situation, he agreed surprisingly easily. Being able to actually communicate made everything so much smoother.

But he’d said something a bit curious.

“What do you mean by ‘vanished’?”

“Hold on. I’ll show you.”

The moment Shiroru spoke—or rather, the moment I thought I saw him grin—his entire body faded away.

“Shiroru! He really disappeared!”

Halfa reached out to the spot where he’d been standing, but her hands only swiped through empty air. He wasn't just invisible; he was physically gone.

“See? I’m gone! I’m actually inside the bracelet right now. Oh, just so you know, I can’t talk to anyone but Tort while I’m in here.”

According to Shiroru, he was currently residing inside the Bracelet of Bonds. Apparently, there was a living space inside that was unexpectedly comfortable.

“Oh, that’s right. In this state, the door should open, so you can leave without any trouble.”

Ah, right. Since there was currently no "boss" in the boss room, the doors would unlock. But what would happen to this room once Shiroru was gone?

“The original boss should spawn. I was just tricking the dungeon into letting me sublet the place!”

What does that even mean?

Is it actually possible to deceive a dungeon or rent out space in one?

And then it hit me—I hadn't even spoken that thought aloud, yet he’d answered me. By any chance, were my thoughts leaking directly to Shiroru?

“You should be able to control what you send and what you don't to some extent. But right now? You’re an open book!”

Leaking completely, huh...

Well, whatever. I’d deal with that later. For now, I needed to explain things to the others and get out of here. If we dithered for too long, the actual boss might decide to show up.
29. I’ve Seen This Development Before

Once we were safely out of the dungeon, we headed straight for the Adventurer’s Guild. Our goal was to obtain a Tamed Monster Mark for Shiroru. I spotted Nina-san at one of the reception counters and joined her queue.

"What will the rest of you do?" I asked the party.

"They’ll likely have quite a few questions for us, so I’ll stay," Rei replied. "My presence should lend more credibility to the story than if Tort were testifying alone."

That was true. If we were going to talk about Holy Beasts and the like, having Rei there would be a huge help. I wasn't sure if Nina-san knew Rei’s true background, but he certainly carried more weight than I did on my own.

"I see. In that case, the three of us will go exchange the magic stones and other loot for cash," Mil offered.

"Got it. I’ll leave that to you."

As Mil spoke, I discreetly pulled the magic stones from my Storage Ring and handed them over. I had other dropped items as well, but if I pulled everything out here, the existence of my Storage Ring would be exposed. I decided to save the rest for later.

Not long after seeing Mil’s group off, our turn finally came.

"Nina-san, I’d like to request a Tamed Monster Mark."

"A Tamed Monster Mark? Does that mean you’ve tamed a monster?"

"Hmm. Is he a monster... I wonder? Anyway, I’ve found myself needing one."

"…? Just to be safe, would you mind if I confirmed the creature's identity?"

A confirmation, huh?

Worrying he’d stand out too much, I’d asked Shiroru to wait inside the bracelet for the time being. If he suddenly popped into existence right here at the counter, it might actually draw more unwanted attention. My attempt at discretion was starting to look like it might backfire.

"Um, doing it right here is a bit..."

"Yes, of course. Is the creature waiting outside?"

"For now, could you possibly lend us a private room?"

"A room...?"

Nina-san looked puzzled, but explaining the details in the middle of the lobby was out of the question. People would overhear, no matter how quiet we were.

After some effort, I managed to persuade her to let us use a space that looked like a reception room. Here, I could call Shiroru out without worrying about prying eyes.

"Okay, I’m going to call him out now."

"Wait, call him? In here?"

Leaving the bewildered Nina-san to her confusion, I called out to Shiroru.

(Shiroru. Sorry, but could you come out for a bit?)

(Oh, got it! Coming right now!)

The issue of my inner thoughts leaking had been resolved fairly easily; now I was able to convey only what I specifically wanted to tell him. That is, unless Shiroru was just reading the room and pretending not to notice my other thoughts.

Regardless, Shiroru appeared the moment I called. As if to offer a greeting, he sat back on his haunches like a human baby and waved his right front paw. It was a shamelessly calculated pose—though I doubt Shiroru himself realized just how "cute" he was being.

"This is the one. Um... Nina-san?"

"Ah, yes! This little guy? Oh my... he’s absolutely adorable...!"

The moment Nina-san saw Shiroru, she froze mid-sentence. It wasn't because he had appeared out of thin air, though—it seemed she was simply overwhelmed by his cuteness.

As expected of Shiroru!

That said, Nina-san was a professional and a capable adult. Once she snapped out of it, she got straight to work.

"At this size, a standard collar with a Tamed Monster Mark should fit just fine. I’ll go prepare one immediately. ...Even so, he’s a rare-looking creature. Is he truly a monster?"

"Ah, well, about that—"

(I am the Holy Beast Shiroru! Nice to meet you!)

Before I could explain, Shiroru stood up with a start and offered a cheerful greeting. He must have used Thought Transmission. Nina-san stood there, paralyzed with shock.

"It spoke...? Wait, a Holy Beast?"

"Indeed. A Holy Beast," Rei added in a somber tone, addressing Nina-san as she struggled to process the situation.

"A Holy Beast..."

She whispered the words like a prayer, her eyes darting back and forth between Shiroru and me several times. Finally, her gaze settled back on Rei.

"A... Holy Beast?"

Nina-san had officially glitched out.

To be fair, Shiroru didn't exactly radiate the majesty one might expect from a legendary creature, and I certainly didn't look like the kind of special person who could have a Holy Beast as a familiar. I could understand why she found it hard to accept.

"It may be difficult to believe at first, but that is our conclusion," Rei said. "You received a message of sorts just now, did you not? It is clear that he is no ordinary monster. I believe we should report this to the Guild Master as well."

Nodding repeatedly at Rei’s suggestion, Nina-san scrambled out of the room.

"Is this really something we need to tell the Guild Master?" I asked.

"I’m not certain, but it’s better to be safe. It’s best to have this on the record."

I hadn't expected it to become such a big deal. I knew Shiroru was special, but a direct report to the head of the guild? Looking at him now, he didn't seem like such a grand, imposing figure.

A short while later, there was a knock at the door. When Rei gave permission to enter, two men walked in.

One was an elderly man. He had likely retired from the front lines, but he possessed a sturdy build that practically screamed "veteran adventurer." He carried the heavy aura of a powerful warrior. This was surely the Guild Master.

The other was Dolga-san. I had no idea why he was there. As usual, the man was a mystery.

The man who seemed to be the Guild Master paused for a split second when his eyes fell on Rei. Given his position, he likely dealt with the city’s influential figures and recognized Rei’s face. However, he seemed to decide to treat him strictly as an adventurer for the time being.

"I am Madrus, the Master of the Adventurer’s Guild. I heard the report from Nina. You claim to be accompanied by a Holy Beast?"

As expected, he was the Guild Master. Madrus scanned the room, his eyes eventually landing on Shiroru, who was currently smiling and waving a paw.

"A Holy Beast...?" he muttered, his expression twisting into one of deep skepticism.

I’d seen this exact development before!
30: An Unexpected Snack Time

Nice to meet you, Madrus. I am the Holy Beast Shiroru. Did you have business with me?

"Hmm. It seems you can indeed communicate. However, as for whether you are truly a Holy Beast..."

The Guild Master seemed taken aback by Shiroru’s greeting, but he wasn't about to believe the claim on that alone. I could understand his skepticism. Shiroru’s appearance—more like a cuddly plushie than a legendary creature—didn't exactly scream "Holy Beast."

"Tort, could you lend the Appraisal Loupe to the Guild Master?" Rei suggested.

"Oh, yeah. Sure."

In response to Rei’s idea, I handed the device over. Since the race would be explicitly listed, it was the fastest way to settle the matter.

Madrus peered through the Appraisal Loupe and let out a pained groan. "Nuuu..."

Was he struggling to reconcile his expectations with reality? Personally, I didn't see why a Holy Beast couldn't be cute.

Afterward, Dolga-san took a look as well, but he accepted it much more casually. "Oh, it really is a Holy Beast," he said easily. The two of them were quite the study in contrasts.

Once the Guild Master acknowledged Shiroru’s identity, Rei began explaining the circumstances surrounding him. Her explanation was concise and logical, making the story easy to follow. Thanks to her, it didn't look like I’d need to interject at all.

Hey, Tort. How much longer is this going to take? Can I go back yet?

Eh? I’m not sure. Just hang in there a little longer.

Muu. I’m bored. Oh, I know! Give me something tasty to eat and I'll behave!

Troublesomely, Shiroru was getting restless. I wasn't sure about bringing out food in a formal setting like this, but I didn't want to dismiss him while we were still discussing his nature.

Tort, is it ready yet?

He was in full meal mode, staring at me with wide, expectant eyes.

...Fine. If we stayed in the corner and ate quietly, it should be okay. Probably.

I moved to the edge of the room and sat Shiroru on the floor. Now then, what should I give him? I didn't have many options for a discreet snack, so I pulled out something I’d made myself. It was a simple dough made of flour, sugar, and water, kneaded and fried in a pan. 

I’d originally wanted to make cookies, but eggs and butter were nowhere to be found in the market. Eggs were luxury goods with a limited supply, and butter was nonexistent in this region. Even with access to an oven, the temperature was a nightmare to control and fuel was expensive, so I hadn't experimented much. The result was a thick, crepe-like flatbread.

Despite its simplicity, Shiroru happily stuffed his face, munching away with gusto.

It’s a weird kind of bread, but it’s sweet and delicious!

I’d splurged on the sugar, so while the recipe was basic, the ingredients hadn't been cheap.

"Ahem!"

A thunderous throat-clearing suddenly echoed through the room, snapping me out of my daze. It came from the Guild Master.

I hadn't noticed that Rei had finished her explanation because I was too busy watching Shiroru eat. What a blunder!

Shiroru had just finished his last bite at the perfect time, so I picked him up and turned back to face the Guild Master.

"...Umu. For now, I approve the Tamed Monster Mark. Nina should have it ready soon. However, I have a question for the Holy Beast myself."

Oh, finally. What is it? Ask away.

"In truth, an unfamiliar black beast has been spotted within the dungeon recently," the Guild Master began.

According to him, sightings were frequent from the Fifth Floor onward. For veteran adventurers who braved the Deep Floors (Eighth and below), it wasn't a difficult foe to defeat. However, for the mid-tier explorers on the Middle Floors, it was a dangerous opponent that couldn't be taken lightly.

Worse yet, anyone wounded by the black beast's claws or fangs suffered from fevers and rashes, eventually falling into a state of extreme weakness. Several adventurers had already been affected, and some were in such a state that they hadn't regained consciousness.

"A black beast...? Could it be...?"

The description rang a bell. Before I’d officially become an adventurer, I’d encountered a Black Wolf while being dragged along by Ludovis and his party. I didn't know if there was a connection, but that wolf had felt different from other monsters. It possessed a sense of dread that was the polar opposite of the divinity I’d felt from Shiroru—a true malevolence.

"I might have seen it before," I said.

I told the Guild Master about the Black Wolf and, while I was at it, mentioned Ludovis’s group and their misdeeds. I wasn't looking for revenge, but I wasn't going to pass up a chance to report their behavior directly to someone in power.

"Ludovis... those guys again," the Guild Master grimaced.

It seemed their reputation was just as bad as Nina-san and the other adventurers had suggested.

"Wait, didn't you get wounded by that wolf, Tort?" Rei asked. "Did you have a fever?"

"No, nothing like that. It might be a different monster after all."

That was the main discrepancy between the Guild Master’s "black beast" and my Black Wolf.

However, it was unlikely that two different, unknown species would appear at the exact same time. Dungeon monsters were usually fixed. While rare, undiscovered species were found on occasion, the odds of two appearing simultaneously were slim compared to the possibility that they were the same entity.

The Guild Master nodded gravely at my reasoning.

"Indeed. I suspect as much. I actually have a lead on what it might be. There are descriptions in old texts regarding a calamity that once plagued this region. Legend says a Hero and a Holy Beast sealed it within the dungeon, but..."

He glanced at Shiroru. Shiroru had been busy growling to himself, seemingly ignoring the conversation, until he suddenly let out a sharp "Waf!"

Oh, I remember now! That thing is the Plague-Cursed Black Wolf!
31. I Have a Rune Breaker

The Plague-Cursed Black Wolf. That, apparently, was the true identity of the black beast lurking in the dungeon.

『Oh, it’s all starting to come back to me now.』

For a Holy Beast like Shiroru, forming a new bond with a human was essentially the same as being reborn. It wasn't that he’d forgotten everything from his past, but his memories felt hazy, as if obscured by a thick fog.

『If I recall correctly, my previous partner—my master—must have weakened its power and sealed it away. I was the one who acted as the anchor for that seal.』

It seemed the hero the Guild Master mentioned was Shiroru’s previous partner—or rather, his master. Back then, they’d shared a standard master-servant relationship, much like any other tamed monster.

The Plague-Cursed Black Wolf was an immortal entity. even the hero of old couldn't destroy it completely, so he’d settled for sealing it away. But a seal requires a maintainer; without one, it eventually loosens and breaks. Shiroru—weakened and wounded after the battle—had volunteered to act as the seal’s anchor, falling into a long slumber to serve as its guardian.

『I don’t know how the seal got broken, but those Ludovis guys are definitely suspicious.』

Even with the seal broken, the Black Wolf hadn't recovered its original strength yet. To do so, it needed a sacrifice. In other words, Ludovis and his cronies had intended to offer me up as a meal for the beast.

"So the reason I didn't show any symptoms back then was..."

『I suspect it hadn't recovered enough power to manifest them yet,』 Shiroru replied. 『But its strength is returning now.』

The Plague-Cursed Black Wolf was gradually regaining its former might. At the moment, it could only inflict disease-like symptoms on those it wounded, but eventually, it would become a walking disaster that scattered plague wherever it went. Before it was sealed, the wolf had triggered a Great Plague that claimed countless lives. If it were allowed to recover its full power, history was doomed to repeat itself.

"According to the records, the 'Prayer Stone of Benevolent Rain' was used to suppress the plague. Do you have any idea where it might be?" the Guild Master asked.

『That? Master said he was going to leave it somewhere in the dungeon, but I fell asleep before he did. I have no goal where it ended up.』

"I see..."

If we had the Prayer Stone of Benevolent Rain, we might be able to mitigate the damage, but we were officially out of leads. Given Shiroru’s situation, I suspected it was hidden away in a secret room or behind a concealed passage.

"I wish we had a way to find hidden rooms and passages," Rei muttered, clearly thinking along the same lines.

But if a reliable method existed, someone would have found it by now. The Guild Master’s grim expression confirmed my suspicions; there was no easy way.

"This isn't a problem that can be solved with mere skill or technique," the Guild Master said bitterly. "I’ve never heard of a magic tool capable of detecting hidden rooms. In the end, discovering one comes down to nothing more than luck."

At the mention of the word 'luck,' Rei’s eyes snapped open and he whipped his head toward me. Dolga-san also shot me a meaningful, toothy grin.

『If it’s luck you need, leave it to Tort! He’s guided by Lord Lamuyadas himself!』

Great. Shiroru just had to open his mouth. 

The fate of the city was a bit too much weight for my shoulders, but if there was something I could do, I wasn't going to back down. Hunting a legendary wolf sounded impossible, but finding an item? That was right up my alley.

I took a moment to explain the situation to the Guild Master, who was looking increasingly confused, including the part about the [Destiny God's Smile]. Since I’d already managed to find Shiroru, I at least had a track record to back up my claims.

"I see... I never imagined we’d truly end up relying on luck. Very well, I’ll count on your assistance. I’ll still instruct the other adventurers to investigate, of course."

Even if he called it my "strength," it was still just a matter of luck, so it didn't really feel like I was doing much. Things would turn out however they turned out. Still, knowing we weren't the only ones searching took some of the pressure off. If the entire world were resting on my shoulders, I probably would have crumbled.

"Well, we can leave the search to Tort and the kids. The real problem is what to do about the wolf," Dolga-san said, falling into thought.

He was right. Even if we suppressed the plague, we wouldn't have a fundamental solution until the Black Wolf was dealt with. It had apparently been "slain" several times in the dungeon already, yet it always came back. It was truly immortal. Our only choice was to seal it again.

"What happened the last time?" I asked.

『Hmm? That thing is more of a curse than a monster. My master’s comrade used <Song of Soothing> to weaken it, and they placed a seal on its core during that opening.』

"Wait, is that why Ludovis silenced Halfa?" Rei muttered.

That made sense. During the chaos at the black market, Ludovis had gone out of his way to make sure Halfa didn't speak. I didn't know how he knew, but he must have realized she could use singing magic.

"Does Halfa even know the <Song of Soothing>?" I asked.

"Who knows? We’ll have to ask her later."

『Anyway, the wolf isn't that strong yet, right?』 Shiroru chimed in. 『Instead of weakening it, we should focus on a way to destroy its core.』

That was a fair point.

"The records describe the core as a cursed object that aggregates negative energy—essentially a type of magic tool," the Guild Master explained, his expression darkening. "Physical attacks and magic are useless against it, but as a magic tool, there should be a way to destroy it. However..."

The Guild Master clearly had an idea, but he looked miserable.

"The only way is to use a legendary-grade item called a 'Rune Breaker.' But such things are not easily obtained. The few individuals who possess them are—"

...Um, I actually have one.

I didn't quite have the courage to interrupt the Guild Master’s dramatic speech, but Rei was practically drilling a hole in the side of my head with a "hurry up and tell him" glare. 

"Um... you mean this?"

"...Huh?"

Taking advantage of the moment the Guild Master stopped to catch his breath, I pulled the Rune Breaker out of my Storage Ring and handed it to him. He stared at me as if I were speaking a foreign language.

I couldn't blame him. If someone told me that the "unobtainable" item I was just talking about was sitting right in front of me, I wouldn't believe it either. To help things along, I handed him my Appraisal Loupe as well.

The Guild Master peered through the loupe at the Rune Breaker with an unreadable expression—and then he froze like a statue.

Actually, he was trembling. The shaking grew more violent by the second, like a volcano about to erupt. Then, suddenly, he let out a massive sigh. He took a deep breath, then another, repeating the process until he’d finally regained his composure. When he finally looked at me, it was as if he were staring at an unidentified lifeform.

"Just... what on earth are you?"

Even if he asked, it wasn't like I had an answer for him.
32. Missions Can Wait

“A toast to our newest companion, Shiroru—cheers!”

Following Rei’s lead, we all raised our glasses. “Cheers!”

“C-Can I eat now? I’m digging in! Munch, munch.”

Shiroru, who had been forced to wait for the toast, immediately set to work on the feast. I’d ordered quite the spread today, so the table was practically buckling under the weight of the food. I wasn't sure exactly how much a Holy Beast could pack away, but I was determined to see him satisfied.

After our audience with the Guild Master, we’d regrouped with Mil and the others and headed straight for the Wildcat Inn Dining Hall. Celebrating here was quickly becoming a tradition. The food was excellent, and the atmosphere was usually calm. Since it was more of a restaurant than a tavern, the heavy drinkers might have found it lacking, but for us, the absence of rowdy drunks was a major plus.

In the Kingdom of Lievril, adulthood begins at sixteen. Currently, the oldest members of Glory’s Steps were Rei and Mil, and since they were both only fifteen, our party didn't technically have a single adult in it.

While there weren't any formal laws regarding age limits for alcohol, custom dictated that children shouldn't indulge. Consequently, our celebratory toast was made with Grape Juice.

“Oh, what is this? It’s delicious!”

“Ah! Shiroru! Your face is a disaster! Stay still, let me wipe that off.”

“O-Oh? Thanks, Halfa. This stuff is great, but it’s a bit tricky to eat.”

Shiroru was currently enamored with the Rabbit Meat Stew, the Wildcat Inn’s signature dish. It was a masterpiece—tender chunks of rabbit simmered for hours in a thick, savory brown sauce. It really was spectacular; I could sympathize with his single-minded devotion to the bowl.

The problem was that Shiroru was eating directly from the plate, which meant the white fluff around his muzzle was now stained a dark, messy red. It looked like a scene from a horror movie. Halfa was doing her best to clean him up, but the stains were stubborn. I’d have to hit him with a Clean spell later.

“You’re supposed to use the spoon to scoop it up, like this,” Mil said, demonstrating. “Though I suppose that might be a bit much to ask of you.”

“Oh, I use this? Well, that would certainly keep me clean!”

To our surprise, Shiroru actually started using the spoon quite deftly. He wasn't using his paws, of course—he was manipulating the utensil with his [Telekinesis] skill. I was just starting to feel impressed by his fine motor control when the spoon missed his mouth and jammed straight into his nose.

“Pugya!? Gwah, that’s hot!”

“Oh dear! Here, let me help!”

Sally was on it in a flash, casting First Aid to soothe the minor burn. It seemed delicate tasks with [Telekinesis] were still a bit of a challenge for the little guy. Then again, given how much he loved to eat, I had a feeling he’d master it in no time.

As the lively meal continued, I filled Mil, Sally, and Halfa in on what had happened during our meeting with the Guild Master.

“Hmm. I see,” Mil mused. “But our basic plan doesn't really change, does it?”

“Right,” Rei agreed. “At most, we just need to be a bit more thorough when looking for hidden passages or hidden rooms.”

Just as they said, our overall strategy remained the same. We’d been asked to find the Prayer Stone of Benevolent Rain, but without any solid leads, we had no choice but to keep expanding our exploration bit by bit. That said, I planned to be extra vigilant whenever we reached the edges of the known maps.

“As long as that Black Wolf gets taken out, everything should be fine, right?”

“Exactly~,” Sally chirped. “We even gave them the Rune Breaker, so I hope they wrap this up quickly~.”

I’d left the Rune Breaker—the ultimate trump card against the wolf—in the Guild Master’s care. He was supposed to entrust it to an adventurer with the skill and reliability to handle the job. Our party had only made it as far as the Third Floor, so taking on the Black Wolf ourselves was out of the question.

Still, I couldn't help but feel a little stung by the way the Guild Master had looked at me when I handed it over. It was like he was staring at something utterly incomprehensible.

Look, I get it. It’s a priceless artifact. But I was lending it out because the whole city was at risk; he didn't have to look at me like I had three heads.

He’d been grateful, of course, but he’d asked me “Are you sure?” so many times I’d lost count.

I understood his concern, though. It could be lost in the heat of battle, or the adventurer chosen to carry it could simply vanish with the prize.

Even so, to me, the peace of the city was worth far more than any legendary sword. If I wanted to enjoy a slow, quiet life as an adventurer, I needed a city that wasn't being ravaged by a plague. If it solved the problem, I was honestly fine with them keeping the thing. Sally would probably kill me if I said that out loud, though.

“Well, for now, let's just focus on doing what we can.”

“Indeed! I’ll do my part to help you guys out!” Shiroru barked, waving a front paw for emphasis. “In exchange, I expect you to keep the good food coming!”

Right, there was that too. Since my “mission” apparently involved keeping Shiroru's belly full of delicacies, I figured I should put some effort into it. I did have a cooking skill, after all.

Since high-quality seasonings and proper utensils were hard to come by, I couldn't exactly recreate the recipes from my old world perfectly. However, this world had magic. If I got creative, I could probably use spells to supplement my kitchen tools. Maybe it was time to take magic study more seriously.

Yeah, that sounded like a plan. I’d master more magic and hone my cooking skills to keep Shiroru happy. And if the food was good, the rest of the party would be happy too.

Suddenly, I was feeling very motivated!
33. Crab Hunter

“Alright, crabs!”

『Ooh, crab! Those are the tasty ones!』

Glory’s Steps was currently exploring the Third Floor. Along the way, we had encountered a group of Giant Crabs—four of them, to be precise. They were common monsters on this floor, but to us, they were also delicious prey.

“Tort, Shiroru. Don't let your guard down, even if you’re used to fighting them,” Rei warned.

“Yeah, I know.”

『Understood!』

I’d gotten a bit carried away and started frolicking. Just as Rei said, carelessness was the enemy. Even if we were familiar with how they fought, one hit from those massive pincers would result in a nasty injury.

That said, as long as we stayed sharp, Giant Crabs weren’t particularly scary. During our first encounter, Sally was the only one capable of landing an effective blow, but now we had Shiroru’s lightning and my own magic.

Sally finished off one Giant Crab with a preemptive strike from her Flame Whip. Shiroru followed up by blasting another with lightning. It wasn’t enough to kill it instantly, but it clearly dealt significant damage.

I circled around behind the giant crab that Rei was keeping busy and placed my hand against its sturdy shell.

“Dehydrate.”

I cast my newest spell. As the name suggested, its effect was dehydration—a rather brutal bit of magic that stripped the moisture from anything the caster touched.

The biggest advantage of this spell was its ability to deal guaranteed damage, even against hard, armored targets. Dagger users like me usually struggled against sturdy foes like Giant Crabs, making this an incredibly convenient tool for such encounters. The fact that its mana consumption was modest for its power was another plus.

However, it wasn't a very popular offensive spell. The main drawback was the requirement of physical contact. Pure mages like Sally generally avoided stepping into the fray to touch their enemies.

To be honest, I hadn't even learned it for combat; I’d picked it up for cooking. I’d been wondering if I could use it to make dried fruit or jerky. Unfortunately, I hadn’t had the chance to test those theories yet, but I definitely wanted to try when I had some spare time.

While I was lost in thought, the Giant Crab—now parched and shriveled from the dehydration—succumbed and vanished. Against a Giant Crab, the process took about five seconds.

It looked like Shiroru and Sally had finished off the remaining crabs as well. The fight was over in a flash. While it cost some mana, Giant Crabs were easy marks for us now. Mil and Halfa, however, looked a little disgruntled.

“I didn't even get a turn,” Mil complained.

“Me neither. My arrows just bounce off,” Halfa added.

Giant Crab shells were notoriously hard. If you slashed at them poorly, you’d just chip your blade. Unless you had no other choice, it was safer to avoid using swords entirely. Halfa had her Singing Magic, but since we didn’t struggle to kill them, there wasn't really a need for her to use it. Consequently, whenever we ran into a pack of only Giant Crabs, Mil and Halfa ended up bored.

“But you both love eating them, right?” I asked.

“Well, yeah. They are good eating,” Mil admitted.

“They’re delicious,” Halfa agreed.

Exactly. One of the drops from a Giant Crab was its meat. Usually, they just dropped their shells, but occasionally they’d leave behind a leg. Those legs were packed tight with meat, and they were incredible.

The preparation was simple: either boiled or grilled. It was also great to flake the meat into a barley porridge made from a stock of the shells. Everyone loved it, but Shiroru and I were particularly fond of it.

Lately, just spotting a Giant Crab was enough to make me salivate. I really had to focus, or I’d be a mess before the battle even started.

『Tort, I found crab legs! Two of them!』

“Thanks, Shiroru. I think our stockpile is getting pretty big.”

Since we’d been focused on the Third Floor recently, my Storage Ring was starting to fill up with crab legs. Because they were so large, even a single leg provided a substantial amount of food. We wouldn't be running out of crab anytime soon.

“Alright, that’s that. Sally, how’s the exploration going?” Rei asked.

“Give me a second… Right. If we head back to that last junction and check the other passage, we should be done with this area.”

In our search for the Prayer Stone of Benevolent Rain, we were combing through the dungeon using the map as a guide, but we hadn't found any hidden passages yet.

We had, however, found quite a few treasure chests. Most adventurers took the shortest route through the floors, meaning any chests that popped along those paths were quickly claimed. On the other hand, very few people bothered to explore the dead ends, so chests often remained tucked away in the corners of the map.

Following Sally’s lead, we retraced our steps and took the other fork in the road. We proceeded down the unexplored tunnel without incident—we didn't even run into any monsters—and reached the end. Tucked into the dead end was another treasure chest. Our luck was holding.

“A magic tool! Please let there be a magic tool inside!” Sally prayed.

『I want food! Tort, make food come out!』

Sally I could understand, but Shiroru was being unreasonable. I was the one opening the chests, sure, but I didn't get to decide what was inside.

I quickly checked for traps. It was a gas-based one—the kind that turned into a real headache if you messed up. I had everyone step back while I covered my face with a cloth and got to work. Though, with a trap of this level, I didn't think there was any risk of me failing.

Everything went smoothly. I disarmed the trap and picked the lock. Inside were…

“Magic scrolls, huh?”

There were two of them. I used my appraisal skill and found that one was Ice Coffin and the other was Decomposition.

Ice Coffin was an intermediate-tier water spell that trapped enemies in a sarcophagus of ice. We decided Sally would take that one. When it came to items that improved combat capability, our party’s policy was that the person who could best use the item took it immediately to boost our overall strength, rather than worrying about individual buyouts.

As for the other scroll, Decomposition, it was a Dark Magic spell that caused the target to rot. Wounds inflicted by decay were difficult to heal, even with magic. It was a nasty spell usually employed by demon-type monsters, and it was a pain to deal with if an enemy used it on you.

However, as a player-usable spell, it was honestly a bit underwhelming. While it hindered healing, the raw damage output wasn't that impressive. If you wanted to kill something, standard attack magic was much more efficient.

Furthermore, if you used it while hunting monsters outside of a dungeon, it would ruin the materials. Since monster parts were a primary source of income for adventurers, that was a dealbreaker.

Because of that, Decomposition was one of the most unpopular spells in existence. There were almost no human casters, and the Mage Guild didn't even bother stocking the scrolls.

But for me, this spell had potential. I mean, if it caused things to rot, that meant that if I could control it precisely… I could probably use it for fermentation, right?

I think I just found my chance to start making fermented foods!
34. The People of Fermentation

“Tort, stop! You shouldn’t waste food!”

“No, you’ve got it all wrong, Shiroru. This is a necessary step.”

“That’s impossible! If food rots, it becomes inedible!”

“I’m not letting it rot. I’m fermenting it.”

Shiroru and I were currently in the middle of a heated argument in the yard behind the Wildcat Inn.

Today was a scheduled day off from dungeon exploration. I had been waiting for this moment to test out the Decomposition spell. That’s right—I was the one who ended up with the magic scroll we found in the treasure chest the other day.

It wasn’t a spell with a particularly positive reputation, nor was it especially useful in combat, so the others had looked at me with some confusion. However, since it wouldn't have fetched a high price if we sold it, I managed to claim it for myself without any real fuss.

Having already used the scroll to learn the spell, I had planned to dive into the challenge of making fermented foods with child-like excitement. That was until Shiroru caught me in the act. I suppose if you don’t understand the concept of fermentation, it’s only natural to assume I was just letting perfectly good food spoil.

“Tort? Shiroru? What are you two doing back here?”

『Oh, Halfa! You’ve come at the perfect time! You have to stop Tort!』

Perhaps we had been making too much of a racket, as Halfa had come to investigate. Shiroru immediately tried to recruit her to her cause. Oh no, you don't!

“You’ve got it wrong, Halfa. I’m conducting an experiment to make something delicious.”

『Liar! Tort is trying to make the food rot!』

Even as I desperately tried to explain, Shiroru kept talking over me to sabotage my defense. Gununu.

After giving us both a curious look, Halfa peered into the pot I had prepared. It was filled with boiled beans. They looked exactly like soybeans... or rather, I couldn't tell the difference, so I just treated them as such. Either way, they were a common staple in this world.

“Making beans rot...? Oh, I see! You’re making natto!”

『You know what that is, Halfa?!』

An unexpected word flew out of Halfa’s mouth. Shiroru was stunned, and frankly, so was I. To think she actually knew about natto.

“Halfa, you’ve heard of it?”

“Of course. We ate it all the time back in the Wingfolk Village. I haven't seen any since I came to Cygnil, so I figured no one but my people ate it.”

Wait, so natto is a staple in the Wingfolk Village...?

They looked like angels with those halos on their heads, but their dietary habits certainly defied that image.

Still, the existence of natto proved that fermentation was possible here. I had been worried that since the bacteria might not be the same as in my old world, no matter how hard I tried, I might never succeed.

Knowing that something similar to natto bacteria existed was a huge relief. I wasn't actually trying to make natto this time, so I needed a different strain of bacteria, but knowing there was a precedent made me feel much more confident.

『Y-You eat... rotten beans...?!』

“No, like I said, it’s not rotting—it’s fermentation.”

『Mmm...? Fermentation...』

Shiroru, who had been completely deaf to my explanations until now, seemed to waver once she saw my "accomplice" Halfa. I had to press the advantage!

“Exactly! Fermentation! Under the right conditions, food doesn’t rot; it ferments. When that happens, it transforms into something unlike anything you’ve ever tasted, Shiroru.”

『I-Is that so...?』

Perfect. Shiroru was slowly starting to believe me.

In reality, rot and fermentation are essentially the same phenomenon caused by different microorganisms, but let’s just call that a "white lie" for now. The important part was the promise of something delicious.

“Though, what I’m making today isn’t natto.”

“If it’s not natto, then what is it?”

Oho, Halfa was hooked. As expected of the People of Natto.

“I want to make soy sauce or miso. Have you ever heard of those, Halfa?”

“Oh, I know those! That’s right, soy sauce and miso are made from beans too, aren't they?”

What?!

They even had soy sauce and miso?

The Wingfolk were incredible. From now on, I’d call them the People of Fermentation. Forget just returning Halfa home; I now wanted to find the Wingfolk Village purely for the sake of culinary exploration!

“Exactly. But I don’t know the exact process, so I’m going to have to rely on trial and error. Halfa, do you know the recipe?”

“No... not the details.”

“I figured as much. I guess I’ll just have to experiment.”

I knew that soy sauce and miso required soybeans, salt, and koji mold, but my knowledge didn't go much deeper than that. For the time being, I mashed the boiled beans and mixed in some salt. I wasn't sure about the koji mold, but since I’d heard of rice-koji and barley-koji, I tried mixing in some wheat flour as a substitute. I had no idea if it would actually work, though.

To run multiple tests, I divided the mixture into several portions and placed them into separate jars. I focused on the first jar and cast Decomposition.

The result was a green, mushy mess.

『You’re going to eat that?!』

“N-No! This one’s a failure!”

Unfortunately, the first attempt was a bust. I suppose I really did need the specific mold. Just adding flour wasn't enough. You’d think magic would be a bit more accommodating with the details.

Then again, maybe it was just my lack of visualization.

Alright, time to reset and try again. This time, I’ll use the magic while focusing purely on the image of soy sauce.

Become soy sauce... become soy sauce!

As I channeled the magic with that prayer in mind, the reaction was clearly different. A brownish liquid began to seep out from the mass of ingredients.

Did I actually do it?

I scooped a bit of the liquid onto my finger. The color was more or less like soy sauce.

Was it safe to lick it raw? I recalled that back in my old world, they usually pasteurized it. Then again, "raw" soy sauce was a thing too. It should be fine. Just in case, I cast Clean while imagining it killing off any harmful bacteria.

I gave my finger a quick lick. It was salty, but there was more to it than that—a deep, savory umami. It was a bit funky, and I wouldn't call it high-quality, but there was no doubt about it. This was soy sauce!

“Tort, how is it? Did the soy sauce work?”

Halfa asked, leaning in with intense interest. It was the taste of her home, after all; she was bound to be curious.

I decided to let her be the judge. I poured the finished soy sauce into a separate container and cast Clean on that as well.

“I think I managed it, for the most part. Give it a try.”

I handed the container to Halfa. She peered inside for a moment before scooping some up and licking it, just as I had.

“Yeah, this is definitely soy sauce! The flavor is a little different, but...”

“I thought so. It’s not quite my ideal either... Maybe my mental image isn't strong enough?”

“Hmm, that might be it, but didn't you just learn that magic, Tort? Your Dark Magic level is probably still low, right?”

Ah, that makes sense!

Since I had only just learned it, my Dark Magic level was likely still Level 1. In that state, no matter how hard I visualized the result, my lack of proficiency was probably acting as a bottleneck.

If that was the case, I needed to get to work on leveling it up. Decomposition wasn't exactly easy to use in a fight, so I’d need another spell. I should stop by the Mage Guild later and look for a more practical scroll!

As I was lost in thought—

『Soy sauce... Is it good? I want to lick it too!』

Having watched our reactions, Shiroru had finally become curious. She used her telekinesis to float the container over to her and licked the contents with gusto!

『Gwah! It’s so salty! What is this?! Water! Give me water—!』

That’s what happens when you’re a glutton...

Sighing, I produced some water with Create Water. It would be a shame if she ended up hating soy sauce because of this, so I’d have to cook something delicious with it for her later. Having more seasonings really does open up a world of possibilities!
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35. Mystery Meat

"<Shadow Hiding>."

Faced with a pack of charging Orcs, I cast a specific type of Dark Magic on myself. It was a spell that lowered the target's visibility, making it appear as if they were sinking into the shadows.

This spell paired perfectly with my combat style. While <Shadow Hiding> was active, it became much harder for monsters to spot me, which in turn made it easier to trigger my [Shadow Strike] skill. Thanks to that synergy, I could pull off preemptive ambushes with ease. Since the effect was neutralized the moment I drew too much attention, the spell usually wore off as soon as I landed a blow, but its sheer utility meant I used it constantly. I was starting to feel more and more like an actual assassin.

This time, I slipped past the Orcs rushing toward me and aimed for the Orc Magician standing in the rear. Magic users were always a nuisance, so prioritizing the backline was a standard tactic.

Successfully bypassing the Normal Orcs thanks to the spell, I stealthily closed the distance to the Orc Magician. As I passed by, I slit its throat right in the middle of its incantation. Since Magicians had lower Vitality than Normal Orcs, that single strike was enough to finish it. The Magician hadn't even seen me coming; it probably died without ever realizing what had happened.

That left four Normal Orcs. Rei was drawing the attention of two, while Mil handled another. The last one was being tag-teamed by Shiroru and Halfa. Everyone seemed to have plenty of breathing room.

I targeted one of the Orcs Rei was fighting. With a single strike delivered from outside its field of awareness, the Orc spurted a violent spray of blood and vanished into particles.

At this point, the battle was effectively over. There wasn't even a need for Sally to step in with her magic. The remaining three Orcs were dispatched in short order, and silence returned to the corridor.

Once the fight was over, it was time to examine the drops, but...

"Meat and Magic Stones, as usual," Rei noted.

"Orcs really don't offer much variety, do they?" Sally added.

『Having plenty of meat is a blessing!』 Shiroru chimed in.

Orc drops were almost always meat and Magic Stones. While sometimes one of the two wouldn't drop, they never left behind anything else. I didn't mind that, really.

No, the real issue was the meat itself.

To think that I would actually experience the "Orc meat problem" that so many light novel protagonists had faced!

In this world, Orcs were pig-faced humanoid monsters. They didn't look remotely human, but they were still technically humanoids. Eating them felt... wrong. Perhaps that was why the people of this world never butchered or ate Orcs they hunted outside of dungeons.

However, when it came to the dungeon, this specific drop was judged as edible. The thing was, no one really knew what kind of meat it actually was. When I used my appraisal skill, the item name was displayed as "Orc's Mystery Meat." It was enough to make anyone feel a little conflicted.

And yet, everyone ate this "Mystery Meat" without a second thought. In fact, it was actually treated as something of a luxury item. They say "when in Rome, do as the Romans do," so I had eventually caved and tried it myself. For the record, it tasted exactly like pork—which only made me feel more conflicted.

Regardless, it was undeniably delicious, so I diligently collected it. Between this and the crab, my Storage Ring was rapidly turning into a walk-in larder.

『Muu... I am getting hungry. Is it not about time for lunch?』

"Let's see... Yeah, it looks like it's exactly noon! Your stomach is like a clock, Shiroru."

『When it comes to mealtime, you can count on me!』

Shiroru's stomach gave a growl that announced the hour. Sally confirmed the time with her Time-Reading Magic Tool; it really was lunch.

"I see. Then let us eat here."

The small room where we had fought the Orcs only had one entrance. As long as we watched that door, it was a safe place to rest. Since the timing was perfect, we decided to take our break right there.

Hehe... To tell the truth, I had been waiting for this moment.

Ever since I first made soy sauce, I had been working on my Dark Magic to improve the quality of my fermentation. Thanks to those efforts, I had managed to produce a batch of soy sauce that was significantly better than the last. I figured today was the perfect time to debut it.

I pulled some pre-seasoned Horn Rabbit Meat, a frying pan, and a Simple Stove from my Storage Ring. The stove was a Magic Tool I had splurged on just for this occasion.

"Oh? It's not pre-cooked today?" Mil asked.

"Nope. The aroma of Teriyaki while it’s cooking is simply irresistible. I wanted you all to experience that part of the meal too."

"Ah, you're right. The smell of searing soy sauce is wonderful," Halfa added.

I got everything ready with Halfa's help. That said, all I had to do was fry the meat, so it was hardly any work at all. As soon as the meat hit the pan, the savory, mouth-watering scent of caramelizing soy sauce filled the room.

"That smells incredible..." Rei muttered.

"It really does. What a lovely aroma," Sally agreed.

『Muu! I cannot stop drooling!』

As expected, everyone was hooked. My mission to spread the gospel of soy sauce was proceeding perfectly.

I transferred the cooked meat to plates and handed them out. The sweet and savory soy-based sauce clung to the tender rabbit meat, looking incredibly appetizing. Everyone’s eyes were glued to their food.

Unsurprisingly, Shiroru led the charge. She blew and huffed to cool the hot meat before wolfing it down. Rei and the others followed suit immediately. I decided it was time for me to dig in as well.

Delicious!

Teriyaki really is the ultimate comfort food!

This flavor absolutely screams for a bowl of white rice. Unfortunately, I didn't have any, so I settled for bread instead. This would actually make a great sandwich topping.

"This is amazing! I've never tasted anything like it, but I could see it becoming a habit," Rei said between bites.

"It really is good. You were pouring a black liquid over it... is that the secret?" Mil asked.

"Honestly, you could probably open a restaurant with this," Sally praised.

A storm of compliments broke out among the group. Even Halfa was squinting her eyes in bliss as she savored the Teriyaki.

I felt a surge of relief. Since she was the only other person who actually knew what soy sauce was, her opinion mattered the most to me. It looked like I had passed the test.

『Teriyaki is wonderful! I cannot believe this is made from rotten beans!』

The moment the words left Shiroru’s mouth, Rei, Mil, and Sally froze mid-chew. A second later, three sharp gazes pierced right through me.

"N-No, you've got it wrong, Shiroru! It's not 'rotten,' it's 'fermented'!"

『O-Oh. That was it. Fermented.』

After some desperate explaining—and a lot of help from Halfa, who spoke up in my defense—I managed to convince the three of them. Thank you, daughter of the fermentation folk! My plan to popularize soy sauce almost went up in flames right at the finish line.

Honestly.

Give me a break, Shiroru!
36. No Stars Above, But...

About two weeks had passed since my meeting with the Guild Master.

We had begun exploring the Third Floor that very day, and since then, we had pushed through both the Third and Fourth Floors using our maps as a guide. We hadn't found anything resembling a hidden passage or secret room yet, though. It was possible we were simply overlooking them, but without a surefire way to detect them, there wasn't much we could do.

Today, we finally set foot on the Fifth Floor. We were currently resting near the entrance, which would serve as our campsite for the night.

Several other adventurer parties were also preparing to camp nearby. By tacit agreement, adventurers in a dungeon usually camp near floor transitions. Since monsters attack regardless of the time of day, people huddle together to ensure there’s enough manpower for a night watch.

That said, it wasn’t a formal alliance; it was more of a loose cooperation where parties agreed to shout a warning if a night attack occurred. Staying in a group also served as mutual surveillance, making it harder for delinquent adventurers to prey on their peers.

"We'll be camping here today. Dolga, do you have anything to add?"

