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      Chapter 1: A Request for Help from the Holy Land of Elmahl


      A military officer dashed into the Baukisian emperor’s audience hall and shouted out, his voice echoing off the extravagant golden walls.


      “We’ve received a request for help from the Holy Land of Elmahl! It seems that the capital, Teomenia, is ablaze!”


      Silence fell over the audience before everyone began to chatter among themselves.


      Many nobles and ministers were gathered in the large hall, joining Emperor Pupun III and the four parties that had cleared the theretofore unconquered Rank S dungeon. Upon hearing the officer’s report, they began to express their surprise.


      “Did he just say that Teomenia is ablaze?”


      “I heard that’s where the execution of the pontiff of that one religion was going to take place.”


      Some even cried out in shock.


      “Ablaze?! Just what is going on over there?!” Beast Prince Zeu let out a roar and turned and made his way over to the kneeling officer who had made the report and grabbed his shoulders.


      “H-Hey, hold on!” the dwarven officer exclaimed as Zeu lifted him off his feet, which flailed about uselessly in the air.


      “What of my sister, Shia?!”


      The nobles, ministers, and even the emperor himself watched on with wide eyes as Zeu interrogated the man, his fangs bared in anger.


      “Beast Prince, we’re still in the presence of the emperor. Please calm yourself,” the prime minister said, trying to hurriedly calm Zeu. Fortunately, it seemed to bring him back to reality.


      “Hmm? Ah, yes, my apologies.” With that, he set the officer back down on the floor.


      Huh. Judging by the way he’s acting, Shia must not have returned to the Beast Kingdom yet.


      It had been about half a year since Allen first heard that Shia, Zeu’s sister, had captured the Pontiff of the Church of Gushara, otherwise known as Daemonism.


      “Please elaborate on what you mean by ‘Teomenia is ablaze’?” The emperor’s request prompted the officer to continue his report.


      “Yes, Your Majesty. Just moments ago, we received a request for assistance from Neel, in Elmahl. According to their information, the capital, Teomenia, has gone up in flames.”


      Two days prior, a massive fire had shot up in the city square in the center of Teomenia, where Gushara Selbirohl, the founder of the new religion known as the Church of Gushara, was to be executed. The pitch-black flames became a pillar of fire that reached up to the heavens, then gradually spread horizontally, engulfing the temple adjacent to the square. Eventually, it even reached the streets, blanketing the entire city in fire.


      A priest who had managed to flee Teomenia had reported the incident and sent out the distress signal. Furthermore, Pope Istahl Kumes, who had been in the city to watch the execution, had tried to suppress the flames. Though the city was ultimately engulfed, his efforts had managed to buy time, with which the priests had escaped. After witnessing Teomenia be consumed by the fire, they made the two-day trek to the nearby city of Neel while caring for survivors and other priests. It was then that the request for assistance was sent to every country in the world. The status of the supreme leader of the Elmea Church, Pope Istahl, remained unknown.


      “What d’ya mean a request for assistance was sent t’ every country?” Admiral Garara asked, a hint of suspicion in his voice.


      That’s true. Sure, this is a bit of an abnormal situation, but it seems odd to reach out to every country for assistance unless there’s some sort of special reason. Perhaps the black flames have something to do with this?


      The Holy Land of Elmahl was one of the many mostly small nations located on Galiat, southeast of the Central Continent. Though this was a rather big deal, it was ultimately just a fire. All they really needed was fire suppression and assistance for the survivors, which they could have easily asked of their neighbors. However, the officer’s response to Garara’s question surprised even Allen.


      “Well, some of the survivors apparently later turned into beasts.”


      “What?!” a voice boomed. “‘Beasts’?! Are you saying they became monsters?!”


      “According to the priest who issued the request, there was something altogether strange about the citizens and priests who made it out after them. When some of the priests who could cast recovery magic approached, they were attacked.”


      “The people who escaped the fire turned into monsters? Or were there monsters lurking among the survivors that attacked them?”


      “Unfortunately, that’s all I know. Since they were attacked so suddenly, they didn’t have time to confirm the details.”


      None of it made sense. However, it was clear that there was something not quite human out there.


      “Hmph. I guess it’s possible there’s a monster out there capable o’ turnin’ humans into other monsters.”


      Admiral Garara seemed to believe that something had used a skill of some sort in order to turn those people into monsters. In addition, Allen recalled learning in one of his classes at the Academy that monsters such as undead and vampires would attack humans and turn them into their kin.


      “The monsters—apologies, the humans who were turned into monsters have been increasing in number over these past two days and continue to pursue the priests and other survivors. By the time they arrived in Neel, there were already enough of them to surround the entire city. At this rate, it won’t hold out for much longer.”


      Fearing that this issue would spread beyond Teomenia and Neel to affect their allies, the priests had sent a distress signal to all nations across the globe.


      “I wonder if this could be...” Helmios mumbled under his breath.


      “Yeah, I think it’s possible they used Lady Freyja’s divine vessel,” Allen said, finishing the sentence. He had already shared the information about Freyja, the Goddess of Fire, having her divine vessel stolen by the Demon Lord Army with his party as well as the various members of Helmios’s, Zeu’s, and Garara’s parties. With that in mind, Helmios figured that a divine vessel—the gods’ source of power—would be capable of summoning forth a flame that could wipe out an entire city in an instant.


      “In other words, this is the work of the Demon Lord Army.”


      Keel, who always strove to live a just and honorable life, shook with anger. Helmios rested a hand on the boy’s trembling shoulder.


      “We’re going to need to go rescue them, then.”


      The Baukisian nobles in attendance cheered in approval at Helmios’s statement.


      “What a hero that Helmios is!”


      “He’s going to use his power to save humanity from the Demon Lord Army once again!”


      “Elmahl is surely saved!”


      Nowadays, the majority of Baukis’s citizens believed in Dungeon Master Dygragni. This was thanks largely to the fact that the Tower of Tribulation he had created served as a major industry within the empire and provided it with great economic benefits. Many dwarves who had prayed to Fire Goddess Freyja in the past now offered those same prayers to Dygragni. Even so, some, such as the blacksmith Habarak, continued to believe in Freyja.


      There were other gods as well—those of good harvest, war, and so on—but the common point among them all was that the people who worshipped them also indirectly worshipped the God of Creation, Elmea, who was the highest ranked among all the gods. This was why all of the nobles were so pleased with Helmios’s words.


      “Are you really going to go, Helmios? We’re very much looking forward to seeing your future successes. Admiral Garara, will you be accompanying him to Elmahl?”


      Garara turned to the emperor and bowed his head down low. “O’ course, Yer Majesty.”


      Heh, interesting how Garara always talked about how demanding the emperor was, but it really doesn’t seem that way at all.


      While it seemed as if the emperor had had a rather pampered upbringing, he wasted no time in deciding to send his forces to aid Elmahl. The prime minister’s opinion, however, seemed to be at odds with the emperor’s.


      “Your Majesty, considering the circumstances we find ourselves in, I believe it would be best to have Admiral Garara bolster our own defenses.”


      Casually glancing around the room, Allen found that some of the nobles and ministers were nodding in agreement.


      I guess it makes sense. Assuming this was the Demon Lord Army’s next move, they had to have anticipated that another country would send help.


      Allen figured that the events occurring in Elmahl were just another part of the Demon Lord Army’s new invasion plan. They were most likely a follow-up to the invasions of several countries that had been conducted over the past year.


      The previous year’s simultaneous invasions were actually a diversion to keep the gods from learning of their real plan: to invade the Divine Realm and steal Freyja’s divine vessel. The operation seemed to have been planned decades in advance, anticipating that Dygragni’s number of followers would increase while Freyja’s would decrease, thus weakening her power. Assuming they had indeed used Freyja’s divine vessel in this instance, that could only mean that this was all a part of the long-term invasion plan they had initiated last year. In that case, Allen figured that the Demon Lord Army must have already anticipated that other nations would try to step in to stop this.