"You've already made your preparations, haven't you? Since you and your friends aren't the type to cause a scene, Young Master, your usual routine will be fine. Ah, though you should probably decide on the watch rotations."

Dolga-san had joined us for this expedition. Since the Plague-Cursed Black Wolf had been spotted from the Fifth Floor onwards, he was essentially acting as our escort. Rei was with us, and there were certain expectations regarding our search for the Prayer Stone of Benevolent Rain. Given our current strength, facing the Black Wolf would be precarious, so I was grateful for Dolga-san’s help.

As for the Black Wolf itself, the reports of casualties were ongoing. More and more adventurers were returning with plague-like symptoms after being wounded in encounters, and I wouldn’t be surprised if some had already lost their lives in the shadows without anyone knowing.

"Alright, I'll set up the tent. Is around here okay?"

"I think it’s fine," one of the girls replied.

We had brought a tent for the camp. It wasn't strictly necessary for a dungeon stay, but thanks to the Storage Ring, we had plenty of room for extra luggage. Since there were other adventurers around, having a tent made it easier to relax. Plus, the sentries would be using lights, and it’s hard to sleep without something to block the glare.

We planned to maintain a two-person watch on a three-shift rotation throughout the night. The first shift was Mil and Sally. The second was Rei and Dolga-san. The final shift fell to Halfa and me.

I did wonder if pairing up the two youngest members of the group was a good idea, but since we were surrounded by several other parties, it wasn't particularly dangerous. We decided it would be fine and settled on that rotation.

By the way, Shiroru was hiding inside my bracelet. There were too many eyes around to let her out.

I had been a little worried about whether I’d be able to fall asleep at the camp, but it turned out to be a non-issue. I suppose I’ve grown a bit tougher. Before I knew it, it was time for our watch.

The lantern's flame cast a dim glow over the area as Halfa and I sat side by side. I looked up for no particular reason, but instead of the night sky, my eyes met only the dungeon ceiling. Still, the flickering firelight made the shadows dance, creating a strangely fantastical scene.

Suddenly, Halfa grabbed the edge of my cloak. It felt like it had been a long time since she’d done that, though in reality, it hadn't even been a month since we met.

"Tort... aren't you lonely?" Halfa whispered.

I suspected she was the one feeling lonely. It was only natural, really. At twelve years old, she had been torn away from her family and forced to live in an unfamiliar city. To make matters worse, she was surrounded entirely by other races. It would be impossible for her not to feel isolated in this situation.

She got along well with the rest of the party—she seemed especially close with Mil and Sally—but I think she still felt a lingering sense of loneliness. And whenever she did, she reached for the edge of my cloak. Or so I assumed.

Halfa was friendly with everyone, but I think she was most attached to me. It was likely because we were in the same situation. She might have unconsciously felt that I was the only one who could truly share her solitude.

As for me...

In my case, unlike Halfa, I had been sold off to thin the family's mouths. The option of returning home didn't exist for me. Furthermore, perhaps because my past life memories had returned, I didn't feel a strong sense of longing for the family I’d left behind.

In that sense, I might have been the truly lonely one. I didn't have anyone I could call family, and because of my memories, I often felt like an outsider looking in.

Of course, I had Shiroru, Halfa, Rei, and the others now. Considering my circumstances, I was in an incredibly blessed environment. Even so, a part of me empathized with Halfa’s loneliness.

Perhaps that was why I couldn't bring myself to leave her be. Not to make too much of her previous slip of the tongue, but I wanted to support her like an older brother until the day she could return to her home.

"I have you, Shiroru, Rei, and the others," I said. "I'm doing okay."

"I see..."

I wondered what she had wanted me to say. Did she want me to validate her loneliness by sharing my own? Or was she looking for the hope that she could eventually overcome it? I wasn't entirely sure.

All I could do was try to ease her heart as much as possible.

"If you're feeling lonely, Halfa, you can call me 'Big Brother' if you want."

"S-Stop that already! I told you that was just a slip of the tongue!"

Halfa let go of my cloak and brandished a fist at me. I might have teased her a bit too much; her voice was getting a little loud.

"Sorry, sorry. Keep it down a bit."

"Geez...! It's your fault for saying something so weird, Tort."

"I'm sorry. But really, if you're ever troubled or having a hard time, you can rely on me. I'll be by your side until you can go home. Whether I'm your 'big brother' or not, I'll be your family until you're back where you belong."

"What kind of line is that...? ...But, yeah. Thanks."

After muttering her reply, Halfa gripped my cloak tightly once again.

Even if I wasn't the most reliable person, I was happy to support her, even if only a little.
Beyond the Wall

Morning arrived, and the camp began to stir. By then, Halfa had fully recovered and was back to her usual self.

For breakfast, I served steamed Horn Rabbit meat—thinly sliced and wrapped in crepe dough with leafy greens. They were convenient, tasty, and easy to eat. Of course, that was mostly thanks to my Cooking Skill. I was finally getting used to the ingredients of this world; I felt like I’d at least reached the level of a novice chef.

However, reproducing the dishes from my previous life remained a challenge. I lacked the necessary seasonings and convenient modern tools. If I only had a bit more knowledge in that area, I might have been able to spark a culinary revolution.

"All right, today we're going to explore the Fifth Floor."

At Rei’s words, we all braced ourselves.

In the Cygnil Dungeon, the Fifth Floor marked the beginning of the Middle Floors. For an adventurer, being able to explore this deep meant they had officially reached the mid-tier ranks.

It felt surreal to be considered mid-tier when I'd only been an adventurer for about a month. I knew I was just lucky to have such talented party members; Rei and the others had been highly capable even as rookies. But I knew things wouldn't be so simple from here on out.

The monsters were getting stronger. Between Poison Spiders and Fire Lizards, one moment of carelessness could easily lead to a total party wipe. 

On top of that, we had to be vigilant against traps, which added to the mental fatigue. To ensure we stayed in peak condition, we made sure to take breaks relatively frequently.

"Man, even so, Tort, your luck really is something else," Dolga-san remarked during one of our rests. 

He was likely referring to the treasure chests we had found along the way.

"You're right. My senses have gone a bit numb to it, but this really isn't normal, is it?" I admitted.

"Definitely not," Mil added. "I thought today and yesterday were relatively modest, but even this would be a jackpot for anyone else."

"But we still haven't found any magic tools~. I'm so disappointed!" Sally complained.

『Not much food comes out of treasure chests,』 Shiroru chimed in. 『I’m disappointed too.』

"It's fun for me because I'm seeing so many of these things for the first time," Halfa said.

The items we had obtained over the last two days included a Gold Ingot, a High-Level Healing Potion, a Silver Tableware Set, and several ornaments with no particular magical effects. Since there was no equipment or magic tools, it felt somewhat lackluster to us, but selling them would undoubtedly yield a small fortune.

"You young masters have a seriously warped sense of value..." Dolga-san said with an exasperated look.

His words were surely directed at the group, yet for some reason, his gaze was fixed squarely on me. I hadn't even said anything!

However, since I was well aware that my luck stat was bizarre, I decided not to offer a pointless defense.

"If any fine liquor drops, make sure to let me have it," he added.

Wow, look at this deadbeat adult mooching off kids.

Well, considering how much he’d been looking after us, I didn't mind letting him have a bottle if we actually found one.

『What's that? It sounds like something delicious! I want some too!』

No, you don't! It’s too early for Shiroru! 

Besides, we hadn't even found any yet.

After finishing our break, we resumed our exploration. Aside from the occasional monster encounter, nothing noteworthy happened for a while. Eventually, after scouring every nook and cranny, we discovered a treasure chest at the end of a dead-end passage.

"Bring on the booze! Bring on the booze!"

"I hope it's a magic tool~!"

『Food! I want food!』

Ignoring the torrent of selfish desires, I carefully inspected the chest. There were no visible mechanisms at a glance, and peering into the keyhole revealed nothing suspicious. I doubted there were any physical traps. But—

"<Detect Magic>."

I cast the mana detection spell to check for magical interference. From the Fifth Floor onward, treasure chests were frequently rigged with magic traps.

As expected, there was a faint mana reaction from the chest. While <Detect Magic> couldn't identify the specific type of trap, I could make an educated guess by comparing the intensity of the mana to the dungeon's known data.

"It’s probably an Alarm trap."

"A magic trap, huh? That’s the kind you can't disarm, right, Tort?" Rei asked.

"That’s right. Though maybe I could have disarmed it if I still had the Rune Breaker."

As Rei noted, I could find magic traps, but I lacked the skill to disarm them. The Rune Breaker, which could destroy infused formulas, would have done the trick, but I had left that with the Guild Master. We currently had no way to bypass magical triggers.

"The idea of using a Rune Breaker to disarm a treasure chest... That's not exactly an item you're supposed to use so casually..." Dolga-san muttered, covering his forehead with his hand.

I heard the Rune Breaker was the kind of thing nations kept under lock and key, but if you have a tool, why not use it?

"What kind of trap is an 'Alarm'?" Halfa asked.

"Oh, well—"

Leaving the grumbling Dolga-san aside, I explained the trap to her.

An Alarm wasn't particularly dangerous in a direct sense. It was a trap that let out a loud sound when the chest was opened, which would then attract or spawn monsters nearby. Since the monsters would be standard for this floor, we could handle them as long as we remained alert.

"In that case, wouldn't it be fine to just open it?"

"I suppose so."

That said, there was no guarantee the trap was definitely an Alarm. There was always a slim chance of an unknown trap type appearing. Still, based on the mana levels, I didn't think it would be anything catastrophic. Truly dangerous traps usually gave off a much larger magical signature.

After consulting with the party, we decided to go for it. While everyone stood ready for the Alarm, I slowly pried the lid open.

Suddenly, a piercing siren rang out. In the narrow passage, the echo was deafening, making my ears throb.

We spun around, bracing for a monster assault, but nothing appeared. We waited, weapons drawn, but after a few moments, the alarm simply cut out.

"Nothing’s showing up?" I asked.

"Seems not," Rei replied.

We exchanged a confused look. The trap had definitely triggered, yet no monsters had arrived. I wondered if the dungeon was malfunctioning or if we had just been lucky.

"Ooh, isn't this liquor?! Hey, Tort, lend me the loupe!"

While we were trying to figure out the trap, the old man was busy cheering. The contents of the chest were indeed alcohol. To a veteran like Dolga-san, the monsters on this floor probably didn't feel like a threat, but I really wished he’d show a bit more caution.

Reluctantly, I handed him the Appraisal Loupe. After inspecting the bottle, Dolga-san’s eyes widened, and then his shoulders slumped in defeat.

"No, not this. I would've been happy with just normal booze. I can't just drink something like this on a whim."

It seemed the alcohol was a rare item.

When I appraised it myself, I saw it was called 'Spirit Liquor of Life.' It significantly boosted the user's Vitality and recovery rate for a short time. It was definitely too precious to waste on a casual nightcap. In the end, Rei decided we wouldn't be handing it over to Dolga-san just yet.

『Hmm? I hear something coming from the other side of this wall.』

Shiroru suddenly spoke up.

The other side of the wall? According to our map, there was nothing there. Was it possible that the Alarm had triggered monsters inside a hidden passage?
38. Prayer Stone of Benevolent Rain

We knew there was likely a passage behind the wall, but the question was how to get to it.

"It’s no use. It won’t budge, even after a good bash with my shield," Rei said.

"What about Sally’s magic?"

"Hmm, I can try, but I doubt it’ll work. I don't really have any spells that deal blunt impact."

Dungeon walls were incredibly sturdy; they weren't the sort of thing you could break with just any old spell. Rei had tried ramming it with her shield and Sally had tested her magic against it, but the surface remained completely unmarred.

"Tort. What about that thing you used when you found Shiroru?" Dolga-san asked.

He was likely referring to the Gambler’s Staff. That item had turned out to be far more dangerous than I’d expected.

"I still have it, but it’s tricky to handle. I’m not skilled enough to time letting go of it the exact moment it misfires on purpose. I only got away with it last time because I was lucky."

To be honest, with my Luck stat, I probably could pull it off, but the experience had been terrifying. I didn't want to repeat it if I could avoid it.

"Even if you don't force a misfire, wouldn't it explode if you just hit it with fire from a distance?"

I hummed thoughtfully. Since I didn't actually know why it had exploded in the first place, it was hard to say for sure. Still, it was worth a shot. It was a useless item anyway, so I wouldn't be heartbroken if we lost it.

With that decided, we leaned the Gambler’s Staff against the suspicious wall and retreated to a safe distance. From there, I asked Sally to target the staff with a <Fire Arrow>.

Her flaming projectile hit the mark perfectly. A deafening roar shook the corridor. Just as Dolga-san had predicted, the staff detonated.

The sheer power was staggering. If a single <Fire Arrow> could trigger that much force every time, I started to suspect this was the intended use for the Gambler’s Staff. It felt less like a magic weapon and more like a blasting charge.

"Stay sharp! They’re coming!" Rei warned.

She was right. There were monsters on the other side of that wall.

As the dust settled, Slashing Coyotes and Poison Spiders emerged from the breach. It was a strange sight to see coyotes and spiders working in tandem, but such odd pairings were common in the Dungeon.

The Slashing Coyotes weren't a major threat. Granted, I’d be in serious trouble if one actually hit me, but they were famously easy to provoke. As long as Rei kept their attention, there was almost no chance of them coming after the rest of us.

The Poison Spiders were more annoying, but Sally’s magic could dispatch them easily. My job was simply to harass them, making sure their venomous spit and webs didn't target Sally or Halfa.

Across the way, Shiroru was doing the same. Watching her small form darting nimbly between the spiders was adorable, yet she was doing a brilliant job of keeping the enemies off-balance.

The fight ended much faster than I’d expected. It felt like we were finally becoming strong enough to handle the Fifth Floor with room to spare.

Once the monsters were dealt with, we proceeded into the uncharted territory. The path was a straight shot with nowhere to get lost, eventually leading us to a grand door similar to the one where I’d first encountered Shiroru.

"A Boss Room? Do you think the Prayer Stone of Benevolent Rain is inside?"

『I wonder. But I think there is a good chance!』

Since this area wasn't mentioned in the old records, we wouldn't know until we looked. The real concern was whether a boss was waiting for us. Unless there was another irregularity like Shiroru, a fight would be inevitable.

You couldn't afford to be optimistic when facing a boss on the Fifth Floor. Our eyes instinctively turned toward Dolga-san.

"Well, I suppose I’ll have to lend a hand. The fate of the town is on the line, after all."

The recovery of the stone would decide the city's future. It was a relief to know Dolga-san would be backing us up.

"Right. Let’s move out. But remember, don't overdo it. Once we confirm the location, we can always fall back and leave the rest to the other adventurers."

Rei was right. Finding the hidden room was already a mission accomplished. We didn't have to be the ones to fight the boss.

However, having come this far, I wanted to see it through to the end. Besides, there was no guarantee that Ludovis’s lackeys weren't lurking within the Adventurer's Guild. If news of this room leaked out, they might swoop in. If possible, I wanted us to secure the stone ourselves.

We stepped cautiously through the door as it slowly groaned open.

The atmosphere inside was different from the place where I’d found Shiroru. The room was brightly lit from the start, and the door didn't slam shut behind us. It seemed this wasn't a Boss Room after all.

It wasn't particularly large—about the size of a standard small chamber found throughout the dungeon—but the vibe was unmistakable. At the far end stood a statue of a goddess, and before it sat an ornately decorated pedestal. Nearby, a stone tablet was engraved with unfamiliar characters.

"Ah, this is... Sacramental Script."

"Sacramental Script? Can you read it, Halfa?"

"Yes... I think this is the <Song of Soothing>."

Incredibly, the tablet contained the secrets to the <Song of Soothing>. Halfa stared at the stone as if trying to sear the words into her mind.

I wondered if this would allow her to learn the spell. I wasn't sure how one acquired Singing Magic, but I decided to leave her be for the moment. It was better to let her concentrate.

Still, we had come looking for the Prayer Stone of Benevolent Rain and found the <Song of Soothing> as a bonus. Talk about luck. Then again, if these were meant to be countermeasures against the Plague-Cursed Black Wolf, it made sense they would be kept together.

Now then, if the tablet was about the song, then the object on the altar had to be the stone.

"Shiroru, is this the Prayer Stone of Benevolent Rain?"

『Oh, yes. I am sure of it. It looked just like that.』

The stone was about the size of my fist and sparkled like a rare gem. It was a pale, watery blue, but as I moved, it caught the light and shimmered with the colors of a rainbow.

"So this is it. Mission accomplished."

"Yeah. I'll put it in storage for now."

"Right—Tort, look out!"

The moment my fingers closed around the Prayer Stone of Benevolent Rain, Rei tackled me. I was sent sprawling just as a sharp whistle sliced through the air. Something had just streaked past where I’d been standing. I looked up to see an arrow embedded deep in the Goddess Statue behind the pedestal.
39. Delinquent Adventurers

I spun around. Ludovis and his cronies had taken up positions right by the entrance.

"Tch. I missed?"

"You’re slipping, Laberia."

"Shut it, Baldog!"

Laberia was the one who had loosed the arrow. Baldog, the shield user, was the one jeering at her. And standing behind them was that ominous black wolf. Just as I’d suspected, Ludovis’s group were the ones who had unleashed the Plague-Cursed Black Wolf.

"To think you would find it first... though I suppose I should be glad we caught you before you made off with it."

Ludovis wore a wicked, twisted smirk. It seemed they were also searching for the Prayer Stone of Benevolent Rain. I suppose if they knew a way to counter the Black Wolf existed, it was only natural they’d come looking for it.

"Talk about luck. To think I’d find the Maiden of the Destiny God who slipped through my fingers in a place like this. Once I offer the Maiden’s blood, the Black Wolf will regain a massive amount of its power."

Utterly convinced of his own superiority, Ludovis was practically preening as he delivered his little speech.

The Maiden of the Destiny God. So that was Halfa. Me, Shiroru, and now Halfa—could it really be a coincidence that so many people connected to the Destiny God were gathering like this? Shiroru had claimed she didn't have a specific mission, but this felt almost... orchestrated.

No, now wasn't the time for idle speculation. I had to figure out a way to get us out of this. Dealing with Ludovis’s group was one thing, but with the Black Wolf in the mix, the odds were heavily stacked against us. Our only real hope was Dolga-san, but...

Wait, where was he? I couldn't see Dolga-san anywhere. Was he planning a surprise attack from the shadows? When did he even move? I hadn't noticed a thing. As expected of a veteran.

"And as for you, I remember that face. You’re the one who interfered with the kidnapping at the black market, aren't you? No, it’s more than that. You’re the brat who somehow survived the Black Wolf! I assumed you’d crawled off and died in a ditch somewhere after that teleportation trap. I never imagined you were still breathing."

Oops, now the spotlight was on me.

So that was the secret. I’d always wondered how I survived that encounter, but it turns out I’d triggered a teleportation trap to escape certain death. I guess I really was lucky... in a way. I did end up right back in the hands of slave traders, but compared to being dead, it was definitely a win.

Luck aside, if I could keep their attention on me, it would give Dolga-san more room to maneuver.

"I won't forgive you! I don't know what you're plotting, but I won't let you have your way!"

I shouted my defiance, but even I had to admit it sounded forced. My acting was stiff, to say the least.

"Hey, Boss Ludovis. That kid is up to something!"

Arock, the dagger user, called out. He’d seen right through me. It couldn't be helped; I didn't exactly have an Acting Talent. Still, it didn't really matter. I’d succeeded in drawing their eyes to me.

"What are you—"

"Gah! You... when did you get there?!"

Just as Ludovis opened his mouth to demand what I was doing, Dolga-san reappeared from the void and slashed Laberia. It was a perfect surprise attack, but she must have moved on pure instinct; she managed to avoid a fatal blow.

However, the blade had caught her dominant arm. With a wound like that, she wouldn’t be pulling a bowstring anytime soon.

"〈Shadow Hiding〉."

While Ludovis and his men were in a state of confusion, I used my magic to erase my presence. My target was the Plague-Cursed Black Wolf. I couldn't destroy it without the Rune Breaker, but veteran adventurers had repelled it before. If I could deal enough damage, I could at least drive it off.

Dolga-san was already trading blows with Arock and Laberia. With Laberia injured, Dolga-san clearly had the upper hand, but it wasn't going to be a quick finish.

Rei and Mil moved to keep Baldog in check, while Shiroru began harrassing Ludovis to prevent him from casting magic. Halfa and Sally were waiting for an opening to provide support with their bow and spells, but the melee was so chaotic that they couldn't find a clear shot.

"Hey, Ludovis! These brats are tougher than they look. Quit stalling and do something!"

"Very well... Black Wolf, devour the Maiden! Reclaim your power and slaughter them all!"

This was bad!

Whether it was overconfidence or something else, the Plague-Cursed Black Wolf had been idling by Ludovis’s side until now, but he had finally given the order to kill. 

But I was already there, hidden and waiting. I had to hit it before it could move!

"〈Dehydrate〉!"

I lunged forward, touching the wolf’s hide as I activated the spell. Against any normal living being, this would be devastating; after all, most creatures are made almost entirely of water. But—

"The magic... it didn't work?"

I felt the spell activate. It hadn't been repelled or resisted. There was simply... no feedback.

Then I remembered what Shiroru had said. The Plague-Cursed Black Wolf wasn't so much a monster as it was a manifestation of a curse. It wasn't a normal biological organism.

If it wasn't a monster... then...

Pausing to think, even for a split second, was a mistake. As the wolf lunged forward, it slammed its tail into me. It was a casual, secondary movement, but it was enough to send me flying.

The Black Wolf didn't even look back as it sprinted away.

Straight toward Halfa!
40. There Are No Monsters Here

"Uoooooh!"

Just before the Black Wolf’s razor-sharp claws could tear into Halfa, Rei threw himself into the fray. He executed a full-power Shield Bash, successfully intercepting the beast's strike. But that was the extent of his success. Despite the weight behind his blow, the Black Wolf didn't so much as flinch.

Still, it seemed he’d succeeded in drawing its attention. Marking him as an obstacle, the Black Wolf shifted its focus entirely toward Rei.

Claws and fangs lashed out in a relentless assault. Even with Rei’s skill, he couldn't deflect every blow, and he gradually began to sustain injuries. In this fight, every scratch meant being further afflicted by the Plague Curse. His stamina would be whittled away bit by bit until he finally collapsed.

I have to do something before it's too late!

"Sally! I’m throwing the staff! Aim for it!"

They didn't need any more explanation than that.

I pulled the Gambler's Staff from my Storage Ring and hurled it toward Ludovis. Shiroru was nearby as well, but sensing the danger, she quickly put distance between herself and the man.

"On it! <Fire Arrow>!"

My intention had been conveyed perfectly. Sally loosed a bolt of flame. Just as it had when we breached the wall of the hidden passage, the staff triggered a violent explosion the moment the Fire Arrow made contact. Ludovis and his cohorts were caught completely off guard. Unfortunately, we didn't manage to take any of them down, but the blast clearly dealt significant damage.

"Guh...! Black Wolf, protect me!" 

A wary Ludovis ordered the beast back to his side. This was our chance... or at least, I hoped it was.

"Everyone, gather around Rei!"

Having borne the brunt of the Black Wolf’s attacks, Rei finally slumped to the ground. He was still alive, though. I had the Prayer Stone of Benevolent Rain in my possession. If we could just survive this moment, we might make it out!

Ludovis and his group were bunching up as well, likely trying to regroup. But I wasn't about to give them the chance to reset. If my hunch was right, this would work.

"Crystal, activate!"

I pulled the Return Crystal from my Storage Ring and held it high. I didn't actually need to shout the command, but it felt right given the stakes.

"Tort, no! The Return Crystal won't work while monsters are near—"

Sally, realizing my plan, tried to stop me. However, her warning was cut short.

The crystal let out a brilliant flash, and a shroud of white light enveloped us. It was the unmistakable sign of the crystal activating.

After a brief sensation of weightlessness, the scenery around us shifted. Ludovis and his group were gone.

"H-How...?" Sally stammered, her eyes wide with shock.

The logic behind it was actually simple enough.

"The condition that blocks a Return Crystal is the presence of monsters. Ludovis and his group are enemies, but they aren't monsters. And according to Shiroru, the Plague-Cursed Black Wolf is more of a curse than a living creature. I gambled that it wouldn't count."

In truth, even if the wolf had been classified as a monster, I had a feeling it still might have worked. I suspected that only monsters managed directly by the dungeon interfere with the crystal’s activation.

Dungeon monsters behave fundamentally differently from those found in the outside world. They cooperate across species and dissolve into nothingness upon death, leaving only drop items behind. If that difference is the result of the dungeon's system, then the dungeon must have a way to identify the monsters under its control.

Since the Return Crystal is an item produced by the dungeon, it stands to reason that its "interference check" only looks for monsters registered within that same system. The Black Wolf was an entity sealed into the dungeon from the outside; it wasn't a part of the dungeon's management. Thus, we could teleport.

Of course, that was mostly just my own theory. It had been a massive gamble, but I’d figured we had better odds of the crystal working than we did of winning a head-on fight against Ludovis.

Now, however, wasn't the time for lectures.

"Let's get out of the dungeon for now. They might come after us, and we need to treat Rei."

Rei was completely unresponsive. He didn't seem to have any deep gashes, but his consciousness was clouded, his body ravaged by the Plague Curse. We had to help him immediately. With the Prayer Stone of Benevolent Rain, we should be able to purge the curse.

The Return Crystal had dropped us near the entrance of the First Floor. We hurried outside, with Dolga-san carrying Rei over his shoulder.

Once we were clear of the dungeon entrance, we laid Rei down on the ground. I could sense the surrounding adventurers stirring with curiosity, but I didn't have the luxury of worrying about them.

"Shiroru, how do we use this thing?"

『It shouldn't be that complicated. It is a Prayer Stone, after all. Perhaps you simply need to pray?』

"I guess that makes sense."

I looked at the stone I’d pulled from my Storage Ring. Even Shiroru didn't seem to know the exact procedure.

"Let me try," Sally said.

She cupped the Prayer Stone in both hands and held it to her face. Closing her eyes, she bowed her head and offered a silent plea.

"O Benevolent Rain... please, wash away this plague."

As if answering her voice, the Prayer Stone of Benevolent Rain began to glow. Almost immediately, raindrops began to patter down—a gentle, shimmering drizzle.

"Wow, it's beautiful!" Halfa exclaimed.

The rain looked as though it were made of liquid light. It carried a sense of profound purity, as if it were washing away everything foul and unclean. The prayer had reached its mark.

"Ugh... nngh..."

"Rei! Can you hear me?"

"Y-Yeah..."

The effects of the stone were dramatic; Rei regained consciousness almost instantly. Even while struggling against the curse, he had managed to block the wolf’s strikes effectively enough that his physical wounds were minor. They were well within the limits of what Sally and I could handle with <First Aid>.

For now, the crisis had passed. I felt a wave of relief seeing everyone safe. Still, I couldn't shake the feeling that we weren't done with Ludovis yet. We would have to settle things with him sooner or later—I was sure of it.
41. To Seize Victory

(Why? Why isn’t it working...?)

In the oppressive gloom of the dungeon, Ludovis brooded in silence.

(According to Lord Garnalava’s guidance, everything was proceeding perfectly right up until the release of the Plague-Cursed Black Wolf.)

The Evil Curse God Garnalava—a bringer of ruin, an enemy of the world. Ludovis was a devotee of the wicked cult that worshipped him.

He had received an oracle from the Evil Curse God: unleash the Plague Curse sealed within the dungeon of Cygnil. Hiding his identity as a cultist, Ludovis had operated as an adventurer, eventually persuading his companions to head to Cygnil, where he successfully broke the seal on the Black Wolf.

While his companions weren't followers of Garnalava, they were outlaws of a feather—delinquent adventurers who felt no remorse for backstabbing their colleagues in the depths of a dungeon. Once Ludovis enticed them with the promise that the Black Wolf would make killing their rivals easier than ever, securing their cooperation had been effortless.

They had purchased an illegal slave to serve as a sacrifice. That plan, too, had been progressing smoothly until it hit a snag: they let a single child escape.

The boy was supposed to be unremarkable, just an ordinary kid. His escape had been a fluke, the result of him accidentally triggering a teleportation trap. While Ludovis regretted losing the sacrifice, it shouldn't have been a major problem.

Or so it was meant to be.

Instead, that child was now obstructing Ludovis’s plans at every turn. He had rescued the Maiden of the Destiny God, bonded with a Holy Beast, and made off with the Prayer Stone of Benevolent Rain. It was as if he were being guided by fate itself.

(Could he be an Apostle of the Destiny God? No, that’s impossible. I checked his status myself when I bought him.)

If that wasn't it, then why?

As if to interrupt his spiraling thoughts, a groan echoed through the chamber.

"Lud... ovis... you... why...?"

"...Still clinging to life, I see."

The source of the groan was Baldog, Ludovis’s former companion—and now, a sacrifice for the Black Wolf.

"Black Wolf."

The beast didn't howl. Following a curt command, it simply tore into Baldog’s back. The Black Wolf stood silently amidst a pool of blood from three different men.

"Is it still not enough?"

Driven to desperation after the Maiden’s escape and the loss of the Prayer Stone, Ludovis had offered up his own party members as sacrifices. Even so, with only three of them, the Plague-Cursed Black Wolf had yet to fully regain its power.

"It cannot be helped. Black Wolf, devour my flesh. Assimilate with my soul. Everything follows the guidance of Lord Garnalava."

As he was eaten alive by the beast, Ludovis began to laugh like a madman.

"I see. That’s how it works! If I had only done this from the beginning—"

Those were the final words of the cultist Ludovis.



『Hey, Tort! How long are you going to sit there spacing out? Pull yourself together!』

"...Huh?"

Suddenly, I realized Shiroru was calling my name. Nearby, Halfa was watching me with a worried expression.

Wait, what’s going on?

"Huh...? I'm back in my room."

I had moved without realizing it; I was in my room at the Wildcat Inn. I remembered treating Rei’s Plague Curse with the Prayer Stone of Benevolent Rain, but my memory of what happened afterward was a total blur.

『I was worried because you’ve been in a daze this whole time.』

"Do you remember going to the Adventurer's Guild to report in?" Halfa asked.

Hmm?

Now that she mentioned it, I had a dim memory of meeting the Guild Master. I’m pretty sure I handed over the Prayer Stone of Benevolent Rain... right? I feel like there was a conversation about rewards, too, but I couldn't quite grasp the details.

"I think I remember it, maybe...?"

『I knew it,』 Shiroru huffed. 『You were acting weird. I figured as much!』

"You were responding when we spoke to you, but your mind was totally elsewhere," Halfa added.

So that was it. This whole incident had given me a lot to process. It seems my thoughts had been so scattered that I’d just been going through the motions.

"I think I was being a bit naive..."

I had assumed that as long as I entrusted the Rune Breaker to the authorities, capable veteran adventurers would handle the problem. I figured our role ended with finding the Prayer Stone of Benevolent Rain, and that someone else would deal with the Black Wolf. I never expected that we’d end up in a life-or-death struggle against Ludovis and his group.

It seemed Ludovis’s goal was to restore the Black Wolf’s power, and he might target Halfa again to achieve that. If I kept relying on others to solve our problems, I wouldn't be able to protect her when it mattered most. I had to find a way to deal with these threats using our own strength.

"—or at least, that’s what I’m thinking."

『Exactly! The Guild Master even mentioned he’d consider letting us keep the Rune Breaker!』

Oh, did he? Well, I definitely wanted to keep it close. I couldn't say for sure that the Rune Breaker would allow us to win, but it was undoubtedly a vital trump card.

"And I’m going to master the Song of Soothing!" Halfa declared.

She was right; if Halfa could use that song, she could weaken the Black Wolf. That would give us a fighting chance. Of course, since Ludovis and his crew were far more experienced adventurers, it only meant we’d have a sliver of a chance, but it was a start.

To grow that seed of hope into a victory, I needed a strategy.

For instance, how could I leverage my Luck?

In terms of raw Luck, I should be miles ahead of Ludovis and the others. However, since Luck isn't exactly an active power I can trigger at will, it was hard to factor into a solid plan.

In that case, I should focus on the items I had collected. My Storage Ring was packed with various things; if I combined them effectively, we might be able to hold our own. There were several items whose full effects I still needed to test. I should probably try them out later to see how they worked. If I experimented properly, I might find an unexpected use for them.

『Oh, that’s right. Tort, you still have those Pandora Gifts, don’t you? Why don’t you open one?』

"Ah, good point."

I still had two unopened Pandora Gifts left. Now was the perfect time to use them! I decided I’d open one today and save the other for tomorrow.

I pulled a Pandora Box from my Storage Ring and popped it open. Out came a small pouch filled with a mysterious powder. When I checked it with my Appraisal Loupe, I realized it was an item with a very specific, niche use.

"Wait, could this be...?"
42. I’ll Repair It

An alarm bell rang out across the city of Cygnil.

We had just finished breakfast at the Wildcat Inn and were about to head to the Adventurer’s Guild.

"Let’s head to the guild as planned," I said. "It’s better to regroup with Rei and the rest; the guild might have more information."

"Yeah, okay," Halfa agreed.

As we walked, I observed the people in the streets. No one seemed to have a grasp of the situation yet. While there were no signs of damage around the Wildcat Inn, residents were huddled in small groups, talking anxiously. They were clearly trying to piece together what was happening.

But with the alarm bell ringing incessantly, there was no doubt a crisis was looming over the city.

As we neared the Adventurer’s Guild, we began to encounter the injured. Most were adventurers, suggesting the threat was monster-related.

Many of them were unconscious, burning with fever. The symptoms were all too familiar; Rei had suffered through the exact same thing yesterday after being struck by the Plague-Cursed Black Wolf.

"The Black Wolf is here..." The murmur escaped my lips before I could stop it.

The guild itself appeared to be the epicenter of the attack. The building was scorched, parts of it reduced to rubble. Numerous adventurers lay facedown on the ground; some were clearly no longer among the living.

"Tort! Halfa!"

I stiffened at the gruesome sight, but then I heard voices calling our names. It was Rei and her group, and Dolga-san was with them.

"Rei! The guild...!"

"Yeah, it looks like the Black Wolf struck," she replied. "Let’s get the details first. I’d like to use the Prayer Stone of Benevolent Rain, but..."

My memory was a bit hazy, but I knew we’d delivered the Prayer Stone to the Guild Master yesterday. Despite that, there was no sign it had been activated. It must have been rendered unusable for some reason. I needed to find someone who knew the full story.

The area in front of the guild was in an uproar. People were clinging to fallen comrades, calling out their names, while others shouted aimlessly out of sheer anxiety. Amidst the chaos, a voice called to us.

"Everyone! Thank goodness, are you safe?"

I looked for the source of the voice and saw Nina-san waving to catch our attention.

"Nina-san, I’m glad you’re safe!"

"Yes, somehow, thanks to the Guild Master... He said he has something he needs to tell you all. Could you come this way?"

Guided by Nina-san, we headed into the office of the crumbling building.

"I’m glad you came..."

The Guild Master greeted us, looking deathly ill. Beads of cold sweat covered his face, and blood seeped through his bandages. He was clearly afflicted by the Plague Curse. It was a testament to his sheer willpower that he was even conscious, let alone waiting for us.

"Guild Master. First, please tell me about the Prayer Stone of Benevolent Rain. Do you have it on hand?"

I should have asked for the whole story first, but I needed to confirm the status of the stone. If my hunch was right, the situation was about to get a lot better.

"It’s here..."

Moving slowly, the Guild Master held out the Prayer Stone of Benevolent Rain. However, its radiance was gone; it looked like nothing more than a dull glass bead. It had lost its power. It was just as I’d suspected.

"We were... attacked... by Ludovis... and the Black Wolf."

"Guild Master, we can talk later," I interrupted. "For now, I’ll fix this."

I pulled a small pouch from my Storage Ring. It was the item I’d obtained from a Pandora Gift yesterday. My Appraisal had identified it as ‘Sacred Ash of Time Reversal (Limited).’ Its effect was to revert the time of the target by exactly one day.

However, the item had a specific restriction: it could only be used on ‘tools used for offering prayers.’ The intended use was blindingly obvious.

The moment I’d learned what the ash did, I’d had a hunch that something would happen to the stone in the near future. The timing was almost too convenient, as if the item existed solely for this exact crisis.

I didn't see any point in being coy, so I immediately sprinkled the Sacred Ash over the stone. It regained its luster in an instant. Visually, at least, it was as good as new.

"Tort, what did you do?"

"Oh, yeah. I’ll explain everything later. For now, let’s make it rain. Sally, you’re up."

"Yeah, I got it~"

The Guild Master and Nina-san looked like they’d just witnessed a miracle, but Rei’s group barely batted an eye. I suppose we’d been through enough together that they had grown used to my antics. Explanation later; action now. I had Sally activate the stone.

Just like before, as soon as Sally chanted the prayer, the stone summoned a gentle rain. The Guild Master’s complexion improved visibly within seconds.

"So this is the power of the Prayer Stone of Benevolent Rain... It’s as if the Plague Curse was all a dream."

The Guild Master rejoiced, but his physical injuries were still severe. Since the city would be in trouble if its leader remained incapacitated, I provided a Healing Potion as well.

Finally, the air in the room settled enough for us to talk.

"So, what happened?" Dolga-san prompted.

The Guild Master began to speak with a grimace. "Ludovis attacked the guild. Or rather, I don't know if I can even call that thing Ludovis anymore. He has merged with the Black Wolf."

Ludovis, now one with the beast, had fought off the adventurers with terrifying power, carving a path straight to this office. His target had been the Prayer Stone.

"Even though I’ve retired from the front lines, I shouldn't have been so slow as to be beaten by the likes of Ludovis. But the power he gained from that fusion is monstrous."

Ludovis had appeared alone; his companions were nowhere to be seen. Given his sudden spike in strength, the Guild Master speculated that Ludovis had sacrificed his own comrades to restore the Black Wolf to its full potential.

"Moreover, he had a Rune Breaker. That’s how he was able to destroy the Prayer Stone."

The Guild Master had originally entrusted a Rune Breaker to a party of veteran adventurers. I didn't want to think about what had happened to them, but the result was the same: we had lost our only way to permanently eliminate the source of the curse.

In any other circumstance, the situation would have been hopeless.

But considering the flow of events so far, I had a feeling the solution was already in my pocket.

I pulled the final Pandora Gift from my Storage Ring. The others watched, bewildered by my sudden move, but I didn't have time to explain. I needed to open it immediately.

The gift dissolved into shimmering particles of light, leaving behind a familiar, knife-like object.

Yeah, just as I thought.

I Appraised it. It was, indeed, a Rune Breaker.

"Just who are you...?" The Guild Master looked at me with eyes that were no longer just curious, but filled with a touch of awe. Personally, I didn't think I was anyone particularly special.

That said, I started to wonder if I really was devoid of a "mission."

Shiroru insisted I didn’t have one, yet I felt as though I were being guided by an invisible hand. Items to repair the stone appeared right when I needed them, and the lost Rune Breaker had found its way back to me through a random gift.

Well, whatever.

Whether it was destiny or just a series of coincidences, I would settle things with Ludovis. For the sake of my own peace and quiet, I had already made up my mind.

"Halfa. Do you think you can manage the Song of Soothing?"

"Probably! I'll be fine!" she answered energetically.

With the Song of Soothing, we could at least make the fight manageable. After that...

"In that case... how about this for a plan?"
43. What Will He Do?

Tracking Ludovis wasn't hard. All I had to do was head toward the loudest commotion. By the time we caught up with him, he was already tearing through the heart of the city.

He didn't even look human anymore. His frame had swelled to well over two meters, resembling a Werewolf, but his silhouette shimmered and writhed, refusing to hold a steady shape. He looked like a mass of condensed darkness mimicking the form of a beast.

Despite the spectral appearance, he clearly had a physical presence; every time Ludovis swung his massive arms, buildings crumbled like they were made of wet clay. He seemed to be destroying everything in sight out of sheer, petty irritation.

"Why?! I know I destroyed that Prayer Stone! Why is this accursed rain still falling? Why is the Plague Curse being neutralized?!"

Wait, is this my fault?

No, no. No matter how you looked at it, Ludovis was the one in the wrong. Lashing out like a toddler because things weren't going his way was just pathetic.

"Stop it, Ludovis!" Rei shouted.

Alerted by her voice, Ludovis slowly turned to face us.

"I see. It’s you lot again! You persistent pests who interfere with me at every turn! Fine, this is perfect. The Maiden, that brat—I’ll offer you all up as sacrifices to Lord Garnalava!"

Garnalava. That was the Evil Curse God. So Ludovis was a cultist after all. I suppose his plan to unleash the Plague-Cursed Black Wolf was all part of bringing destruction to the world. He really was a massive pain.

Regardless, it was time to execute our strategy.

"Halfa!"

"Got it!"

First and foremost, we needed the Song of Soothing. I didn't know exactly how much power he had reclaimed, but with the song, we could at least dampen his strength.

"Gugh... that accursed melody! But I am a Kin of Garnalava. Such a song means nothing to me!"

The Song of Soothing was definitely taking effect. However, if Ludovis’s words were true, the impact wasn't as decisive as we’d hoped.

"Shiroru, what do you think?"

『I think it's true that by merging with a human, his nature as a pure curse has been diluted. But isn't at least half of that just posturing?』

So that was it. Because he had acquired human traits, the effectiveness of the Song of Soothing had likely been cut in half. Even so, it wasn't as if it did nothing.

In fact, compared to a moment ago, the sinister, suffocating aura he projected had faded, and his movements seemed significantly less sharp.

Well, as long as it had some effect, I was satisfied. I had intended to go through with the plan even if the song hadn't worked at all.

"Guild Master, I’m counting on you."

"Understood."

I had assigned the Guild Master a very specific role. Originally, I was going to do it myself, but the Guild Master had stepped up to take my place. Since the job required serious durability, it was a huge help.

Currently, the vanguard standing against Ludovis consisted of Rei, Mil, and Dolga-san. Sally and Shiroru were positioned just behind them, while Halfa, the Guild Master, and I held the rear.

The vanguard’s job was to intercept Ludovis’s attacks. For the most part, they weren't actually trying to land hits. However, if they didn't at least look like they were fighting back, Ludovis would get suspicious, so they had to maintain a careful balance of offense and defense.

Even with the Song of Soothing weakening him, Ludovis’s raw power still overwhelmed Rei and the others. It wasn't even an act anymore; they truly couldn't find an opening to strike. They were forced into a desperate, purely defensive struggle.

Then, Ludovis’s right arm finally caught Mil. A strike from his razor-sharp claws slashed across her forearms as she reflexively raised them to guard.

"W-What? What is happening?!"

The one who cried out in shock, however, was Ludovis. He must have felt the impact of a solid hit, but not a single scratch appeared on Mil’s arms.

"Gugh...!"

Instead, blood sprayed from the Guild Master’s arms.

I had the Guild Master activate the Guardian's Charm I’d received from the Black Market Old Man. The charm caused the user to shoulder every bit of damage generated in the immediate vicinity. The Guild Master’s injuries were the result of him taking the wounds that were meant for Mil.

If this kept up, the Guild Master would be covered in gashes, but I’d prepared for that too. I had him drink the Spirit Liquor of Life before we started. This temporarily boosted his Vitality and recovery speed to absurd levels. The wounds he just took seemed to seal shut in a matter of seconds.

At this rate, his natural recovery was fast enough that we wouldn't even need potions. I’d kept some ready in my Storage Ring just in case, but they seemed unnecessary for now.

"Why?! Why won't you die?!"