      Suddenly, a voice boomed from the entrance to the vast hall. “Pardon the intrusion! I have an emergency dispatch from the Empire of Giamut!”


      The murmuring nobles and ministers parted to make way for the dwarf entering the hall. Judging by his appearance, the man appeared to hold a role equivalent to what would be a general back in the Kingdom of Ratash, Allen’s home country.


      “Wh-What is it now?!” The ranking officer stopped at the prime minister’s statement, offered up a salute, and began to speak.


      “The Demon Lord Army has begun advancing from the northern tip of the Central Continent!”


      “What?!”


      The chamber once again erupted in harried conversations.


      ＊ ＊ ＊


      Until now, the Demon Lord Army had focused its invasions on the Central Continent, the Empire of Baukis, and Rohzenheim. They attacked the Empire of Giamut by marching south from their occupied territories in the northern part of the Central Continent while traveling across the sea from their home base, the Forgotten Continent, to strike at Baukis and Rohzenheim. It seemed that their goal in attacking these three locations simultaneously was to prevent them from assisting one another as was the purpose behind the Five Continent Alliance. This was nothing more than a guess, of course, but Allen was rarely wrong.


      As a result of this, the Five Continent Alliance had been monitoring the territory on the Central Continent that had been occupied by the Demon Lord Army in order to be ready for any invasions. Specifically, they had built a fortress in Giamut near the border of the occupied territory, from which they would periodically dispatch magic ships and scouting units to see if any monsters were gathering. If such a thing were happening, it would be seen as the beginning of an invasion, and magic tools would be used to share this information with the other members of the Alliance.


      The Demon Lord Army appeared to be aware of this system and would brutally attack any scouts they found. Thus, this information must have come from a Giamutan scouting party that had risked their lives to get it.


      “Do we know how big of a force it is?” Helmios asked, turning toward the senior officer.


      “About as large as before. We believe it stands two million strong.”


      “I see. That’s definitely not something we can overlook.”


      Zeu spoke up next. “But why now?”


      “They had no choice but to act now,” Allen responded. “The Demon Lord Army wants to ensure that whatever they’re doing in Elmahl succeeds.”


      Zeu mulled over Allen’s words for a moment.


      “Hmm, they must want to use the divine vessel for something, then.” He sounded convinced by Allen’s explanation.


      “What’s more, if they strike now, they can interfere with the class promotion system coming into effect next month. In light of that, it makes sense that they would invade now.”


      The class promotion dungeon would go into operation the following month. If the Demon Lord Army had caught wind of this, it only made sense that they would want to either put a stop to or delay it before it gave the rest of the world a chance to get stronger. After all, during their invasions in the previous year and their battle against the No-life Gamers, they had incurred losses the likes of which they had never seen. It might have even taken them until now before they could muster up enough replacements.


      “Well, that’s definitely problematic. If they’re sending a force of two million into the Central Continent, we’re in no position to just ignore them and send forces to Elmahl.”


      “Yer right about that,” Garara replied with a scowl.


      If the Alliance were to go up against a force of that scale again and did not send Helmios, a talented fighter who could wipe out numerous enemies on the front lines, and Admiral Garara, who could lead the sea-based defenses, they would suffer heavy casualties.


      Speaking of, I’m the grand strategist of Rohzenheim. As a reward for his work on the battlefield, Rohzenheim had granted Allen the title of grand strategist. This role meant that he was in no position to ignore the possibility of the Demon Lord Army invading Rohzenheim. But it’s not like I can just stand idly by and watch as people in the allied continents die.


      Unlike the Demon Lord Army’s invasions, the assault currently going on in Elmahl was a danger occurring from within. This differed from Rohzenheim where they could build up forts, support a defensive line, and fend off external attacks over the decades.