Ludovis lunged again, this time slashing at Rei’s side. Once more, Rei took zero damage. The Guild Master took the hit instead, but since he was standing so far back, Ludovis hadn't noticed the connection.

It was going exactly as planned.

From Ludovis’s perspective, it looked like every single one of his attacks was being magically nullified. Unable to comprehend why, he was falling into a state of total confusion.

『Tort! Sally’s finished her incantation.』

"Got it. Activate it on the countdown. Tell the vanguard to pull back."

『Understood!』

Thanks to the Bracelet of Bonds, Shiroru and I could use Thought Transmission even over a distance. It made coordinating our timing perfect.

『Three... two... one...!』

"Stowing the charm!"

"On it!"

Exactly as Shiroru finished the countdown, the Guild Master forcibly stored the Guardian's Charm in his inventory. At almost the same instant, the Ice Coffin Sally released encased Ludovis in a tomb of ice.

Normally, once the Guardian's Charm was activated, it couldn't leave the user's person until the effect expired.

However, during my experimentation yesterday, I’d discovered a workaround: the Storage Ring’s function could forcibly "un-equip" it. Furthermore, when stored, the charm treated the user as being absent, effectively turning the damage-redirection off. By putting it away only when we attacked, we could ensure our own spells actually hit the target. It was a bit tricky to time since life isn't a turn-based game, but it worked.

"Gnuwaaaaah! This is nothing! This won't stop me!"

The ice casket only held him for a heartbeat. Whether it was magic resistance or just sheer, terrifying physical strength, Ludovis shattered the coffin from the inside. The shredded remnants of the Ice Coffin crumbled into dust, having served its purpose.

Still, it wasn't like he hadn't taken damage. I could see the frustration boiling over in his eyes.

On our side, we appeared completely unscathed. To Ludovis, it must have looked like he was the only one losing blood while we remained perfectly fine. He was probably starting to panic deep down.

Now then, Ludovis, what’s your next move?
Turning to Dust

"No way... could this be the effect of that song!?"

Ludovis had failed to deal even a scratch of damage to the three vanguards, no matter how many times he struck. He had reached a conclusion: the cause was the Song of Soothing.

Just as I planned.

Even for Ludovis, his knowledge of the Song of Soothing was likely limited to hearsay. He couldn't possibly know its true effects without experiencing them firsthand. Consequently, he had begun to suspect that the song possessed the power to seal the Black Wolf’s attacks.

There was a chance he had inherited the Black Wolf’s memories and knew the original song had no such power. However, with no other explanation in sight, it was only human nature to latch onto the most obvious reason.

Predicting Ludovis’s next move was easy.

"In that case, I'll just have to deal with the Maiden first!"

He was targeting Halfa.

If the Song of Soothing truly nullified his attacks, and if that protection extended to the singer herself, he wouldn't be able to harm her. However, he only needed to interfere enough to break her concentration and stop the song. It was a logical tactical decision.

Despite being a Mage originally, Ludovis opted for a direct, physical assault. He dashed forward with such blinding speed that even Dolga-san couldn't keep up. In the blink of an eye, he was right in front of us.

Now it was my turn. I stepped in front of Halfa, shielding her with my body. I had to find a way to latch onto him.

"Out of my way, brat! I'll deal with you later!"

Ludovis swung his right arm down at me.

There was no pain, but the impact was still there—a bizarre sensation. To avoid being sent flying, I clung desperately to his massive arm.

"Aaaagh! Stop getting in my waaaaay!"

Infuriated, Ludovis unhinged his jaw and let out a deafening roar.

That... was exactly what I was waiting for!

I thrust my right arm directly into his open maw. In my hand was a Guardian's Charm—not the one the Guild Master held, but another one I had pulled from my Storage Ring. I had stored this one yesterday while it was already in its activated state.

I had spent yesterday afternoon verifying what would happen if two Guardian's Charms were activated in close proximity. The answer: the one activated first takes priority. In this case, the effective charm was the one I had activated yesterday—the one I was currently shoving down Ludovis’s throat.

I had also tested one final thing: what happens if you hand an activated charm to someone else? The answer was that the recipient becomes the one to shoulder the damage. At this very moment, Ludovis was the only one touching the charm. By the rules of the item, he was now its "owner."

Unaware of this, Ludovis tried to bite my arm off. Because of the charm’s effect, however, he was the one who suffered the blow. His own right arm buckled as if struck by an invisible force. Instead of blood gushing out, a faint mist of darkness leaked from the wound before evaporating.

"Wh-what? What did you do!?"

Ludovis was completely bewildered. I couldn't blame him; he had tried to attack, only to have the damage rebound onto himself. Unless you knew the specific mechanics of a Guardian's Charm, it was impossible to figure out.

Actually, even if you knew about the charm, you probably wouldn't have thought to use it like this. It was widely regarded as a "trash item," after all. In truth, it was a terrifyingly broken tool for taking down powerful foes.

Now, he was wide open. I didn't have to worry about counterattacks anymore; I could just wail on him unilaterally. If this had been right after my memories returned, I might have felt some hesitation. But I was a full-fledged Adventurer now. I didn't feel a shred of remorse about exterminating a monster that preyed on people.

"Why?! Why isn't it working?! Are you truly an Apostle of the Destiny God!?" Ludovis screamed in frustration.

I didn't know or care if I was an Apostle. I just wanted to settle the score with him. I couldn't forgive him for what he’d done—for trying to make Halfa and everyone else miserable!

I slashed at him repeatedly, but the gap in our base stats was so large that my daggers didn't do much. The damage he took from his own redirected attacks was likely much higher. Ludovis was currently flailing in a blind tantrum, but if he calmed down and stopped attacking, my damage output wouldn't be enough to finish him.

"Tort, are you okay?"

"Rei! Everyone! We're almost there!"

I already had a plan for the finale. The timing was perfect; everyone had just caught up. Surrounding Ludovis were myself, Shiroru, Rei, Mil, Dolga-san, and the Guild Master. I pulled every single Gambler's Staff I had left out of my Storage Ring.

"Sally!"

"On it! Flame Whip!"

Just as we’d rehearsed, Sally unleashed the Flame Whip she’d been holding on standby. She aimed it directly at me, sweeping up the pile of Gambler's Staffs in the process.

A massive explosion erupted. I was caught in it, as were my companions surrounding Ludovis. But it didn't matter. Every single point of damage from that blast was redirected straight into Ludovis. An explosion multiplied by the number of people caught in the radius was a devastating blow, even for a monster like him.

The only thing I hadn't accounted for was the sheer scale of the blast; the shockwave actually took out a chunk of a nearby building. Apparently, the charm didn't protect the scenery. I should have tested that part more thoroughly.

Well, I suppose that falls under "collateral damage."

The explosion left Ludovis on the verge of collapse. The shroud of darkness around him had thinned so much that he was nearly translucent. He had truly ceased to be human.

"Is that the core?"

In the center of that thinning darkness, right where a human heart would be, sat a pulsating, malignant sphere.

"To think... that I would be defeated... Accursed Apostle. But it matters not... your trump card, the Rune Breaker, was sacrificed to Lord Garnalava. You have no means to destroy me!"

Despite his pathetic state, Ludovis managed a triumphant sneer. It was a hollow boast. Even if he wanted to claim a moral victory, we had already won.

Though, he was right about one thing: without the Rune Breaker, this would have ended in frustration. If we didn't have it.

But we did.

"You mean this one?"

"Wh-what?! How do you have that?! What is happening?! Was I dancing on the palm of the Destiny God's hand from the very beginning!?"

The moment I produced the Rune Breaker, Ludovis spiraled into a panic. Since he had no physical body left and was essentially just a core, it was more of a frantic vibration than a physical reaction, but the sentiment was clear.

As for dancing on the palm of a god... well, maybe we were all dancing. But if it meant saving Cygnil, Halfa, and everyone else, I’d gladly dance until the end.

Of course, it was a different story for Ludovis. He had spent his life planning and executing his schemes, only to have the rug pulled out from under him at the very last second.

I didn't feel sorry for him. Not even a little. What he had done was beyond forgiveness.

Ignoring his frantic rambling, I thrust the Rune Breaker into the core. The blade sank into the sphere with pathetic ease. In that instant, the core shattered—and the existence known as Ludovis crumbled into dust. A passing breeze carried the remains away, leaving nothing behind.

We won.
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45. The Conclusion of the Black Wolf Incident

Several days had passed since Ludovis was obliterated. The city of Cygnil had already returned to a sense of normalcy. As expected of a place where so many Adventurers gathered, the people were resilient.

Unfortunately, the recent attack had claimed the lives of several Adventurers. A number of buildings had also sustained heavy damage, and the Adventurer’s Guild headquarters would need to be completely rebuilt.

In recognition of our achievements—specifically, finding the Prayer Stone of Benevolent Rain and subjugating the Plague-Cursed Black Wolf—our Adventurer Rank was promoted all the way to C-Rank in a single leap. Based on our merits alone, it seemed we could have climbed even higher, but we were capped at C-Rank because our actual combat abilities haven't quite caught up to our reputation yet.

In truth, we really weren't strong enough. We only managed to defeat Ludovis because of my items and the support from the Destiny God. If anything, I wondered if it was truly okay for us, who were still essentially greenhorns, to hold a C-Rank. The guild must have agonized over the decision, trying to find a balance between our accomplishments and our raw strength.

As a reward, we were granted ten Platinum Coins. These weren't the kind of coins an individual normally carried; they were typically reserved for transactions between high-ranking nobles or wealthy merchant houses.

I was stunned by such an astronomical sum, but it seemed the payment also served as compensation for the loss of the Rune Breaker. Personally, since I’d already obtained a replacement from my gifts and had lent the original out knowing there was a chance it would be lost, I didn't feel I needed any compensation. However, for the sake of public appearances and to save face, the Lord’s House had insisted on paying up.

That pretty much summed up our rewards as Adventurers. For a pair of rookies, it was likely an incredible honor. But for me, there was a development that was far more shocking.

“Sorry. It’s been decided that I’m returning home.”

The one who spoke was Rei. In the wake of the recent chaos, he had decided to retire from being an Adventurer. That meant we would also be saying goodbye to Mil and Sally, who served as his guardians.

Rei’s real name was Reidulc Dravan. He was the second son of the Viscount Dravan family, the house that ruled the Cygnil region. Cygnil was the second-largest city in the Viscount Dravan Family Territory, surpassed only by the territorial capital itself, and it seemed he had often visited here to play as a child. He had deep connections with veteran Adventurers like Dolga-san, which was likely why he had grown to admire dungeon exploration so much.

Normally, the second son of a noble house wouldn't become an Adventurer unless the family had fallen into ruin. However, Viscount Dravan was unusually broad-minded for a noble and had apparently allowed Rei to pursue his dream, provided he met certain conditions.

But the winds had changed after this incident.

While Dungeons provided resources and drop items that benefited the territory, they were also magnets for trouble. Whether this specific disaster was truly the Dungeon’s fault was debatable, but there was no denying that they were breeding grounds for problems—from Monster Overflows to providing cover for criminals.

Because of this, Viscount Dravan decided to appoint an Acting Governor to oversee Cygnil. The ideal candidate needed to be connected to the noble family while also being well-versed in Adventurer affairs. Naturally, Rei was the one whose name rose to the top of the list.

Rei probably could have refused if he really wanted to, but after seeing the city he loved being overrun by Ludovis, he’d had a change of heart. He told us he’d decided to accept the responsibility.

Well, Rei did have a strong sense of justice, and he was nothing if not serious.

Personally, I suspected the Viscount’s reasoning was mostly a pretext; he was likely just worried sick about his son. If a father thought his son was just cautiously exploring the safe, shallow floors of a dungeon, only to be told he’d fought and defeated a Magic Beast sealed away since ancient times, he’d be terrified. A typical noble house might have viewed it as a glorious achievement, but from what I’d heard, the Viscount didn't seem like that kind of man. I didn't know the full truth, but if Rei was satisfied with the choice, it wasn't my place to complain.

“I’ve had a lot of fun adventuring with you. Even if you aren't an Adventurer anymore, we’re still comrades. If you’re ever in trouble, just say the word. If there’s anything I can do, I’ll be there to help.”

“Haha, thanks. I feel like most things will work out somehow if I’ve got you helping me, Tort. You too—if you ever run into a wall, make sure to rely on us.”

To be honest, I wished we could have kept adventuring together. But this was a decision Rei had reached after careful thought. I wasn't going to be selfish and make things harder for him. All I could do was promise that even if our paths diverged, our friendship would remain. Our time together had been short, but the bond between us was real.

“Sigh. I really wanted you to take over my work as a spy, you know.”

The one grumbling was Dolga-san. While he was an Adventurer, he was also a spy for the Viscount Dravan family. Apparently, he had been planning to groom me as his successor.

“I think I’m better suited to being an Adventurer. Besides, I want to help Halfa get back to her home.”

“Is that so...? Well, I suppose you’re right. But if you ever change your mind, you’re always welcome. I’ll train you until you’re the best in the business.”

He still hadn't given up. He was persistent, I’ll give him that. Still, the techniques Dolga-san taught me had become the foundation of my fighting style. Whatever his ulterior motives were, I was truly grateful to him. Someday, if I found some fine liquor, I’d bring it to him as a gift. In the end, he’d hardly gotten a drop of the Spirit Liquor of Life.

Nearby, Halfa and the others were exchanging their own goodbyes.

“Well, we’ll be keeping an eye on Rei, so you don’t need to worry about him. If anything, we’re worried about you, Tort. You look like you’re laid-back, but you have a habit of doing reckless things.”

“It’ll be fine! I’ll be watching over Tort properly!”

“That’s right~. We’ll leave Tort-kun in Halfa-chan’s hands.”

『I’m here too! Leave it to me!』

“Right. We’re counting on you too, Shiroru.”

Wait, were those... parting words?

And for the record, I didn't think I was being reckless at all. I wasn't entirely convinced by their assessment. I wanted to argue, but since they’d probably just bring up the Pandora Gifts to shut me down, I kept my mouth shut.

Rei and the others were heading back to the territorial capital first. He would receive his education as an Acting Governor there. When the carriage arrived to pick them up, the moment for our final farewell arrived.

“Hey, Rei. Can I take over the name ‘Glory's Steps’?”

“Yeah. If you guys carry it on, nothing would make me happier.”

I made that one last request. ‘Glory's Steps’ was the proof of our bond with Rei and the others. I decided I would keep the name alive. Whether I could actually achieve great things and make the name famous in place of the retired Rei... well, that remained to be seen. But at the very least, I wanted to have some good stories to tell him when we met again.

“Thank you. I guess this is really goodbye for now, then.”

“Yeah... See ya, Tort, Halfa!”

“Yeah! Bye-bye, everyone!”

With that, Rei and his companions departed for the capital. We intended to say our farewells to the people who had helped us and leave Cygnil in a few days as well. To find clues about the Wingfolk Village, I figured we should start by visiting the larger, more populated cities. However, we essentially had no plan. Since we didn't have any leads yet, there was no sense in rushing.

Regardless, this was the new starting point for ‘Glory's Steps’. I wondered what kind of adventure was waiting for us next. After getting caught up in such an unexpectedly massive incident, I really just wanted to take it easy for a while.
46. The Clover Called by Luck

After leaving Cygnil, we set our sights on the Royal Capital, Garond. As the most prosperous city in the Kingdom of Lievril, it seemed like the perfect place to gather information. Probably.

While inter-city carriages ran regularly from Cygnil, we chose to travel on foot. There was no guarantee that Garond held the clues we needed, and we didn't want to miss the chance of finding something unexpected in the smaller villages along the way. We decided to take our time and enjoy a leisurely journey.

"Oh my, what are you children doing all alone in a village like this?" an old woman asked, calling out to us as we passed through her town.

A pair of twelve-year-olds and Shiroru—who looked like nothing more than a pet—certainly didn't fit the image of hardened adventurers. Even if we were wearing the right gear, we didn't exactly look the part.

"Believe it or not, we’re actually adventurers. We’re on our way to the Royal Capital," I explained.

"Oh, is that so? It’s a long way to the capital. Will you be all right?"

"We'll be fine! We're taking it slow," Halfa replied with a beaming smile.

The old woman’s face softened, her expression turning grandmotherly. "I see, I see," she nodded, treating us exactly like her own grandchildren. Well, I didn't mind.

"Ma'am, have you ever seen any Wingfolk around here?" I asked.

"Aside from the little lady there? Sadly, no. I’ve hardly ever left this village, but I can tell you for certain that no Wingfolk have ever come through here."

"I see..."

It was as I expected. I didn't think information would be that easy to come by, but it was important to keep asking around anyway.

After chatting a bit longer, we said our goodbyes. Since we were staying the night, we needed to find an inn. In a village of this size, there was only one option, so there wasn't much of a choice to make. Even though the highway was nearby, the village itself was tucked away, and the inter-city carriages didn't stop here. Only travelers on foot ever really used the place.

The inn stood right near the village entrance. The moment we stepped inside, a surly man directed a sharp, suspicious glare our way.

"Staying the night? Is one room enough?"

"One room is fine!" Halfa answered before I could even open my mouth.

Lately, we’d been sharing a room whenever we stayed at an inn. Back at the Wildcat Inn, we’d had our own spaces, but Halfa had been a little lonely since we parted ways with Rei and the others. We were still just kids, so it wasn't a problem—and we had Shiroru with us, anyway.

The inn provided a bed but no meals. That wasn't an issue, though, since I had plenty of pre-cooked food stored away in my Storage Ring.

"Well, let's get some rest. Tomorrow, do you want to check out that clover field?" I asked.

<I heard it's covered in clovers!> Shiroru chirped.

"And they say if you find a Golden Four-Leaf Clover, you'll find happiness too!" Halfa added.

According to the old woman, a vast clover field was the local attraction. It wasn't a managed farm, but rather a place where clovers grew wild in a massive carpet.

The legend went that a Golden Four-Leaf Clover occasionally appeared among the green ones, bringing luck to whoever found it. It sounded a lot like the superstitions from my previous life.

I had researched medicinal herbs back in Cygnil, and I knew that Golden Four-Leaf Clovers were actually used as rare ingredients. Because they were so hard to find, they fetched a high price. In a purely financial sense, finding one definitely would make a person happy—though I doubted that was the "happiness" the legend referred to.

The next day, we made our way to the field.

"It’s clovers as far as the eye can see..."

"It really is!" Halfa exclaimed.

It was more impressive than I’d imagined. It was strange for them to grow in such a dense cluster without anyone tending to them.

"Alright! Let’s have a race to see who finds a Golden Four-Leaf Clover first!"

<Oh, I'm not going to lose!>

"Ah... sure."

Halfa made her declaration, and the hunt began.

But here was the thing: based on my experience gathering medicinal herbs, I knew I was going to win by a landslide. Just to test it, I reached into a nearby patch and plucked a single stalk.

...Yep. It was a Golden Four-Leaf Clover.

My Luck Value was clearly doing its job; rare herbs practically jumped into my hands. After that, even if I didn't find one every single time, a few more tries always resulted in another golden find.

"What?! Tort, how did you find that many already?" Halfa cried out after I'd gathered about ten of them.

"Well, you know... it’s probably my Luck Value..."

"Oh, right! That’s not even fair! Okay, Shiroru, it’s just you and me now!"

<Muu! I might have lost to Tort, but I won't lose to you, Halfa!>

And just like that, I was disqualified from the competition.

I kept looking on my own, though. I didn't have much else to do, and since they were valuable, there was no reason not to collect them. I just had to be careful not to overharvest and leave none for others, but given how massive this field was, my small haul wouldn't make a dent.

We spent a while longer silently plucking clovers. In the match between Halfa and Shiroru, Shiroru came out on top. Now that I thought about it, I’d appraised him before and remembered his Luck Value being quite high. Poor Halfa never stood a chance.

I stopped once I reached a hundred stalks. I figured that was more than enough. These weren't so much clovers that "brought" luck as they were clovers "called" by my luck.

<Hey, Tort. You gathered a lot of those. What kind of food do they turn into?>

Shiroru approached me with a curious look after the match ended. Did he think everything I collected was for eating? To be fair, I had been stocking up on crab and meat lately.

"Sorry to disappoint you, but these aren't for eating. They’re ingredients for medicine."

<Oh... I see...>

Shiroru’s ears drooped, and he looked down dejectedly. I felt a pang of guilt for getting his hopes up. Sorry, buddy.
The Scent of a Dungeon

"...Mmu?"

We were strolling leisurely along the road toward the Royal Capital when Shiroru suddenly came to a halt. He peered around, his small nose twitching as he sniffed the air.

"What is it?" I asked.

"I smell something... unpleasant," he projected.

The scent seemed to be wafting in from our left. It was apparently quite foul to Shiroru, as his face was twisted into a grimace.

"Hmm, I can't tell. Tort, how about you?" Halfa asked.

She had been sniffing the air just like Shiroru, but she eventually gave up and shook her head. 

"Nothing out of the ordinary for me, either," I replied.

"You two can't tell? This is the scent of a dungeon! And a very pungent one at that!"

Shiroru puffed out his chest with a smug look, even going so far as to stand on his hind legs. However, his head was a bit too heavy for his balance, and he promptly toppled over.

It was a cute sight, but Halfa and I were left tilting our heads in confusion.

"The scent... of a dungeon?"

"What does that even smell like?" Halfa pressed.

"Mmu, it’s hard to put into words. Whenever I'm in a dungeon, I can just 'tell' somehow. Usually, the smell isn't this clear, though."

Hmm, I see. 

He called it a "scent," but it was likely more like a presence. He was sensing a powerful dungeon aura coming from that direction.

"I’ve never heard of a dungeon being in this area," I noted.

"Is that so? Well, I’m certain there’s one over there."

Shiroru seemed remarkably confident in his senses. He didn't seem to have a shadow of a doubt.

"Mnuuu, now I'm curious!" 

"Is that because the 'scent is thick'?"

"Exactly! A scent that strong means there might be all sorts of delicious things we don't usually find!"

Ah, right. Of course that was his motivation. It was very like him.

"What should we do?" I looked at Halfa.

"Let's check it out. I'm curious too."

Since Halfa had no objections, we veered off the highway and began walking toward the source.

Before long, we entered a forest. We encountered a few monsters along the way, like Horn Rabbits and Forest Spiders, but they were weak enough that they didn't give us any trouble. We bagged the Horn Rabbits for their meat, but we left the Forest Spiders where they fell—no one eats those, and their materials weren't worth the effort of harvesting.

"That’s the spot," Shiroru said, gesturing forward.

He pointed toward a massive crag. Upon closer inspection, we found a hole in one side that looked like an entrance.

"This definitely has that dungeon feel to it."

"It looks just like the one back in Cygnil!" Halfa agreed.

The atmosphere around the entrance was remarkably similar. Beyond the opening lay a flight of stairs; it felt as though a sprawling underground labyrinth waited for us below.

The surroundings, however, were entirely different. There wasn't a soul in sight besides us. Naturally, there was no Guild Branch Office either. It was likely just an obscure, low-traffic dungeon.

"What do you think? Should we go in?"

"We’ve come this far, let's do it!" Halfa chirped.

"I'm going to find something delicious!" Shiroru added.

We decided to enter the dungeon with a fairly lighthearted attitude, though I was secretly a bit nervous. We had zero information on this place. Even if the shallow floors were generally safe, it didn't pay to be careless.

Stone floors, stone walls. The maze-like layout was no different from the Cygnil Dungeon I had grown familiar with. However, it was narrow. The tunnels were cramped—barely wide enough for three people to stand shoulder-to-shoulder. Since it was pitch black, a light source was mandatory; I led the way holding a lantern.

I only truly began to feel at ease after we encountered our first monsters.

"Gehehe!"

Three Goblins jumped out at us. They were enemies we had fought countless times back in Cygnil.

"If it's just Goblins, we should be fine."

"You can't eat those things..." Shiroru grumbled.

"Leave this to me!" 

Halfa stepped forward and readied her bow. 

I stayed back. The passage was so narrow that moving around would only get in her way, so I decided to let her handle it.

One, two, three.

With every release of her bowstring, a Goblin slumped to the floor. Her marksmanship was as sharp as ever. 

Truth be told, the dim-witted creatures were so busy bumping into each other in the narrow corridor that they couldn't even mount a proper charge. Even if it hadn't been Halfa, they wouldn't have been much of a struggle.

The Goblins vanished without leaving corpses, leaving only their Magic Stones behind. The Goblins in the Cygnil Dungeon usually dropped clubs, but these didn't even leave those. Not that I wanted them, anyway.

Regardless, the fact that the bodies dissolved confirmed that this was indeed a dungeon.

"Nuu... food..."

"Come on, those were just the first enemies," I said, trying to cheer Shiroru up.

"There might be some tasty-looking monsters further in!" Halfa added.

We continued through the labyrinth, encouraging the dejected Shiroru as we went. Since we didn't have a map, getting lost would be a disaster. I made sure to map our progress as we moved.

"Ah, a dead end."

"You're right... wait, hold on. Look at that!"

A maze-like path naturally had its share of dead ends. However, I spotted something in the shadows. I stopped Halfa just as she was about to turn back and held the lantern out to illuminate the floor further ahead.

"Oh! A treasure chest!"

"Wait, really!?"

"No doubt about it."

I hadn't been seeing things. Tucked away in the corner of the cul-de-sac was a small box. It was no wonder Halfa had overlooked it—the chest was significantly smaller than the ones we were used to seeing.

"I didn't know they came in that size."

"I only know the Cygnil Dungeon, so I couldn't say for sure," I replied.

"The inside is a different space anyway, so the outside size shouldn't matter much, right?" Shiroru noted.

He had a point. Treasure chests utilized a sort of pocket dimension, so items far larger than the box itself could be tucked inside.

"There don't seem to be... any traps."

"I wonder what's in it?"

"Something edible, hopefully!"

"Alright, I'm opening it. You two stay back."

I investigated the box thoroughly but couldn't find any traps. Just to be safe, I had Halfa and Shiroru move back before I popped the lid.

Sitting inside was another box, just a size smaller than the chest itself. It was a sight I knew all too well—a Pandora Gift!
48. The Dud Dungeon and the Mysterious Old Man

"It really was a Pandora Gift!"

"You did it, Tort!"

『Oh, what a find!』

As I held up the box I’d pulled from the chest, both Halfa and Shiroru cheered.

In hindsight, our excitement was a bit bizarre. After all, a Pandora Gift was the ultimate dud item. We were probably the only people in the world who would be happy to find one.

『What are you going to do?』 Shiroru asked. 『Will you open it right away?』

"Hmm... no, I’m going to save it!"

I felt the urge to open it immediately, of course. But we weren't in any immediate trouble, and a Pandora Gift could serve as a desperate ace in the hole. I had to resist the temptation until the time was right.

Glowing with the satisfaction of a successful haul, we resumed our exploration. Every monster we encountered after that was a Goblin. We plowed through them with ease, continuing deeper into the crag until...

"Ah, another treasure chest!"

"You're right!"

『Make sure food comes out this time!』

"I can't exactly control the contents, you know," I replied.

With everyone’s expectations weighing on my back, I checked for traps. Finding none, I flipped the lid. Inside was a staff I recognized all too well.

"Is that...?"

『It’s the same one you had before!』

"Yeah. It’s a Gambler’s Staff."

I double-checked with my Appraisal Loupe just in case, but there was no mistake. It was the same dangerous item that had been forced on me back at the black market. It wasn't totally useless if I needed to boost an explosion, but for all intents and purposes, it was a dud.

"Even you have off days, I guess," Halfa remarked.

『Mumu... Perhaps you’re just low on energy? Eating something delicious always cheers me up!』

"You just want a snack, Shiroru."

Regardless of my personal feelings, pulling two dud items in a row was considered bad luck by any objective standard. It was rare for me, but I figured everyone has an off day now and then, so we kept going.

"Okay, this is definitely weird," Halfa said, a crease forming between her brows as I opened yet another chest.

That made three duds in a row.

Was it impossible? No. But the probability was astronomically low. Dud items didn't even have that high of an appearance rate to begin with. Unless you were cursed with the world's worst luck, hitting three duds in a row was practically impossible—even for a normal person, let alone me.

For the record, the third chest contained an item called "Whimsical Dice." They looked like standard six-sided dice.

Of course, they weren't ordinary. Apparently, if you rolled one inside a dungeon, a special effect would trigger based on the result:


	Whims of the Gods

	Compel surrounding creatures to laugh

	Treasure chests fall from the sky

	Monsters fall from the sky

	Cause a massive explosion

	Turn surrounding creatures into frogs for a set duration



They were single-use consumables; once the effect triggered, the die would vanish. The small bag I found contained four of them.

I gave them another look... but honestly, they were a hard sell. If I could choose the number, they might be useful, but they were entirely random. I didn't even know what "Whims of the Gods" did, which made it all the scarier.

"The chest spawn rate is high, at least..." I muttered.

『It is meaningless if they only contain junk,』 Shiroru huffed.

"If we're going to get duds anyway, I wish it would at least be another Pandora Gift," Halfa added.

Between the constant stream of junk and the endless Goblins, the lack of a challenge was starting to sap our spirits. It seemed we had stumbled into a "dud dungeon"—a place with plenty of chests but no worthwhile loot.

I started looking for the right moment to suggest turning back, but then we hit a dead end.

"Wait, if this is a dead end, then..."

"What’s wrong?" Halfa asked.

"Well, assuming we didn't miss any side paths, this seems to be the very back of the dungeon."

"What!?"

『It is over already?!』

The two of them were understandably shocked. Compared to the Cygnil Dungeon, this place was tiny. We hadn't even been exploring for two hours yet.

『Muu...』

"How disappointing."

Both Halfa and Shiroru looked thoroughly unsatisfied.

I understood the feeling. I was doing okay since I’d gotten a Pandora Gift, but without that, this would have been a complete waste of time.

"It’s a shame there wasn't even a reward for clearing the labyrinth," I sighed.

"That’s it, Tort! Let’s do that!"

"...Eh?"

『What are you talking about?』

Halfa leaped onto my casual comment with strange enthusiasm. While Shiroru and I were just confused, she looked like she was having the time of her life.

"If there aren't any chests, we’ll just make some!"

"Make them... how?"

"With that item you just found!"

"Wait, are you talking about the dice?"

"Exactly!"

The Whimsical Dice did have an effect that made treasure chests fall from the sky. If we got lucky, we might actually get something good... but...

"There's no guarantee we’ll get a good result, you know?"

"You can do it, Tort!"

『I agree!』

I tried to warn them, but they weren't listening.

Truth be told, I didn't think it would turn out too badly either. I still had the Destiny Reversal effect of my Destiny God's Smile left for the day. Even if I rolled something catastrophic, I could probably handle the fallout.

"Alright. I'll give it a shot."

I told the other two to stand back just in case and pulled a single die from the pouch. I tossed it as far away as possible to make sure we weren't caught in any negative splash zones.

Maybe I threw it a little too far, though. I couldn't even see what number it landed on.

However, I’m fairly certain it was a 2. The effect for 2 was "Compel surrounding creatures to laugh."

The reason I knew this was because an old man dressed in black suddenly materialized from the wall and began shaking with uncontrollable laughter.

...Uh, who is this guy?
The Deciding Factor Was a Whim of the Gods

“Heh, h-heh... You people... h-heh... who the hell... h-heh... are you?! H-heh, h-heh... What... h-ha, h-heh... what did you do to me?!”

As for who we were... I was the one who wanted to ask that. In the first place, where had he even been hiding? I’d checked to make sure the room was empty before throwing the dice. If he’d been lurking there through some magical means, he was the only suspicious person here.

“Tort!”

While I stood there in a daze, Halfa and Shiroru rushed to my side.

“Who is that? What’s going on?” Halfa asked.

“I’m not really sure myself.”

『Mumu... This guy reeks of the dungeon! Is he the source of that scent?』

Shiroru glared at the old man and let out a series of muffled barks. I didn't quite understand what a "dungeon smell" was, but it seemed to be related to the "scent density" that had led us to this hidden spot. He was definitely shady.

I didn't want to get involved with him if I could help it, but it didn't look like I had much of a choice. The old man glared back at us, his face contorted by fits of laughter.

“H-heh, I see... h-ha, this presence... h-heh, I get it now. So you’re the ones...”

“Presence? What are you talking about?”

“H-heh, I have... h-heh, no obligation... h-ha, to tell you.”

The laughter interrupting every other word was incredibly distracting; the tempo of the conversation was terrible. I mean, I knew I was the one who caused it, so I wasn't really in a position to complain, but still.

Regardless, the old man seemed to recognize us. I, however, had absolutely no memory of him. I glanced at Halfa, but she looked just as bewildered; she clearly didn't know him either.

I wondered if it was just a case of mistaken identity, but I doubted he’d listen even if I tried to explain.

“H-heh, h-heh... This... h-heh... saves me the trouble... h-heh... h-heh. You all... h-heh... are going to... h-heh... die!”

Die?!

This old man was way more dangerous than I’d anticipated!

No, now wasn't the time to be overthinking things. Even while struggling against the laughter, the old man shifted into a combat stance. If his words were anything to go by, he genuinely intended to murder us.

I had no intention of letting that happen. I was a C-Rank Adventurer, after all. Besides, it was three against one. I wasn't going to go down easily.

However, just as I braced myself to fight, an intensely bad premonition flashed through my mind. There was no logical basis for it, but I felt instinctively that fighting him head-on was a mistake.

It was pure intuition, but my body moved before my brain could catch up. I flicked one of the dice I was holding toward him. Thinking about it a second later, it wasn't a bad move. Most of the effects from those dice were duds, but they could be quite effective if forced onto an enemy.

Perhaps he underestimated the power of the item, or maybe he thought he was fine as long as it didn't touch him. The old man retreated just enough to dodge the die by a hair’s breadth.

Too bad for him. Many of the dice's effects targeted the entire surrounding area.

“What?!”

He must have rolled a six. In an instant, the old man transformed into a frog. His eye level dropped so suddenly that he looked completely dazed.

“H-ha... What... h-heh... what just happened?!”

“Oh, he turned into a frog.”

“A frog... h-heh... you say?!”

『A frog, huh? Can I eat it?』

“Don't you dare eat him!”

That was actually a pretty good effect. Still, I couldn't afford to be careless. He could still speak even in that form, which meant he could likely still use magic.

If that was the case, I needed to keep the pressure on. My best chance was to strike while he was still struggling to process the situation.

“Both of you, get back! Hya!”

I threw the remaining two dice at him. One stopped almost immediately, landing on a three. High above near the ceiling of the crag, a treasure chest materialized and plummeted downward... straight toward the old man.

“Ah!”

“Gugeh?!”

The chest scored a clean hit. The old man let out a pathetic shriek—the kind you’d expect from a crushed frog. Well, considering his current form, that’s exactly what it was.

Wait... is this bad?

Dungeon treasure chests were incredibly heavy. They were so heavy that even an adventurer who specialized in strength could barely carry one. If he was pinned under that as a tiny frog... he’d be nothing more than a frog cracker.

D-Did I kill him?

I mean, he was trying to kill us, so this counted as self-defense, right?

My heart hammered in my chest, but my worries were short-lived. It turned out the old man was still alive despite being flattened by the chest.

“This... I can't believe... such a stupid thing... I can't afford to die here! I didn't plan on using this in a place like this... but I have no choice.”

As the old man muttered to himself, my sense of dread began to swell again.

This was bad. Just as that thought crossed my mind, the final die—which had been spinning non-stop—finally came to a halt. Even from a distance, I could see the red pips. It was a one. The effect: Whims of the Gods.

“Kukuku... Things didn't go as planned, but if I can take the Apostles of the Destiny God down with me—”

Apostle of the Destiny God. I’d heard that phrase somewhere before. Was this old man a member of that evil cult?

I didn't get a chance to interrogate him, though.

Before I could say a word, he vanished. The frog legs that had been peeking out from under the edge of the treasure chest were gone. He must have teleported away.

“What was that all about?” Halfa asked, looking utterly perplexed.

“I have no idea...”

By the way, the treasure chest that had fallen from the ceiling turned out to be completely empty. The description never actually said there’d be loot inside... but it was pretty cruel to get our hopes up like that.

For a moment, I’d actually started to think they might be useful, but I was wrong. The Whimsical Dice were definitely dud items. No doubt about it.
50. The Forestfolk Siblings

A mysterious old man in a dud dungeon. The encounter had ended on a bit of a weird note, but as far as I was concerned, it hadn't been a bad detour. I’d come away with a Pandora Gift, after all.

The road to the Royal Capital was long, and as we trekked along, the light began to fade. It looked like we’d be making camp tonight. Traveling on foot meant there was no guarantee we’d reach a village by nightfall. Well, in today’s case, it was mostly because we’d wasted so much time on our little side trip.

"Alright, let's roast some meat skewers over the open fire! It’s fresh rabbit, courtesy of Halfa’s butchering skills."

"Heh-heh!" Halfa puffed out her chest proudly.

『Well done, Halfa!』 Shiroru chimed in.

I had a Simple Stove magic tool, but using it felt a bit like cooking on an induction heater. It was convenient, sure, but nothing beat the flavor of food cooked over an open flame. Since we needed the light anyway, I’d built a proper fire. It felt like a real campfire, which made the evening feel a bit more special.

I’d seasoned the meat with soy sauce and spices, so the flavor was bound to be better than anything you’d find at a typical roadside stall. As the skewers sizzled over the flames, they released an aroma that made my stomach growl. Watching the fat drip into the fire was almost too much to bear. I felt like I was about to start drooling.

『Is it ready yet? It’s ready, right? I can't hold back anymore!』

"I suppose so. It should be fine now."

『Finally! I'm digging in! Mgh... It's hot! Mnum, mnum... but so good!』

Shiroru used Telekinesis to deftly manipulate a skewer, stuffing his cheeks with meat. Without me even noticing, his control had become incredibly precise. I suppose even a Holy Beast’s skills could be sharpened by sheer gluttony.

"The soy sauce glaze is so fragrant, and you charred it perfectly! As expected of you, Tort!"

"No, no, it's all thanks to Halfa's prep work. The meat is as fresh as it gets."

"That looks delicious!"

As Halfa and I were busy praising each other, an unfamiliar voice drifted our way. I looked over and saw a young girl watching us with hungry eyes. There was no way I had any acquaintances out here; she was a complete stranger. The most striking things about her were her ears—unlike my rounded Commoner ears, hers were sharp and pointed. A hallmark of the Forestfolk.

『Who are you?』

"I'm Spira! Oh, the doggy is so cute!"

『Whoa, stop it! I am not a dog!』

The girl, Spira, gave a beaming greeting before lunging at Shiroru to rub his fur vigorously. Her touch was a bit rough, and Shiroru struggled in vain to escape her clutches.

"Spira, did you come here with someone? Do you know where they are?" Halfa asked gently.

Spira nodded enthusiastically. "I'm with Big Brother. ...Huh? Where is he?"

She looked back over her shoulder and tilted her head. Don't tell me she's lost.

Fortunately, she didn't seem particularly upset about being separated from her brother. I imagined her brother was the one doing all the worrying.

"Do you know which way your brother went?"

"Yeah, over there! He'll be here soon!"

When I strained my ears, I could hear a faint voice in the distance. Someone was definitely calling for Spira.

That was a relief. Even if they’d been separated, it sounded like they weren't far apart. I couldn't see much in the growing dark, but he had to be close.

"Big Brother! Over here!" Spira waved her hand toward the darkness. Wait, can she see him?

Then I remembered that Forestfolk possessed excellent night vision. Just to be sure, I cast <Night Vision> on myself. Immediately, the world brightened, and I spotted a man walking toward us.

The brother who appeared shortly after had the look of a young adventurer. I could tell from his aura that he’d already moved past the rookie phase; his leather armor and the short sword at his hip looked well-worn and comfortable.

He looked to be about twenty years old, but it was hard to tell with his race. Forestfolk lived longer than Commoners, and their aging slowed down significantly once they reached adulthood, leaving them looking the same for years.

Usually, Forestfolk were known for their magical aptitude, but the brother appeared to be a rare front-liner. I suppose it made sense; not every Forestfolk was destined to be a mage. There were bound to be warriors like him among them.

Aside from his ears, he didn't look much different from a Commoner. His race wasn't inherently more beautiful or anything like that, though they did tend to be on the leaner side since they had difficulty putting on heavy muscle.

"Spira! Thank goodness. You can't just run off like that."

"I'm sorry, Big Brother. It just smelled so good."

"Smelled so... Ah, excuse me. I’m Lowell. I’m this girl’s older brother."

Lowell scolded Spira lightly before introducing himself, seemingly remembering his manners. There was a bit of an age gap between them, but they clearly got along well.

"I’m sorry for the trouble she caused."

"Ah, don't worry about it. If you’d like, why don't you join us? We have plenty of skewers left."

"No, we couldn't possibly..."

Lowell started to decline, looking ready to head off immediately, but I stopped him. I felt bad letting Spira go after seeing her look at the food with such longing. Besides, Halfa had already started roasting a fresh batch, and Spira was watching the meat with absolute focus.

"Really, we have more than enough."

"...Alright. Thank you."

Lowell seemed to realize that dragging Spira away from the meat in her current state would be a lost cause, and he eventually accepted the offer.

We chatted as we ate.

It turned out Lowell was twenty and Spira was six. Since they were still young for Forestfolk, the gap between their appearance and actual age was minimal. As I’d guessed, he was an adventurer—and a C-Rank one at that. We were C-Rank at twelve, but that was an anomaly caused by the Black Wolf incident. Normally, reaching C-Rank by twenty was a sign of real talent.

Next, I introduced our group.

"I'm Tort. This is Halfa, and—"

『I'm Shiroru! Nice to meet you!』

I had wondered how to handle Shiroru’s introduction, but he didn't wait for my input, sending a Thought Transmission directly to our guests. Oh well. He’d already been "talking" to Spira, so there was no point in hiding it now.

Lowell looked genuinely startled by the voice in his head. Spira, meanwhile, didn't flinch.

"D-Did he just talk?"

『Of course! I’m a Holy Beast. Talking is easy!』

"A Holy Beast..." Lowell muttered, as if trying to process the concept. He looked like he needed a moment to wrap his head around it. Take your time, buddy.

"Even so... a Commoner, a Wingfolk, and a Holy Beast? That’s an incredible combination. Are you all adventurers too?"

"We are."

"We're C-Rank!" Halfa added.

Lowell had a point; we were an odd bunch. Wingfolk rarely mingled with other races, and Holy Beasts were usually the stuff of legends.

That said, adventurer parties were often mixed. Roles were usually clearly defined, with different races utilizing their innate strengths to help the group. It wasn't uncommon to see a sturdy Dwarf acting as a tank while a magically gifted Forestfolk served as a Magic Attacker.

Lowell had clearly suspected we were adventurers based on our gear, but he hadn't expected us to be the same rank as him. He looked stunned by Halfa’s boast.

"C-Rank at your age? Are you actually Grassfolk?"

"Ah, no. We’re Commoners. A lot happened recently that led to a sudden rank up. Honestly, I’m not sure if we’re as experienced as you are, Mr. Lowell..."

"Hmm? Oh, right. You don't need to use honorifics or formal speech with me. Adventurers usually keep things casual, and since we're the same rank, there's no need for the 'Mr.' I won't force you, but feel free to drop the formalities."

That seemed to be the way of the world for adventurers. Regardless of the rank difference, everyone was essentially an equal. We were all independent contractors, after all. While people might use polite speech for seniors they respected or during formal operations, the general vibe was peer-to-peer.

Anyway, Lowell seemed like a good guy, and since he’d insisted, I decided to take him up on it.
51. What Exactly Does "Rare" Mean?

"By the way, you mentioned that 'various things happened.' If it’s not too much trouble, would you mind telling me about it?"

"I don’t mind, but..."

Naturally, he was curious. It wasn't as if I were trying to hide anything, so I gave him a brief summary of our time in Cygnil.

It seemed word of the incident had reached the Royal Capital, but Lowell didn't know the details. I explained how an ancient magic beast called a Black Wolf had been unleashed by evil cultists, how we’d been lucky enough to find items to counter it, and how we’d managed to defeat the beast by making use of several other tools.

"So, that’s really all there was to it. We just had a bit of luck; our actual skills are still lacking."

"Just 'a bit,' huh?"

『That’s not true at all! Tort’s luck has to be among the highest of any human!』

Halfa and Shiroru both chimed in to poke fun at my modesty.

Yeah, I should probably correct myself. It certainly wasn't just "a bit" of luck. In fact, it wasn't even about being lucky—the Destiny God’s support system had been absolutely flawless.

However, if I said something like that out loud, it would probably sound like a wild exaggeration, so I kept it to myself. After all, the Guild Master of the Cygnil Adventurer's Guild looked like he was on the verge of worshiping me as an Apostle of the Destiny God. Honestly, how did things even end up this way?

Lowell listened to our exchange with a gentle expression. Then, he spoke with the tone of a mentor.

"You may indeed have been lucky. Even so, ranks aren’t awarded for achievements alone. As you move up, a certain level of capability is expected. The guild likely promoted you because they judged you were ready to handle the responsibilities of a C-Rank."

Is that so?

To be honest, I’d been feeling anxious about whether such a rapid promotion was actually okay, but hearing Lowell say that made me feel a lot better.

I figured that was enough about us. I had a question of my own for Lowell.

"We’re currently on our way to the Royal Capital, but what brings you out here, Lowell?"

Even though we were on the main highway, monsters still appeared. It was hardly a safe area. Traveling by carriage was one thing, but I felt the risk of traveling on foot with Spira was quite high. I couldn't fathom his objective—I doubted he’d be out hunting monsters with a child in tow.

"Ah, yeah. I'm heading to a village further ahead for personal business. As for Spira, I didn't intend to bring her, but she insisted on following me."

Even if she did follow him, one would usually turn back halfway.

The word "kidnapping" briefly crossed my mind, but looking at the two of them, that seemed impossible. He probably just had a reason that was difficult to talk about.

"By 'further ahead,' do you mean the Clover Village?"

『Oh! That is where we found the shiny clovers!』

"Found...? You found Goldidilla!?"

Lowell reacted explosively to the exchange between Halfa and Shiroru.

Goldidilla was another name for the Golden Four-Leaf Clover—or rather, its name when used as a medicinal material. Could it be that Lowell's business also involved the clover?

"Tort and Shiroru did. I was the only one who couldn't find any..." Halfa grumbled.

"What!? Does that mean you found two plants!?"

『It wasn't just two plants! This is Tort we are talking about!』

"...What does that mean?"

Lowell looked utterly bewildered.

Well, normally you’d assume it was one plant each for a total of two. In reality, we had one hundred and one!

Since he said it was personal business, that meant it wasn't for a guild commission. Because Goldidilla had the effect of greatly enhancing medicinal properties, it was widely used in treatments for rare or difficult diseases. Considering that, he might have a friend or relative with a serious illness.

"Are you looking for Goldidilla? As a medicinal ingredient?"

"Yeah. For Spira. She looks healthy, but her constitution is weak. Apparently, she needs medicine to stabilize her condition."

"For Spira..."

So that was it. In that case, I didn't mind parting with some of the Golden Four-Leaf Clovers. I’d gathered them in a fit of excitement, but looking back, a hundred plants really was overkill.

Even putting that aside, Lowell seemed like a good person, and I couldn't just ignore Spira’s situation. While I had my doubts about winning people over with material gifts, I figured it was a solid investment in a new friendship.

When I glanced at Halfa, she smiled and nodded. It seemed she wanted to give them some, too.

"In that case, I'll give you some. I have plenty, after all."

"Wh—? Ah, no, those are incredibly precious."

"So I've heard. But I really do have plenty."

Since words alone clearly weren't enough to convince him, I reached into my storage and pulled them out. Suddenly, the area was filled with the glitter of golden clovers. Goldidilla were truly brilliant; they weren't made of metal, but their reflectivity was so high they seemed to glow.

"Wait... what?"

"Wow! Big Brother! They’re so shiny and pretty!"

Lowell’s eyes went wide with shock, while Spira was overjoyed.

"See? Plenty, right?"

"Y-Yeah. But didn't you harvest them for a specific purpose?"

A purpose, huh? That made sense. They were precious medicinal materials, after all; one wouldn't normally harvest them without a reason. Then again, when you hear something is rare, you just want to grab it while you can. It couldn't be helped.

"I didn't really have a purpose. I just took them because they were rare."

"I... I see."

Lowell wore a complicated expression. I suppose telling him they were "rare" while holding a stack of a hundred was a bit of a contradiction.

In the end, Lowell accepted the Goldidilla. It seemed that seeing a hundred of them at once had warped his sense of value, because I was able to persuade him surprisingly easily. He seemed to think one plant was enough, but since I had so many, I gave him three just to be safe. He looked slightly exasperated by the gesture—I might have been a bit too pushy.

"I will definitely repay this favor. Since you are also heading to the Royal Capital, why don't we travel together?"

Now that he had obtained what he was looking for, it seemed Lowell and Spira had decided to head back. Since we had managed to hit it off, I had no reason to refuse.

However, I didn't really need a reward—especially not a monetary one. Between the rewards for the Black Wolf subjugation and my lucky constitution, we had more money than was appropriate for our rank. While money wasn't something that caused trouble by its presence, I felt awkward taking it after essentially forcing the clovers on him. To be honest, it wasn't as if I’d gone through great pains to harvest them, so I didn't feel a reward was necessary.

Instead, I made a different proposal.

"In that case, whenever our schedules align, would you be willing to take on requests with us? We were promoted to C-Rank so suddenly that we don't really know the ropes of the work yet."

Halfa had done almost nothing but dungeon exploration, so her Adventurer Rank had started at F. I had modestly climbed to E-Rank by gathering medicinal herbs, but even so, we had jumped up two ranks to C. Outside of dungeons, we would have to earn a living by taking on standard requests, and I was a little anxious about that.

Actually, while we were nervous, I suspected the guild staff would be the most anxious of all. Even if we held C-Rank Adventurer's Plates, it would be difficult for them to feel at ease entrusting important work to a pair of unknown children. In that regard, Lowell had an established track record in the capital. If we worked with him, the guild would likely feel much more relieved. It would be a huge help to us as well, allowing us to build a reputation while getting used to the job.

When I explained my reasoning, Lowell nodded understandingly.

"I see. If that's enough to return the favor, then I'll gladly cooperate. That said, a debt for Goldidilla isn't something that can be repaid so easily. If there is anything else you need, just let me know. If it's within my power, I'll lend you my strength."

"I'll be sure to ask, then."

With the agreement settled, we set off to return to the Royal Capital together.
Growing Large

Dawn broke, signaling the start of a new day.

The distance from our current spot to the Royal Capital Garond was roughly a five-day trek on foot. I hadn’t wanted to force Spira to walk that far, so I’d originally planned to use an inter-city carriage—but then...

"Go, Shiroru! Mush!"

Before we set out, Spira was happily perched on Shiroru’s back. She seemed to be playing "horsey." The problem was that Shiroru was only about the size of a small dog. No matter how petite Spira was, he couldn't actually carry her. Even putting aside the question of his stamina, her feet just dragged on the ground.

However, that problem was solved quite easily.

『Hmph. I suppose I have no choice.』

With those words, Shiroru activated his Giantization. Even calling it "giantization" was a bit of an exaggeration; he only grew until his back reached roughly the height of my waist. Still, it was the perfect size to carry Spira.

"Wahaa! Shiroru got big!"

Spira was overjoyed. Shiroru trotted in a circle around us and came back, his steps steady and sure. He looked more than capable of carrying her for the journey.

"Since when could you do that?" I asked, surprised.

『Only recently. As you grow, Tort, my own capabilities seem to expand as well.』

I recalled someone mentioning that Holy Beasts are influenced by the humans they bond with. Apparently, as I leveled up and grew, Shiroru would grow right along with me.

When I used Appraisal on him again, I saw that 【Giantization】 had been added to his skill list. For now, it seemed that waist-high size was his limit. However, since the skill had a level, I figured he’d probably be able to get even larger as it went up.

With the concern over Spira’s exhaustion resolved, we decided to scrap the carriage plan. As it turned out, inter-city carriages weren't actually that fast. Since they usually carried multiple passengers, they couldn't maintain a high speed, and the horses needed frequent rest. Their daily travel distance was also strictly dictated by the location of the post stations. If you had the stamina and didn't mind camping out, traveling on foot didn't actually take much longer.

Most importantly, I’d heard the ride quality was abysmal. It made sense—there was no such thing as a suspension system in this world, and the roads were far from paved. Walking seemed much more pleasant.

We weren't in a particular hurry, anyway. We were more than strong enough to handle any monsters in this area, and with my Storage Ring, our luggage wasn't a burden. We eventually agreed that walking would feel more like a fun picnic.

The greatest threat in these parts was the Grassland Wolf, but after our training in the dungeon, they were no match for us. The same went for Lowell.

"...Ha!"

With a sharp breath, Lowell fluidly evaded a lunging wolf. In the blink of an eye, he drove his blade through its heart. The Grassland Wolf hit the ground with a dull thud and didn't move again.

Lowell didn't even pause to confirm the kill before moving on to the next target. Faint arcs of lightning crackled along the length of his short sword. He told me he was imbuing the weapon with magic. It was overkill for a mere Grassland Wolf, but I’d asked him to show me how he fought. It was incredibly cool.

Apparently, Lowell was a rarity among Forestfolk in that he was poor at magic—or more specifically, he struggled with "releasing" mana. To compensate, he activated his magic by shrouding his weapon in it instead.

I didn't quite grasp the mechanics of it. Was "cladding" something you could do just by visualizing it? At the very least, the spells I had learned had very specific, fixed effects, like Sally’s Fire Arrow or Flame Whip.

But come to think of it, I could control what I removed with Clean to some degree based on my mental image, and I’d successfully manipulated Decomposition to create soy sauce. Perhaps the idea that "effects are fixed" was just a limitation I’d placed on myself. Depending on the visualization, magic might be capable of all sorts of applications.

Thinking about it made me want to learn more spells. So far, I’d only focused on utility magic, but maybe it was time to pick up some offensive spells as well.

By the time I finished my musings, Lowell had finished off the pack of wolves.

『Well done, Lowell! A brilliant display!』

"Yeah! My big brother is super strong!"

Shiroru and Spira ran over to heap praise on him. Shiroru’s tail was wagging furiously, clearly caught up in the excitement, while Spira giggled happily. Lowell responded to them with a gentle smile. It was a heartwarming sight.

"Alright, time to dismantle them! Tort, you want to try, right?"

"Yeah, please teach me."

Halfa and I got to work on the carcasses. Recently, she’d been showing me the ropes of the dismantling process. I wasn't at the point of gaining a skill for it yet, but I hoped to eventually. I couldn't just keep leaving all the dirty work to her.

Thanks to my 【Dexterous Fingertips】 trait, I managed a fairly clean job for a beginner, though I was still nowhere near Halfa’s level. We took the meat and the pelts; the meat wasn't the tastiest, but we couldn't afford to be wasteful. Once we were done, we burned the remains and buried the ashes.

The rest of the trip followed a similar pattern. We encountered no major trouble, and our progress remained smooth. Four days later, we finally arrived at the Royal Capital, Garond.
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53. Far Too Surprised

True to its status as the Royal Capital, the entrance gate was massive and imposing. Just like in Cygnil, entry and exit seemed to be mostly unrestricted. Of course, the guards were keeping a sharp eye on the crowd, so anyone who looked blatantly suspicious would likely be pulled aside.

"There isn't even a screening process," I remarked. "I thought the security in the Royal Capital would be a lot tighter."

"Yeah," Lowell replied. "Coming and going through the Commoner District isn't that difficult. However, it’s an absolute ordeal for a commoner to try and enter the Noble District."

According to Lowell, Garond was protected by three distinct layers of fortification. First was the Castle Wall surrounding the Royal Castle itself. Second was the City Wall that enclosed the entirety of Garond. Finally, there was the Partition Wall, which marked the boundary between the Commoner District and the Noble District. Generally speaking, commoners weren't allowed into the Noble District without express permission, and even then, they were subjected to a rigorous inspection.

Well, since the only commoners with business there were usually specialists like doctors or government-sanctioned purveyors, it wasn't something that affected the average person much.

The sun had already begun to dip toward the horizon. Perhaps because the gates were nearing their closing time, almost no one was heading out of the city. Most people were flowing inward, and we allowed the crowd to carry us through the gates.

Despite the approaching dusk, the main thoroughfare was teeming with people. Cygnil had been a lively place, but this was on another level entirely. I also noticed that the people here were dressed far more stylishly than those in Cygnil. Being the capital, I suppose it was the center of the fashion world.

Then again, Cygnil was a town primarily for adventurers, so it probably wasn't a fair comparison. Back there, almost everyone you saw was armed to the teeth.

I intended to follow Lowell’s lead as he guided us toward the Adventurer’s Guild, but then something caught my attention.

"Wait, where did Spira go?" Halfa asked.

『She was right here until a moment ago,』 Shiroru added.

I snapped to attention at Halfa’s words. She was right—Spira was gone. I had Shiroru cancel his Giantization before we entered the city, since walking around with a massive beast would have been a nuisance. Spira had definitely been with us at that point.

Did she get lost in the crowd? I wondered.

Lowell quickly dismissed my concern. "Oh, I sent Spira on home ahead of us. The Adventurer’s Guild can be a bit rowdy."

That was a fair point. While many adventurers were good people at heart, the majority of them were rough around the edges. Very few would ever dream of hurting a child, but there was still a good chance they’d end up scaring her.

But when did he tell her to leave? Lowell had been walking in front of us, acting as our guide the entire time. I didn't recall a single moment where he'd stopped to give her instructions.

Still, it was obvious how much Lowell cherished his sister. He probably had an unspoken protocol with her for these kinds of situations.

Shaking off the confusion, we continued toward the Adventurer's Guild. As the headquarters for the guild within the Kingdom of Lievril, the building was enormous. It was the peak hour for reporting completed requests, so the interior was packed with people. Our goal today was simply to check in and report our transfer. Since we’d see the staff anyway when we eventually took a job, it felt a bit redundant, but apparently, it was the local custom.

"Well, if it isn't Lowell! Haven't seen your face around here for a few days," a voice called out. "Who are the kids? They can't be yours, can they?"

"Hardly," Lowell replied. "They're colleagues. I was away on private business and they helped me out. I'm just showing them the ropes as thanks for the favor."

One of the adventurers chatting nearby had approached us. It seemed he was an acquaintance of Lowell’s. Lowell was only twenty, so there was no way he could have kids our age, but since Forestfolk didn't age like everyone else, I suppose it was a common misunderstanding. Or, more likely, the man was just joking.

"I’m Tort, from the party 'Glory's Steps.' It’s a pleasure to meet you."

"I'm Halfa!"

"Waf!"

"Whoa! A Wingfolk? That's rare," the man said, looking impressed. "And you've even got a tamed monster? Never seen a critter like that before. Oh, I'm Zephyr. Good to meet ya."

Zephyr-san was a Commoner and clearly older than Lowell, but he seemed like a friendly, easygoing guy. Shiroru had greeted him with a simple bark instead of using thought transmission because I’d asked him to keep it down earlier. It would be far too conspicuous if he started talking, and explaining that he was a Holy Beast would be a massive headache.

"Listen, Tort," Lowell said. "I'm going to catch up with this guy for a bit. Why don't you two go ahead and handle the reception?"

It was a good suggestion. It was already evening, and the guild would be closing its doors soon. We needed to get our business done while we still could.

Leaving Lowell behind, we headed toward the counter.

Actually... maybe I should check the Request Slips first. We had been diligently gathering medicinal herbs on the way to Garond, so we might be able to turn some in. Gathering requests usually only listed a recommended rank rather than a mandatory one, so as long as you had the items, you could complete the request on the spot.

Oh, here’s a delivery request for Goldidilla. I wondered how many they were looking for. Probably just a single plant? I decided to ask.

Wait... the reward is one Gold Coin?

I knew request rewards were usually higher than market value, but that was way more than I expected! When I gathered herbs back in Cygnil, I had to bring in several bundles just to get a few Silver Coins—and I’d been told that was a good rate. Goldidilla was incredibly efficient for earning money. Though, to be fair, that was only because of my luck. Halfa hadn't been able to find a single one.

The other item I could potentially turn in was Moonlight Lily-of-the-Valley. It was a rare flower said to bloom by soaking up moonlight, opening its faintly glowing petals for only a single night. No one really knew where or how they grew; sometimes they just appeared in someone’s yard overnight.

The petals of the Moonlight Lily-of-the-Valley possessed a powerful purifying effect and were used as a base for the highest-grade Antidote Potions and Healing Potions. Because they couldn't be farmed or targeted, their value was astronomical. I’d happened to stumble upon one while we were camping. Since it was even rarer than Goldidilla, the reward for this one was five Gold Coins!

I’d assumed that gathering wouldn't pay as well as dungeon diving, but maybe I was wrong. Then again, this was almost certainly just a lucky fluke.

Regardless, I took the two slips and headed to the counter. Luckily, there was an open spot with no line. The staff member was a young man who looked full of energy.

"Hello. I'm here to report a transfer and make a delivery. We were operating out of Cygnil until now."

"Understood. In that case, please show me your Adventurer's Plates."

Right, that made sense. Since this was our first time taking a request in Garond, identification was mandatory.

As Halfa and I placed our plates on the counter, the receptionist's eyes nearly popped out of his head.

"Huh?! Kids like you are C-Rank?!"

...You're saying the quiet part out loud, sir.

And you're saying it very loudly.

"M-My apologies," he stammered, trying to regain his composure. "Let's see the delivery items... Moonlight Lily-of-the-Valley?! And Goldidilla too?!"

Good grief, his voice was carrying across the entire hall. This guy was a bit of a mess.
54. The Drunken Fighter

Whether he realized he had messed up or not, the receptionist looked like he was on the verge of tears. I could feel the weight of everyone’s eyes in the hall shifting toward me.

Wait, it wasn’t me! I’m not the one who made him cry!

Sure, leaking info unnecessarily was a bit of a problem, but my rank was right there on my Adventurer's Plate for anyone to see. Besides, it wasn’t like the details of a completed request were some deep state secret. I didn't think it was anything worth crying over, but...

The man’s face had gone pale, and I didn't know how to respond, making the whole situation incredibly awkward. Just then, a booming voice rang out, blowing the tense atmosphere away.

"Heh, not bad, kids. C-Rank, huh? And Moonlight Lily-of-the-Valley plus Goldidilla? Those are some serious rarities. You guys must have some real skin in the game."

The voice belonged to Zephyr. It was way too loud for someone just chatting with Lowell. Is he doing that on purpose?

"They didn’t get there just by picking weeds," Lowell added, his own voice carrying across the room. "Apparently, they were diving into dungeons back in Cygnil. I’ve traveled with them for a bit, and I can vouch that their skills are the real deal."

Lowell’s tone was strangely explanatory. There was no doubt about it—they were putting on a show for the benefit of the surrounding adventurers.

Was this... a deterrent?

Kids like us being C-Rank was a recipe for jealousy. People would probably suspect we’d cheated or bought our way up. Combine that with the fact that we were hauling rare plants and a whole lot of coin, and we were basically magnets for every low-life adventurer in the room.

However, Lowell was guaranteeing that our strength matched our rank, and Zephyr was backing him up. By having two established locals acknowledge us, they were sending a clear message to anyone thinking of messing with us to back off.

Whether they understood the nuance or not, Halfa was beaming at the praise, and Shiroru was vigorously wagging his tail. They were both in great moods.

For some reason, even the receptionist looked relieved. Maybe he’d been worried about us getting targeted because of his slip of the tongue. If so, I felt a little bad for making him worry.

Wait. No, no. This was his fault to begin with. We hadn't done anything wrong.

Regardless, I collected my reward of six Gold Coins for the completed request. Now, for the rest...

"Is it possible to turn in more Goldidilla?"

"Eh? Yes. Since there's a Standing Request for precious medicinal herbs, we can accept them, but... don't tell me you have more!?"

The receptionist looked genuinely shocked. These things were apparently even more valuable than I’d realized. I flicked a glance toward Lowell, whose expression clearly shouted at me to exercise some restraint. Releasing the whole stockpile at once was definitely a bad idea.

"Um, well... I'll turn in ten stalks, then."

"Eeehhh!?"

The second the number left my mouth, the receptionist let out a strangled shriek.

...He really didn't have to react that loudly.

That was my first thought, but then I saw Lowell holding his head in his hands. Apparently, even ten stalks was overdoing it. That was a bit of a problem. I still had nearly ninety more tucked away in storage. What on earth was I supposed to do with the rest?



"Gah-haha! Tort, you’re something else! I’ve never met someone who was actually stressed about having too many rare materials!"

Zephyr’s jovial voice echoed through the tavern. We were at a typical adventurer’s hangout, the kind of place frequented by C-Ranks. After finishing up at the guild, Zephyr had invited us along. He was a C-Rank himself and a regular here. He’d told me that polite speech wasn't necessary among peers, so I’d dropped the formalities.

Our group was sitting around a large table with Lowell and Zephyr. When I asked Lowell if it was okay to leave Spira alone, he mentioned there was someone at his house to look after her. That made sense; he couldn't exactly drag her along to a rowdy tavern.

As for the drinks, we children obviously weren't having any. Lowell didn't seem like much of a drinker either, having only had a small glass at the start. Zephyr, on the other hand, was knocking them back.

"Hey, Zephyr. That's the fourth time you've told that story."

Zephyr was well into his cups and had started repeating himself. Just as Lowell pointed out, this was the fourth time he’d brought up the Goldidilla.

『Hey, what’s wrong with Zephyr? His face is bright red. Is he sick?』

"That's just the alcohol," I whispered back to Shiroru. "People act like that when they've had too much to drink."

『I-I see! So that's why Halfa and Tort don't touch the stuff. I was curious, but I think I’ll pass!』

Halfa and Shiroru were whispering urgently to each other. It looked like Zephyr was serving as an excellent bad example. Judging by how spooked Shiroru looked, I didn't think he realized the effect was temporary. It was a little mean, but I decided to let him keep that misunderstanding for his own good.

Still, did Shiroru really not know about alcohol? Come to think of it, despite being such a glutton, his knowledge of food was surprisingly limited. It was strange, considering how much he knew about dungeons and monsters.

Anyway, Zephyr was now completely wasted. He’d actually invited us to join his party and Lowell on a Goblin Subjugation request. I intended to accept, but seeing the state he was in, I wasn't sure how it would work out.

Knowing Zephyr, he probably hadn't even consulted his own party members yet. Since he’d only brought it up after he started drinking, I wasn't even sure if he’d remember it in the morning.

As if reading my mind, Lowell let out a long sigh.

"We won't be heading out tomorrow," he muttered. "Better to talk this over again when he’s sober."

I figured as much.
What's Yours is Mine

We had reached the forested area north of the Royal Capital Garond. A pack of goblins had apparently taken up residence in an abandoned village there, and our request was to subjugate them.

Goblins are social monsters that live in groups when outside of a dungeon. They usually have a leader of some sort, and if left to their own devices, the goblins around that leader eventually evolve into high-rank species.

Even if they’re just goblins, these high-rank species can become formidable enemies. Because of that, any competent ruler will dispatch the army or issue a subjugation request to adventurers as soon as a settlement is discovered.

Fortunately, it seemed we had caught this one early, as the village was still relatively small. If that was the case, the high-rank species shouldn't be too developed yet. Zephyr predicted they were being led by something around the level of a Goblin Commander.

Aside from the members of Glory’s Steps, our group consisted of Lowell, Zephyr, and Eina.

Eina was a member of Zephyr’s party. She was a Commoner mage who didn't seem built for close-quarters combat. She was also incredibly taciturn, rarely speaking except to chant spells. She would respond if you spoke to her, though, so communication wasn't an issue.

Zephyr’s party usually operated as a foursome, but his other two members were currently away on personal business. It seemed that was why he had invited us along for the request.

We were about to storm the abandoned village, but we’d already thinned the herd. We had staked out the entrance for a while, picking off the goblins that wandered outside with surprise attacks.

None of those had been high-rank species, however. They were likely still inside the village.

"Ready?" Zephyr called out.

Everyone nodded silently. All that was left was to annihilate them according to the plan.

Eina took the first shot. As she chanted Explosion, a blast ripped through what looked like a central plaza, catching several goblins who had been loitering about. Those caught in the center were likely killed instantly.

Alerted by the blast, more goblins began pouring out of the decaying buildings. There were a little over ten of them, but since there still weren't any high-rank species among them, I knew this couldn't be the whole lot.

The goblins began to chatter in eerie, panicked voices as they took in the carnage in the plaza. One of them eventually spotted us, pointing and screaming incessantly. I couldn't understand the words, but there was no doubt we had been identified as the enemy.

A few goblins scrambled back into the buildings while the rest charged toward us.

In the chaos, I quietly slipped away from the group. I had activated Shadow Hiding beforehand, so the goblins didn't even notice I was gone.

My role was to pick them off in secret. Shadow Hiding wears off if you draw too much attention, but in the middle of a chaotic melee, I could keep it active for quite a while depending on my footwork. The key was to stay inconspicuous and strike from the dark. Since my allies were drawing plenty of agro, I could silence the goblins on the periphery one by one without anyone noticing.

While I worked, the goblins that had retreated into the buildings returned with reinforcements. There were more than I had expected—including the ones already present, their numbers seemed to exceed thirty.

Maybe my estimate was a bit naive, I thought. The settlement was larger than I’d anticipated. Still, it was nothing we couldn't handle.

Our formation was simple: Halfa provided cover with her bow, Eina attacked with magic, and Lowell and Zephyr protected the rear. Shiroru and I were supposed to act as skirmishers, shaving down their numbers. At least, that was the plan...

"Waf! Wafuuuu!"

Shiroru, using both his Giantization skill and Lightning Clad, tore through the battlefield. Goblins collapsed in his wake, one after another. They weren't dead, but seeing them twitching and convulsing on the ground, it was clear they were too paralyzed to move. He was neutralizing multiple enemies with every single dash; it was essentially a one-beast wrecking crew.

"Do they even need us for this?" Zephyr asked, sounding bored.

"Indeed," Lowell replied. "I suppose that is the power of a Holy Beast."

"Huh? Holy Beast?"

"Er, nothing..."

Lowell and Zephyr were having a leisurely chat. The goblins were so preoccupied with Shiroru that they didn't even spare a glance for the backline, leaving the two warriors with nothing to do.

Actually, at this rate, I wouldn't have anything to do either. Since I’d gone to the trouble of using my skills, I figured I should put in at least a little work.

I moved away from Shiroru's path and began finishing off the goblins that were trying to catch their breath. Between Shiroru and me, we must have taken out well over fifty by now, yet the numbers didn't seem to be decreasing.

I soon realized why: goblins were steadily streaming out of one specific building. This was definitely strange.

I broke off my assassination run and circled back to Lowell.

"Lowell, isn't this weird?"

"Yeah. There are way too many of them, and it's odd that only small-fry are coming out."

Now that he mentioned it, he was right. Normally, it was unthinkable for the high-rank species to stay hidden during this much of a commotion.

"Besides, look at their gear," Zephyr added, focusing on the goblins' weapons. "Isn't it a bit too high-quality for bunch of runts like these?"

I looked closer. He was right. While the gear wasn't exactly "magnificent," many of them were carrying brand-new blades. Goblins shouldn't have the technology to forge their own weapons, so how had they gotten their hands on so many?

Just then—

"Gruaaaa!"

A roar shook the very air. Finally, the high-rank species was making an appearance.

"Oho, finally decided to join us? That's a General. Might be a bit of a handful," Zephyr said.

"There are quite a few Commanders and Leaders as well," Lowell noted. "Why did they wait until now to emerge?"

A Goblin General was categorized as Threat Rank B by the Adventurer’s Guild. For comparison, a normal goblin was Rank E. A General was a foe on a completely different level of power.

However, neither Zephyr nor Lowell looked panicked. While a Rank B monster was generally considered the limit for a five-person party of C-Rank adventurers, our group didn't seem the least bit worried.

"Hey, hey, check out that General's weapon! It looks better than my own gear!" Zephyr shouted.

"...You're right. Even the Commander's weapons are high enough quality to serve as spares," Lowell agreed.

"Alright! Those things are wasted on them! Let's finish this quick and take those toys for ourselves!"

Zephyr had started sounding like a common thug!

I had thought we were in for a struggle, but was I the only one who felt that way?
56. The Hole Under the Floor

Regardless, I had to eliminate the immediate threat. Fortunately, we’d managed to thin out the rank-and-file goblins enough that we weren't in danger of being overwhelmed by sheer numbers.

With the pressure off, Zephyr and Lowell both went on the offensive. The low-level goblins were still being trampled by Shiroru, as usual.

"Halfa, a song!"

"Got it!"

I decided to have her use her Singing Magic, which she’d been holding back during the initial skirmish. As Halfa's voice rang out across the village, my body felt suddenly, noticeably lighter. It was the 〈Song of Agility〉.

"Oh, now this is more like it!"

Zephyr swung his massive sword with newfound ease, lashing out at the Goblin General. The terrifying whoosh of his blade cut through the air. The Goblin General met the blow head-on, however. It too wielded a greatsword, and the two heavy blades clashed in a thunderous exchange of offense and defense.

Since this wasn't a one-on-one duel, interference was inevitable. A Commander-class goblin tried to catch Zephyr from the flank.

However, it never reached him. Lowell materialized behind it, cutting the creature down in a heartbeat. Crackling with electricity, his blade was clearly under the effect of Lightning Clad. Even for a high-rank species, a mere Commander stood no chance against it. Lowell immediately shifted his focus to the next target.

Meanwhile, I set to work quietly picking off the Goblin Leaders. The effect of Shadow Hiding had already worn off, but the battle between Zephyr and the Goblin General was so intense that I went completely unnoticed. This allowed me to trigger my 【Shadow Strike】 skill with ease. Against a mere Leader, I could still land a one-hit kill.

Lowell and Zephyr had been right. Honestly, nothing other than the General was much of a threat. I suppose high-rank goblins are only truly dangerous when they have a massive horde to lead.

The General, however, was a different story. Zephyr was attacking valiantly, but he seemed to lack a decisive blow. Then again, even with the 〈Song of Agility〉 helping him, the fact that he was holding down a Threat Level B General all by himself was impressive enough.

"Hey! Don't just stand there watching! Feel free to pitch in!"

The rest of the goblins had been dealt with, leaving only the General. I’d been hanging back to study Zephyr's fighting style, but his shout proved he wasn't the type to demand a fair fight. He wasn't that much of a battle-maniac.

I exchanged a glance with Lowell, who gave me a subtle nod as if to say, Go ahead.

Fine, then. Time to back him up. There was no sense in being polite in a life-or-death struggle.

That said, my dagger was likely underpowered for a monster of this caliber. High-rank species tended to have unnaturally tough skin that resisted damage. Even if I couldn't wound it properly, I could at least provide a distraction.

I recast Shadow Hiding and crept up behind the General. Neither Zephyr nor the General were moving much; they were locked in a stationary slugfest of heavy blows. Closing the distance stealthily was actually quite easy.

Even as I stepped into range, the General didn't notice me. I wanted to go for the throat, but the General was as tall as a large man—well out of my reach. I’d have to settle for the back of the knee. It was a reachable target, and a solid strike there would surely ruin its balance.

"Gugaaa!?"

I drove my knife home with everything I had. The monster's hide was so tough the impact made my hand go numb. However, between my strength and the 【Shadow Strike】 effect, I dealt a significant amount of damage. At the very least, it was enough to make the General scream. Though, given its reaction, it might have been a cry of shock at being ambushed rather than one of pure pain.

The General was still standing, but my role was finished. To deliver and receive those heavy blows, it needed to keep its weight firmly planted. With its leg compromised, the General’s movements slowed significantly. Zephyr could handle the rest.

Struggling to keep its guard up, the General could no longer keep pace with Zephyr's onslaught. It managed to block a few more hits, but it was only a matter of time before its defense failed.

That moment arrived a second later.

"Uoooooh!"

The General's posture finally crumbled under the pressure. Zephyr didn't miss the opening. With a fierce roar, he brought his blade down on the General's neck, lopping its head off with sheer momentum.

Good grief, just how much strength did that take?

"The same idiotic strength as always," Lowell muttered softly from nearby. "I can hardly believe that's the combat power of a C-Rank."

Pot, meet kettle, Lowell. I’d seen him slicing through Commanders like butter with that lightning-charged sword.

Zephyr caught his breath and walked over to us.

"Tort, you're amazing! I was fighting the damn thing face-to-face and even I lost track of you! That follow-up strike was terrifying. I thought you said your Divine Protection was explorer-type? You're a total fraud!"

"I agree," Lowell added. "That Assassin Style really suits him. In a fight against humans, he'd be the most troublesome type among us."

Wait, are they lumping me in with these monsters?

Compared to them, I was well within the realm of normal. Probably.

While we chatted, we did a quick sweep of the area. There weren't any survivors left; the village square was a graveyard of goblin corpses.

It was a staggering number of enemies. I felt a wave of depression just thinking about the cleanup. We couldn't just leave them here, or they might undergo zombification.

Besides, the numbers were still bothering me. They’d all come out of that one building, hadn't they?

The house in question was larger and grander than the others, likely the former village headman’s home. But even so, it wasn't nearly big enough to house that many goblins. There had to be a trick to it.

As I was pondering the mystery, Shiroru came running over, yapping. He had gone to scout the building while we were talking.

『Hey, Tort! There’s a hole in the floor of that building! And the hole... it smells like a dungeon!』

...You’ve got to be kidding me.
57. The Ruins Dungeon

Checking the former village headman’s house, I found a massive hole gaping in the floor where the wood had collapsed. Stone ledges overlapped to form a crude set of stairs, suggesting it wouldn't be difficult to climb in and out.

This explained how so many goblins could emerge from such a small building. They’d been living inside this hole. Furthermore, if this truly was a dungeon, it explained their superior equipment. They were likely items the goblins had looted from within.

That said, the goblins themselves weren't dungeon monsters. While dungeon monsters do occasionally wander outside, they supposedly don't leave corpses behind, just as they would simply vanish within the dungeon itself.

For the time being, the investigation of the hole was put on hold. First, we had to deal with the goblin corpses. Given the sheer number, it was quite the ordeal. We salvaged their equipment and the magic stones from the high-rank individuals, then piled the rest together for incineration. Eina took care of the disposal with her fire magic.

The cleanup took quite a while, so we stayed the night in the abandoned village. Even though it was the site of a massacre, it was still better than sleeping in the middle of the forest. We made ourselves at home in one of the intact houses for dinner. The menu consisted of the usual meat skewers and soup. We’d been camping so often lately that I hadn't had time to cook more; my stock was finally starting to run low.

"A hole in the headman’s house, huh? That explains it."

When I reported the discovery of the dungeon, Lowell gave a curt nod. He seemed satisfied that the strange nature of the goblins had been accounted for.

"How'd you know it was a dungeon, though? You barely had a second to look at it."

"Oh, Shiroru told me."

"Heh. I didn't know familiars could communicate that clearly," Zephyr remarked, sounding impressed.

I hadn't told Zephyr or Eina about our Thought Transmission yet. Ordinary tamed monsters didn't possess that ability, and it would have been a hassle to explain that she was actually a Holy Beast.

But as we spend more time together, should I tell them?

While I weighed the options, I gave a noncommittal nod. For her part, Shiroru was narrowing her eyes contentedly as Eina scratched behind her ears.

"That means we’re exploring a dungeon tomorrow!"

Halfa was rearing to go. Our experience with the previous "dud dungeon" had been rather anticlimactic, so she seemed determined to have a proper adventure this time.

Still, this was likely an unexplored dungeon. Shouldn't we report it to the Adventurer's Guild first?

Incidentally, that dud dungeon had also been an unexplored one. I’d made sure to report it to that one receptionist when we reached the Royal Capital.

"Um, what do you think?"

When I looked at Zephyr tentatively, he gave a broad, toothy grin and nodded.

"Even if we have to report it, we might as well do a quick sweep first to save ourselves a second trip! Even if it’s unexplored, there’s little danger in the shallow floors. It'll be fine!"

I-Is that how it works?

I glanced at Eina, but she was focused entirely on petting Shiroru, acting as if she hadn't heard a word. Lowell had already vanished into the forest with a meat skewer in hand while we were talking.

I wasn't entirely sure, but if Zephyr—who was far more experienced than us—said it was okay, then I supposed it was fine.

■

When I asked Lowell and Eina for their opinions again later, they both replied that they lacked experience with dungeon exploration and couldn't say for sure. However, they added that if most adventurers stumbled upon an unexplored dungeon, they would probably try to poke around for a bit regardless.

I could understand the desire to be the first to see it. Thus, following Zephyr’s suggestion, we decided to explore the shallow floors for the time being.

We cautiously descended into the massive hole in the former village headman’s house. I took the lead. I didn't know if I could handle the traps of an unexplored dungeon, but I was the only one among us with an explorer-type divine protection.

The area beneath the hole resembled an ancient ruin. It was built of stone walls and pavement, but moss grew in the cracks, giving the impression that a vast amount of time had passed since its construction.

"The stone walls are crumbling, even though it's a dungeon?"

"You're right."

I looked where Halfa was pointing. A section of the weathered stone wall had indeed peeled away and fallen. Normally, if a dungeon wall is damaged, it eventually repairs itself. This made our surroundings look a bit strange. One possibility was that it had broken just moments ago—but that didn't seem likely.

"I think the 'decayed' look is its natural state. If we broke it further, it would probably just revert to this crumbling version."

"Huh. I didn't know dungeons like this existed."

Perhaps this wasn't a case where a pre-existing ruin had been turned into a dungeon.

The exact cause of dungeonization remains a mystery. One day, a place just suddenly becomes a dungeon.

Generally, there are two patterns.

The first is a pattern where the dungeon remodels its surroundings entirely. The Cygnil Dungeon was like this; an underground labyrinth appeared in a place where there had originally been nothing.

The second pattern is when a dungeon absorbs an existing location. For instance, they say places like a dragon’s lair can become dungeons. It was possible that this dungeon was an ancient, decaying ruin that had been absorbed and converted.

Putting my theories aside, we continued our trek. Fortunately, we hadn't encountered any traps yet. Given that the goblins had been moving in and out, there probably weren't many traps on the shallow floors.

『Master, a monster!』

A warning from Shiroru. The creature that appeared was... a nostalgic giant rat! They were common on the first floor of the Cygnil Dungeon. Even normal goblins could defeat these, and since they dropped rat meat, they provided a steady food source. The theory that the goblins had been living in the dungeon was looking more certain by the second.

"Waf!"

With a single bite from Shiroru, the rats vanished into smoke. Sure enough, chunks of rat meat were left at our feet. There was no doubt about it—this was a dungeon.

If that was the case, I couldn't help but look forward to finding treasure chests.

The dud dungeon had been a disappointment, but this place felt different. I suspected the equipment the goblins carried had come from chests found within these walls. If they’d managed to scavenge that many weapons, then the loot in this dungeon was something to be excited about.
58. Bonus Dungeon?

The Ruins Dungeon was considerably smaller than the one in Cygnil. Even though we had started our exploration early that morning, we had finished scouting nearly the entire First Floor before noon.

All that remained was a single, somewhat imposing door. Since the area was enclosed by a surrounding corridor, if there weren't any stairs behind it, this would turn out to be a small-scale dungeon with only one floor. If so, it would be roughly the same size as the previous Dud Dungeon.

"This dungeon is insane," Zephyr muttered.

"Yeah," Lowell agreed. "I don’t know how the authorities will handle it, but if it's opened to the public without restrictions, adventurers will come flocking here in droves."

Just as Zephyr and Lowell said, the value of this place was immeasurable. Despite its small size, we were finding Treasure Chests at an incredible rate. I suspected the spawn rate was boosted; we had already discovered over ten chests in this single excursion. It made for incredibly efficient farming.

And what’s more, unlike the Dud Dungeon, these chests actually contained useful items! That was the biggest draw. Halfa was beaming, though Shiroru... well, since no food had turned up yet, she looked less than impressed.

Beyond the chest spawn rate, the weakness of the monsters was another major factor. Since entering the Ruins Dungeon, we had encountered nothing but Giant Rats. While they were unsatisfying as combat practice, the safety of the crawl was a massive advantage for any adventurer looking to turn a profit.

If even rookie adventurers could explore safely while enjoying a high acquisition rate for Treasure Chests, this place would be an instant hit. Of course, the chests were still rigged with traps, so it wasn't completely without risk, but it was still incomparably safer than any other dungeon. So far, we hadn't even found any traps set in the floors or corridors.

"Besides," Zephyr added, "the quality of the loot is just too high."

"Ah, well, about that..."

The items we’d pulled from the chests all boasted impressive specs. To name a few: a Magic Bow, an Evil-Dispelling Magic Sword, and Cloth Armor imbued with a Shock Absorption formula. Generally speaking, any one of those would be considered a jackpot. Moreover, since we’d found these on the very first floor, Zephyr was absolutely right. He was right, but...

"That's because of Tort!" Halfa interjected on my behalf.

"Waf!"

Halfa puffed out her chest with pride. Shiroru didn't say anything, but she seemed to radiate the same sentiment.

"Hm? What do you mean?"

"Ah, well... I don't have definitive proof, but..."

With that caveat, I explained my Luck Value to Zephyr. I told him about how high it was and how it seemed to influence the contents of Treasure Chests, using our experiences in Cygnil as examples.

"Hahaha! I see! So that ridiculous harvest of a hundred Goldidilla stalks was thanks to your luck, too? You're one hell of a guy!"

Zephyr laughed heartily, slapping me on the back repeatedly. I'm sure he was trying to be gentle, but it still stung a bit.

"If it were up to me, I'd ask you guys to join our party... but I guess that’s a tall order? Two people as capable as you must have a reason for traveling alone."

"It's not that deep a reason, really. We're looking for Halfa's hometown, so we can't afford to stay in one place for too long."

I took the opportunity to explain our history and the goal of our journey, including the fact that we were searching for the Wingfolk as a clue.

After listening to the explanation, Zephyr shook his head apologetically. "I see. I'm sorry, but Halfa is actually the first Wingfolk I've ever seen in person."

"I figured as much."

I knew clues wouldn't be that easy to come by, but I still felt a wave of disappointment. Zephyr caught my expression and offered a cheerful word of encouragement.

"Hey now, don't look so down. With your luck, I'm sure you'll find them eventually. Right, Halfa?"

When I looked over, Halfa was wearing a bright, radiant smile. I couldn't quite tell what she was thinking, but she didn't look anxious in the slightest. She used to look worried every now and then, but lately, it felt like I’d seen nothing but smiles from her. She was as clingy as ever, though.

Perhaps I had been a little too impatient. I’d known from the start that this wouldn't be an easy task. It was probably better to take it slow and enjoy the journey for what it was. I wanted our travels to be fun, not a chore.

"Speaking of which, Lowell has always been a solo adventurer," Zephyr said, turning the conversation. "Maybe you should have him join Glory's Steps?"

"Ah, no, I..." Lowell faltered, his voice trailing off.