      Though he knew little about the religious country, Allen could imagine how Elmahl would deal with the crisis, and he doubted they could fend it off on their own. Thus, they would need help from abroad. But considering the phenomenon of humans turning into beasts, it was possible that the situation would spill into other allied nations unless they found a solution. In the event they could not, the problem could even spread beyond the continent itself. If they were going to help, they would need to do it soon.


      Using Bird A’s Return to Nest Ability, Allen could instantaneously travel between Rohzenheim and Elmahl, allowing him to deal with both problems at once.


      Over these past three months, I’ve really managed to make it a lot easier for me to fight.


      Allen was convinced that there would not be any problems.


      Upon reaching Summoning Lvl. 8 and becoming able to Summon Rank A Summons, he noted that, unlike his Rank B Summons, they were far and away more powerful than their equivalently ranked monsters. For example, Dragon A could fight indefinitely even against Rank A monsters thanks to its Super Regeneration Ability, and Insect A could control enemies.


      A total of fifty such Summons patrolled the outside of Rohzenheim’s territory day and night, annihilating the remaining monsters of the Demon Lord Army and continuing to expand the safe zone. Furthermore, the restoration of the northernmost fortress, which had protected Rohzenheim from the Demon Lord Army for many years, was underway. There were parts that had not been repaired yet, but by using his Gold and Silver Beans to create a barrier that kept monsters out, it would presumably be able to fulfill its role as a defensive base.


      Between his Summons and the nearly complete restoration of the northern fortress, Allen was convinced that Rohzenheim had what it needed to remain safe.


      Is it really going to be okay?


      Allen felt a twinge of uncertainty. He figured that the pillar of flame in Teomenia was due to the Demon Lord Army using Freyja’s divine vessel. If that was the case, the Demon Lord Army had planned both that and the turning of the citizens into monsters when they had stolen the divine vessel. The execution of the founder of the Church of Gushara, also known as Daemonism, was surely related as well. In other words, that the Demon Lord Army had decided to cause this all to happen in Teomenia meant that there must have been some connection between Daemonism and the Demon Lord Army.


      Allen had no idea how Daemonism had gotten its name. However, assuming that it, like how the Demon Lord Army had bided their time waiting for Freyja’s power to weaken enough that they could steal her divine vessel, was a part of their long-standing scheme, there had to have been a number of people involved in their sinister plan.


      Considering that the Demon Lord Army had put the Fire Goddess’s divine vessel and Daemonism to use at the same time as they launched the invasion of Giamut, they had to have been making preparations for some time. If that was the case, it was possible that they also had other plans in motion, as well as traps prepared to keep people from interfering.


      If Allen were to go to Elmahl’s rescue and encounter such a trap, he would have no choice but to call back the Summons that were defending Rohzenheim. He had his doubts that Rohzenheim’s defenses would be able to stand up against a Demon Lord Army invasion were he to do so.


      Unlike Giamut, which had Helmios, and Baukis, which had Garara and his golem pilots, Rohzenheim did not currently have anyone boasting a powerful Talent. The Talent of Rohzenheim’s strongest Spirit User, Gatoluuga, was a mere three stars. Making matters worse, Rohzenheim had suffered heavy casualties in the previous year’s invasion and had not yet been able to recover the lost troops.


      Allen’s mind ran in circles as he tried to figure out which side to take and which to leave undefended. Meanwhile, Zeu turned to one of the Ten Heroic Beasts and addressed him.


      “Hmph. Lepe, why did you all leave Albahal?”


      Huh? What’s he going on about?


      “Hmm? Oh, well... Hey, no way! You can’t be serious!” Lepe cried out in surprise, having seemingly put together what the Beast Prince was thinking.


      The Ten Heroic Beasts had been summoned to Baukis from Albahal in order to help Zeu clear the Rank S dungeon. However, if they had been up front about their objective, Zeu’s brother, Beast Crown Prince Beku, would have put a stop to them, as Zeu would become the heir apparent upon the dungeon being cleared. Therefore, they had made up the excuse of being dispatched to hunt the monsters interfering with Rohzenheim’s recovery. They had also reached a secret agreement with Rohzenheim that they would provide assistance were Albahal ever to attack the Central Continent, thus ultimately earning them permission to leave the country.


      “So I guess that means it’s our turn to step up, Your Highness?” General Hoba asked.


      “Correct. There are still some monsters remaining in Rohzenheim, and it’s even possible that their numbers are on the rise. We shall make our way to Rohzenheim. Come with me, men.”


      “This is incredibly helpful,” Allen could not help but butt in, “but are you really sure you want to do this?”


      “Is there something wrong, Allen?”


      “No, but aren’t you being summoned to be the Beast King?”


      Zeu held Allen’s gaze. “Allen, do you know anything about our royal family?”


      “Huh? I...think so.” He had no idea what Zeu was referring to and stared back into the beastkin’s eyes with a blank expression on his face.


      “I am here right now in order to become the next Beast King,” Zeu said quietly, though his words still echoed throughout the hall. “I was told by the Beast King that if I were to clear the Rank S dungeon in the Empire of Baukis, I would be deemed to have completed my trial and thus gain the right to succeed the throne. However, the Beast King did not order me to come to the Rank S dungeon. I did not simply follow my father’s instructions; I came to the Rank S dungeon of my own volition. Joining forces with you, Helmios, and Garara was also my choice.”


      Allen remained silent, allowing Zeu to continue.


      “To be a member of the royal family, Allen, means to be a person who is capable of making decisions. The royal family was born to protect and lead our people—that is something we must do. Which means that, as a member of the royal family, I must make my own decisions and act upon them. Even a command from my own father is mine to decide whether to abide by or not. I am no mere pawn of the king.”


      Allen swallowed hard at Zeu’s words and bowed his head down low. “I apologize. Thank you, it will be a great help.”


      “Which do you think will be more dangerous?” Zeu replied with a gentle smile to quickly change the subject.


      “Huh?”


      “Elmahl or Rohzenheim—which do you predict will be more dangerous, Allen?”


      “Hmm, I guess I’d have to say Elmahl. I don’t know what’s going on there.”


      “I see. Well, that truly is unfortunate. There’s a perfect crisis for the Ten Heroic Beasts and myself to show off our strength, yet we have to leave it to someone else.”


      “I...suppose so.” Allen was unsure what else to say.


      Zeu could tell that Allen had intended to try to save both Elmahl and Rohzenheim. He had offered up this plan so that the boy could focus his efforts on Elmahl.


      “Oh well, such is life. As the prince of Albahal, it is my duty to protect Rohzenheim at all costs for the sake of my country. As such, I leave the defense of Elmahl to you, Allen.”


      “I’ll take care of it,” Allen stated, meeting the Beast Prince’s fierce gaze.


      “Please keep her safe at all costs.” It hardly needed to be said for Allen to understand whom Zeu was referring to.


      “I will. With everything I have,” Allen responded with a nod.


      Temi mumbled under her breath that none of this had been foreseen in her fortune-telling and offered up a wry smile. “Well, it looks like I’ll be accompanying the prince, then.”


      “What? We’re going to Rohzenheim? Lame.”


      The annoyance in Lepe’s voice came across loud and clear, which seemed to anger General Hoba.


      “You watch your tone!” he shouted at his fellow beastkin.


      The swift exchange earned laughs from the rest of the Ten Heroic Beasts. It did not appear as if any of them were afraid of the Demon Lord Army they were likely to end up confronting in Rohzenheim.


      Zeu turned back to the throne where Emperor Pupun III was sitting. “It appears the matter has been settled, Your Majesty.”


      “Well then, I believe it’s about time we make our exit.”


      “Y-Yes, I see. Be off, brave warriors.” Emperor Pupun III still seemed taken aback at the suddenness of this whole situation and nodded robotically.