Lowell, huh? Having him join would be a huge relief, but considering Spira, it would probably be difficult. I expected him to refuse immediately, but for some reason, Lowell remained silent, looking deep in thought. I wondered what was on his mind.

『Hey, Tort. How much longer are you going to keep talking? Let's open the door already!』

We had probably lingered too long. A bored Shiroru sent a Thought Transmission my way. She was right; even if the danger was low, this was still a dungeon. It wasn't the place for a long chat. It was already around noon, so we’d likely finish checking behind this door and then call it a day. We could talk more once we were back outside.

"Alright, ready? I'm opening it."

"Yeah, go for it!"

With Zephyr’s approval and no objections from the others, I slowly pushed the door open.

The room beyond was entirely unremarkable. It wasn't a Boss Room, nor were there any stairs leading down.

"Ehh? Again?" Halfa’s shoulders slumped in disappointment.

It was a familiar sight. Honestly, the dungeon could have at least provided a Treasure Chest, but there was no use complaining to the walls.

I wasn't an expert on the subject, but from what I’d gathered through brief research, single-floor dungeons were rare. Since dungeons were said to grow over time, perhaps this one was just a newborn.

"It really is a Bonus Dungeon," Zephyr remarked. "If the only monsters are Giant Rats, then forget rookies—even a commoner could explore this place without a weapon."

"No, the chests are still trapped," Lowell countered, his face set in a frown. "I doubt they’ll let commoners in here. If anything, they'll need to restrict entry. Even if the chests spawn frequently, the dungeon itself is too small. If adventurers swarm the place, they'll end up fighting over the loot."

Zephyr and Lowell continued their serious debate.

I understood their concerns. Everyone would want to explore a dungeon where you could earn money so easily. If people crowded into such a narrow space, it would be chaos. I could almost imagine people camping out and sprinting toward every chest the moment it popped, with the first person to touch it claiming the right to unlock it. That sounded like its own kind of entertainment, in a way.

As I was lost in thought, Shiroru suddenly gave a sharp flinch.

『Whoa, something’s there! It's a monster!』
59. The Result of Defeating a Rare Monster

Shiroru’s warning via Thought Transmission reached us all. She must have been truly startled, given that she hadn’t limited the message's range to just me.

"What was that just now?! Was that Shiroru?"

"Shiroru... chan?"

Zephyr and Eina, whom I hadn’t yet told about the Thought Transmission, cried out in surprise. Even Eina, who was usually so quiet, had spoken up. She must have been genuinely rattled.

Wait, now wasn't the time to be distracted. Even without a specific skill, Shiroru’s scouting abilities were top-notch. If she hadn't noticed it until it was right on top of us, it couldn't be a normal monster.

Following Shiroru’s gaze, I saw a blur dash past. I didn't know what it was, but it was incredibly fast!

"It’s a Raremerat! Close the door!" Lowell shouted.

He wanted to make sure it didn't escape. I didn't fully grasp the situation, but I chose to trust his judgment. I dashed to the door, which we had left wide open, and managed to slam it shut just in time.

Thud!

"Chyu!"

Immediately after, the creature collided with the door. I’d made it by a hair’s breadth. The monster glared at me with resentful eyes. To put it simply, it was a gleaming rat. It had a highly polished, metallic sheen, but it didn't look like a toy; aside from the texture, it was a perfect match for a Giant Rat.

As if seeking revenge for the shut door, the Raremerat pounced at me. I instinctively met the attack with my knife.

"It’s rock-hard!?"

The vibration nearly sent the knife flying from my hand. I had managed to block the strike, but I didn't feel like I’d dealt any damage at all. It was like hitting a block of solid steel. The impact had even rung out with a sharp clink!

"Raremerats are elusive creatures that occasionally spawn in rat-infested dungeons," Lowell explained. "They're incredibly fast and have skin as tough as metal. But that doesn't mean they're invincible. If we keep up the pressure and don't let it get away, we can take it down!"

I had no idea such monsters existed. That meant one could have appeared back in the Cygnil Dungeon, too. I’d spent a decent amount of time exploring there, yet I’d never seen a single one. Then again, I wondered how Lowell knew so much about them.

His next words provided the answer.

"Raremerats have a very low chance of dropping their tails. If one drops, please, let me have it."

I see. Lowell needed that specific material. That explained his knowledge—and the desperation seeping into his voice. It was likely related to the medicine Spira needed. If so, I had to give this my all! If it was a rare drop, then it was my time to shine.

Against a foe this hard, my options were limited. I’d have to rely on Dehydrate. My dagger skills were proving insufficient far too often lately. Still, I was lucky to have any means of attack at all.

I didn't know if Dehydrate would work on a Raremerat, but I’d have to try. As long as it was a living thing, it should be susceptible. Since smaller monsters had less internal moisture, the spell should be devastating if it connected.

'Shiroru. Can you herd that rat into the corner where I am? Tell the others too.'

'Understood! I'm on it!'

I sent the request through the Bracelet of Bonds. I avoided speaking aloud because I was worried the Raremerat might catch on to the plan. Some high-intelligence monsters understood human speech, and while I didn't know where this rat stood on the IQ scale, I wasn't taking any chances.

Now, for my own preparation.

It was possible to hold a spell on standby after finishing the incantation, but it was difficult to move around violently while maintaining that focus. By that same token, I couldn't exactly chant while chasing a target as fast as the Raremerat. My best bet was to hide my presence and let the rat come to me.

I activated Shadow Hiding to mask my presence while holding the Dehydrate spell at the ready. Then, I simply held my breath and waited.

Shiroru pursued it relentlessly, while Zephyr and Lowell used their positioning to cut off its escape routes. Bit by bit, the Raremerat was cornered into my side of the room—now!

"<Dehydrate>!"

I snatched the Raremerat and activated the magic instantly. It struggled for a fleeting second, then went limp. A moment later, it vanished, melting away into nothingness.

"Whoa, what’s all this!?"

'Ooh, shiny things are raining down!'

Was this the loot? The moment the Raremerat perished, a fountain of coins gushed out of thin air and clattered onto the floor. They looked like silver coins at first glance, but the design was entirely unfamiliar. The coins piled up until they formed a mound slightly larger than the rat itself. Then, a moment later, a long, thin object dropped onto the pile with a soft plop.

"The tail!"

Lowell rushed over to confirm. It looked like he’d gotten exactly what he wanted. I breathed a sigh of relief.

However, we didn't have a moment to celebrate.

"Whoa! What’s happening?"

'It's shaking!'

A low rumble vibrated through the floor, and the ground began to heave. It wasn't enough to knock us off our feet, but the tremors showed no sign of stopping. I’d heard of this phenomenon occurring in dungeons before.

"Could it be... a Dungeon Collapse!?"

If that were the case, we were in serious trouble!

"A Dungeon Collapse? Are you sure?"

"I don't know for certain, but if it is, we’re in danger! We've got what we came for, so we need to get out of here now!"

"Right!"

No one argued. We nodded to one another and bolted from the room, racing toward the entrance. As we ran, I focused on the pile of mysterious coins, willing them to be stored; luckily, the Storage Ring was flexible enough to vacuum them all up in one go.

Eina was the slowest runner among us, so Zephyr had already scooped her up like a sack of rice. The fact that he could keep pace with us while carrying her spoke volumes about his incredible stamina.

The tremors didn't stop. If anything, they were getting violent. I didn't know how fast a collapse progressed, but this wasn't looking good. Fortunately, the exit wasn't far. Since the dungeon was small, the sprint to the surface was short.

'There’s the exit! Everyone, move!'

Shiroru took the lead, barking encouragement as the exit came into view. The shaking was so intense now that we probably wouldn't have been able to keep our footing if it weren't for our enhanced adventurer physiques.

Just as we scrambled out of the large hole, a massive roar thundered through the earth. The impact resonated through our very bones, even outside the dungeon. But as quickly as it had begun, the vibration ceased. Then, silence returned to the ruins.
60. Dividing the Loot!

"...I wonder what happened to the dungeon?" Halfa murmured, peering into the depths of the dark pit.

When she lowered her lantern, we saw that the massive hole had been filled in halfway down. Not a single trace of the Ruins Dungeon remained, as if it had never existed in the first place.

"There’s nothing left," I noted.

"It feels like it was all just a dream..." Halfa whispered.

It certainly wasn't a dream, but seeing it look like nothing more than an ordinary hole, I could understand why she felt that way. I'd initially thought it was the type of dungeon that had swallowed up existing ruins, but with no evidence left behind, perhaps I was wrong. Or maybe this was simply what happened when any dungeon collapsed?

"Regardless, I’m just glad we made it out in one piece. But still, why did the damn thing suddenly cave in?" Zephyr grumbled, plopping down on the ground.

I wasn't an expert—I’d only read through the records kept by the Cygnil Adventurer's Guild—but I recalled a specific theory mentioned in their archives.

"The leading theory is that every dungeon has a core, and when that core is destroyed, the dungeon collapses," I explained. "However, the appearance and location of the core vary from dungeon to dungeon. Since there have only been a few recorded collapses, no one knows the specifics for sure."

"Is that right? So, what was the core this time? Did we break something?"

When he put it that way, I had to think. If there was a likely candidate, it had to be that creature.

"Maybe... it was the Raremerat?"

"Are you serious?! That's the ultimate trap!"

I didn't know for certain, but considering the timing, it was the only thing that made sense. So, a monster could serve as a dungeon's core? Dungeons truly were a mystery.

"Well, it was the right call to explore before reporting it," Zephyr said, letting out a boisterous laugh. "Lowell, you should thank me and Halfa for suggesting we go in."

"It’s easy to say in hindsight... but you might be right," Lowell admitted with a reluctant nod, his expression a bit sour.

If we had reported the find to the Adventurer's Guild before exploring, another party might have hunted the Raremerat first. If the dungeon was destined to collapse the moment it died, Lowell would have lost his chance to obtain the tail.

Even if he had managed to hunt it himself later without interference, the dungeon’s profitability would have been public knowledge by then. If he had triggered a collapse with a crowd of adventurers inside, he would have faced a storm of criticism.

In other words, for Lowell, the best time to hunt the Raremerat was right then—before word of the dungeon’s value could spread.

"You're being strangely honest. It’s throwing me off..." Zephyr grimaced, likely because Lowell had actually agreed to a comment he’d meant as a joke. However, his face quickly brightened. "Ah, whatever. Anyway! Let's get to the important part: splitting the spoils!"

Since we had explored as a joint party of two separate groups, we had to be strict with the distribution to avoid trouble later. Both Zephyr and Lowell seemed like good men, but that didn't mean we should handle things haphazardly.

"I'm fine as long as I get the Raremerat Tail," Lowell declared immediately.

That was far too small a share, though. Between the treasure chests and the weapons the goblins had been carrying, we had a mountain of loot. Besides, while the Raremerat Tail was a rare material, its niche use meant there wasn't much demand for it. With almost no supply or demand, it didn't even have a set market price.

"Calculating everything is a hassle, so why don't we just take turns picking one thing we want?" Halfa suggested.

We ended up going with her idea. The monetary values might not be perfectly equal, but it was the simplest and most agreeable method.

From the pool of items, I claimed the Dagger of Piercing and the Boots of Silence.

The Dagger of Piercing was a magic weapon with a remarkably straightforward effect: it was enchanted with a formula that boosted penetration. It wasn't flashy, but it was exactly what I needed. I’d been worried about my lack of killing power with ordinary knives lately, and this dagger would help close that gap.

The Boots of Silence were magic boots that muffled the wearer's footsteps. They were perfect for someone like me who relied on surprise attacks and ambushes to deal damage. I was also pleased to find they offered high defensive value.

As expected of dungeon-made equipment, the sizes adjusted automatically to fit the wearer. Not every item found in a dungeon did this, but most did, and it was an incredibly convenient feature.

Halfa selected the Bow of Force and a set of shock-absorbent Cloth Armor. The bow's main draw was its ability to fire magical arrows by consuming the wielder's mana. As long as her mana held out, she could fire without worrying about ammunition. Furthermore, because the arrows were made of pure mana, they were effective even against physically armored foes.

The other members all managed to get something they wanted as well, leaving the remaining items for Shiroru. She wasn't going to use them, of course—we’d liquidate them to fund her snack budget. Not that it changed much, since I was the one who ended up making the snacks anyway.

The equipment was settled, but we still had one mystery item left: the strange coins dropped by the Raremerat.

"Do you know anything about these, Lowell?" I asked.

"I've heard they can drop random types of metal, but..."

So the drop was randomized. I decided to check them with my Appraisal Loupe.

The appraisal results were as literal as could be: the item was a Raremerat Coin. It had no special effects and couldn't be used as currency anywhere. If I had to categorize it, it was a collector's item or a work of art.

However, that didn't mean it was worthless. In fact, it was an item of staggering value.

This coin... was made of pure Mithril!

Mithril is a legendary magic metal with incredibly high mana conductivity. Because of that property, it’s used in high-end magic weapons and top-tier magic tools. Since it generally only comes from dungeons, the amount in circulation is miniscule. Its rarity and utility made it worth a fortune.

We decided to split the coins six ways, counting Shiroru as a member. With the coins divided, no one person had enough to forge a full weapon yet.

The three of us had three shares combined, but for the time being, I’d just keep them tucked away in my Storage Ring. Processing Mithril requires advanced smithing techniques, and I didn't even have a lead on a craftsman who could handle it.
Chapter 61: Spira’s Circumstances

"See ya! That goblin hunt was a huge help. If anything else comes up, give me a shout!"

After finishing our various reports at the Adventurer's Guild in Garond, Zephyr raised his right hand in a wave. Beside him, Eina gave us a slight, polite bow.

Zephyr had seemingly wanted to hold a celebration party, but Eina had shot the idea down. I’d wondered what was going on when she silently began dragging him away by the ear with a deadpan stare.

Apparently, Zephyr had been ordered to abstain from alcohol for a while. The cause was his heavy drinking on the day we first met; he had been bedridden with a hangover the entire next day.

And so, we decided to quietly go our separate ways for the evening. We were all a bit tired ourselves, so it was probably for the best.

By the way, I did report the situation regarding the dungeon to the Guild. Even though nothing remained of it now, the instance of a "Dungeon Collapse" was valuable information in its own right. I figured it was best to share it.

Initially, Radan—a somewhat clumsy young man—handled our case, but since he was still a rookie and couldn't quite process the gravity of it all, an older staff member eventually took over. Even then, that person wasn't exactly an expert on the subject, so they mentioned they might want to follow up with us later.

Now then, was everything for today finished?

The sun hadn't quite begun its final descent yet, so I thought it might be nice to just relax at the inn. It was right at that moment that Lowell spoke up.

"I’d like to talk for a bit. Could you come to my home?"

He looked at me with an incredibly serious expression. Naturally, I had no reason to refuse. Besides—

"We get to see Spira-chan!"

『That's right!』

Halfa and Shiroru both looked delighted.

Lowell’s home was located not far from the Adventurer's Guild. There were many rental houses for adventurers in the vicinity, and Lowell was apparently renting one of the smaller, cozier units.

The interior was clean but sparse, lacking any real decoration. In fact, there were very few belongings at all. It was the kind of living space you’d expect from a bachelor adventurer living alone, but...

"Oh? Where's Spira-chan?"

Halfa had beaten me to the question. I’d expected Spira to greet us, but she was nowhere to be seen. Furthermore, there wasn't a single personal item that looked like it belonged to a young girl. Since it was a one-room studio, it wasn't like she was in another part of the house. It was quite different from what I’d imagined.

"That's part of what I need to talk about. Spira."

When Lowell called her name, the space right beside him wavered. The distortion suddenly took on color, and Spira's figure appeared as if bleeding into reality. It didn't feel like she was simply erasing her presence with a skill like my Shadow Hiding. It was as if she had materialized out of thin air.

『Whoa, that’s amazing! How’d you do that, Spira?』

"Spira-chan, long time no see!"

It was a startling entrance, but Shiroru and Halfa didn't seem to mind. They immediately began chatting with her, smiles on their faces. Seeing that, Lowell exhaled a sigh of relief.

Halfa and the others were already deep in conversation... well, whatever. I should at least listen to the explanation.

"So, what exactly is going on?" I asked.

"Right. Spira is my younger sister and a Forestfolk. That much is true... but she has undergone a partial spiritification."

"Spiritification...?"

Spirits are existences close to nature and mana—spiritual bodies without physical forms. The common belief is that while they are invisible, spirits drift everywhere throughout the world. However, those are generally low-level spirits with weak egos; high-level spirits reportedly possess firm identities and distinct, visible forms.

According to Lowell, the Forestfolk are a race descended from spirits, and even now, they carry spirit factors within them. Because of this, on very rare occasions, a Forestfolk will begin to transition into a spirit.

"Then, Spira is...?"

When I asked, Lowell shook his head with a pained expression.

"Spira... hasn't been able to fully transition."

Apparently, Spira's spiritification began about eight years ago. She was six at the time, and her physical growth had stopped then and there. Normally, it would take about a year in that state to completely become a spirit, but Spira’s transition had stalled. She couldn't move forward, but she couldn't return to being a normal Forestfolk either. She had spent the last eight years in this halfway state.

The problem with being a Half-Spirit was her lifespan. Perhaps because the state of being caught between worlds was such a heavy burden on the body, they couldn't live long. It was said that they die within ten years on average. To a Forestfolk, whose natural lifespan was quite long, that was a tragically short amount of time.

"The village chief told me there is a medicine that can aid the spiritification process. The ingredients are known, but several of the materials were nearly impossible to find."

"Could it be... the Goldidilla and the Raremerat Tail?"

"Yes. I thought obtaining a Raremerat Tail, in particular, was hopeless. I never intended to give up, of course, but I didn't expect to actually get my hands on one so easily..."

Since we’d been nearly buried alive in a Dungeon Collapse to get it, I wasn't sure I'd call it "easy." That said, a Raremerat was an incredibly rare monster, and the tail dropped at an abysmal rate. In that context, I suppose "easy" was relative.

"It’s all thanks to you, Tort. Because of you, I finally have hope. This is a brazen request, I know, but I want you to help me procure the remaining materials. If you do, I will dedicate my life to being your strength!"

Lowell bowed deeply the moment he finished speaking. His devotion to Spira was painfully clear. In a Half-Spirit state, the average life expectancy was only ten years, and Spira had already spent eight years in that limbo. He must have spent nearly a decade struggling against despair, refusing to let go of hope.

Before I knew it, Halfa and the others had stopped their chatting to look over at us.

"Um, please, stand up. I don't mind helping at all. Right, guys?"

"Of course! Anything to help Spira-chan!" Halfa chirped.

『I don't mind either!』

Halfa and Shiroru both agreed instantly. They were much closer to Spira than I was, after all. I knew there was no way they’d say no.

"And, while we’re at it—"

"I’m totally for it!" Halfa interrupted.

『Me too! The more the merrier!』

I tried to make an additional proposal, but Halfa and Shiroru enthusiastically cut me off. I hadn't even finished the sentence yet. I suppose they already knew what I was going to say. We were all on the same page.

"Ahaha, I thought so! Hey, Lowell... Spira. Would you two like to join our party? Will you join Glory's Steps?"

Lowell looked stunned by the invitation. Spira was the one who reacted first.

"I’ll join! I want to go on adventures with Shiroru!"

『Mugh... g-good to have you, Spira.』

"Yay! Welcome to the team~"

The moment she declared her intent, Spira lunged at Shiroru and hugged him tight. Halfa piled on top of them, turning the group into a tangled mess of limbs. Shiroru looked like he was being smothered, but he stayed still, seemingly reading the mood.

"So, what do you say, Lowell? I fully intend for us to solve our party members' problems together."

When I asked again, Lowell gave a firm, resolute nod.

"Yeah. I’ll be in your care. Thank you."

And just like that, new members joined the ranks of Glory's Steps.
It Wasn't All-Powerful

I understood Spira’s situation now, along with the fact that we’d have to gather a variety of materials to help her.

But wait—if we could just get our hands on the medicine from the start, wouldn't that solve everything?

Halfa shot me a wink, clearly thinking the same thing.

"Hey, Tort."

"Yeah. I was just about to try it myself."

Try what, you ask? The Pandora Gift, of course!

"H-hey! Wait! That’s a Pandora Gift!"

The moment I pulled it from my Storage Ring, Lowell lunged forward and grabbed my hand, his face pale with alarm.

"Uh, yeah. I know, but..."

"You knew, and you were still going to open it?!"

Lowell stared at me with an expression I couldn't quite place. Was he angry? Appalled? Or maybe just exhausted by my lack of common sense?

"Wait, didn't I tell you what happened back in Cygnil, Lowell?"

"I heard about the Black Wolf, but what does that have to do with a Pandora Gift?"

Lowell furrowed his brow, looking utterly lost.

"I might have glossed over a few things, so maybe I didn't mention it?" Spira added, tilting her head curiously.

Now that she mentioned it... that was probably the case.

It would have taken far too long to relay every single detail, so I’d naturally stuck to the highlights. I’d mentioned getting the Rune Breaker, for instance, but I’d skipped over the exact method of how I’d acquired it. 

Searching through my memory, I couldn't recall ever bringing up the fact that I'd been opening these gifts. Which meant that, from Lowell’s perspective, I was currently a lunatic trying to crack open a hazardous explosive in the middle of his living room.

"No, no, it’s not like that! Calm down. The Pandora Gift is actually a wonderful item."

"Wh-what’s gotten into you, Tort?! Get a grip!"

Ah, oops. I’d definitely messed up the order of operations here. Lowell was only getting more agitated. I decided to stash the Pandora Gift back in my ring for the moment. I needed to calm him down first.

"Sorry. Let me explain everything from the beginning—properly this time."

"If you say so..."

Despite his bewilderment, Lowell settled in to listen.

I took care to lay out the facts in the right order. First, I told him about [Destiny God’s Smile]. Then, I explained how I’d used its effect to secure vital items on multiple occasions.

Lowell’s expression shifted as the story unfolded. He spent a lot of time groaning, so I wasn't sure if he was fully convinced, but he seemed to accept that he couldn't just dismiss it as impossible. Showing him the Rune Breaker as physical proof had likely been the clincher.

"Essentially, whenever I open a Pandora Gift, there’s a very high chance it’ll produce exactly what I need in that moment."

"And you think Spira’s medicine will come out now?"

"It’s not guaranteed, but I think it’s a gamble worth taking. Even if what comes out isn't what we’re looking for, it shouldn’t be anything dangerous."

"I see..." Lowell muttered, ruminating on the idea. After a long silence to collect his thoughts, he bowed his head deeply. "I apologize for doubting my benefactor. Please, I leave it in your hands."

Honestly, there was no need for him to apologize. From any sane perspective, I was the one being eccentric. Regardless, with Lowell’s permission secured, I prepared for a second attempt. Focusing my mind on a cure for Spira’s condition, I opened the Pandora Gift—

"Huh?"

A small vial appeared. If it were truly a remedy for her half-spirit state, it should have been something entirely new to me, yet I recognized it immediately. This was definitely...

"It's an Elixir Soma."

"What?!"

Lowell’s eyes nearly popped out of his head as he stared at the vial. I suppose it was incredibly rare, even if this was already my second time seeing one.

I checked it with my Appraisal Loupe just to be sure, but the results were the same: Elixir Soma.

"Will this do the trick?"

"No... I'm afraid not."

Lowell, having finally thawed from his shock, shook his head sadly.

"It’s a miracle cure for wounds and illnesses, but it won’t help her. It doesn't have the properties needed to stabilize her spiritification."

"I see..."

So it was a no-go. I guess the Pandora Gift wasn't quite the wish-granting machine I'd hoped. 

Thinking back, the miracle in Cygnil had involved a global crisis—an incident directly tied to the Destiny God. It felt like the stage had been specifically set for me then. Spira’s situation, however, was a private matter. Maybe it simply wasn't the kind of thing the gods would go out of their way to intervene in.

To make matters worse, Shiroru chimed in with a telepathic comment.

『Pandora Gifts typically only contain items found within dungeons. A specialized Forestfolk medicine might not even be in the loot table.』

I really wish she’d mentioned that sooner!

"I'm sorry, Lowell. I didn't mean to get your hopes up."

Lowell shook his head. "Don't be. You acted purely for our sake. I could never hold that against you."

I appreciated the sentiment.

Alright! Even without a shortcut from the Pandora Gift, I’m going to make myself useful!
63. A Move for Information Gathering?

Even though we’d just gained new companions, we were putting our usual adventurer activities on hold for the day. That didn’t mean we were taking a break, though; I suppose you could call this the "information-gathering phase."

Our immediate priority was twofold: obtaining the ingredients for the medicine to complete Spira’s spiritification, and finding clues regarding the Wingfolk and the location of their village.

Regarding the medicine, we were still missing two key ingredients.

The first was the Eternal Dream Flower. It was a phantom blossom said to bloom only once every hundred years. While a century was an exaggeration, the fact that it only appeared once every few decades seemed to be true. Records indicated it had once bloomed on a mountain north of Garond. Since the blooming season was fast approaching, I planned to head there and investigate when the time was right.

The second ingredient was a material harvested from a specific monster. However, it was a creature far beyond our current ability to defeat, so we had no choice but to wait for materials to pop up on the market after being slain by someone else. Lowell was currently out looking for leads on that front.

As for the rest of us, we intended to hunt for clues about the Wingfolk. Our method of choice? A food stall.

Soy sauce was a seasoning familiar to the Wingfolk. If we ran a stall and served dishes featuring soy sauce—with Halfa acting as our server—the news might eventually reach their ears. Even if we didn't attract a Wingfolk directly, anyone else who recognized the flavor could provide us with a vital lead.

The plan seemed solid, but getting it off the ground was proving to be a struggle. I’d spoken with an old man running a stall in the plaza, and he told me that all vendors fell under the jurisdiction of the Merchant Guild. You weren't allowed to set up shop without registering first. On the bright side, it seemed they would let you rent the equipment for a mobile stall once your application was approved.

The catch was the cost. Opening a stall required a monthly guild fee of five silver coins. That was actually quite a steep hurdle. Most stall food only cost a few copper coins per serving. Five silver coins converted to five hundred coppers. Even if we sold our food for five coppers a pop and completely ignored the cost of ingredients, we’d have to sell a hundred servings just to cover the guild fee. If we were doing this every day, it might be feasible, but doing it sporadically for information gathering almost guaranteed a deficit. I was planning to make meat skewers with a sweet and spicy glaze, which required relatively expensive sugar. The overhead was only going to go up from there.

Well, what should I do? I turned to Halfa and Shiroru, who were accompanying me, to see what they thought.

"I want to try it! Your cooking is delicious, Tort, so I’m sure it’ll be a hit!"

『I’ll help too! And since I’m helping, you have to let me eat!』

Halfa was enthusiastic. Shiroru, on the other hand... was just being a glutton. If I factored in how much Shiroru was likely to eat, making a profit felt even more impossible.

Then again, to be honest, did we actually need to make a profit? Not really. Back when I was a slave, I never imagined I’d be able to say something like this, but I wasn't exactly hurting for money. I could afford to sell at cost and operate at a loss if it meant getting the information we needed.

The only real concern was pricing. If I set the prices too low, I might end up undercutting the other vendors and causing trouble for the local market. However, even if I only added a small margin to the cost of materials, my prices would still likely be higher than the other stalls, so I probably didn't need to worry about it too much.

"Alright, then. Shall we head over to the Merchant Guild?"

"Yeah!"

『Lead the way!』

The Merchant Guild was located near the center of the Royal Capital. It was an area adjacent to the Noble District, populated by the wealthier tiers of the commoner class. Fortunately, there were still enough people who looked like adventurers around that we didn't feel entirely out of place.

The guild interior was bustling. I assumed most of them were merchants, though they spanned the entire social spectrum—from "big shots" in fine silks to petty traders in frayed, threadbare clothes.

We ignored the crowds and headed straight for the reception desk. An efficient-looking woman took charge of us.

"Oh, hello there. What business brings you to our guild today?"

"We're here to apply for a food stall permit..."

"I see. Why don't you step this way for a moment?"

The woman guided us to a lounge area. The guild was filled with these little nooks equipped with tables and sofas, presumably designed for quiet business negotiations.

Once Halfa and I were settled on a sofa, the receptionist sat down across from us. Shiroru promptly curled up into a ball on my lap.

I waited for the conversation to start, but the woman seemed to be completely mesmerized by Shiroru. I couldn't blame her; he was a master of enchanting fluffiness. I knew the feeling well.

"Um..."

"Oh, my apologies! Right, the food stall."

She gave a small cough to compose herself and began the explanation.

"To operate a stall, you must register with the Merchant Guild and pay a usage fee. The fee is five silver coins per month. This must be paid in advance each month, and please note that we do not offer refunds if you decide to stop partway through. However..."

She trailed off, her eyes scanning us. She was clearly gauging our reaction.

It was likely due to our appearance—or rather, our age. Normally, a five-silver-coin fee would be a massive burden for children. Even if they could scrape the money together, running a profitable business was hard work. A sensible adult would probably try to talk us out of it.

"It’s fine. Despite how we look, we’re actually C-Rank adventurers."

I produced my adventurer’s plate along with the silver coins. That should be enough to prove that a potential deficit wouldn't leave us starving in the streets.

"My, you really are. I don't think I’ve ever seen a C-Rank so young. Is the young lady one as well?"

"I am!" Halfa said, proudly holding up her own plate.

The receptionist let out a long, weary sigh. "You certainly are promising. Well, if that’s the case, I’ll proceed with the paperwork, but..."

She stopped again, looking at us with her brow furrowed in a concerned slant. She seemed to be hesitating.

"I know it’s a bit of a breach of etiquette to ask this, but... why a food stall? If you’re C-Rank adventurers, you could earn far more through your usual work than you ever will selling food."

She had a point. From a purely financial perspective, adventuring was much more lucrative. Unless we were planning to retire, there was no obvious reason for us to be doing this—and we were far too young to be retiring.

Still, there was no reason to hide our motives. In fact, if we wanted to find leads on the Wingfolk, it was better to be open about it. For all I knew, this woman might have some information herself.

I gave her a brief explanation of the situation, including Halfa’s background.

"I see, so that’s it. I have heard of soy sauce before. A traditional Wingfolk seasoning, wasn't it? I must admit, I’m quite interested myself."

The woman’s eyes suddenly took on a sharp glint.

The soft, professional impression she’d given off until now vanished in an instant. Suddenly, I felt a wave of pressure, as if I were sitting across from a predator.

"If you're starting a food stall, that implies you’ve secured a steady supply of this soy sauce, correct? Don't tell me... does the young lady know the secret to its production?"

"I don't know how to make it," Halfa replied. "Tort just creates the soy sauce with magic."

"...Ho. With magic, you say? How fascinating. Please, do tell me more about that."

She was hooked—completely and utterly.

Wait, weren't we here to talk about a food stall permit?
64. The Secret Art of Soy Sauce Making

“Oh, where are my manners? I am Luranna. May I ask your names?”

“Eh? Oh, yes. I’m Tort!”

“I’m Halfa!”

“Wafu!”

“Oh, fufu...”

“And this little one is Shiroru,” I added.

We were speaking in a proper private room, a far cry from the open lounge area where we’d started. We had been whisked away in the blink of an eye by Ms. Luranna, who had shown an extraordinary interest in my soy sauce. Of course, it was with our consent, but I couldn't help feeling like I’d been sweet-talked into the move before I even realized what was happening.

“Master Tort, Miss Halfa. I have taken note of the registration for your mobile stall. I will handle the paperwork personally, so it will be ready for use by tomorrow. As for the usage fee, we have a request of our own to discuss, so we'll waive the fee for now.”

It seemed I had achieved my primary goal. Furthermore, the stall was now free of charge. They say nothing is more expensive than something offered for free, but since I had a general idea of what she was after, I wasn't particularly on guard.

“And so, regarding our request... would you be willing to sell the manufacturing process for this soy sauce to the guild?”

Luranna’s demand was exactly what I had expected. For my part, I didn’t mind teaching the method at all. However, if the Merchant Guild intended to monopolize the recipe, that would be a problem. My goal was to see soy sauce spread as far and wide as possible.

If it became common, research into how to produce and use it would naturally progress. My own culinary knowledge was limited, so I figured it would be better to let the collective ingenuity of the world develop it further.

After a bit of back-and-forth based on those priorities, we reached an agreement.

First, I would teach the manufacturing method to the Merchant Guild and leave its management entirely in their hands. The guild would then recruit interested members, select specific merchants to handle production, and teach them the secret. In exchange for the right to produce and sell the sauce, those merchants would pay a portion of their profits to both the Merchant Guild and me.

Naturally, this rule only applied to merchants who learned the method through the guild. It wouldn't apply to the Wingfolk who originally made their own version, nor would it apply to any merchant who managed to learn it directly from them. It would be easy to tell the methods apart anyway; my process was fundamentally different from the traditional one, as I used Decomposition magic to skip the long wait times.

The real question was whether anyone other than me could successfully ferment the ingredients using Decomposition. Since magic is largely a matter of mental imagery, I figured that if I gave them a live demonstration, they might be able to grasp it.

“R-Really... can soy sauce truly be created with—of all things—rot magic?”

When I reached that part of the explanation, Luranna visibly recoiled. I suppose without a prior concept of fermentation, the idea was hard to swallow.

“Shall we try making a batch?”

The best way to overturn her common sense was to show her the results. I pulled the unfermented raw materials from my Storage Ring—a mixture of beans, salt, and wheat. While I hoped people would eventually experiment with the ratios to create even better varieties, I taught her my specific measurements as the baseline.

“Now, I use Decomposition on this mixture, but the mental image is the most important part. You must discard the image of 'rotting' as much as possible. Instead, focus on the image of delicious soy sauce being born.”

Next, I produced a finished bottle of soy sauce from the ring and gave her a small taste. It’s impossible to form the right mental image if you don't know the destination, after all. While I was at it, I also had her sample one of the Sweet and Spicy Meat Skewers I planned to sell.

“This is soy sauce... it has such a unique umami. A flavor unlike anything I’ve ever encountered. With this, I’m certain it will be a sensation!”

Luranna’s excitement, which had dipped the moment she heard the words "rot magic," came surging back. Giving her a sample had been the right move. Now, as long as I performed the magic, she would be convinced.

“Here I go. Decomposition.”

I channeled the spell into the ingredients. Having done this many times now, I could produce a consistent batch of soy sauce with ease. The flavor was exactly where I wanted it, though Halfa mentioned it tasted slightly different from the soy sauce made in her forest home.

“Once you squeeze the liquid from this mass, you have your soy sauce.”

“Incredible. It really is the same as the sample from before!”

Luranna seemed to have lost all her aversion to the spell. She reached out to taste the fresh batch immediately, but I stopped her. We usually used Clean to sterilize everything, but since it's hard to visualize sterilization without knowing about bacteria, I decided I should recommend heat processing to the guild later.

“Thank you, Master Tort. I believe I’ve grasped the manufacturing process. However, there is a slight problem... Setting aside the rarity of Dark Magic in general, we don't currently have anyone in the guild who can use Decomposition. Would it be possible for you to instruct a candidate at a later date?”

“Oh, right. I suppose that's true. I understand.”

I’d forgotten. Decomposition was a deeply unpopular spell. It made sense that they wouldn't have a practitioner on hand. Producing soy sauce via magic might be a higher hurdle than I’d anticipated. That said, once someone could use it, the process was infinitely easier than the traditional method.

Luranna remained enthusiastic, perhaps even more so now. She noted that a certain level of difficulty was actually a good thing; it would make the process harder to reverse-engineer or steal, protecting the guild's investment from unlicensed imitators. I hadn't thought of it that way, but I suppose that’s a merchant’s logic for you.

“In any case, soy sauce is a magnificent seasoning. That sweet and spicy glaze was truly wonderful. With a flavor like that, you might even secure a high ranking if you enter the cooking contest.”

Luranna seemed to have taken a real shine to the glaze. As she praised the flavor, she brought up the topic of the contest. Apparently, a grand festival was due to take place in the Royal Capital soon. It featured various competitions, including cooking and blacksmithing, to determine the finest craftsmen. She mentioned that the prizes were substantial enough to draw a massive crowd of participants.

“Hey, Tort! We should try it!”

Halfa was practically beaming with excitement. She was right; entering the contest with soy-sauce-based dishes would be an excellent way to get the attention of any Wingfolk in the city. I didn't know if we could actually win, but it was certainly worth a shot.

“Fufu, the guild would certainly welcome your entry. The grand prize for the winner is Red Dragon Meat, so please, do your best.”

“Dragon meat!?” I exclaimed.

Dragons were the pinnacle of powerful monsters. While their strength varied by species, the strongest among them were said to be beyond human reckoning. I had heard that high-rank adventurers could hunt the lesser breeds, but even then, it was an exceptionally rare occurrence. Their parts almost never made it to the open market.

Beyond the rarity, dragon meat was legendary for its flavor. It was a delicacy that commoners could never hope to touch. It showed just how much weight the Merchant Guild was putting behind this festival.

However, I wasn't shocked by the extravagance of the prize itself. I was shocked because the final materials Lowell needed for Spira's medicine were dragon meat and scales! What are the odds of such a coincidence?

“Um... are there any dragon scales available as well?”

“The scales are the top prize for the blacksmithing division,” Luranna replied.

They actually had them...

I suddenly had a very pressing reason to win that cooking contest. While I couldn't do much about the blacksmithing side of things, if I could identify the winner, I might be able to negotiate for the scales. Spira’s medicine was suddenly feeling much more attainable than I had ever dared to hope.
65. I Heard You'd Help Me

After wrapping things up at the Merchant Guild, we reconvened at Lowell’s house to compare notes.

"I see. That aligns with the information I obtained as well," Lowell said. "I never expected the materials to turn up as prizes for a Merchant Guild event... I wonder, is Tort’s luck at work again?"

"It feels like a coincidence, honestly..."

I figured my luck influenced things like treasure chests and monster drops, but surely it couldn't manipulate the actions of people I’d never even met... could it? Then again, knowing the whims of the Destiny God, I couldn't rule it out entirely. There was no use overthinking it, though; I might as well just be grateful for the stroke of good fortune.

"In any case, we’re going to give the Cooking Contest everything we’ve got!" I declared.

"Yeah! Everything we’ve got!" Halfa echoed, thrusting her fist into the air. Spira followed suit, mimicking her perfectly.

"I’ll have to leave the cooking to you and the others, but let me know if there’s anything I can do to help," Lowell said. "The real issue is the scale."

"We’ll just have to negotiate with the winner of the Arms Contest to get our hands on that."

Strictly speaking, we were in the same boat with the Red Dragon Meat, too.

However, since the prizes were so rare, there was always a chance someone might refuse to part with them, no matter how much money we offered. That was why we couldn't afford to slack off in the Cooking Contest. Even aside from that, Halfa was fired up, and I wanted to win for the sake of winning. I fully intended to give the competition my all.

As for the dragon scale, I estimated our chances of a successful trade were fairly high. After all, we had Mithril. They say Mithril is the holy grail for blacksmiths; anyone skilled enough to win the contest would likely be desperate to get their hands on some.

The Red Dragon Scale was certainly a precious material—known for its high fire resistance and used in things like armor or specialized bricks—but Mithril was in a league of its own. It was significantly more valuable, both in its rarity and its practical applications. It shouldn't be a hard sell.

Regardless, I decided to put the negotiations aside for the moment. First, I had to focus on winning the cooking portion.

I’d heard that during the contest, the entire Commercial District of the Royal Capital would be transformed into a massive Stall District. Rather than having specific judges, the winners would be decided by popular vote from the attendees. People could only vote for dishes they had actually purchased and eaten. Each person was allowed up to three votes, but they couldn't give more than one vote to the same shop.

A system like that made me worry about the location of our stall. Luranna had mentioned she’d try to make the placements as fair as possible, but I wasn't sure how that would work in practice. Our strategy for drawing in a crowd was going to be vital.

The fact that you could only vote for what you’d eaten was the most important point. It meant that even if a dish tasted amazing, people wouldn't even look at it if the price was too high. While people might be a bit more loose with their money during a festival, there was still a limit. Balancing taste and price was going to be the trickiest part.

On top of that, there was a rule that the price had to be set at least twice as high as the ingredient costs. That was to prevent people from using a strategy of offering luxury food at a deficit just to win. Not that I had planned on doing that anyway.

However, we had a unique problem: I had no idea how to calculate the cost of the soy sauce. If it went on sale before the contest, I could use the market price as a benchmark. I just hoped it wouldn't end up being too expensive.

So, that was the situation with the contest. Now, we just had to decide what we were actually going to cook. My original plan for the stall was to sell meat skewers with a sweet and spicy glaze, but for a formal contest, I felt like we needed something a bit more sophisticated.

Something elaborate that can be served at a stall using soy sauce...

Hmm. Nothing was coming to mind. I didn't exactly have a deep well of culinary knowledge to draw from.

"Halfa? What do you think we should enter? Are there any good dishes from the Wingfolk village that might work?"

"Hmm, a soy sauce dish? Let me think... There are a lot of them, but which ones work for a stall?"

Halfa hummed and groaned for a few moments, then her face suddenly lit up. It looked like she’d hit on an idea.

"There’s a food the Wingfolk eat called a 'hamburger.' One of the best kinds is the 'Teriyaki Burger,' where the meat is glazed in teriyaki! That definitely uses soy sauce!"

Wait, what?

Halfa had just dropped a major bombshell.

Hold on. The Wingfolk eat hamburgers?

First it was natto, soy sauce, and miso, and now even hamburgers? A Reincarnator had absolutely been involved with her people in the past. My image of the Wingfolk was undergoing a radical shift. Based on everything Halfa had told me, their general civilization didn't seem particularly advanced, but their food culture was clearly heavily influenced by Earth.

I was curious about the history, but I pushed it to the back of my mind for now.

The Teriyaki Burger Halfa suggested was a fantastic idea. It would be a novel concept for everyone in the city except the Wingfolk. At the same time, it would be a familiar taste for the Wingfolk visitors, making it a great way to appeal to them. Plus, the preparation was simple enough that even I understood it.

"A Teriyaki Burger, huh? That might actually be perfect."

"Oh? Tort, do you know what a hamburger is too? I thought only we used that name."

"Ah... yeah. Something like that."

Right, I should probably be careful. It was strange for someone who wasn't a Wingfolk to know what a hamburger was. I’d have to find the right time to tell Halfa about my memories of my previous life. If the Wingfolk had legends about Reincarnators, she might even take the news surprisingly well.

“Mmm, Teriyaki Burger... I don’t really get it, but it sounds delicious! I want some too!”

"Me too! I want to eat one!"

Both Shiroru and Spira began to pester me. Of course, I had no reason to say no... but there was one problem: the ground meat. There were no machines for mincing meat here, and doing it by hand sounded like an absolute nightmare. I wished I could solve it with magic, but I couldn't think of a spell that would work.

Well, if push came to shove, I’d just have Lowell handle the manual labor. Yeah, let's go with that.
Chapter 66: Placing an Order for Tools

The Teriyaki Burger tasting was a resounding success.

Spira and Lowell both seemed to enjoy them, and even Halfa—who had tried them before in the Wingfolk village—looked satisfied. No problems there. Shiroru, however, took a particular liking to them; she demanded second after second until Lowell, who was doing most of the heavy lifting, was practically exhausted.

To be honest, I’d originally hoped to solve our production issues with magic. I’d picked out a few promising scrolls at the Mage Guild to learn the wind spells Wind Cutter and Shredding Storm, but repurposing combat magic for culinary use turned out to be a tall order.