      “So, where should we head first, Allen?”


      At Zeu’s prompting, Allen’s mind began firing on all cylinders. He had originally planned to return to the Rank S dungeon as soon as their audience with the emperor had finished, as they still had a lot of equipment left at their base on the first floor.


      “Hmm, let’s head back to our base first and gather our equipment. Helmios, Garara, what would you like to do?”


      “We’ll go with you,” Helmios replied.


      “We’re fine as is. Ain’t much t’ speak of at our base anyway. Long as we have our magic discs, we’ve got everythin’ we need.”


      “In that case, I’ve already designated one of the guest rooms as a teleportation point, so I’ll send some supplies your way a bit later.”


      “Looks like yer ahead of the game, Allen. But thank ye kindly.”


      “Goodbye, Your Majesty.” With that, Allen, Helmios, Zeu, and their respective party members teleported out of the hall, leaving behind Admiral Garara and his party as well as a very surprised emperor and group of nobles.


      “Wh-What was that?!”


      ＊ ＊ ＊


      Allen and the group hurried to their base on the first floor of the Rank S dungeon and got their equipment in order. Helmios’s servant, who had been living at the base, came to meet them. After speaking with Helmios, he agreed to clean up everything that remained there. Once that was finished, Allen requested that the servant renew his contract.


      Though he had no idea how long it would take until things settled down in Elmahl, Allen figured that he would not be returning to this dungeon for some time. He definitely intended to come back, however, as not only did he still need to unlock his King Me skill, but also because he could take on Goldino, the final floor boss, whenever he pleased. He had even earned the chance to fight Dungeon Master Dygragni himself. As such, when he did finally come back, he wanted his base to be ready and waiting.


      A short time later, Helmios, Zeu, and the Ten Heroic Beasts all finished their preparations. They made their way to Helmios’s home in Giamut, where Helmios and Zeu would begin their journey.


      When the two parted ways, Allen gave Helmios a thousand Blessings of Heaven to help minimize casualties on Giamut’s northern border. Furthermore, just to be on the safe side, Allen provided him with a hundred each of Gold and Silver Beans, which would help the escaping soldiers were one of their forts to fall.


      “I’ll also be sending along ten Summons. I wish I could send more, but I just don’t think I can spare them.”


      In the previous year’s war, Allen had also sent Summons to support Giamut’s northern border. The ones he had sent back then had all been Rank Bs, but this time, he was able to send Rank As.


      However, for this war, Allen would have to focus his attention not only on Giamut’s northern border, but on Rohzenheim and Elmahl as well. He had to keep in mind that any of those locations could face danger at any time. For that reason, he could only send ten Summons with Helmios.


      “Ten is more than enough. Allen, Zeu, please be careful.” As Helmios spoke, a Bird A sat dutifully on his shoulder. Allen planned to have Helmios and his party take it to their fort so that he could create a nest there.


      I hope this goes off without a hitch, but there’s no telling what’ll happen.


      With the information they had at hand, there was no way for them to know to what extent any of the continents would be invaded. But considering the ten-million-strong force of monsters Allen and his friends had faced the previous year, they could not let their guard down.


      Allen’s next stop was Fortenia, the capital of Rohzenheim. This was where the crux of the Demon Lord Army’s invasion—and their life-and-death struggle against Rehzel—had taken place. However, thanks to support from the Five Continent Alliance, and Giamut in particular, good progress had been made on rebuilding. The elven queen and many of the capital’s citizens had already returned.


      Moreover, since the beginning of this year, they had begun to take in millions of displaced people from all over Rohzenheim. This restored hope to the disenchanted elves harmed by the war while also allowing them to manufacture elven elixirs, which they would export to Giamut and their allies in the Five Continent Alliance. It also meant that a portion of their workforce could begin creating weapons from monster parts. As a result, Rohzenheim had money to spare even after repairing all its towns and forts.


      However, when Allen entered the temple, he noted that light was shining in from above. From that, he could tell that they had prioritized restoring functions within the capital while putting the temples on the back burner for the time being.


      It’s just a matter of time. And yet now the Demon Lord Army is raring up to attack again right in the midst of rebuilding.


      Allen, led by royal elven guards, made his way to the queen, who was flanked by Grand Marshal Siguul and her generals.


      “Greetings, Your Majesty. I apologize for the sudden visit.”


      “You have nothing to worry about, Grand Strategist. I am always available to hear what you have to say.”


      The elf queen then gestured to a white-clothed woman standing next to her. This woman, who looked like an older teenager, had a headband wrapped tightly around her forehead and held a candle in each hand.


      “Thank you, Okiyosan.”


      “It’s no trouble at all, Master Allen,” the pale-faced woman—a Spirit A—replied with a nod and a smile. Back in Allen’s past life, she would have been what was described as a Japanese-style spirit, and she had Abilities befitting that description. Given how different she looked from his Western-style doll-like Spirit B Summon, it was clear that she had been designed by a different angel than Merus.




      


      Type: Spirit
Rank: A
Name: Okiyosan
HP: 7,500
MP: 8,000
Attack: 6,800
Endurance: 10,000
Agility: 8,700
Intelligence: 10,000
Luck: 3,000
Buffs: Endurance 200, Intelligence 200, Physical Damage Reduction (Strong)
Ability: Voodoo Nail, Spirit Guide
Awakened Ability: Earthbound Curse


      


      


      There were not many opportunities to use her in the Rank S dungeon, but since the strong physical damage reduction buff she provided was quite useful considering Allen’s low Endurance stat, he always kept one of her on hand. Unfortunately, no matter how many he made, the buff did not stack, but he figured that he could at least leave one with the elven queen to serve as a go-between before he moved on.


      Siguul spoke up next. “We have received word from a messenger from the Empire of Giamut and have duly called up our soldiers.”


      “In that case, we’ll have the Beast Prince and Ten Heroic Beasts join them. They should be a big help in the battle for Rohzenheim.”


      “Their assistance would be greatly appreciated!”


      “I will thank them personally,” the queen said, emotion welling in her throat. “I am grateful that they would act on behalf of Rohzenheim in spite of what we’ve done.”


      It had been Allen’s decision to lie to the Ten Heroic Beasts when he had called them to the Rank S dungeon, saying that they would be helping to hunt the monsters remaining in Rohzenheim. However, though it might have been his doing, the queen herself had written a personal letter to Albahal to make it look more authentic. In a sense, she had lied to the Beast Kingdom, and she felt sorry about her actions toward the royal family and the mighty Ten Heroic Beasts who would still be participating in the upcoming battle.


      Many talented soldiers had been lost during the Demon Lord Army’s invasion of Rohzenheim the previous year. It would take at least fifty years for the elves, who had a low birth rate as it was, to replace the holes in their army, and that was assuming that there would be no more invasions. Therefore, while the queen was deeply appreciative of Allen for providing his Summons, Blessings of Heaven, Gold Beans, and Silver Beans, along with the immense power of the Ten Heroic Beasts while their fortresses were still under repair, she still felt a strong sense of regret.


      The queen bowed her head down low in a sign of appreciation.


      “Please don’t worry yourself, Your Majesty. After all, wasn’t it our original promise that the Ten Heroic Beasts and I would help you out of your darkest hour? We swear to fight to the best of our abilities,” Beast Prince Zeu responded curtly.


      Direct and honor bound. Prince Zeu is leaving quite the good impression of beastkin.


      Thus far, Albahal had not been on the front lines against any of the Demon Lord Army’s invasions, though they had provided supplies. This attitude was seen as a problem within the Five Continent Alliance, but Allen believed that Zeu’s remarks would change how they viewed the Beast Kingdom.