I tried Wind Cutter first. It was a low-level wind spell that sliced through targets with a pressurized blade of air. I thought I might be able to tweak it to manifest multiple blades at once, but in the end, it was a no-go.

Maybe my magic skills were too raw, or maybe I just lacked the necessary visualization. I wasn't sure of the cause, but the "feel" of the spell told me that no matter how much I practiced, it simply wasn't suited for mincing meat. I had to scrap the idea.

The other spell, Shredding Storm, was an intermediate wind attribute attack. It generated a localized gale over a wide area, shredding everything inside to ribbons. This one felt like it had potential for modification, but narrowing the effect down to the immediate vicinity of a slab of meat proved far too difficult. For now, it was a failure.

That was why I’d ended up asking Lowell to handle the mincing. Perhaps because he was so accustomed to blades, his work speed was beyond anything I’d expected. He’d used a pair of kitchen knives to mince the meat with a rapid-fire, rhythmic drumming, but even then, it looked like backbreaking work. He ultimately suffered a total defeat at the hands of Shiroru’s relentless appetite...

And so, here I was in the Artisan District of Garond. My goal: to have a blacksmith forge the tools we needed to produce minced meat—namely, a mincer and a grater. I hadn't quite given up on using Shredding Storm for the job eventually, but mastering that kind of control would take time. It would be a disaster if the day of the contest arrived and I still couldn't get the magic to work.

I didn't have any personal connections in the district, but I’d made sure to ask Miss Luranna at the Merchant Guild for a recommendation, so I was well-prepared.

The others were taking the day off to do their own thing. I didn't want to crowd a forge with a large group, anyway. Halfa and Shiroru had decided to tag along with Spira; they’d mentioned something about "scouting the enemy" by touring the local food stalls, but I suspected it was mostly just an excuse to play around. The Cooking Contest was still a while off, so most participants were likely still in the middle of developing their recipes.

While the Artisan District housed all sorts of craftsmen, the blacksmiths were clustered along the city’s outer edge. Apparently, they were kept in one spot because the constant clanging was too noisy for the residential areas. Sure enough, as I approached the forge zone, the air rang with the discordant harmony of hammers striking metal from every direction.

My destination was the Zardan Workshop, tucked away in the furthest reaches of the district. It was a forge run by a Dwarven master. As I stepped through the entrance, a boy only slightly older than me looked up. Most likely an apprentice.

"Hello. I was referred here by the Merchant Guild."

"Huh? Oh, hello... Wait, the Merchant Guild?"

"Yes. Miss Luranna sent me."

"...Hang on a sec."

The boy left it at that and disappeared into the back. Miss Luranna had given me a letter of introduction, but he was gone before I could even pull it out.

After a few minutes, the boy returned with a man in tow. He was short but incredibly broad—not fat, but built like a solid block of muscle. He was the textbook definition of a Dwarf. This had to be Master Zardan.

"You're not a... Grassfolk, are you? Why’s a brat like you coming here with a guild referral? And from Luranna, no less... Is it another headache of a request?"

The Master grumbled, his voice laced with a hint of exhaustion. It sounded like Miss Luranna had a habit of dumping unreasonable tasks on him. Still, that only proved he was trusted for his skill and flexibility.

"I don't know if it'll be a headache, but I do have something I’d like you to make."

I got straight to the point, explaining the grater and the mincer. The grater was easy enough; he’d made similar things before and accepted the order immediately.

The mincer was the real hurdle. The problem was that I didn't actually know the internal mechanics of a mincer myself, making it incredibly difficult to describe. To help, I’d brought along some samples: a slab of meat, some manually minced meat, and a finished Teriyaki Burger. I started to lay them out to explain their purpose, but—

"Hmm? I’ve never seen a dish like this before."

The Master was suddenly staring at the Teriyaki Burger with intense interest.

Now that I thought about it, Dwarves were a race famous for their love of food and drink. They weren't exactly "gourmets," per se; rather, they were stoic and singularly focused while working, abstaining from alcohol and distractions. But once a job reached a stopping point, that pent-up energy supposedly turned into an incredible greed for a good meal.

"I don't quite follow the mechanics yet, but you need tools to make this, right? In that case, I’ve got to confirm what the end product is supposed to be!"

The Master made the declaration with such booming confidence that I almost found myself nodding along... though logically, he only really needed to understand the "making things into small bits" part.

Well, I’d brought several, so I figured letting him have one wouldn't hurt.

"Uh, sure. Go ahead."

"Ooh! Don't mind if I do!"

Master Zardan took a massive bite of the burger. Teriyaki sauce immediately smeared into his magnificent beard, making a total mess of it, but before I could say a word, he let out a roar.

"This is... delicious!"

He definitely liked it. That was a relief, but then things took a turn.

Lured by the Master’s shout, a parade of Dwarven craftsmen began filing out of the back room. They swarmed the Master, demanding to know what he was eating. Honestly, it was a little terrifying.

And then, the Master pointed right at me and told them he’d gotten it from "that kid."

Things went south fast. They didn't quite mob me, but the silent, overwhelming pressure of their collective gaze—all of them asking Is there none for us? without saying a word—was immense.

How did a simple tool order end up like this?
Chapter 67: The Allure of the Teriyaki Burger?

Before I knew it, the artisans of the Zardan Workshop had crowded around the narrow entrance. If everyone present belonged to the workshop, then between the master, the journeymen, and the apprentices, it was a massive household of fifteen people.

Aside from one apprentice boy and three artisans who were Commoners, the rest were all Dwarves. It seemed that many Dwarven women took up the hammer as well; four of the artisans in this workshop were female.

By the way, female Dwarves were almost indistinguishable from the males in terms of height and build. They didn't have beards, though, so telling them apart wasn't actually that difficult.

Regardless, those Dwarven artisans were currently pleading for a burger with their eyes. The sheer pressure they exerted made dungeon monsters seem adorable by comparison. The Commoner artisans kept their distance from the commotion with weary smiles, though they made no move to actually stop them.

"Hey, you lot! This is an advance reward for the job. If you eat this, it means you’re going to help out with the kid’s commission. You got that?"

Just as a nervous sweat began to break out from the overwhelming pressure, Master Zardan barked at his crew.

…That was well and good, but since when did this become an advance payment?!

I was grateful they were taking the job, don't get me wrong. I just didn't think it was a project that required fifteen people.

Contrary to my doubts, the Dwarves were all fired up. Valiant shouts of "Leave it to us!" and "Consider it done!" erupted one after another.

"So there you have it! Sorry, kid, but you’re gonna have to provide enough for the whole lot of ‘em!"

He really wants enough for everyone? Surely fifteen people was overkill for making a mincer and a grater.

Besides, the burgers I’d brought were strictly samples. I hadn't expected to serve a crowd, so I didn't have nearly enough on hand. The whole reason I wanted a mincer in the first place was so I could actually mass-produce the meat. I felt like the logic of the situation was looping back on itself.

I only had three left in my Storage Ring. For now, I set them all out on the table.

"This is everything I have at the moment."

The Dwarves began to buzz with agitation.

"What…? That’s not enough for everyone."

"Blood may have to be spilled…"

"Wait, might shouldn’t make right! Let’s settle this with our smithing skills!"

They were making some seriously dangerous remarks! Did the concept of "sharing" just not exist to them?

"You idiots! Just satisfy yourselves with a little bit for now! We’ll just have him make more as a reward once the job is finished!"

"I see… a reward!"

"As expected of the master…!"

As expected…? I wasn't so sure.

Regardless, Master Zardan’s second shout seemed to settle the artisans for the time being. It looked like the official payment for the job was now set to be Teriyaki Burgers. I didn't mind, personally, but I did worry about whether this workshop was being managed properly.

Per the master’s instructions, the three burgers were sliced into five pieces each. Since there were fifteen people including the master, the math worked out perfectly. To my relief, they did share with the Commoner artisans as well. Even though the master had already eaten an entire burger by himself earlier, he claimed a slice as if it were his god-given right, completely ignoring the accusing glares of his staff. The man was a force of nature.

The Teriyaki Burgers were a hit with the Commoners too, but the Dwarves were on a whole other level of enthusiasm. They seemed to absolutely adore the flavor. Perhaps the sweet and savory profile just suited their race’s palate.

"Umu, that was magnificent! If it’s for a machine to make more of these 'burgers,' we’ll give it our all!"

The artisans roared in agreement with the master’s declaration. Well, if it got them motivated, I suppose the food was well-spent.

After that, I sat down with the master to discuss the mincer. I didn't know the exact internal mechanics, so I gave him a general description: a device where you put meat in the top, turn a handle, and have it come out the other side as minced meat. I figured the artisans could use trial and error to figure out the specifics. Probably.

"Right, I’ve got the gist of it. But without blueprints, I can’t guarantee we’ll nail your vision on the first try. We’ll have a prototype ready in three days. You can drop by then to check it out and we’ll make adjustments from there. That work for you?"

"Yes. Let's go with that, please."

Phew. I was glad we’d reached an agreement. I’d been worried when the mob first swarmed in, but everyone seemed genuinely excited to tackle the project.

Did Luranna-san introduce me to this place knowing this would happen? If so, I was grateful, but… I really wish she’d given me a heads-up.

Oh, right. I should probably make one more request.

"These burgers are going to be my new menu item for the cooking contest. They were originally a Wingfolk dish, so they aren't my original creation, per se. However, I’d appreciate it if you didn't spread the recipe until the contest is over."

I wanted the concept of minced meat to spread eventually—it would revolutionize cooking—but I thought keeping it under wraps until the contest would provide a better impact. I didn't have exclusive rights to the idea, of course, so it was strictly a favor.

"Ho! So the kid is entering the contest too! That means we can eat as many burgers as we want there! I’ll be sure to tell all my buddies to check it out!"

That might actually be a huge help.

I wanted the recipe kept secret, but I definitely wanted the word to spread about how delicious they were. In the contest, people could only vote for dishes they had actually eaten, and there was a physical limit to how much a person could consume in a day. That meant dishes with a high reputation would have a massive advantage. If people only had so much stomach space, they’d want to spend it on something they were certain would be good.

Also, he just said "too"…

"Is the master entering the contest as well?"

"You bet! In the blacksmithing division, of course!"

That made sense. This was a rare opportunity for workshops to show off their technical prowess; there was no reason for a master like him to pass it up.

"In that case, won't you be too busy for my request?"

"Hah? The contest is still a ways off. If I focused purely on the competition, I’d never get any real work done. Besides, I’ve already got the concept ready. I’ll have the final piece polished up by the deadline."

The master laughed off my concern with a confident grin. Dwarves were a race renowned for their blacksmithing sense, after all. If Master Zardan was entering, he was likely one of the favorites to win. My worries were entirely misplaced.

But if that was the case, it wouldn't hurt to negotiate early.

"If you happen to win a dragon scale, would you be willing to part with it? I’ll make sure to provide a suitable reward, of course."

"Hm? Oh, right, the winner’s prize is a Red Dragon Scale. It’d be useful to have, but it’s not like I’ll be hurting without one. Sure, I don’t mind. I’ll trade it to you for a hundred Teriyaki Burgers!"

…Wait, what?

It looked like the deal was going to close without me even needing to play my trump card—the Mithril. Provided Master Zardan actually won, of course.

The allure of the Teriyaki Burger was truly terrifying.
68. Climbing the Mountain

While we were in the middle of refining the prototypes for the mincer, the blooming period for the Eternal Dream Flower—essential for Spira’s medicine—was drawing near. As a result, we had traveled to Mt. Misarda, located north of Garond. It was the highest peak in the Kingdom of Lievril, and its altitude vied for the top spot on the entire continent. Famous as a sacred peak where many spirits were said to dwell, it was even a site of worship for the Forestfolk.

"The Royal Capital looks so tiny from here!"

"I can see it!"

Halfa and Spira were frolicking as they looked out over the landscape spreading below us.

I estimated we were currently around the fifth station of Mt. Misarda. We had a panoramic view of the Royal Capital in the distance; it was a magnificent sight. The only downside was the cold. Although there was no snow this time of year, it was chilly enough that one couldn't survive in the same clothes worn at the base of the mountain. My black coat, which served as my combat gear, apparently had a temperature regulation function, so I was still comfortable.

"Well then, let's take a break here. These old bones find mountain paths quite taxing."

The speaker was Pearl-yana-san, an apothecary from the capital who had settled onto a convenient rock. Apparently, harvesting the Eternal Dream Flower in peak condition for medicinal use was a delicate task, so we had asked her to accompany us as an expert.

In this world, you couldn't simply say there was no difference between an amateur and a professional when it came to harvesting a plant that only bloomed once every few decades. In fact, Pearl-yana-san had successfully harvested the flower three times in the past.

It went without saying that Pearl-yana-san was a Forestfolk. She was from the same village as Lowell and Spira, and she had been helping them gather materials for the magic potion required for spiritification. She was reportedly close to two hundred years old. In that sense, her comment about "old bones" might not have been an exaggeration. However, since she still looked like a young woman, the sense of incongruity was jarring.

"Granny Paly, does it look like the flower is blooming?"

"How should I know? I won't know until I see it with my own eyes. All I can tell you is that it's been exactly thirty years since the last bloom, so it wouldn't be strange for it to happen any day now."

Lowell asked with an impatient look, only to be brushed off. The fact that Pearl-yana-san looked a bit fed up suggested they had gone through this exact exchange many times already. I understood how Lowell felt, though. It didn't seem like Spira had much time left.

If the flower didn't bloom this year, it might be faster to search for a Pandora Gift. Even if I couldn't pull out materials that didn't originate from a dungeon, surely something like a medicine to forcibly grow plants would be available.

However, Pandora Gifts were notoriously hard to find when you were actually looking for them. I had scouted places like the bargain market in the Royal Capital, but it didn't seem like the kind of place that sold dangerous dungeon-born items. Well, in the worst-case scenario, I felt like I could eventually obtain one if I holed up in that dud dungeon from the other day, but—

"By the way, Tort, was it? You seem to have the Apothecary Talent. How about it? Why don't you become my apprentice?"

"Eh?"

While I was lost in thought about Spira's medicine and Pandora Gifts, Pearl-yana-san had suddenly hit me with an invitation. Even if she mentioned talent... I hadn't even started compounding medicine, so what made her think that?

"You've been harvesting various medicinal materials along the way, haven't you? Some of them were quite rare. That material-gathering ability is a massive advantage when creating magic potions."

"Isn't that just a Gathering Talent rather than an Apothecary Talent? Besides, in my case, a large part of it just comes down to luck..."

"What are you talking about? Being able to harvest your own supplies is a huge advantage for an apothecary! No matter how skilled you are, you can't do a thing without materials. Besides, luck is a perfectly valid talent. In the world of craftsmanship, luck is a vital attribute."

According to Pearl-yana-san, luck was a significant factor even in compounding. Apparently, the influence of the creator's Luck value became impossible to ignore once you started dealing with high-level magic potions. Even veteran apothecaries couldn't produce those consistently, but high Luck tended to stabilize the quality. Of course, sufficient dexterity and—in the case of magic potions—magical aptitude were still prerequisites.

It certainly sounded like it might suit me. My status was specialized in Magic Power and Dexterity, backed by Great Luck. I didn't dislike crafting, and the idea of making use of my Luck value was intriguing. However, I was currently focused on raising my cooking skills. With the cooking contest looming, I wasn't in a position to juggle too many projects.

When I explained this, Pearl-yana-san gave a firm nod.

Had she understood my refusal?

"I see. So you'll become my apprentice after the cooking contest. No, that's not bad at all. The compatibility between cooking and compounding is actually quite good."

...She had reached a conclusion that completely ignored my intent.

But what did she mean by "compatibility"? It was likely exactly what she wanted me to think, but I couldn't help being curious.

"What exactly do you mean by 'compatibility'?"

"Some medicinal materials also serve as food. If you use those, you can make medicinal cuisine. They don't have the immediate punch of a magic potion, but they can regulate the body and temporarily enhance the eater's abilities. Though the effects aren't dramatic."

I-I see!

So I’d be able to make what games call "buff dishes"!

Hearing that, my interest was suddenly piqued. Setting aside the apprenticeship until after the contest, I might actually want her to teach me once we secured Spira's medicine. A long-term apprenticeship might be difficult, though.

As I wrestled with my thoughts, Pearl-yana-san made another intriguing comment in a casual tone.

"Still, a cooking contest for someone like you, huh? Since it's a matter of your own abilities, I suppose it's fine according to the rules. You're not exactly cheating... but it does feel a bit like a foul play."

"Eh? What do you mean?"

"Ah, well..."

While Luck influenced cooking success rates and quality, Pearl-yana-san explained that wasn't the half of it. When creating something with a crafting skill, one occasionally achieved a result that could be called an "Exceptional Work." Apparently, an "Exceptional Work" was far more likely to occur if the crafter had a high Luck value.

If an "Exceptional Work" occurred in cooking, the appeal and satisfaction of the resulting dish would improve by leaps and bounds. Once someone ate such a dish, they would be unable to stop themselves from wanting it again. It sounded a bit like an addiction, which was scary, but there were apparently no ill effects on the body. It was important, so I'll say it again: it wasn't harmful!

Could it be that the reason Master Zardan so easily agreed to trade the Red Dragon Scale for Teriyaki Burgers was because...

...Yeah, let's not think too deeply about that.
69. A Paradise for Great Apes?

As we approached the Seventh Station, our encounters with monsters grew more frequent. The most common among them were the Rampaging Shojo—beasts that looked like massive apes.

"The numbers are awfully high. I wonder if something’s happened further up?"

Pearl muttered suspiciously as she delivered a massive Fireball to a charging ape. Apparently, it wasn't normal to see this many monsters here.

Seven of them had ambushed us this time, though Pearl’s magic had already reduced one to a charred husk and Lowell had cut down another. The remaining five wouldn't last much longer; as D-Rank monsters, they were beneath our level.

I closed in stealthily, ending one with a single thrust of my Dagger of Piercing to its heart. High-quality weapons really did make all the difference. Thanks to the Magic Whetstone, the blade slipped through flesh with zero resistance. At this rate, I felt confident I could deal significant damage even to a Goblin General.

Relying on the power of my dagger, I finished off two more. Lowell defeated another, leaving only two left.

Halfa was handling one of them. Her offensive power had surged since she’d acquired the Bow of Force; she rained down Magic Arrows with such speed that the Rampaging Shojo had no chance to resist. Since she didn't need to nock physical arrows, she could maintain a blistering rate of fire. It drained her Mana, but the burst damage was incredible. Her opponent collapsed before it could even move.

The final one was being handled by the duo of Shiroru and Spira. Well, Spira was just along for the ride while Shiroru did the work. He’d finished it off with a Lightning Strike; he couldn't exactly throw himself into a melee with Spira on his back.

The attack itself wasn't a threat; even seven of them were easy enough to manage. The frequency was the real issue. We’d been jumped by packs of similar size several times already. According to the others, this was highly unusual—an anomaly.

Pearl suspected something was brewing further up the mountain. Whatever it was, it didn't bode well. Even a simple population boom would be trouble; more mouths meant less food to go around. Apes were omnivores, and while these monsters leaned toward carnivory, they’d eat anything if they got hungry enough. My heart sank. What if they've already eaten the Eternal Dream Flower?

We continued the ascent in silence, burdened by the possibility. Spira was being remarkably quiet, as if sensing the mood... or so I thought, until I realized she was just fast asleep on Shiroru’s back. Seeing her so peaceful helped break the tension. There was no sense in despairing before we knew the facts.

Our goal was near the Ninth Station, where the Eternal Dream Flower grew. But with the Rampaging Shojo population exploding like this, the place had become a veritable ape paradise. We’d tried to stick to the shadows, but there were simply too many eyes to avoid.

"Well, it looks like we have no choice but to wipe out these apes," Pearl said.

"Agreed," I replied.

With stealth off the table, we switched to a war of attrition. We didn’t necessarily want to kill them all, but these beasts were hyper-aggressive; they attacked the moment they saw a human. Fighting in such a densely packed area meant risking a total avalanche of enemies. Even if they were lower-ranked monsters, being outnumbered fifty-to-one was a recipe for disaster. We had to be smart about this.

Fortunately, we had Pearl. As a Forestfolk mage, her experience far exceeded anything a Commoner could achieve in a lifetime. Combat might not have been her primary trade, but she was as reliable as they come.

"Honestly... you're working this old woman to the bone," she grumbled, even as she performed something spectacular.

She cast Firewall, but with a twist. Instead of a simple straight line, she shaped the flames into a massive V. While the fire didn't create a physical barrier, its sheer intensity meant anything trying to push through would be incinerated instantly.

This effectively eliminated the threat from our rear. In a chaotic brawl, the most dangerous blow is the one you don't see coming. Now that we only had to focus on what was in front of us, the battle became much more manageable. Pearl had to concentrate fully on maintaining the spell, but the trade-off was more than worth it.

Drawn by the heat, the Rampaging Shojo converged. After watching a few reckless individuals turn into torches against the flame wall, the survivors circled around to the open side of the V. Now, we just had to mow them down as they funneled in.

Lowell and Shiroru held the line as the vanguard. Even with the narrowed approach, the two of them couldn't hold back the sheer tide of apes on their own. I decided to give them another layer of defense.

"〈Shredding Storm〉!"

I called forth a tearing gale to choke the entrance of the V. My magic didn't pack nearly the punch that Pearl's did, but it was enough to make the beasts hesitate. I didn't close the entrance completely, though; I left gaps at the edges to lure them into specific kill zones.

With Lowell and Shiroru guarding the gaps and Halfa sniping anyone who tried to leap through the wind, we fell into a steady rhythm. My only concern was the growing pile of bodies. If the corpses stacked up high enough to block the path, I wasn't sure what the survivors would do.

However, that worry turned out to be groundless.

"Tort, look!"

"Yeah, I see it!"

Halfa and I realized it at the same time. Lowell and Shiroru surely saw it too. The corpse of a great ape we’d just taken down suddenly vanished into thin air. While the first few bodies had remained, every ape since then had dissolved into nothingness the moment they died. It wasn't a ghost story; we knew exactly what this meant.

These guys... they must be monsters that strayed out of a dungeon!
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『Hmph. These ones are a bit tougher than the last batch.』

Shiroru sent the thought my way with a disgruntled growl. Looking closer, I realized the apes had changed. These weren't Rampaging Shojo anymore; they were a different monster altogether—Killer Apes. At C-Rank, they were a full step above our previous opponents.

Both Shiroru and Lowell were doing an admirable job of striking down the swarming apes, but the ease they’d shown earlier had evaporated. If this turned into a battle of attrition, they would eventually run out of steam.

"We should pull back for now," Lowell called out, his request blunt and to the point. He was right; we were just wasting resources here.

"Yes, yes. I’ll drop the wall then. On my mark... three... two... one... Move it, move it!"

Pearl timed it perfectly, deactivating the Firewall. Simultaneously, Halfa and Pearl sprinted for the rear, with Shiroru right on their heels. Spira was already nowhere to be seen, likely veiled in invisibility.

Someone had to play the part of the rear guard to ensure everyone else's escape. That role fell to Lowell and me. Without needing a single word of discussion, Lowell sensed my intent and fell back to my side.

"What’s the plan?" he asked.

"I’m going to shove the storm right into them!"

I was referring to the Shredding Storm I’d been using as a makeshift wall. Moving an active spell required immense concentration and mana, but I managed to wrestle it under control, clenching a small vial of Magic Power Recovery Potion between my teeth. I knew this wouldn't be enough to actually kill the Killer Apes, but it would certainly break their momentum. Sure enough, the apes trying to dodge the gale collided with the ones trying to force their way through, throwing the whole pack into chaos.

...Though as I expected, my mana reserves were hitting the red.

We had to get out of here while the apes were still scrambled.

"Let’s go!"

"Right!"

Lowell and I sprinted toward the spot where Halfa and the others were waiting. A few Killer Apes managed to give chase, but Halfa’s covering fire kept them from closing the distance. Meanwhile, Pearl was mid-incantation. Judging by the pressure in the air, she was preparing High-Level Magic.

The moment we reached the group, Pearl unleashed her spell. It was the High-Level Fire Magic: Flare Cannon. A torrent of roaring flames erupted, incinerating everything in a direct line. Since the Killer Apes had bunched up to chase us, dozens were caught in the blast. That finally gave the monsters pause. The apes that had avoided the flames began to retreat, slinking away one by one in visible terror.

"Goodness... that certainly made my blood run cold."

Despite her words, Pearl seemed entirely composed. She truly carried herself like a veteran mage. It was impressive.

"But seriously, what is going on here...?" Lowell muttered, unable to hide his confusion.

It was a fair question. The situation was bizarre, to say the least.

I took a moment to organize my thoughts.

First, there was the matter of the Rampaging Shojo attacking us so relentlessly on the climb. Since Mt. Misarda was their natural habitat, encountering them wasn't odd, but the frequency was. I had a hunch as to why: they’d likely been driven out of their territory—or perhaps subjugated—by the Killer Apes, who were a higher-rank species. The Rampaging Shojo weren't just attacking us; they were likely in the middle of a desperate territorial expansion because their old home had been stolen.

As for the Killer Apes, the way they vanished upon death confirmed they were dungeon monsters. That meant there was likely a dungeon nearby. I’d never heard of a dungeon on Mt. Misarda, so it had to be an undiscovered one that the Adventurer’s Guild hadn't mapped yet. Given that almost no one ever visited the Ninth Station, it made sense that it had gone unnoticed... though I couldn't help but notice I’d been stumbling onto "undiscovered" dungeons a lot lately. Was it really just a coincidence?

I started to wonder if this was more interference from the Destiny God, but Shiroru shot that theory down immediately.

『I haven't felt a peep of interference from Lord Lamuyadas since the Pandora Box! Getting dragged into trouble is just your natural constitution, Tort!』

Wait, seriously...?

I really didn't want to believe I was just a walking magnet for trouble. I would have felt much better if it were a divine trial. That was definitely a truth I could have lived without... even if I was the one who asked.

Anyway, moving on. The Rampaging Shojo being aggressive and the existence of an undiscovered dungeon weren't the truly strange parts. The real anomaly was the fact that a massive horde of monsters had overflowed from that dungeon.

While it wasn't unheard of for a monster to wander out of a dungeon, it was extremely rare for a large group to do so simultaneously. Dungeon monsters were supposed to vanish if they strayed too far from their source. Most of them understood this instinctively, so they rarely left unless they were complete eccentrics.

"It’s an emergency, then," Pearl noted. "Normally, we’d leave the investigation to the Knight Order or the Adventurer’s Guild... but this is a real pickle."

"Damn it, why now of all times!?" Lowell spat, his voice tight with frustration.

Analyzing the situation had only confirmed that we were in over our heads. Pearl looked worried, and Lowell was visibly fraying. It made sense—a proper investigation and resolution would take days, if not weeks. By then, the blooming period for the Eternal Dream Flower would be long over.

"Hmm. Do you think we could thin them out if I picked them off one by one?" I asked.

With the Dagger of Piercing and my Shadow Strike skill, I was confident I could kill a Killer Ape in a single blow. My Boots of Silence gave me a huge boost to stealth, so as long as I was careful, I could probably do it... but it would take forever. Depending on how many were left, it seemed like an impossible task.

Lowell, Pearl, and I were right in the middle of trying to brainstorm a way through the deadlock when Halfa, who had been resting on the ground, suddenly stood up.

"What is it?" I asked.

"I just heard... something."

I strained my ears, but I couldn't hear anything over the whistling of the wind. Shiroru, however, seemed to catch on. Her tail began to wag furiously, and she let out a happy bark.

『It’s the presence of Lord Lamuyadas! An oracle!』

...Wait, the Destiny God can actually deliver oracles!?
71. Box in a Box

Now that I thought about it, people had referred to Halfa as the Maiden of the Destiny God before. I’d wondered what that actually entailed, but it seemed her role involved receiving oracles like the one she’d just had.

The fact that she had received a proper oracle this time might have meant, conversely, that the Destiny God hadn't been involved in our previous troubles at all.

No, that wasn’t right. Shiroru had said there was no interference outside of the Pandora Gifts, which meant the god had been interfering, just using the gifts as a medium.

Even so, just because an item pops out of a Pandora Gift doesn't mean we'll act exactly as intended. It was a remarkably hands-off approach to divine intervention. Not that I was complaining—I wasn’t exactly itching for a god to micromanage my life.

Anyway, as for the crucial oracle itself...

"He said there's a dungeon nearby that's been affected by Garnalava's interference, and he wants us to destroy it. He mentioned that if the dungeon is destroyed, the monsters inside will vanish along with it."

Halfa relayed the message as casually as if she were sharing a bit of gossip from a friend.

Wait, that was really an oracle?

I’d expected something a bit more solemn or grand, but...

Apparently, the Destiny God was an incredibly friendly deity. Although the actual time she’d spent in the trance was short, from Halfa's perspective, she had been face-to-face with the god for quite a while. When I thought of "oracles," I imagined a one-sided delivery of divine commands, but Halfa claimed she’d been invited into the "God’s House" to have a nice chat.

"He also said he’s already told my mother and the others that I’m safe."

"Oh, really?"

As expected of a god. I suppose distance meant nothing to him if he could communicate with the Wingfolk Village just like that.

"In that case, wouldn't he know the location of your village, too?"

"Ah, well, yeah. But he suggested that since I’m already out here, I should try continuing the journey for a while. He said he’d tell me where it is if I absolutely couldn't find it on my own, but..."

Halfa trailed off, looking up at me tentatively.

What was that look for? Did she think I’d tell her it was better to head home immediately?

I couldn't say the thought hadn't crossed my mind. Even if they were told she was safe, any family would want to see their child in person to be sure. However, it was a suggestion from a god, and if Halfa was satisfied with it, I had no intention of objecting.

...No, that wasn't the whole truth.

If I were being honest, I preferred things this way. If we found her home now, it might mean saying goodbye. While I felt like Halfa would come with me if I asked, there was no guarantee her parents would allow it.

"I see. That’s good. It means we can keep traveling together for a bit longer."

"Mhm!"

Halfa nodded, a bright smile lighting up her face.

The search for the Wingfolk Village would continue, but unlike before, there was no need to rush. Knowing we could simply enjoy the journey made me feel a lot more at ease. Now, if I could just secure the ingredients for Spira's medicine, everything would be perfect.

To achieve that, we first had to handle the Destiny God's request.

Halfa seemed to know exactly where the dungeon was. According to her, it was a tiny, improvised thing, and the core wasn't even hidden, so clearing it wouldn't be difficult. The real problem was how to get past the Killer Apes to reach it.

We needed Halfa as a guide, but I was the only one who could move undetected using Shadow Hiding.

After some deliberation, I came up with a solution: Operation Piggyback!

The name was exactly what it sounded like.

It turned out that if I used Shadow Hiding while carrying Halfa on my back, her presence became just as faint as mine. Interestingly, simply holding hands didn't work. Perhaps the area of effect was just that small, or maybe the skill treated her as a piece of "equipment" while I was carrying her.

Regardless, it seemed we could manage a stealthy approach, so we went ahead with the plan. Since becoming an adventurer, my Stamina and Strength had increased enough that carrying Halfa didn't hinder my movements much at all. Still, I had to move with extreme caution. If I made too much noise, the Shadow Hiding would break.

We slipped through the mountainside, dodging the eyes of the prowling apes. Every so often, Halfa would tug on one of my ears—that was the signal for a course correction. I couldn't speak without breaking my stealth, so I simply turned in the direction she pulled. We reached the dungeon without any issues, though my ears were a bit sore by the end.

Her guidance led us to a cave mouth gaping open in the mountainside. Based on Halfa's reaction, there was no doubt—this was the place. It was pitch black inside, but lighting a lantern would definitely alert the Killer Apes outside. It was risky, but we had to proceed in the dark. I really should have cast Night Vision on us beforehand.

After standing still for a moment to let my eyes adjust, I managed to make out the interior. And when I say the whole interior, I mean all of it. It was less of a cave and more of a burrow. The entire thing wasn't even ten meters deep. The ceiling was low, too; Halfa and I could stand, but Lowell wouldn't have stood a chance. I’d already put Halfa down so she wouldn't hit her head.

I couldn't blame the Killer Apes for wanting to stay outside if this was the kind of "home" the dungeon provided.

"Halfa, where’s the core?" I whispered.

Now that she was off my back, Shadow Hiding had already deactivated, so there was no need for total silence.

"Um... that's it over there."

Halfa pointed to a skull sitting on the floor. So that was the core? Dungeons really could be made of anything. When I thrust my Dagger of Piercing into it, the bone offered almost no resistance. It split in half and dissolved into light.

Is that it? Objective complete?

I waited for a moment, and then the cave began to shudder. It was the sign of a collapse. We had to get out, and fast.

And yet, at that exact moment, my eyes caught sight of a treasure chest tucked away in the corner!

I wasn't sure if it was a reward for clearing the place or if I’d just missed it in the dark. Either way, there was no way I was leaving a treasure chest behind!

"Tort, we have to go!"

"I found a chest! Halfa, you head out first!"

"Ehh?! Ugh, fine, but hurry up!"

I’d intended for her to save herself, but she clearly planned to wait for me. That meant I had to be even faster.

It was too dark to see clearly, but Detect Magic gave me a hit. It was a magic trap.

If that was the case, the solution was simple. I gave the chest a light tap with my Rune Breaker, and the trap vanished instantly. Seriously, I loved this tool. All that was left was the lock, which was child's play for me. I was skilled enough now that I could feel the mechanisms clicking into place through the pick even in total darkness.

There—open!

Inside the treasure chest sat a single, smaller box. No, it wasn't a matryoshka situation. I didn't even need to use my Appraisal Loupe to recognize it.

It was a Pandora Gift!
Truth or Lie

Before I knew it, the vibrations within the cave had grown much stronger. This was getting dangerous. I snatched up the Pandora Gift and scrambled out of the cavern as fast as my legs could carry me. A thunderous thud echoed behind me, and when I turned around, the cave entrance was gone—completely vanished.

That was way too close...!

I’d made it out by the skin of my teeth. If I had spent even a few more seconds disarming that trap, I might have been flattened. Actually, with the cave gone entirely, maybe I would've been trapped in another dimension rather than just buried? Either way, I wouldn't have come out in one piece.

"Honestly, Tort! That was way too reckless!"

"Sorry. I saw a treasure chest and just couldn't help myself..."

I ended up getting a lecture from Halfa. Well, I suppose I deserved it.

I know it sounds like an excuse, but based on how long the ruins dungeon had taken to collapse, I figured there'd be more than enough time to pop open a chest. However, the collapse happened much faster than I’d anticipated. Maybe the countdown to a dungeon's destruction is proportional to its size?

I’d been a bit careless, but I felt the risk had been worth it. After all, I’d gotten my hands on a Pandora Gift! Now then, I wondered what would be inside.

Wait, I needed to regroup with Lowell and the others first. There wasn't a Killer Ape in sight. It seemed that, just as the Destiny God had said, they vanished the moment the dungeon collapsed.

『Hey, Tort!』

As Halfa and I headed back toward our original position, Lowell and Granny Pearl came toward us, with Shiroru leading the way. Having confirmed the disappearance of the great apes, it looked like they had decided to come find us.

"Is the dungeon dealt with?"

"Yeah. Now all we have to do is find the Eternal Dream Flower."

"Right. I just hope nothing else goes wrong..."

Lowell's concern was justified. A massive swarm of Killer Apes had crawled out of that dungeon and occupied the area. It wouldn't be surprising if their presence had caused some kind of lasting damage.

Still, having just obtained a Pandora Gift, I felt pretty relaxed.

Or so I thought, until—

『Oh, that’s right, Tort! You got a Pandora Gift, didn’t you? You should open it now!』

Shiroru suddenly made the suggestion out of the blue.

I’d been planning to save it for an emergency, but if Shiroru was being this insistent, did that mean now was the emergency?

I hesitated for a moment before pulling the Pandora Gift out of my Storage Ring. Granny Pearl’s eyes nearly popped out of her head when she saw it.

"Wh—?! Are you insane? I don't care how lucky you claim to be, that’s taking a gamble too far! Take my advice and put that thing away!"

Granny Pearl’s reaction was perfectly reasonable. I hadn't told her about my skill yet, so it was only natural she’d be horrified. Lowell, on the other hand, was relatively calm since he’d seen me do this before.

『Tort will be just fine! Besides, Lady Lamuyadas intervened personally, so there's nothing to worry about!』

"That again... It’s clear enough that you lot have some connection to the Destiny God, but still..."

Granny Pearl was looking at us with extremely dubious eyes.

Well, I couldn't blame her. Anyone would be bewildered if they were suddenly told about divine oracles or a god interfering with a Pandora Gift. However, since the apes had vanished exactly as the oracle predicted, she seemed willing to suspend her disbelief, even if she couldn't fully wrap her head around it.

Once I explained my [Destiny God's Smile] skill, she seemed to accept the situation, though she let out a series of strange groans. I thought I heard her mutter something about how that skill might even make "taboo concoctions" possible, but I decided to play it safe and pretend I hadn't heard a thing.

Regardless, I wouldn't know anything until I opened the box. If there really had been divine interference, maybe I'd get an item that could help with the Eternal Dream Flower?

I opened the box as usual, and inside sat a small bottle and a slip of paper.

The bottle had an air of elegance and importance about it. Its contents were mysterious—filled with a substance that didn't look like a liquid, yet was hard to define. It wasn't physically glowing, but I could feel a sense of warmth and brightness radiating from it. It was a strange little thing, and most likely the key to resolving our current predicament.

Next, I looked at the slip of paper. It was just a normal sheet of paper folded in half. I opened it up and saw some writing.

The very first line read:

About My Reincarnation as the Destiny God

...Whaaaaaaaat?! Was the Destiny God... a reincarnator too?!

What was this? Was it the truth? Or just a mean prank?

What did this even mean?!

Honestly, if the Destiny God really was a reincarnator, a lot of things would finally click into place. I’d always wondered why she helped me so much even though I didn't have some grand mission. I’d suspected she might be manipulating the Pandora Gifts to guide my actions, but that felt like it relied too much on coincidence.

But maybe she was just helping me out because we were technically from the same world. Maybe it was just a sense of nostalgia for a fellow countryman. It certainly explained why the food culture in Halfa’s homeland was so suspiciously similar to Earth’s.

Wait, but when did she reincarnate? The Destiny God had been a known existence in this world for at least several centuries. Was it possible that the flow of time was different between worlds, or perhaps just distorted?

...Ugh, the more I thought about it, the more questions I had!

Unfortunately, the bit about reincarnation was limited to that first line. The rest of the letter was an explanation for the small bottle. Apparently, it was a medicine used to boost the spirit essence of the land.

The Eternal Dream Flower had a unique trait: it absorbed the spirit essence dwelling in the soil and stored that power to bloom. Spirit essence was the source of a spirit's power—natural energy produced by the world itself, or something like that.

On the other hand, dungeon monsters were composed of a power called "malice," an energy governed by Garnalava. This malice had the property of weakening spirit essence.

Because this area had been overrun by dungeon monsters, the spirit essence here was in a state of total disarray. Since the encroachment hadn't lasted very long, the damage was only temporary, but it was still enough to negatively affect the quality of the Eternal Dream Flower. However, by using this "Sealed Bottle of Spirit Essence," the land's energy could be restored instantly.

It was the perfect countermeasure. I was grateful to be given exactly what we needed, but that first line of the letter had left me far too shocked to think straight.
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The possibility that the Destiny God was a fellow reincarnator left me reeling, but it wasn't something I could solve just by dwelling on it. For now, I decided to put the matter on hold. If the god truly intended for me to know the truth, there would surely be further signs eventually.

Regardless, my top priority right now was the Eternal Dream Flower. Using Granny Pearl’s memory as a guide, we searched the area until we found a cluster in bloom. Their white petals shimmered with a faint, intermittent glow, creating a truly fantastical atmosphere.

To my eyes, they looked like they were blooming beautifully, but Pearl insisted they seemed a bit wilted. It was time for the Sealed Bottle of Spirit Essence to do its job. The process was simple: I just had to unseal the bottle and leave it near the flowers. Since it would take some time for the spirit essence to saturate the area, we had to spend the night on Mt. Miranda. It grew quite cold, but Pearl used her Warm Air Magic to keep the tent toasty, making the night surprisingly comfortable.

"Alright, this should do it. I’ll handle the harvesting myself, so you lot go and pick up those magic stones rolling around everywhere."

By the next morning, the spirit essence had been restored, and the Eternal Dream Flowers were ready to be gathered. Leaving the delicate work to Pearl, the rest of us focused on scavenging magic stones. Naturally, these were the remains of the Killer Apes. It seemed that even the monsters that vanished when the dungeon collapsed had left their stones behind; they were scattered across the ground in such quantities that they looked like common pebbles. I couldn't even begin to guess just how many Killer Apes had been here...

In addition to the stones, we also managed to salvage a fair amount of fur. If the Adventurer's Guild was willing to buy them, they might fetch a decent price, though I wasn't entirely sure of their market value.

"Well then, I've finished gathering the flowers."

"Good," Lowell said. "Now all we need are the dragon materials."

With Pearl’s task complete, we were one step closer. As Lowell noted, once we had the dragon materials, we could finally brew Spira's Medicine. To make that happen, I really had to give the Cooking Contest my all.

On our way back, I asked the group to take a small detour.

It was slightly off the main path back to the Royal Capital, but there was a dairy farm in the area. I wanted to buy Milk and Eggs. I hadn't seen Milk for sale in the capital's markets yet, so buying it directly from the source was the best option.

While eggs were available in the city, they were hard to buy in bulk. Since they were essential for making my hamburger patties, I wanted to secure a steady supply.

The farm apparently produced cheese as well, but it was already promised to specific wholesale partners, so I couldn't buy any for myself.

Interestingly, while the milk came from normal cows just like in my previous life, the eggs came from a species of large bird. They were massive creatures, yet gentle enough to be easily domesticated. They didn't lay as many eggs as chickens, but they made up for it in size; a single egg seemed to be equivalent to about five chicken eggs.

We continued hunting monsters as we made our way back to the capital. Our primary targets were Rush Bulls, a type of cow-like magic beast. I had been using Orc’s Mystery Meat as a substitute, but a real hamburger patty required beef. Besides, if I ran out of orc meat, it wasn't easy to go out and get more on short notice. It was much more convenient to rely on monsters that lived closer to the city.

With the ingredients more or less secured, we finally returned to the Royal Capital. It had been nearly two weeks since we set out, and I had a mountain of tasks waiting for me.



The day after our return from the Mt. Miranda expedition.

I headed to Master Zardan’s workshop to check on the mincer prototypes.

"Aha! They're beauties, aren't they?"

The Master greeted me by showing off a row of machines—Prototype No. 1, No. 2... there were dozens of them!

"Why did you make so many?" I asked, stunned.

"Well, obviously, it's so I can eat a delicious Teriyaki Burger! Since these prototypes determine the quality of the meat, of course I'd get fired up. My apprentices even competed to see who could make the best one, so it turned into some great training for them!"

Master Zardan let out a boisterous laugh.

I was grateful, of course, but I wondered if the workshop was actually making a profit on this. Then again, I figured this trial-and-error process would benefit them in the long run.

If the Teriyaki Burger became as popular as I expected, I planned to sell the recipe to the guild. When that happened, mincers would become a necessity for every kitchen. I intended to outsource all that production to the Zardan Workshop.

Furthermore, if the Master won a dragon scale in the Arms Contest, I planned to trade him the manufacturing and sales rights for the mincer in exchange for it. He had insisted that a hundred Teriyaki Burgers would be payment enough, but that didn't feel like a fair trade to me.

The rights to the mincer would likely yield far more profit than a single dragon scale in the future, making it a more balanced deal. Of course, all of this hinged on whether the Teriyaki Burger actually took off.

"Which one do you recommend?" I asked.

"Let's see. If you're planning to sell in bulk at the contest, then this is the one."

The Master pointed to a large mincer. To my surprise, it was a magic tool! As long as a magic stone was slotted in, it would automatically grind meat into minced meat. It was a bit bulky, but since I could just grind a large batch and store it in my Storage Ring, the size wasn't an issue for me.

In the end, I took the large magic mincer and a small, hand-cranked version.

"Alright then, I'm looking forward to those Teriyaki Burgers as a reward!"

"Ah... about that..."

I felt bad for the excited Master, but I couldn't make them immediately. I still had to use the new mincer to prepare the meat. I had to ask him to soothe the other artisans, who were all peeking out from the back of the workshop with hopeful eyes.

We eventually settled on a delivery of thirty burgers—two for each person. I also insisted on paying a proper fee for the work. Since the Master's own estimates were notoriously unreliable, I had consulted Luranna beforehand to determine a fair price.

Since it was a negotiation between an artisan and a client, there wasn't a strictly fixed rate, especially for custom orders from a master craftsman, which tended to be expensive. Taking into account our future business relationship, we settled on one Gold Coin.

I explained the reasoning behind the price to the Master, but—

"Oh, is that so? Well, if you say so, I'll take it! More importantly, just make sure those Teriyaki Burgers get here as soon as possible!"

He didn't seem particularly interested in the money. The man desperately needed to hire an accountant.
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Now that we’d successfully introduced the mincers, I felt it was finally time to launch the stall. But before that, I had one more thing to take care of: I needed to teach the Merchant Guild how to make soy sauce using Decomposition.

"Oh, it was quite an ordeal, I’ll have you know—learning Decomposition in secret, that is."

Luranna-san spoke with a beaming smile. Apparently, she possessed a certain degree of magic aptitude, and she had taken it upon herself to master Decomposition specifically for the purpose of making soy sauce.

It was easy to forget, but in this world, using a magic scroll didn't guarantee you’d learn the spell instantly. Usually, you had to repeat the process over and over, hoping for a stroke of luck to finally grasp it. That meant she’d needed quite a few Decomposition scrolls to pull it off.

However, if someone were to buy a large quantity of such an unpopular magic scroll at the Mage Guild, it would likely raise eyebrows. Since Luranna-san wanted to keep the details of our soy sauce production under wraps, she couldn't afford to be noticed.

To get around this, she’d used tight-lipped adventurers and various connections to gradually buy up scrolls from distant towns, working behind the scenes to avoid detection. Yeah, that definitely sounded like an ordeal.

Her hard work had paid off, though, and Luranna-san had successfully mastered the spell. With that hurdle cleared, it was time for me to explain the soy sauce making process once more.

"That said, the actual steps are the same as before," I said.

I took out the usual ingredients and activated the magic. Since I’d gone through this process countless times while preparing for the stall, I’d become quite proficient at it.

"Sigh... It truly is a sight to behold. I tried it a few times on my own, but I just couldn't get it right..."

I had Luranna-san give it a try herself, but... just like my own early failures, the result was a mushy, multicolored mess of green, black, and gray.

"Hmm, it's not going very well. Luranna-san, what is your dark magic level?"

"It is around level ten, but..."

That was higher than I expected! In fact, it was almost the same as mine.

That meant the problem wasn't magic technique. Was it visualization? Looking at Luranna-san, she seemed focused enough. At the very least, she didn't seem to doubt that soy sauce could be created through Decomposition.

If that was the case, then what...?

Come to think of it, Pearl-san once mentioned that luck values have a massive influence on crafting skills. Perhaps that was the culprit. If so, it was going to be a problem. If no one but me could make the sauce, there was no point in trying to pass on the manufacturing method.

"Hmm. Basically, we just need to encourage the microbes to grow. I wonder if the success rate would increase if the original microbes were already present...?"

"Pardon? Mi...crobes?"

"Oh, nothing. Just talking to myself. For now, let’s try mixing in some of the residue from the soy sauce I made earlier."

The residue that hadn't been sterilized with Clean yet should still contain the microbes necessary for fermentation. I hoped this would do the trick.

My hunch paid off big time! Luranna-san, who had been failing repeatedly until a moment ago, finally succeeded in making soy sauce. After I sterilized the batch with Clean, we had a little taste; the flavor was remarkably close to my own. It looked like we were in the clear.

"It's a success!"

"Is it really?! So mixing in the residue from a successful batch increases the success rate... how curious. Also, Tort-sama, might I ask why you used Clean just now?"

Even while celebrating her success, Luranna-san didn't let a single detail escape her. She seemed curious about my use of the spell. When I’d shown her the process before, I had told her to use heat treatment for sterilization. Her observation skills were terrifyingly sharp.

I debated how to answer. Explaining why Clean worked as a sterilization method required knowledge of microbes. In fact, Decomposition itself was probably easier to handle if you understood that microorganisms existed. It also explained why mixing in the residue worked.

After weighing my options, I decided to disclose the concept of microbes. Since I couldn't prove it, I presented it strictly as a hypothesis. I expected the idea of invisible life forms to be a hard sell, but Luranna-san accepted the information with surprising ease.

"It is certainly hard to believe, and perhaps there are errors in the hypothesis, but if things are going well because of that knowledge, then accepting and utilizing it is the best move we can make at present."

Luranna-san’s usual soft expression was replaced by a smirk—one that felt almost predatory. I suspected this was her true nature. She was likely mentally clicking an abacus, calculating how to turn this microbe knowledge into profit. Not that abacuses actually existed in this world, of course.

"By the way, you mentioned 'fermentation,' yes? With this technology, I feel like we could produce all sorts of other processed goods, don't you?"

As expected of Luranna-san. She was sharp!

Actually, I had already been experimenting with Decomposition on my own. There are all sorts of fermented foods, after all. Since I had a captive audience, I figured it was a good time to show off my results.

Allow me to introduce my recent achievements!

So far, I’d successfully produced two things.

First: liquor made by subjecting sugar water to alcohol fermentation!

This had been relatively easy to produce. I didn't drink it myself, but I’d had Lowell taste-test it for me. Apparently, it had turned into a very respectable spirit. I’d assumed it would be sweet, but he told me it wasn't sweet at all. I suppose that meant all the sugar content had been converted into alcohol. If I could fine-tune the Decomposition, I might be able to make a sweeter liquor, but I didn't really intend to master a craft for something I didn't even drink.

The second was cheese!

Unfortunately, I hadn't been able to buy any at the dairy farm, but I figured if it wasn't available, I’d just have to make it. At first, it stayed mushy and refused to solidify, but after a few tries, I managed to produce solid cheese. A total victory for my visualization skills! With this, I’d be able to offer cheeseburgers in addition to teriyaki burgers.

Since I rarely had the chance to show off to anyone, I was explaining everything with great enthusiasm—until Luranna-san, still wearing that beaming smile, firmly gripped my shoulder. It was strange. Even though she looked happy, I felt an unfathomable sense of dread.

"Tort-sama... shall we sit down and sign a contract regarding those as well?"

"Hiee!?"

A pathetic yelp escaped my throat. I couldn't help it; she was genuinely scary. Afterward, I ended up receiving a stern lecture from her. She told me in no uncertain terms that I shouldn't go around blabbing about information that could lead to massive business opportunities.

I don't really intend to become a merchant, though... I thought, but I kept my mouth shut. It was obvious the lecture would only last longer if I tried to argue.
75. Sold Out

Today was finally the day I opened my hamburger stall. I offered three varieties: a Normal Hamburger for five copper coins, a Cheeseburger for eight copper coins, and a Teriyaki Burger for one large copper coin. The prices were a bit steep for stall food, but since I was using relatively expensive ingredients like eggs, cheese, and sugar, it couldn't be helped.

The locations for the stalls seemed to be somewhat assigned during the contracting process. We were given a spot in a plaza near the main thoroughfare that ran east to west. Foot traffic was heavy, and the potential to draw in customers looked high. It was likely a prime location; I suspected Luranna-san might have pulled some strings for me. Then again, she probably calculated that if the Teriyaki Burgers became a hit, the demand for her soy sauce would skyrocket.

While the locations for the actual day of the Cooking Contest would be decided by drawing lots, building up a reputation beforehand was a massive advantage. If possible, I wanted to amass as many "burger fans" as I could before the big day.

"Step right up! Delicious hamburgers here! Come try the hamburger that Wingfolk love!"

Halfa was out in front of the stall, calling out to potential customers. Shiroru stood beside her, doing her best to look appealing with soft wafuwafu sounds. I had forbidden her from using thought transmission, so I doubted anyone actually understood what she was trying to say.

Still, the "cute factor" was undeniably effective. People who loved fluffy creatures seemed to be drawn in as if by a magnet. Whether those people would actually buy anything was a different story, though.

Luckily, I had a secret weapon. I had gone out of my way to learn a new spell called Breeze for this very reason. Breeze was a low-level wind magic that produced nothing more than a faint, harmless puff of air. When I first saw it at the Mage Guild, I wondered what possible use it could have, but it turned out to be the perfect tool for marketing.

While most of the hamburger components were prepared in advance and kept in my Storage Ring, I made a point of cooking the teriyaki sauce right there on the spot. Since I didn't have mirin, it was just a makeshift teriyaki sauce—a mixture of soy sauce, sugar, and a sugar-based liquor. As I heated it, stirring constantly to prevent it from scorching, a savory, appetizing aroma wafted into the air. I had to make the most of that scent. Using the Breeze spell, I adjusted the airflow so the fragrance of the teriyaki sauce drifted straight toward the main street. It was bound to be a powerful draw for anyone with an empty stomach.

"That smell... It's the Teriyaki Burger, isn't it?!"

My very first customer, lured in by the scent, was Master Zardan! Mark, his apprentice, was with him. It looked like they were on their way back from the Merchant Guild. Since we were close to both the Merchant and Adventurer's Guilds, I could maximize sales by targeting people finishing up their business there.

"I highly recommend the Teriyaki Burger, but we also have Normal Hamburgers and Cheeseburgers!"

"What? Hrm, those Cheeseburgers look mighty fine too! Urgh... which one to get, and how many...!"

Before I could even exchange greetings, Halfa had already slid over to the Master to deliver her sales pitch. He seemed genuinely torn between the teriyaki and the cheese, agonizing over how many of each to order.

By the way, cheese isn't exactly a rare food in this world, but securing it in large quantities is surprisingly difficult. It’s mostly treated as a preserved food that commoners eat sparingly. Because my Cheeseburgers used a generous amount of it, they apparently looked incredibly luxurious to the locals.

"Hey. Is the normal one really just five copper coins?"

"That’s right."

"I see. I'll go with that one, then. Give me one."

Ignoring the Master, who was still making a massive fuss over his choice, Mark decided on a Normal Hamburger. I assumed the price was the deciding factor, considering it was half the cost of a Teriyaki Burger.

"Wait, isn't the Master buying for everyone? He seems to be struggling over there..."

"Ah... no. That's not it," Mark said with a perfectly straight face. "He’s planning on eating all of them himself."

...You're kidding, right?

The Master was currently talking about buying ten burgers in total. I had assumed that number was meant for all the artisans at the workshop, but ten was way too many for one person!

Perhaps my shock was written all over my face, because Mark shook his head solemnly.

"The Master is a great blacksmith and a caring man I truly respect... but he never shares his food. Absolutely never."

"I-I see..."

That was a testimonial I didn't quite know how to respond to.

Still, even if he didn't share his snacks, he apparently paid his apprentices well and treated them fairly. Despite the Master's legendary greed, Mark seemed to have no complaints; it was a great environment to learn the trade.

Mark polished off his burger right there and told me that even the normal version was delicious. I was glad to hear it. As for the Master, he ended up buying five Cheeseburgers and five Teriyaki Burgers, looking thoroughly satisfied.

Since it was a bit much to eat on the street, he took them to go. For takeout, I wrapped the burgers in large, dried leaves from a plant called Raam. They looked a bit like oversized bamboo leaves and were a staple material for food stalls. I’d picked up a bunch of them for cheap at the Merchant Guild.

Even after the Master left, the stream of customers never stopped. Even Zephyr and his group dropped by. Before evening had even arrived, the one hundred servings I’d prepared for each of the three varieties were completely sold out.

I was happy and grateful, but a small part of me felt a mounting sense of anxiety. Was it really okay to sell this much on the very first day, when we were supposed to be unknown? Then again, the Master mentioned he’d be telling his Dwarf friends, and I'm pretty sure Zephyr said he’d introduce us to his fellow adventurers...

Well, for now... I guess I’d better make a lot more for tomorrow!
76. The Onrushing Dwarves

Things had gotten completely out of hand.

The hamburgers were selling too well—way too well!

First and foremost, the demand for Teriyaki Burgers was staggering. It seemed the teriyaki sauce had hit the bullseye with the dwarves' taste buds; one dwarf customer after another kept lining up to buy them.

Moreover, their individual purchase volumes were slightly insane.

Most of them would buy about five burgers at a time. For the first few days, we only had a handful of customers, so we managed to cope. But day by day, the number of dwarves swarming the stall increased. Apparently, Master Zardan had been flaunting the burgers in front of all his dwarf acquaintances while he ate. The promotional effect was undeniable, but I just hoped I hadn't made any enemies in the process.

While not quite as explosive as the Teriyaki Burgers, the Cheeseburgers and normal hamburgers were also selling remarkably well. In fact, lately, every single variety would sell out shortly after noon. We were currently preparing 400 Teriyaki Burgers and 200 of each of the other two types every day. It was simply impossible for us to increase production any further on our own.

The real problem, however, was that we had no time left to research our new menu. I had intended to win the Cooking Contest with a brand-new recipe, but the grueling daily preparation left me with no energy for anything else.

Of course, we could have just called it a day once our prepared stock was gone. The only reason it was so difficult was because we were forcing ourselves to make 800 burgers every day; if we reduced our output, we would have some breathing room.

But at this point, I was actually a little afraid of what would happen if we cut the supply. Mark had already approached me with a plea to keep the numbers steady, claiming that the dwarf artisans who failed to secure a Teriyaki Burger suffered such a massive drop in morale that they became practically useless at work.

With our hands completely tied, we gathered at Lowell's house for a strategy meeting. Lately, we had been descending on his place whenever a problem arose, so I was worried we might be overstaying our welcome.

That said, Lowell’s house was the best place for Spira to play. She clearly wasn’t comfortable in crowded areas; she told us that she spent most of her time outside using invisibility. Perhaps because of her presence, Lowell continued to welcome us... or so I hoped!

"What should we do?" I asked.

"Hmm, this is even tougher than I expected. It might be impossible to keep this up every day," Halfa admitted.

Even Halfa, who had been so enthusiastic about the stall, was looking worn out. It was a different kind of exhaustion than what we felt from adventuring.

『There’s never any hamburger left for me to eat! This is a crisis!』 Shiroru projected.

"I want to eat a hamburger, too..." Spira added softly.

I felt a pang of guilt over their complaints. For now, we were pushing ourselves to the limit just to meet the demand at the stall.

One of our goals for the stall had been to promote ourselves for the Cooking Contest, and I felt we had achieved that flawlessly. However, we had made zero progress on our second goal: gathering information about the wingfolk. We were simply too busy to even exchange small talk with our customers.

"There's also the matter of ingredients," Lowell pointed out. "We don't have much Rush Bull meat left. We should either go hunting ourselves or simply put out a request at the Adventurer's Guild. As for the stall, you might want to consider hiring some help."

Halfa and I looked at each other. Honestly, I hadn't even considered it because I never imagined we would be this busy, but Lowell’s suggestion made perfect sense.

Once the decision was made, we acted immediately. It was still a bit early in the evening, so there was enough time to consult Luranna-san at the Merchant Guild. Halfa and I headed there while Lowell went to the Adventurer's Guild to post the request for Rush Bull meat. Shiroru and Spira stayed behind to watch the house.



At the Merchant Guild, I asked for Luranna-san. While she occasionally helped out at the reception desk, she spent most of her time handling paperwork in her private office. Despite her youth, she clearly held a position of considerable authority within the guild. Even so, her initiative was incredible—she had even learned Decomposition herself. In fact, she might have earned her promotion through that very drive.

After a short wait, Luranna-san arrived with a brisk, pleasant smile.

"Tort-sama, Halfa-sama. To what do I owe the pleasure today?"

"We have something we'd like to consult with you about."

"I see. This way, then."

Luranna-san led us into a reception room and took a seat.

"Now then, what kind of profitab—consultation shall we discuss today?"

...Did she just almost say "profitable proposal"?

Well, I suppose that’s how our meetings usually went. But this time, we were just looking to hire staff. I didn't think there was much in it for the Merchant Guild.

I explained the current situation of the hamburger stall and our desperate need for more hands. Luranna-san nodded deeply, her lips curling into a sharp grin. It was the smile of a merchant who had just scented a business opportunity.

"The hamburgers seem to be exceptionally well-received. I tried one myself, and it was truly delicious. Since you’re preparing for the contest, I assume you’re maintaining profitability even at that price point?"

"Uh, yes. More or less..."

According to the Cooking Contest rules, the price had to be at least double the cost of ingredients, so we had set our prices accordingly. Since the market price for soy sauce hadn't been established yet, things were a bit vague, but I had already discussed that with Luranna-san, so she was well aware of the situation.

"Hehe, I see. Truthfully, I was planning to wait until after the contest to bring this up, but since things have reached this point, let’s move the discussion forward!"

It seemed Luranna-san already had a plan in mind. That was well and good, but her sudden surge in energy was a bit startling.

Actually, it wasn't a mystery at all. She had definitely sniffed out another profitable proposal.

With a rare, dramatic flourish, Luranna-san spread her arms and made her pitch.

"Tort-sama, Halfa-sama, why don't we open a proper hamburger shop? You could outsource the business operations to us, allowing the two of you to remain involved as the owners."

Open a hamburger shop!?

The conversation had suddenly taken a massive jump in scale.
Efficiency at Its Best

To us, the proposal to open a proper hamburger shop felt like it had appeared out of thin air, yet somehow, Luranna-san had already scouted potential candidates for the manager position.

"Even with a product as promising as these hamburgers, it seemed that Tort-sama and your companions were determined to continue your lives as adventurers to the very end," she explained.

That was her reasoning. It was true that she had asked me before if I intended to become a merchant in earnest. I’d thought it was a joke at the time, but she had evidently been quite serious.

Even so, I still had no intention of hanging up my sword just yet. If I were to open a restaurant, it would be after I retired from the adventuring life. For now, I still wanted to travel with Halfa and Shiroru and see the world.

I didn’t mind outsourcing the business, though. I was interested in cooking, but I’d just started to worry that I would become so busy with the stall that I wouldn’t be able to quest anymore. It seemed Halfa felt the same; she had no desire to quit being an adventurer to open a shop full-time either.

My only concern was our original goal of gathering information on the wingfolk. Since I now knew I could rely on the Destiny God, that wasn't quite as critical as before, but since that was the whole reason I’d started the stall in the first place, I wanted to keep it on our radar.

When I asked if we could request help with the information gathering, she readily agreed.

"I see, so that was the case. If that is so, I believe the shop can assist you with that," she promised.

Luranna-san’s plan was this:

First, the shop sign would feature a wingfolk motif—a logo of sorts. Since hamburgers were a dish eaten in the wingfolk village, this was apparently a plan she had considered from the start. If we branded it that way, actual wingfolk might reach out to us, and it would be easier to bring them up in conversation inside the shop. She promised to pass along any intel gathered this way to us through the Merchant Guild. She even mentioned that while there was only one shop in Garond for now, they might open branches in other cities in the future.

It had turned into quite a large-scale venture, but it certainly seemed more efficient than us trying to gather information alone. With our concerns cleared away, we decided to accept her proposal.

Things moved incredibly fast after that. Or rather, it seemed the groundwork had already been completed. Under Luranna-san’s instructions, the candidate, Gaura-san, was summoned, and he formally accepted the position of store manager on the spot.

"No, to think I would be given such a chance! I am truly grateful!"

Gaura-san was a middle-aged man brimming with vitality. He was a professional cook who used to run a popular diner in the Royal Capital, but apparently, he’d been forced to close his doors after an employee made off with his funds. Luranna-san had scooped him up right after his misfortune.

"It will be fine. I will ensure the money management is handled strictly," Luranna-san said firmly.

"Haha... Yes, I will make sure to check everything thoroughly myself this time..."

The only worrying point was that his money had been stolen. Of course, the thief was the one at fault, but it did leave some lingering anxiety about whether the shop’s management would be secure.

However, since Luranna-san was giving him such a stern warning, there probably wouldn't be a problem. Technically, Gaura-san was the store manager, but it seemed Luranna-san intended to have a say in things as an advisor.

Still, between Master Zardan and Gaura-san, Luranna-san seemed to be surrounded by people who were terrible with money.

Then again, we weren't exactly in a position to judge. When we were traveling with Rei, our rewards were split down to the last copper. But ever since it became just me, Halfa, and Shiroru, we’d just been shoving almost everything into the Storage Ring as shared funds.

The profits from the hamburger shop were also to be managed as shared funds for "Glory's Steps." Halfa and Lowell had been a huge help with the stall, and since we were practically taking a break from adventuring anyway, it felt right. It would probably be better to distribute it properly to everyone, but since we couldn't agree on how to split it based on contribution levels, I had a feeling it would just stay as shared funds out of convenience...

In that sense, our personal fund management was incredibly lax. Since we had money to spare, we’d become sloppy. I knew it wasn't a good thing, though...

"I have also narrowed down the store candidates," Luranna-san said, showing us several possible locations. When she asked for my opinion, I noted that the sites for all the buildings seemed excellent.

"Ah, if possible, near the Artisan District might be good? Since we have so many Dwarf customers," Halfa suggested.

"Ah, certainly."

Her point was valid. The vast majority of Dwarves worked in the workshops. If we wanted to maximize sales of Teriyaki Burgers, being close to the Artisan District was a massive advantage.

Besides, the ones who felt the greatest disappointment when we sold out were always the Dwarves. It had reached the point where I occasionally heard jokes about how Teriyaki Burgers were "fuel for Dwarf artisans." If we built the shop far away and the "refueling" of the Artisan District was delayed, the operating rate of the workshops might actually drop. That was surely an exaggeration, but I had a slight, lingering fear that it might be true.

"I have heard the rumors, but is it really that extreme?" Luranna-san asked.

"The Dwarf artisans are... how should I put it... fanatical," I replied.

"Ho-ho. As far as business is concerned, passionate repeaters are something to be grateful for," Gaura-san noted.

He’d heard about their passion, but I didn't think he’d truly understand until he faced them in person. They were a bit terrifying when they crowded the stall with glinting eyes. They weren't rude, so there wasn't a real problem, but still.

Since Gaura-san had no objections, the location was finalized. Of course, the building needed renovations, so it wouldn't open immediately.

We still had things to do during the construction. While Gaura-san was the manager, we needed more employees for a full-scale operation. Cooking was easy enough with the mincer, but we had to establish a schedule for ingredient management. Luranna-san took charge of all that initial planning. It was a huge help.

Fundamentally, we were hands-off regarding the preparations. Since Luranna-san was also taking over the soy sauce making, there was no role for me. All I had to do was provide cooking instruction to Gaura-san and promote the new shop to our current stall customers.

And then, one week later.

A hamburger shop opened its doors in a prime location near the Artisan District.

No matter how you look at it, isn't that way too fast?!
78. Isn't That Bad?

In the days following the grand opening, the hamburger shop's sales grew steadily. Since I had completely stepped back from the kitchen, the burgers weren't the "Exceptional Work" variety that relied on my high Luck Value, but it seemed the sales hadn't dropped in the slightest.

Perhaps the influence of "Exceptional Work" hadn't been that significant to begin with. Or maybe, regardless of what drew them in, people had simply become hooked on the deliciousness of the hamburgers themselves after eating them a few times. Either way, business was booming. Luranna-san was all smiles and in a great mood as a result.

With some free time on our hands at last, we headed to the Adventurer’s Guild. It felt good to get back to adventuring after our hiatus.

"Oh, Lowell! And Tort and Halfa too!"

As soon as we stepped inside, a voice called out to us. It was Zephyr. Eina was standing beside him. The other members were likely still resting, as it was just the two of them.

"How’s the shop doing?" Zephyr asked.

"Ah, yeah. Everything seems to be going fine."

I had actually asked Zephyr to help with some promotion for the opening. "Promotion" was a strong word for it, though—I’d really just asked him to let his fellow adventurers know that a permanent hamburger stall was officially open for business.

"I see. Well then, want to take a job together again?"

"Did you find a good request?"

"Ah, no, nothing’s really changed—"

"Zephyr-san! Oh, and Tort-kun too!"

Interrupting my exchange with Zephyr was Radan-san, the somewhat usel—er, clumsy receptionist. It looked like he had been searching for Zephyr-san, but I was apparently a target as well. He waved us over as if our arrival was perfect timing.

I wondered what this was about.

Zephyr and I exchanged a look. If we were being summoned together... was it about the ruins dungeon in the abandoned village? Come to think of it, they had said they might want to hear more from us later.

"Pardon me, but there is something the guild would like to ask you regarding the dungeon..." Radan-san began.

His business was exactly what I’d expected. However, the person who wanted to speak with us wasn't a dungeon research expert, but the Guild Master himself. Without much of an explanation, we were guided to his office. Since the room was too small for everyone to crowd inside, only Zephyr, Lowell, and I went in.

"Oh, thank you for coming, Zephyr, Lowell. And... ah, you must be Tort. I’ve heard about you from Madrus—the Master in Cygnil. I am Mildas. Pleased to meet you."

"Ah, yes. Pleased to meet you too."

The Master of the Garond Adventurer's Guild was quite an elderly man. I had heard that because the profession was full of rough characters, the position of Guild Master was usually filled by retired high-rank adventurers, but Mildas-san didn't look the part at all. He had a gentle face and a build that was, if anything, rather slender. Perhaps he had been a mage-type adventurer.

"So, what’s this about? If it’s about the dungeon, we already filed the report, didn’t we?" Zephyr asked in a casual tone. Apparently, the "adventurers are equals" theory applied even to the Guild Master.

"No, there were a few things I wanted to confirm personally. My apologies, but could you humor me for a moment?"

"We don't mind..." Lowell replied. Unlike Zephyr, he used standard polite speech. Well, he is the head of his own group, after all. I suppose whether one followed adventurer protocols or social etiquette was a matter of personal choice.

Mildas-san’s questions focused on the phenomena we witnessed when defeating the dungeon monsters and the nature of the dungeon's collapse. We weren't experts, so we could only answer based on what we’d seen. Mildas-san clearly understood that, yet he let out a low groan after every answer we gave. He seemed... flustered?

"What’s the matter, old man? You’re not acting like yourself," Zephyr noted, sensing the tension.

Mildas-san offered a bitter smile and let out a long sigh.

"Haha... perhaps you're right. No, the truth is, a rather troubling situation has arisen. I should probably fill you in. Are you familiar with the underground waterway?"

"Hmm? Oh, the sewers?"

"Correct. It spans the entirety of the Royal Capital."

Apparently, a massive underground waterway ran beneath Garond. In short, it was a sewer system. In this world, the disposal of waste was actually handled quite thoroughly; instead of just dumping it in the streets, everything was designed to flow properly into these tunnels. Considering the general level of civilization, it was an impressive feat. Of course, they’d probably used magic to make it work.

The underground waterway wasn't a place where people usually went, but regular patrols were still necessary. Animals or monsters occasionally wandered in and started breeding. The Adventurer's Guild was the organization responsible for these patrols.

Since the checks were frequent, the danger was usually minimal. It was the kind of low-stakes job typically assigned to rookie adventurers.

Recently, however, an unfamiliar monster had been spotted down there: a Lizard Soldier. While Lizardmen were common bipedal lizard-like monsters, the Soldier was a high-rank species. It was a C-Rank threat, far beyond what any rookie could handle. Fortunately, the party that discovered it managed to escape unharmed, but—

"The real problem happened afterward. A mid-tier adventurer party accepted the subjugation request and successfully defeated the Lizard Soldier... but they reported that the corpse vanished, leaving only a magic stone behind."

...Wait, could it be!?

If that was the case, wasn't this a disastrous situation?



Name: Tort
Race: Commoner
Age: 12
Level: 15 [3 up]
Vitality: 87/87 [15 up]
Mana: 81/81 [15 up]
Strength: 39 [7 up]
Stamina: 46 [9 up]
Agility: 61 [11 up]
Dexterity: 79 [14 up]
Magic Power: 73 [13 up]
Spirit: 59 [11 up]
Luck: 123 [3 up]

Divine Protection:
[Divine Protection of the Job God: Dungeon Explorer]

Skills:
[Destiny God's Smile], [Dagger Lv15] [1 up]
[Shadow Strike Lv12] [3 up], [Throwing Skill Lv6] [1 up]
[Lockpicking Lv10] [1 up], [Trap Disarming Lv10] [1 up]
[Sense of Direction Lv8] [2 up], [Cooking Skill Lv14] [6 up]
[Light Magic Lv11] [2 up], [Water Magic Lv10] [3 up]
[Dark Magic Lv12] [4 up], [Non-Elemental Magic Lv5] [2 up]
[Wind Magic Lv7] [New]

Traits:
[Cooking Talent Lv1], [Great Luck], [Dexterous Fingertips Lv1]
[Magic Aptitude Lv2]

Magic:
<Clean>, <First Aid>
<Create Water>, <Dehydrate>
<Decomposition>, <Night Vision>
<Shadow Hiding>
<Breeze> [New], <Wind Cutter> [New]
<Shredding Storm> [New]
<Detect Magic>

■ Bonus
Example of "Person A" who recently reached C-Rank

Name: Person A in the Scout Position
Race: Commoner
Age: 25
Level: 20
Vitality: 116/116
Mana: 72/72
Strength: 63
Stamina: 65
Agility: 90
Dexterity: 86
Magic Power: 55
Spirit: 53
Luck: 12

Divine Protection:
[Divine Protection of the Job God: Scout]

Skills:
[Dagger Lv12], [Bow Skill Lv15], [Lockpicking Lv10]
[Trap Disarming Lv12], [Tracking Lv5], [Observation Lv10]

Traits:
[Swiftness Lv1]
79. This Sounds Familiar

When monsters vanished without leaving a trace, the first possibility that came to mind was the presence of a Dungeon. I hadn’t heard of any Dungeons inside the Royal Capital, so if that were the case, it had to be an Unexplored Dungeon—likely a newly formed one.

It felt like there had been an unusual number of them appearing lately. We weren't the ones who had found this one, though...

"So, the Underground Waterway underwent Dungeonification?" Lowell asked.

"If that were the case, the situation would be dire. However, I believe a Dungeon has simply connected to the waterway, or perhaps only a small section of it has transformed."

Mildas-san shook his head in response to Lowell's question.

He based this on the number of monsters encountered. Both the rookies on watch and the mid-tier Adventurers who took on the subsequent subjugation had only run into a single Lizard Soldier. If the entire area had become a Dungeon, there likely would have been many more monsters. Of course, there was the possibility of it being a Dungeon with a low appearance rate.

A high monster appearance rate throughout the entire waterway would have spelled disaster. The more monsters there were, the more of them would wander out of the Dungeon. Since there were residential districts right next to it, the ideal solution would be to destroy the Dungeon to ensure public safety.

However, if the Dungeon were destroyed, there was no telling what would happen to the Underground Waterway. In the worst-case scenario, the entire city might collapse. Even if it didn't, considering the Ruins Dungeon we’d seen before, the waterway might vanish without a trace along with the Dungeon Disappearance. With those risks in mind, we couldn't afford to be reckless.

"If it's only a part of it, it seems better to just crush it," Zephyr suggested.

"If the impact really is limited to a single section, then yes. However, that is not something we, as mere humans, can know for certain."

If the impact was limited, then as Zephyr said, the Dungeon should be collapsed to secure the Royal Capital. Mildas-san was only hesitating because there were too few precedents to guarantee a safe outcome.

If the Underground Waterway vanished against our expectations, the Royal Capital would fall into utter chaos. The sewage system would suddenly become unusable. Given that risk, it was better to tolerate some danger and leave the Dungeon alone for now, especially since the monster appearance rate remained low.

Nevertheless, it was like harboring an unknown bomb within the city. The element of anxiety remained. That was why Mildas-san was having such trouble deciding. He likely wanted to hear our perspective to gather as much information as possible before making a call.

...By the way, Mildas-san had been stealing glances at me for a while now. I wondered what that was about.

Come to think of it, he mentioned he’d heard things from Madrus-san. Had he been fed stories about me being the Apostle of the Destiny God?

Well, I didn't really care anymore if people thought I was an Apostle. I didn't know if I actually held that title, but since I felt like Halfa, Shiroru, and I were all involved parties, denying it felt pointless. It would just be a problem if people started worshipping me in some weird way.

I supposed it might be better to disclose what I knew. That said, the only thing I hadn't talked about yet was the information related to Garnalava.

According to the Letter from the Destiny God, Dungeon Monsters were created by a power called Malice, ruled by Garnalava. This wasn't common knowledge. I hadn't reported it to the Guild because explaining the source was difficult, but if he already thought of me as an Apostle, maybe it was okay to talk about it.

Having reached that conclusion, I moved to show the Letter from the Destiny God to Mildas-san—only to stop myself at the last second. No, showing him About My Reincarnation as the Destiny God was probably a bad idea. The title alone would make the God's dignity plummet. To a devout person, it might even be offensive, or they’d simply dismiss the letter as a fake.

I had no choice but to explain while keeping the existence of the letter hidden. Even though I told him the information came from the Destiny God, Mildas-san seemed to believe it quite easily. As I thought, he definitely viewed me as an Apostle of the Destiny God. Well, unlike Madrus-san, he treated me normally, so I supposed it was fine.

"If that's the case, then both the Underground Waterway and the Dungeons being discovered elsewhere are under the influence of Garnalava's power..."

"Elsewhere? Are there others who have found Unexplored Dungeons besides us?" Zephyr asked.

"Yes. There have been several reports. All of them are small in scale, and some have already collapsed."

Apparently, while we were busy making hamburgers, Unexplored Dungeons had been popping up one after another. I was a bit curious to know what kind of Dungeons they were.

"Was that so? Were there any Dungeons as promising as the one we found?"

"No, none of the reported locations seemed likely to yield much profit. However, even if such a Dungeon were found, it wouldn't be surprising if someone tried to monopolize it for a while. I can't say for certain, though."

"Well, I guess that makes sense."

Technically, reporting an Unexplored Dungeon was an Adventurer's duty. However, more rivals meant fewer earnings, so people keeping secrets wasn't unheard of. Since items usually had to be appraised and sold through the Adventurer's Guild, a secret couldn't be kept forever, but some clearly felt there was merit in monopolizing a site even for a short time.

"For the record, there was one Dungeon with a high appearance rate of Treasure Chests, but it didn't result in any profit because it was filled with nothing but Dud Items."

"Ah, that's the Dungeon Tort said he discovered," Zephyr added.

"What, is that so?"

"If it's the Dungeon located slightly off the Cygnil Highway, then yes, that's the one," I confirmed.

"Ah, so it was."

I’d wondered where it was, but it turned out to be a place I knew. Mildas-san hadn't realized I was the one who discovered it. Well, it was a Dud Dungeon, after all. It was only natural that he hadn't paid much attention to the name on the report.

"Come to think of it, I believe that was in a Dungeon Collapse Report."

"Eh!? That Dungeon collapsed?"

"Y-yes. I believe that was the gist of it. Let me see... ah, here it is."

According to the story Mildas-san told us, the Adventurers who explored that Dungeon eventually found an Ornate Treasure Chest on the deepest floor. The chests along the way had been nothing but duds, but since the one at the end looked so fancy, the Adventurers' expectations had soared. However... betraying those hopes, the contents were a Dud Item as well.

Even the most cautious Adventurers would have been irritated by that. One of the party members had apparently vented their anger on a nearby wall... but as fate would have it, that wall happened to contain the Dungeon Core. The Dungeon began to collapse, and the Adventurers had to flee in a panic.

A single, fancy Treasure Chest in a Dud Dungeon...?

Wait, this was starting to sound familiar. Could that have been the chest I dropped in there using the Whimsical Dice?

I see. So I’d ended up giving them false hope. I might have actually done something bad there.
80. Even Without Being Asked

So, the Dud Item Dungeon was gone. It left me with a complicated mix of feelings—I wasn't quite sure if I should be sad about it or not. As a place to farm Pandora Gifts, it hadn't been half bad, but the rest of the drops had been so mediocre that the whole experience was more of a chore than an adventure.

My internal conflict must have leaked onto my face, because Mildas-san was studying me with a look of pure confusion.

"Just what is the matter?" he asked.

"Ah, no... I was just thinking it was a waste. It was a good place to farm Pandora Gifts."

At my reply, Mildas-san wore an expression that was hard to put into words. To be blunt, he looked like he was barely holding back a wave of sheer disdain, as if thinking, What is wrong with this kid? Honestly, he might not have even been trying to hide it.

Could it be that he hadn't heard about the Pandora Gifts from Madrus-san? I knew my behavior was a bit unusual, but I figured the part where I crack open Pandora Gifts without a second thought was the most noteworthy bit.

I didn't want him to think I was a total weirdo, so I did my best to explain how my skill worked.

"Goodness, so that was the case," Mildas-san said, his expression softening slightly. "If that is how it is, I can provide one for you—if you only need one, that is. To be honest, it was pawned off on me by the adventurers who cleared that dungeon."

As I thought, it seemed like Pandora Gifts were easy to obtain in the Dud Item Dungeon. That made me regret its collapse even more. No, I had to stay positive—it was a stroke of luck that I could get even just one. I'd have to make sure to buy it from him later.

While I was lost in thought, there was a knock on the office door. One of the guide staff entered, followed by Halfa and Shiroru. Apparently, they had insisted on being brought in, claiming they had something they had to convey immediately.

"What’s the matter?" I asked.

"We received word from the God!" Halfa cried. "Something terrible is happening with the Underground Waterway Dungeon!"

It seemed there had been another Oracle from the Destiny God. They had rushed over to tell me, but the timing couldn't have been more uncanny—we were just talking about the Underground Waterway. I had a bad feeling about this.

Halfa explained that Malice was leaking from the newly formed dungeon, tainting the entire drainage system. Normally, such a phenomenon shouldn't happen, but this time, Evil Cultists who worshiped Garnalava were operating behind the scenes. She said the dungeons popping up in various other locations were also the work of these cultists. They were likely decoys intended to draw attention away from their true objective: the Underground Waterway. The tactic had been effective enough that even the Destiny God had been late to notice the threat.

"This is going to be a disaster if it keeps up, isn't it?" Zephyr asked.

"Indeed," Lowell added. "I do not know what their ultimate goal is, but nothing good will come of it unless we stop them."

The two of them traded glances. They clearly intended to act. The dungeonification of the Underground Waterway wasn't just a hypothetical problem—it was a direct threat to everyone living in the Royal Capital. Moreover, if the city fell into chaos, the cooking contest would be the last thing on anyone's mind. For Spira’s sake, we had to resolve this.

The only question was how, but then—

Tort! There's supposed to be a Pandora Gift around here! Lamuyadas-sama has a delivery for you. Find it and open it!

As expected of the Destiny God! He had already prepared a countermeasure.

Shiroru’s thought transmission seemed to have reached Mildas-san as well. He immediately ordered a staff member to fetch the Pandora Gift being held in the guild's storage. Though they clearly didn't understand the full situation, the staff followed the instructions without question, and the gift was delivered in moments.

"If it leads to a resolution, please use it," Mildas-san said. "But, just what is happening...?"

"I don't know the details yet, but if it's from the Destiny God, he must have provided something useful."

With Mildas-san’s permission, I opened the Pandora Gift at once. The box vanished, replaced by a folded slip of paper and a mysterious, cylindrical object.

The paper was a letter from the Destiny God, just like last time. The first sentence read: I'm sorry. Please save the Maiden.

I wasn't quite sure what the apology was for, but I had no intention of letting anything happen to Halfa. Besides, this dungeon mess affected all of us. I would have gotten involved even if I hadn't been asked.

The rest of the letter, aside from that one personal note, was an explanation of the item. Apparently, it was called a "Malice Conversion Reactor." It worked by absorbing the surrounding Malice and purifying it into harmless mana. If we installed it in the deep part of the dungeon near the core, it would immediately convert the dungeon's Malice into mana. Since Malice is what fuels the spawning of monsters, converting it would effectively shut down their production. It didn't stop there—it could even siphon the Malice directly out of the dungeon's structure, eventually causing the whole place to dissolve naturally.

"In that case, the worst-case scenario can be avoided," Mildas-san said, exhaling a long sigh of relief. "We must give our thanks to the Destiny God."

He looked relieved, but it was too early to relax. We were dealing with the Evil Cultists of Garnalava, after all. This wasn't going to be easy.

We immediately began organizing the conquest. Since we were short on time, our party, Glory's Steps, would lead the charge alongside Zephyr, Eina, and a B-Rank Adventurer party we managed to contact on short notice. Our priority was to reach the deep floors as quickly as possible. Since we weren't going to destroy the core ourselves, the existing monsters would still be roaming around—the follow-up parties would handle the cleanup behind us.

The reason we only had one B-Rank party available despite this being a city-wide crisis was because there were actually very few high-rank adventurers stationed in the Royal Capital. While the city is a hub for information, there aren't many high-level threats in the immediate vicinity. Most veterans just stop by to gather rumors before heading off to more dangerous frontiers or specific request areas. They rarely stayed in the capital for long.

Because of that, this was the best force we could muster on the fly. Then again, since we would be fighting in the cramped quarters of a dungeon, having too many people would only get in the way. In that sense, we probably had the perfect number.

We had to move fast. We needed to secure the deep part of the waterway before the cultists could spring whatever else they had planned!
81. Underground Waterway Exploration

The underground waterway was far more massive and solidly constructed than I had imagined. The ceilings were high, and the sense of confinement was surprisingly minimal. Most unexpected of all, however, was the complete lack of any foul odor. Even the wastewater looked clear at first glance. And there was a good reason for that: the sewage flowing through these tunnels was purified by Clean magic. Magic tools were installed in various sections to trigger the spell automatically, cleaning the runoff from the surface in several stages as it passed through. It was the kind of infrastructure you could only find in a world with magic.

Halfa, guided by her Oracle, seemed to know exactly which sections led to the deeper parts of the dungeon. Our formation had Glory's Steps in the lead, followed by Zephyr and his group, with the party known as Evil-Dispelling Sword bringing up the rear.

Our progress was steady—at least, until we reached the midway point.

A sudden splash echoed from behind us. In a waterway currently undergoing dungeonification, any presence emerging from the water could only be a monster.

I spun around instantly, catching sight of several Lizardmen. Even though I’d been expecting them, I had still managed to be caught off guard. These were creatures that made wetlands and lakes their strongholds; I should have accounted for their ability to move through the water.

Fortunately, the veterans of Evil-Dispelling Sword hadn't shared my lapse in focus. Their leader, Ressel, cut down every Lizardman before they could even lunge, causing them to dissipate into mana before we even had a chance to move. They were B-rank adventurers for a reason.

But the ambush didn't end there. More Lizardmen surged from the water in rapid succession. And it wasn't just common grunts—high-rank species like Soldiers and Shamans were mixed into their ranks. To make matters worse, monsters had now blocked our path forward as well as our retreat. We would have to annihilate them all if we wanted to move an inch.

"We'll handle the ones behind! You lot take the front!" Ressel barked.

With that, our roles were set: we were responsible for the forward path while Evil-Dispelling Sword held the rear.

Dealing with the Lizardmen in the tunnel ahead was relatively simple. The passage wasn't particularly wide, and as Zephyr skillfully swung his greatsword, any Lizardman within his reach was instantly erased. The Soldiers could withstand a single blow, but even they couldn't do much against him. They were helpless against the relentless, sweeping strikes of his massive blade.

While Zephyr held the main path, the ones leaping directly out of the water proved more troublesome. They were cunning, specifically targeting Halfa and Eina, since both were ill-suited for close-quarters combat. Protecting them fell to Lowell and me.

Lowell’s lightning-imbued strikes were devastating, slaughtering even the Soldiers in a single flash. As for me, the Soldiers were a bit of a challenge. My style focuses on surprise attacks and ambushes, making me less effective in a straight defensive line.

Acknowledging that, I left the direct interceptions to Lowell and focused on the Shamans firing magic from the opposite bank. By timing my strikes with Rune Breaker, I was able to nullify their projectile spells as they flew toward us. While I kept their magic at bay, Eina and Halfa picked the Shamans off. Their constant bombardment was a nuisance, so we needed to thin their numbers fast.

We held the advantage, but the Lizardmen kept coming in a seemingly endless tide. Even Evil-Dispelling Sword seemed to be stuck in a war of attrition.

It was Shiroru who finally broke the deadlock. I’d noticed she had been quiet for a while, but it turned out she had been charging up for a big move. Shiroru, who had been crouching low while crackling with electricity, suddenly stood tall and let out a sharp "Waf!"

In that instant, a massive bolt of lightning erupted from her horn. It struck the water, and given the high output, the electricity propagated through the sewage across a massive area. The Lizardmen lurking beneath the surface all floated to the top before dissolving away. It was a total sweep.

"Amazing, Shiroru!"

"Waf!"

When I praised her, she wagged her tail happily. Since the members of Evil-Dispelling Sword were watching, she refrained from sending any mental messages. However, since we’d likely need to use Thought Transmission in an emergency, it was probably better to be upfront about her. I decided I’d explain everything once things settled down.

"Right, looks like the reinforcements have stopped!"

"Yeah. Let’s clean up the rest."

Whether they had been wiped out or simply retreated, no new Lizardmen appeared after Shiroru's lightning strike. From there, it was only a matter of time before the battle concluded.

"Phew, good work. You guys are better than I thought."

As I finished off the last Shaman, Ressel called out to me. He seemed to know Lowell, Zephyr, and Eina, but this was the first time I’d really spoken to him.

"I am C-rank, after all," I replied.

"So it seems. That tamed monster of yours was something else, too. Honestly, she saved us a lot of trouble."

Even a B-ranker like Ressel recognized the value of Shiroru's power. I figured now was as good a time as any to introduce her properly.

"This is Shiroru. Try not to be too shocked, but... she’s a Holy Beast."

"...Huh? Wait, what? A Holy Beast?"

‘What’s wrong? Is it okay if I talk now? I’m Shiroru the Holy Beast! Nice to meet you!’

"Gah!?"

Ressel and the rest of Evil-Dispelling Sword were floored, but they accepted the truth surprisingly quickly. It probably helped that Mildas had already introduced Halfa as the Maiden of the Destiny God. In their minds, if there was a Maiden, it wasn't a stretch for a Holy Beast—a Kin of the Destiny God—to be accompanying her.

As we continued toward the deep floors, we filled them in on the finer details of the situation. We had charged into the sewers with only a brief explanation because time was of the essence, so we used this walk to explain the Evil Cult’s schemes, the risk of the dungeon collapsing, and the item we carried to stop it. 

Suddenly, Halfa called out.

"There! It’s just ahead!"

We had reached the entrance to the deep parts of the dungeon. A massive hole had been bored into the side of the waterway wall, leading to a set of stairs that descended even further into the earth.

The cultists had to be waiting somewhere down there.

We had to stop them... no matter what!
82. The Power of Song and Hamburgers

Descending the stairs toward the lower depths brought us into yet another section of the underground waterway. For a moment, I wondered if we had somehow doubled back, but the flight of stairs rising behind us told a different story. We were definitely deeper than before. A waterway beneath a waterway—it was a confusing layout, but there was no sense in expecting logic from a dungeon. I’d heard that some dungeons even contained vast, open grasslands deep beneath the earth.

"Tch. I’ve got a bad feeling about this place," Zephyr muttered.

"Yeah, this looks like it’ll be a bit of a headache," Ressel agreed.

I felt the shift in atmosphere just as they did. While it looked the same on the surface, the air was heavy with a sinister pressure that seemed to gnaw at one's sanity just by existing. This was likely the Malice Halfa had warned us about. According to Ressel, the floors intended for high-rank adventurers in any dungeon usually felt something like this.

"We’ll cover the front and rear from here on. Just tell us which way to go."

I was grateful for the offer. The members of Evil-Dispelling Sword moved into position to box us in safely. There was a high probability of encountering monsters far stronger than the Lizard Soldiers we had fought earlier, and it would be disastrous if my party were caught in an ambush.

The first threat we encountered was a Death Crocodile. It was roughly five meters long, a terrifying beast that lunged at prey with teeth like jagged knives. Its body was armored in scales so thick they would deflect any half-hearted blow. While Evil-Dispelling Sword’s shield user drew its ire, the rest of us unleashed a coordinated volley of magic to bring it down.

Lizardmen remained as common as ever, but the groups led by an evolved species called Lizard Knights were exponentially more dangerous. Once they shifted into a defensive formation, they became incredibly difficult to break. It was especially frustrating when they coordinated with Lizard Shamans; if we couldn't shatter the front line, the Shamans would rain magic down on us from a safe distance. The rank-and-file Lizardmen would literally throw their bodies in the way of our projectiles to protect their casters. Normally, I would use Shadow Hiding to erase my presence and finish them with a Shadow Strike, but that was a tall order when they were positioned on the opposite bank of the water. Since Shamans had relatively low defense, I could eventually wear them down by throwing stones, but it turned every skirmish into a long, drawn-out battle.

Shoot Fish were another nuisance. These fish-type monsters would occasionally leap from the water to spray a high-pressure jet. It was no mere squirt gun; the force was powerful enough to bore holes through stone walls. While the dungeon would eventually repair the damage, I had no desire to find out what it would do to a human body. Fortunately, Shiroru could wipe them out by charging up and dropping a Lightning Strike into the water, but even then, a single moment of carelessness could lead to a nasty injury.

We managed to press on despite the dangerous inhabitants, but the mental and physical toll was mounting. It wasn't just the strength of the monsters; it was the dungeon’s malevolent atmosphere. It felt as if the very air was rejecting us, slowly siphoning away our resolve.

Eventually, our conversation died out. Part of it was the need for constant vigilance, but even during the tense moments earlier, we’d managed at least a bit of banter. Now, we were silent.

That was when a soft, gentle melody began to echo through the tunnels. It was Halfa, humming a tune. Curiously, the heavy, clinging fatigue seemed to wash away, replaced by a sense of clarity. 

I wasn't the only one who felt it. The expressions of everyone in the group visibly brightened.

"Is that the Song of Soothing?" I asked.

"It is!" Halfa replied. "I got that same nasty feeling I had when we saw the Black Wolf, so I thought it might help."

The Song of Soothing was the same melody that had weakened the Plague-Cursed Black Wolf back in Cygnil. That beast had been a Kin of Garnalava, so it stood to reason that the song had the power to exorcise the god’s influence. With the Malice purged from the air, our spirits finally returned to us.

"Why don't we take a short break?" I suggested.

『Oh? Does that mean it’s time to eat? Give me a hamburger!』 Shiroru chimed in through our mental link.

"I didn't say we were definitely eating... but actually, that’s not a bad idea."

Shiroru had apparently decided that "break time" and "mealtime" were synonymous, but the suggestion was sound. We’d left the surface in such a rush that we’d completely skipped lunch. 

Ideally, I would have preferred a wider room to rest in, but the path toward the deepest floor had been nothing but straight corridors. It was likely the reason we hadn't stumbled upon any treasure chests yet, either. Given that our mission was to stop a cultist plot, I couldn't complain, but missing out on treasure felt like I was being robbed of ninety percent of the joy of adventuring.

With Evil-Dispelling Sword’s approval, I began handing out the hamburgers I was currently developing. I’d been working on refining the teriyaki sauce lately, and I was also experimenting with the buns.

The burgers we sold at our stall used bread from the local bakery, but the loaves in this world tended to be dense and hard. While many people liked that texture, I craved something soft and fluffy. Now that I could use the Decomposition magic to produce dough that had already finished its yeast fermentation, I’d been having the bakers trial various new recipes for me.

"Whoa, is this a new kind of burger?! Wait... are you guys the ones who run that shop!?"

Ressel was the most excited of the bunch. It turned out he was a massive fan of the food. I didn't recall seeing him at our mobile stall, though.

"You didn't know? Oh, I guess you guys only got back recently," I said.

"That's right. The day after we finally made it back to the capital happened to be the grand opening of the hamburger shop. It was so packed I had to see what the fuss was about. It was delicious, and I’ve been going back every day since."

It seemed Ressel had become a regular after we transitioned to a permanent storefront. It was heartening to know the business was thriving even while we were away.

"Man, I heard the shop was started by a group of adventurers who used to run a stall, but I never imagined it was you lot. I should have guessed, though—you’ve got a Wingfolk with you."

Ressel nodded to himself, finally putting the pieces together. It seemed the public perception that hamburgers were "Wingfolk Cuisine" had truly taken root.

Recharged by the Song of Soothing and the hamburgers, we felt our strength return. The sinister pressure we’d felt since entering this floor had vanished entirely, easing our mental burden. Our progress became surprisingly smooth from that point on. The monsters were just as strong as before, but the lightness in our hearts seemed to put a spring in our steps.

And then, finally, we reached the heavy doors leading to the dungeon's deepest floor.
83. City of Death

The descent down the third set of stairs since entering the underground waterway marked a clear shift in the floor’s atmosphere. The water channels vanished, replaced by masonry walls and floors spiderwebbed with unnatural fissures. A faint red light leaked from those cracks, pulsing rhythmically like a slow, ominous heartbeat. It was a deeply unsettling space.

The hallway stretched straight from the base of the stairs, ending at a pair of massive, heavy doors. This was the first door we had encountered since entering the dungeon. I didn’t even need my senses to tell me that the source of this rank, malevolent air was right on the other side. This close, the pressure was impossible to ignore.

"Is the core in this room?" I asked.

"Yeah. I’m certain of it," Halfa replied.

Her voice was firm, and the rest of the group seemed just as resolute. No one appeared to be succumbing to the oppressive atmosphere. It was likely the effect of her Song of Soothing keeping us steady.

I threw the doors open with a bang. Beyond lay a space resembling a great hall with a soaring ceiling. Deep within the room, a man dressed in black sat with his back to us.

"Faster than I expected. So, the Destiny God has made his move..."

The man turned around slowly. His attire was reminiscent of a church priest’s vestments. I wondered briefly if even evil cultists had ranks like bishops.

But more than his clothes, something else caught my attention. That old man... I felt like I’d seen him somewhere before.

"Where was it...?" I muttered.

"Oh, I know!" Halfa chirped. "He’s the old man from the dud dungeon!"

『The guy who turned into a frog!』 Shiroru added via thought transmission.

That’s right! Halfa and Shiroru’s memory saved the day. He was the same old man who’d been turned into a frog and nearly crushed by a treasure chest.

"Y-you! You’re those Apostles of the Destiny God from before! Do you have any idea how much your interference delayed my plans?!"

The old man seemed to recognize us as well, and he was absolutely livid.

I hadn't realized I’d been throwing wrenches into his gears all this time, but I supposed our encounter back then must have been the Destiny God's guidance. Though, his letter hadn't mentioned a word about it.

Behind the old man sat an object shaped like a large jar. I suspected that was the source of the Malice leaking into the dungeon. I glanced at Halfa, and she gave a sharp nod of affirmation. That was it—the dungeon core.

"You’re a follower of Garnalava, aren't you?" I demanded. "What are you doing here?"

"I have no obligation to answer you. And yet..." The old man spread his arms wide. "Perhaps conveying Lord Garnalava's will is also part of my duty."

His voice shifted into a slow, lecturing tone, as if he were trying to enlighten us.

"Lord Garnalava intends to establish a City of Death here."

"...A City of Death?"

"A trial ground where abominations overflow and chaos reigns supreme. A city of death where only those who discard cowardice, take up the sword, and trample over the corpses of the fallen may survive. That is the City of Death."

He spoke with theatrical gestures, appealing to us like a devout priest sharing a holy scripture. He was clearly a man of deep faith; it was just a shame that the object of his devotion was the Evil Curse God. From our perspective, it was nothing but a nightmare.

A City of Death... just as I’d feared, he was up to no good. I didn't even need to ask how he planned to achieve it. If they could turn the underground waterway into a dungeon, they could likely do the same to the entire Royal Capital. If that happened, the city wouldn't just descend into chaos. Countless people would die, and the capital would become a permanent death trap where no human could ever live again.

"I won't let you!" Halfa cried.

"The Maiden of the Destiny God, is it? And how do you intend to stop me?" The man scowled at Halfa for a split second before his face twisted into a grotesque smile. He waved his right hand dismissively as he continued. "Your interference was a setback, yes, but the ritual is already complete. You are far too late."

He chuckled, a dry, rasping sound.

"To stop the dungeonification, you would have to destroy the core. But if you do, the entire dungeon will collapse. I have seen to that. The dungeon has already eroded the majority of the waterway. If it collapses now, the Royal Capital will be swallowed whole. More lives might be lost in the collapse than in the birth of the City of Death."

If he was telling the truth, destroying the core wouldn't just vanish the dungeon; it would trigger a structural catastrophe for the city above. Why were they so obsessed with this? What was the ultimate goal of Garnalava and his cult? Whatever it was, it was clearly catastrophic.

Fortunately, thanks to the Destiny God, we had a countermeasure: the Malice Conversion Reactor. I’d hoped to neutralize the man before deploying it, but based on his gloating, we were out of time. I needed to set it up immediately.

Attempting to be as discreet as possible, I reached into my Storage Ring to pull out the Malice Conversion Reactor. I tried to manifest it behind my back to keep it out of the man's sight.

Or so I thought.

"The flow of Malice... it’s being severed?" The man’s eyes narrowed. "I see. You brought a countermeasure."

The moment the Malice Conversion Reactor activated, it began voraciously drawing in the surrounding Malice, causing the flow out of the hall to stall. While it was exactly what we wanted, it also made our trump card painfully obvious to the enemy.

However, there was something odd about the man. Despite his calm, detached tone, his physical movements were strangely grand. His gestures were fluid yet sharp, almost as if he were tracing something in the air.

A cold chill ran down my spine.

"Ressel! There’s something wrong with the way he’s moving!"

"Wait—!" The mage from the Evil-Dispelling Sword party gasped, his eyes widening. "Leader! It’s Motion Activation!"

Motion Activation? I’d never heard of the term, but if a specialist like him was shouting about it, it had to be serious. Could he be casting magic through gestures instead of incantations?

"Tsk! You bastard!"

Ressel moved like a bolt of lightning. He closed the gap in a heartbeat, his sword flashing toward the man. The cultist didn't even attempt to dodge; he took the blow full-on, refusing to break his rhythmic movements. He was prioritizing the magic over his own life.

The man’s hands didn't stop—until they suddenly froze in mid-air.

"Guh... haha... hahahaha! Too late! I’ll have to burn through the stored Malice, but if it means crushing you all here, it is a small price to pay!"

Ressel’s strike was a mortal wound, yet the man’s final spell was a success. As his body collapsed, a massive magic circle erupted across the floor. It was enormous, covering nearly half the hall. It had clearly been laid there in advance, waiting for the trigger of his motions and the fuel of the Malice.

The light from the circle rippled like the surface of a disturbed pond. Then, something began to tear its way through the center of those ripples, manifesting bit by bit.

Twisted, gnarled horns and glossy black scales. Its presence was so overwhelming that it felt like the air itself had turned to lead. Just the sight of its majestic, terrifying form was enough to paralyze us, even before its sharp gaze could pierce our souls. It was a member of the race hailed as the strongest in this world.

This magic circle was a Dragon Summoning Circle!
84. Just the Upper Half

A dragon? You’ve got to be kidding me! And what’s with the black color? A Black Dragon... no, an Evil Dragon? Is it strong? Of course it’s strong—it’s a dragon!

My thoughts were a mess. That’s just how overwhelming a dragon’s presence is. It’s common knowledge that the only ones humans can even hope to contend with are Red or Blue Dragons. And even then, those are threats that require a full party of A-Rank Adventurers fighting at their absolute limit just to scrape out a win. Even for the Evil-Dispelling Sword, a dragon was likely more than they could chew.

“Hey, hey, hey! It’s a dragon! What’s the plan, Ressel?”

“Plan? If we back down now, the Royal Capital is toast! We just have to do it!”

“I figured you’d say that... Man, I don’t suppose those A-Rank guys happened to wander back at just the right time, do they?”

“Honestly, those guys are never around when you actually need them.”

“Oh, big talk! Next time I see them, I’m telling them you said that.”

“Hey, you idiot! Don’t you dare!”

Even in a situation like this, Zephyr and Ressel were trading quips. Or perhaps, it was because of the situation. If they didn’t, they would have been paralyzed by the dragon’s sheer intimidation. They had to keep things light, if only to keep their hearts beating. The other members of the Evil-Dispelling Sword looked grim, but none of them had given up on the fight. Neither had Eina.

I glanced at the others.

Halfa was pale and trembling. Nevertheless, her gaze was fixed firmly on the Evil Dragon. She intended to fight, too. Perhaps she felt it was her duty as the Maiden. It didn’t feel quite like the usual Halfa, though. When I gently took her hand, she looked surprised for a moment, then offered a faint, shaky smile. It was a bit stiff, but a smile suited her best.

Shiroru, still in his giantized state, was barking at the Evil Dragon. Was he trying to intimidate it? The difference in their sizes was so vast that it actually looked somewhat adorable. When I leaned over to pat his head, Shiroru gave me a startled look before delivering a massive lick across my face. Since he was giantized, a single lick was a total disaster.

Lowell was calmly observing the creature. He likely knew he couldn't back down here for Spira’s sake. If we retreated, the Royal Capital’s dungeonification would be inevitable. That would put his goal of creating Spira’s medicine out of reach. Considering how little time Spira had left, he couldn’t afford to let this chance slip away.

While we prepared, the Evil Dragon continued to rise from the summoning circle, its massive form slowly heaving upward. Is there any way to break the circle?

A thought struck me. A summoning circle is just a type of magic, isn't it? In that case—

I pulled the Rune Breaker from my Storage Ring. This dagger was designed to neutralize any magic-related effects it touched. It might just be enough to shatter the circle and stop the summoning.

I didn't dare get close, so I threw the Rune Breaker with all my might. The moment it struck the magic circle inscribed on the stone floor, the patterns emitted a violent, blinding flash as if they had short-circuited. Then, the light died instantly.

Had I neutralized it?

I wasn't entirely sure, but the summoning stopped. Or rather, it was interrupted. The Evil Dragon’s gargantuan frame stopped emerging from the circle. However, the parts that had already materialized didn't disappear.

In other words, the Evil Dragon was now effectively growing out of the floor.

It looked... incredibly stupid.

The dragon seemed unable to escape its predicament, struggling desperately. Only its upper torso was above ground. Its right arm was free, but its left was completely submerged. I doubted it was literally "buried" in the stone; it was more likely that the rest of its body was trapped in another dimension. Honestly, I wished the space had just collapsed and sliced the thing in half.

“What the hell is this...?”

“Khahaha! Tort, you did it! You actually did it!”

Ressel stood there, stunned, while Zephyr roared with laughter.

“Tort...”

Lowell’s expression was... well, I couldn't quite tell. Was it "I can’t believe you just did that"? I guess I’d completely ruined the dragon’s "cool and terrifying" entrance. I understood the sentiment, but what was I supposed to do? I didn't think it would turn out like this either!

Still, it was a dragon. Even if it was just a head and one arm, it wasn't an opponent we could afford to underestimate.

“Don’t let your guard down!”

At the same time as my warning, the dragon’s roar shook the very foundations of the hall. Realizing it couldn't struggle free, it turned its pure, unadulterated rage toward us. As the beast let out a low, vibrating growl, countless ice stakes manifested in the air and shot toward us.

“Tch, get behind it!”

Dodging and parrying the flying ice, we ran full tilt toward the dragon’s rear. Because it was pinned to one spot, its mobility was severely limited. It could only move its neck and its right arm. If we could get behind it, we would have a massive advantage.

However, it wasn't going to be a one-sided slaughter. The dragon simply generated ice stakes behind itself and sent them flying. Even though we were technically in its blind spot, its accuracy was surprisingly high. Still, it seemed to have more trouble tracking us there; the number of projectiles was significantly lower than when we were in front of it. We finally had the breathing room to counterattack.

“Eat this!”

Zephyr struck first. He swung his greatsword down against the dragon’s back, targeting the left side of its torso. Scales shattered with a metallic clank, but only a few. There wasn't even a scratch on the creature’s hide.

“Damn, this thing is hard!”

“Focus your fire!”

The recoil must have been brutal, as Zephyr was grimacing. Seeing that, Ressel issued orders. The Evil-Dispelling Sword moved to target the opposite side, hoping to find a weakness in the right side of the torso. Spreading out was a smart move—it kept us from tripping over each other and forced the dragon to divide its attention.

Suddenly, a black, oily mist began to seep from the Evil Dragon’s body. The fog diffused instantly, enveloping us. The second I breathed it in, I felt the strength drain from my limbs. It was a curse, likely the same Malice-based rot brought by the Plague-Cursed Black Wolf.

“Halfa!”

“On it!”

Sensing my intent, Halfa began to sing. It was the Song of Soothing. As her voice filled the great hall, the weight on my body lifted instantly. Realizing its mist had been neutralized, the Evil Dragon let out a frustrated, guttural snarl.

“Haaah!”

Lowell’s blade finally bit deep, slicing into the dragon’s side. He had managed to aim perfectly for a gap where the scales had been loosened. Even so, the wound was shallow. Lowell’s attacks had been effortlessly butchering Lizard Soldiers, but wounding a dragon was an entirely different league of difficulty. Still, we couldn't stop. Following Lowell’s lead, I drove my Dagger of Piercing into the same spot. Thanks to his opening, the blade sank in almost to the hilt. But compared to the dragon’s massive body, the dagger’s blade was barely a needle prick.

Something felt wrong, though. Even though I was attacking from its blind spot, my Shadow Strike Skill hadn't triggered. It had to be tracking our positions through some other sense. That made a true surprise attack impossible, but staying behind it was still our best bet. At the very least, it meant we didn't have to worry about its most devastating weapon: the breath attack.

Or so I thought. I had been too careless.

Suddenly, the dragon whipped its neck around with terrifying speed, locking its eyes onto us. Deep within its yawning jaws, I saw a brilliant, freezing white light... the Ice Breath!
Vegetation Barrier

"Tort!"

Was that Halfa’s voice? I didn’t have time to check. The Evil Dragon’s breath was already upon us. I threw my arms up to shield my face and squeezed my eyes shut. Taking a dragon’s breath head-on was a death sentence for someone like me.

Is this where it ends?

Contrary to my grim expectations, the biting cold I anticipated never came—only a faint chill reached my skin. I risked a glance and gasped. Thick, lush greenery had burst through the dungeon floor, forming a living wall that held the dragon’s freezing breath at bay.

Just what on earth was happening?

While I stood there bewildered, Lowell let out a pained cry.

"Spira! That's enough, stop! If you keep this up, you'll...!"

"I can't...! Because... I'm a member of this party too! I can... protect everyone...!"

Spira, who should have been invisible, had reappeared. Her face was contorted in a mask of agony as she held her hands toward the beast. She was the one who had created this. The vegetation blocked the breath, but parts of it were already withering and dying under the intense cold. Only the frantic growth of new vines kept the wall from collapsing.

Spira had never shown this kind of power before. If she possessed such a thing, it should have been more than enough to protect herself. The fact that she had kept it hidden until now suggested a terrible price. Judging by Lowell’s reaction, using this ability was likely shaving away her very lifespan. That was why he hadn't let her use it.

Yet, here and now, Spira had chosen to throw it all away.

To protect us...!

The blast of breath finally ceased. Simultaneously, the Vegetation Barrier shriveled into dust as Spira’s strength hit its limit.

"Spira!"

Lowell caught her as she collapsed. He called her name over and over, but she remained motionless, having lost consciousness. Her breathing was a ragged, labored wheeze. It was a terrifying sound—clearly not normal.

"Lowell! How is she?"

When I asked, Lowell simply shook his head, his face crumbling as if he were about to burst into tears.

...There was almost no time left.

In that case, I had to finish Spira’s medicine immediately. Fortunately, the remaining ingredients were right in front of me. If I delivered the finishing blow—with my Luck Value—I was certain I could obtain the dragon materials we needed.

The dragon showed no sign of preparing a second blast; perhaps it couldn't fire them in quick succession. This was our chance. The Evil-Dispelling Sword was already on the offensive, drawing the beast's aggro. I couldn't let this opening go to waste.

I activated Shadow Hiding to vanish, then crept toward the dragon’s back while chanting the incantation for Shredding Storm. I’d practiced this spell for mincing meat, giving me precise control over its power. This time, I deliberately lowered its lethality and aimed it so the wind would catch me.

In an instant, I was launched into the air. Even with the power suppressed, the winds left shallow lacerations on my skin, but I didn't care. My concentration wavered and the spell dissipated, but that was fine. I twisted my body in mid-air and managed a successful landing—right on top of the Evil Dragon's head.

Unfortunately, the impact broke my Shadow Hiding, so I had to recast it immediately. Sensing something on its head, the dragon shook itself irritably. I clung to its horn for dear life, refusing to be thrown. Below me, the Evil-Dispelling Sword and Zephyr continued their assault. Dazzling bolts of lightning—likely Shiroru’s doing—seared the dragon’s hide.

With the others hounding it, the dragon was forced to focus its attention downward. I held my breath and waited. Slowly but surely, the beast's awareness of my presence began to fade.

Once I was sure it had forgotten I was there, I made my move. I lunged forward and drove the Dagger of Piercing deep into the dragon’s right eye!

The dragon let out a deafening, agonized roar, thrashing its head violently. I gripped the hilt of the embedded dagger, using it as an anchor to keep from being flung away. Once it settled for a split second, I drew a spare blade and plunged it into the left eye.

The dragon let out a high-pitched, piercing shriek. This time, it was a cry of pure pain. It was clearly weakening, but its draconic vitality was still immense. It continued to rampage, but it was the desperate thrashing of a dying beast.

"We can do this!" someone shouted—likely Zephyr. I was too busy hanging on to answer.

"Don't let your guard down! Another breath is coming!" Ressel warned.

Despite being blinded, the dragon seemed to have a rough idea of where Zephyr and the others were. It angled its head toward them, throat glowing as it prepared to fire. We couldn't rely on Spira’s barrier a second time. If they took that breath head-on, no human could survive it.

However, I wasn't worried.

The Mage Group had predicted this. They unleashed their prepared spells directly into the dragon’s open maw. The explosions inside its mouth sent a shockwave through the creature, nearly blowing me off my perch. I lost my grip on the dagger, but I managed to seize the horn again.

The Evil Dragon was still alive, but it was struggling now. As expected, internal attacks were devastating—a classic strategy for taking down giants.

"I'm finishing this!"

"Hey, wait!"

I ignored Ressel’s shout and dove straight into the dragon’s mouth. This was the only way to be sure.

I scrambled past the rows of jagged fangs and reached the back of its throat. Fortunately, my Storage Ring was packed with weapons. The gear we’d found in the ruins for Shiroru was still sitting there, un-sold. I pulled them out one by one—swords, spears, daggers—and drove them into the soft tissue of its throat. The dragon thrashed, but I didn't stop. I had to keep the pressure on. If it tried to fire its breath now, I was dead, so I didn't give it a second of peace.

My world became a blur of motion as the dragon twisted and turned. Finally, its momentum began to fail. I was about to drive yet another blade home when a bone-chilling scream echoed through the hall. My right hand sliced through empty air as the dragon’s body began to shimmer and fade.

I had done it. The dragon was defeated.

I didn't have a moment to savor the victory before the vanishing body dropped me. I managed to roll into a landing, the various weapons I’d used clattering onto the floor around me.

"How’s Spira!?"

I sprinted over to Lowell. She was still breathing, but it was so faint I could barely hear it. We were out of time.

I scanned the area where the dragon had stood. Amidst the pile of discarded weapons, I saw it: blue scales and dragon meat. I double-checked with my Appraisal Loupe just to be certain. They were Blue Dragon Scales and Blue Dragon Meat. Other items had dropped too—bones and various materials—but I didn't care about those. I snatched up the Rune Breaker and the Dagger of Piercing, shoving them into my Storage Ring.

"I’m taking the meat and scales. Spira needs them," I told Ressel bluntly.

He looked at the dying girl and nodded solemnly. "I don't know what's happening, but she clearly doesn't have much time. Go ahead. Do you have a plan?"

"I have the ingredients now. If I can just get her to the apothecary..."

"I see. Then take this." Ressel handed me a Return Crystal.

With this, we could bypass the long trek back through the sewer. "Thank you! Take whatever items are left on the floor. And take this, too!"

I pulled a heavy bag of coins from my Storage Ring and shoved it into Ressel’s hands. It was compensation for the loot and the crystal—it held several platinum coins, which should have been more than enough.

I didn't wait for a response. I had to get Spira to Pearl immediately.

Halfa, Shiroru, Lowell, and Spira gathered around me. I activated the Return Crystal. As the light enveloped us, I thought I heard Ressel shouting something, but I couldn't afford to listen. I would hear him out some other time.
Spiritification

"Granny Paly! Are you there, Granny Paly?!"

"What is it now, Lowell-boy? Making such a racket!"

The moment we escaped the dungeon, we rushed straight to Pearl’s house. When Lowell shouted from outside, Pearl poked her head out, looking thoroughly annoyed.

"Honestly, you’re a nuisance to the neighbors. Have some—"

"Granny Paly! It’s Spira!"

"...This. Did she use her power?!"

Pearl’s expression instantly darkened as she checked Spira’s condition. Even after a long examination, her face didn't brighten. It was clear the situation was dire.

"It’s not good. Her Spirit Essence is nearly bone-dry..."

"We secured dragon materials!" I interjected.

"Is that true?!"

I showed Pearl the scales and meat we had harvested from the Evil Dragon. I’d been a little worried about them since they came from a corrupted beast, but my appraisal results had identified them as Blue Dragon materials. Indeed, the scales were a vivid, brilliant azure—nothing like the blackened armor of the creature we had fought. They would likely be fine.

Pearl stared at the materials and fell into deep thought for a moment before giving a firm nod.

"With these, we can make the medicine. Tort, you’re the one who's going to brew it!"

"Me? But I..."

"Just listen, will you?"

Pearl explained that when Forestfolk undergo spiritification, they need to absorb a massive amount of Spirit Essence into their bodies. Ordinary Forestfolk—or rather, any race with a physical body—can't normally absorb Spirit Essence like that, but Forestfolk in the process of spiritifying have a special aptitude for it. Apparently, Spira’s current state of half-spiritification was a precarious balance where her intake and the consumption required to maintain her spiritual body were barely breaking even. 

The medicine we were about to make would drastically enhance her ability to absorb Spirit Essence. If she took in enough and fully transitioned into a spirit, she would be able to draw in Spirit Essence almost limitlessly. The threat to her life would vanish.

The problem, Pearl said with a bitter tone, was that it took time for the medicine to settle in. At her current rate of decline, there was a high probability Spira would run out of strength before the medicine could take hold.

"That’s why I’m betting on your Luck Value. I told you before, didn't I? If your Luck Value is high enough, you can create an 'Exceptional Work.' A Magic Potion like that would have its effects greatly enhanced. Whether it results in immediate efficacy or just raw potency, it's the best chance we have of saving Spira."

So that was it. But I was a complete amateur at Medicine Making. Could I really create a high-grade Magic Potion...?

To be honest, I was terrified. Taking someone’s life into my hands was a weight I wasn't sure I could carry. Part of me wanted to bolt, scared that a single mistake on my part would mean the end of Spira. 

However, looking at Lowell’s pleading eyes, I knew I couldn't run away. 

Besides, Spira had sacrificed her own life force to save us. Now, it was my turn to save her.

"...I understand. If it's something I can do, I'll do it!"

"Well said! Don't you worry, my Medicine Making skills are the best in the Royal Capital. I'll be the one supervising you. With me here, there won't be a failure in a million."

Pearl gave me a fearless smile. 

I wasn't doing this alone. If Pearl was helping me, I had to believe the medicine would turn out right. I would give it everything I had.

"Now then, don't rush. Spira looks like she's at death's door, and she is, but she's not going to pass away in the next hour. What you need to do is focus on completing the medicine perfectly. Keep your head on straight."

Her words gave me a little more peace of mind. Of course, the sooner we finished the better, so we set to work immediately.

I processed the materials following Pearl's strict instructions. Every ingredient required a different kind of preparation, and Pearl taught me the techniques one by one. My job was to execute her orders as quickly and precisely as possible. Some of the materials naturally repelled each other due to the properties of their mana, so I had to perform delicate repulsion control while mixing them.

Hours ticked by. Outside the window, the world was swallowed by darkness. It would have been reckless to jump straight into the real thing, so I had spent a significant amount of time practicing each step. Between the drills and the time-intensive processes like extraction, the night dragged on. But our efforts paid off. Finally, we had Spira’s Magic Potion.

"...Alright, this looks perfect. Now it’s just a matter of whether it takes. Lowell-boy!"

"Yeah."

After checking the potion, Pearl handed it to Lowell. It was a topical type, meant to be applied like a poultice. Lowell carefully pressed it against Spira’s forehead. We watched her breath held, until her ragged gasps gradually smoothed into a steady, calm rhythm.

"Pearl, how is she?" I whispered.

"She’s going to be fine. In fact, the effect is even better than I expected. It looks like she’s going to undergo spiritification right away."

As soon as Pearl gave her guarantee, Lowell lowered his head and whispered a shaky, "Thank goodness." I could hear the tears in his voice. He had been so desperately worried about her.

"Ah, Spira’s body is...!"

“Hmm? It’s all sparkly. What’s happening?”

Halfa and Shiroru both cried out in surprise. 

Particles of light began to flutter around Spira’s body. They grew in number until the glow enveloped her entirely.

"Granny Paly, what's this?!"

"No need for alarm, Lowell-boy. Spira is just being reborn."

It was exactly as Pearl said. The light soon pulled inward, and in its place sat a girl who looked a few years older than me. She stirred in Lowell’s arms, then blinked her eyes open wide.

"Spira... is that you?"

"...Mm? Big brother? What’s wrong?"

"What do you mean, 'what’s wrong'...? You..."

"...Wow! My body! I’m big!"

The girl responded to Lowell’s call with an innocent smile. There was no mistake; it was Spira. It seemed that upon spiritifying, her body had caught up with the growth that had been stagnant for so long. Her old features were still there, and despite becoming a spirit, her personality seemed exactly the same.

"Spira!"

"Whoa!"

Overwhelmed with emotion, Lowell lunged forward to hug her—only to pass right through her body. Spirits were essentially spiritual bodies, after all.

"Honestly, big brother! You'll give me a heart attack if you jump at me like that."

She teased him, but her form quickly solidified as she activated her materialization. Spira reached out and wrapped her arms around Lowell for real.

"I’m sorry for all the trouble I caused. And... thank you."

"It’s okay... none of that matters... as long as you’re safe..."

Lowell hugged her back, tears streaming down his face. 

He had spent so much of his life focused solely on making this medicine ever since Spira became a half-spirit. All those years of suppressed emotion were finally coming out. 

The threat of a death that could strike at any moment—they had both lived with that shadow, even if they tried not to show it. I suspect Lowell, in particular, had felt a crushing sense of powerlessness. He probably hadn't had the luxury of simply enjoying his life. But finally, he was free from that pressure. 

I hoped that from now on, both of them would finally be able to enjoy just being alive.
Thinking About the Future

Several days had passed since we defeated the Evil Dragon. In the time since, we had been staying at Pearl’s house, and I was finally able to breathe a sigh of relief now that Spira’s condition had stabilized. I’d been a little worried about using scales and meat from an Evil Dragon to brew her Magic Potion, but there didn’t seem to be any complications. According to my Appraisal Loupe, the beast was technically a Blue Dragon anyway, so I’d figured it would be fine.

However, an unexpected change did occur during her spiritification—specifically regarding the attribute Spira governed.

It seemed that every spirit had an affinity for a particular element. Spira’s original affinity was the Tree Attribute. During our battle with the Evil Dragon, she had manifested a Vegetation Barrier to block its breath attack; that was a direct application of her Tree Attribute powers.

But when she transitioned into a spirit, she gained the Ice attribute as well. I suspected it was the influence of the Blue Dragon materials I’d used for the potion, as Blue Dragons were known for their mastery of ice-based attacks.

Normally, simply drinking a Magic Potion wouldn't grant someone a new attribute. Pearl suggested it might have been a side effect of the potion being an "Exceptional Work." Whether that was the true reason or not, I was just glad there hadn't been any negative effects so far.

"How do I look, Halfa-chan?"

"You're perfect, Spira-chan! Now we're matching!"

As for Spira herself, she had physically matured into the form of a fourteen-year-old—her actual age—upon becoming a spirit. However, it seemed she could alter her appearance to some degree, so she chose to take the form of a twelve-year-old to match the rest of us.

"Well then, Tort, we’re heading out!"

"Have a good time, Halfa. Spira, make sure you don't overdo it."

"I will. But since Halfa-chan is with me... I’ll be okay!"

Spira still wasn't very comfortable in crowded places. Apparently, spirits of the Tree Attribute tended to be shy, but she was trying to overcome it bit by bit. She’d told me she really wanted to walk through the city with Halfa.

Lowell had thanked me countless times since the battle, and he reiterated his desire to lend us his strength. While the situation regarding Halfa’s hometown was no longer an immediate crisis, Lowell’s help would be invaluable if the Destiny God sent us more oracles in the future.

My only concern was how intensely focused he seemed. I just hoped he wouldn't start worshipping me like Madrus did. I’d told him that we were companions and he didn't need to be so formal, so it would probably be fine. Probably.

Lowell was currently being dragged off by Zephyr and Ressel for a midday drinking session. Apparently, they were miffed that he’d kept Spira’s existence a secret for so long and demanded he tell them everything. Lowell had asked me to keep it a secret from Eina, but he’d likely drink too much and let it slip tomorrow anyway. Not that it was my problem—that was for Zephyr to deal with.

Though I’d prioritized making the Magic Potion for Spira, I’d gone to the Adventurer’s Guild the following day to report on our exploration of the Underground Waterway. I was informed that the matter had been officially processed as a request, and the guild recognized the success as a joint effort between our party, Zephyr, Eina, and the 'Evil-Dispelling Sword'.

The reward for 'Glory's Steps' was ten Gold Coins. It was a modest sum compared to what we’d received for subjugating the Plague-Cursed Black Wolf, but that was due to the lack of actual damage to the city. Since we’d prevented the disaster before it could start, I suppose the officials who issued the reward didn't truly feel the weight of the threat. It couldn't be helped.

Speaking of rewards, I got a bit of a scolding when I ran into Ressel. Or rather, he just seemed exasperated. It was about the bag of Platinum Coins I’d pushed onto him in exchange for the dragon scales and meat. Apparently, even for rare materials like those, a single Platinum Coin would have been more than enough. He’d been shocked when I handed him a bag containing several of them. Consequently, he’d returned every single coin I’d given him.

It turned out the Evil Dragon had dropped plenty of bones and extra scales in addition to the meat we’d taken. The party had already secured a sufficient share, so there was no need for us to pay. In fact, since I’d dealt the finishing blow, they even let me have the Magic Stone. It was a Blue Dragon Magic Stone, confirming my suspicion that the beast was a Blue Dragon that had been corrupted by malice.

So, that wrapped up the business in the Underground Waterway. With that behind us, it was time to think about what came next.

"What should I do about the cooking contest?"

Hmm? What's wrong? Weren't you going to make Teriyaki Burgers?

I’d meant to just talk to myself, but Shiroru, who was lounging nearby, had responded. I decided to use him as a sounding board to organize my thoughts.

"Well, I don't really need the dragon meat anymore. And as for gathering info on the Wingfolk, we can just leave that to the shop staff, right? The reasons I had for entering have kind of already been settled."

Oh, I see! In that case, it's the perfect time to make hamburger patties!

"Eh? Hamburger patties? Out of the dragon meat?"

I've heard dragon meat is delicious! I'm sure it would be even better as a hamburger patty!

Hmm, would it?

If the meat was that high-quality, I felt like I should eat it as a steak. Still, I was definitely curious about the flavor. If only to test the taste, there was still some value in entering the contest. Besides, I’d put a lot of work into perfecting the Teriyaki Burger for the event. I really did want a chance to show it off.

"You're right. I think I'll go ahead and enter the contest after all."

Make sure you win!

"Ahaha, I'll do my best."

Entering the contest was one thing, but there was something else I needed to address: strengthening our combat power.

We’d only survived the recent incident because Spira protected us, and she’d nearly lost her life because of it. If we had been stronger, she wouldn't have been put in such a desperate position.

If Halfa was going to keep receiving oracles from the Destiny God, we were likely to end up in dangerous situations like this again. I needed to stop holding back and focus on increasing our strength. Not that I’d particularly been holding back before, but still.

"How can I get stronger faster?"

Hmm? I think a Dungeon is the quickest way! That way you can make use of your Great Luck, Tort!

I figured as much. Hunting for items in treasure chests was probably the most efficient route.

Also, why don't you ask Pearl? She seems to know a lot about everything.

Now that he mentioned it, Pearl-san had talked to me about Medicinal Cuisine. If I could learn to cook dishes that provided buffs, we could temporarily boost our stats whenever we needed. It was a skill well worth having.

Alright, first things first—I’d go talk to Pearl-san!



Name: Tort
Race: Commoner
Age: 12
Level: 18 [3 up]
Vitality: 103/103 [16 up]
Mana: 96/96 [15 up]
Strength: 46 [7 up]
Stamina: 54 [8 up]
Agility: 71 [10 up]
Dexterity: 93 [14 up]
Magic Power: 86 [13 up]
Spirit: 69 [10 up]
Luck: 125 [2 up]

Divine Protection:
【Divine Protection of the Job God: Dungeon Explorer】

Skills:
【Destiny God's Smile】【Dagger Lv17】[2 up]
【Shadow Strike Lv14】[2 up] 【Throwing Skill Lv9】[3 up]
【Lockpicking Lv10】【Trap Disarming Lv10】
【Sense of Direction Lv10】【Sense of Balance Lv1】[new]
【Cooking Lv14】【Medicine Making Lv7】[new]
【Light Magic Lv12】[1 up] 【Water Magic Lv10】
【Dark Magic Lv13】[1 up] 【Non-Elemental Magic Lv5】
【Wind Magic Lv8】[1 up]

Traits:
【Cooking Talent Lv1】【Great Luck】【Dexterous Fingertips Lv1】
【Magic Aptitude Lv2】

Magic:
〈Clean〉〈First Aid〉
〈Create Water〉〈Dehydrate〉
〈Decomposition〉〈Night Vision〉
〈Shadow Hiding〉
〈Breeze〉〈Wind Cutter〉
〈Shredding Storm〉
〈Detect Magic〉