      Allen had no idea when Zeu would become the Beast King of Albahal. However, the prince’s declaration that he would fulfill the promises made between his homeland and Rohzenheim would likely improve Albahal’s position within the Alliance. Furthermore, if the Beast Prince were to go to the front lines of the battle between Rohzenheim and the Demon Lord Army in the future, it would undoubtedly become a point of interest in the history of the world.


      “Please come this way. I would like to discuss our upcoming plans,” Siguul said, ushering the beastkin into another room.


      Zeu responded with a grunt and, with the Ten Heroic Beasts in tow, followed Siguul and his men out of the room. As they left, Allen turned to Dogora.


      “I think it would do you some good to join the war party too, Dogora.”


      “Huh? What do you mean?”


      “I think you should stay back and fight in Rohzenheim. The rest of us will head off to Elmahl.”


      “What?! What’re you talking about?!” His voice echoed throughout the hall.


      “What are you saying, Allen? We’re going to leave Dogora here?” Krena asked. She seemed unclear as to what his true intentions were.


      “Back in the town at the Rank S dungeon, Temi of the Ten Heroic Beasts told our fortunes, remember? When asked if Dogora would ever be able to use his Extra Skill, she told us that he should head off to the southeast, but that what lay in wait there was a trial that could take his life.”


      “That’s true, but what does it have to do with anything?” Dogora fixed Allen with a steely gaze.


      “Elmahl is located to the southeast of the Rank S dungeon.” The moment the words left Allen’s mouth, Keel seemed to pick up on what he was saying.


      “So there’s a very real possibility that Dogora will die if he goes to Elmahl.”


      “It’s hard to say. Ratash is also to the southeast, so I originally thought the fortune was referring to something happening after the class promotion dungeon opens up in Academy City next year. Because of that, I had Temi tell me if it was just Dogora who was in danger or if we all were.”


      “And what did she learn in her fortune-telling?” Cecil prompted Allen to go on.


      “That you are all at risk,” Temi answered in his place.


      “What?!” Rohzen, sitting on his perch atop Sophie’s head, blurted out the moment he heard the news of the serious situation facing his friends. All eyes landed on him, waiting for him to continue, but he merely froze and failed to say anything more.


      After some time, the group turned back to face Temi. Leaving the rest of the Ten Heroic Beasts at the doorway, the fortune teller walked over to the group.


      “Of course, Dogora is the one facing the most danger. To say that he might lose his life isn’t quite accurate. Rather, he will most likely die.”


      Upon hearing Temi’s fortune, Allen decided to reconsider things.


      Hmm, and here I thought the reason the southeast was dangerous was that the demons were going to send monsters or something to stop the class promotion dungeon from opening.


      “But if the southeast is dangerous, doesn’t that apply to everyone?” Dogora asked.


      “No—listen, it’s pretty much guaranteed that you’re going to die.”


      “No one said it’s a sure thing.” Dogora glared at Allen as he argued his point and finally got Allen to see where he was coming from.


      You’re okay with it even knowing the danger?


      Figuring that it was unlikely Dogora would change his mind no matter what he was asked, Allen decided to try a different tactic. Up until now, he had always worked within a certain margin of safety—a term he had used in his previous life—when fighting. This meant that he would first lower the perceived threat level in order to ensure avoiding truly dangerous situations. In the event that the risk was higher than anticipated, this would still give him some room to escape before falling into any actual danger.


      This was the same assumption he had operated under while in the Academy’s dungeons and even when fighting in the Rohzenheim war. It was also why, in the Rank S dungeon, he had waited for his friends to get their class promotions before moving on to more dangerous floors, as well as why he had gathered all four parties together before taking on the final floor boss. All of his choices were made out of his desire to maintain his margin of safety and ensure his friends’ survival.


      Were someone to die, Keel could revive them just once, and the party could bring one more person back using the spirit magic Blessing of the Sovereign of Spirits. They would be unable to save a third person. Of course, if Keel were taken out, then things would become hopeless right then and there. That was why, even after defeating the final floor boss with the help of three other parties, the Gamers had gone back to farming iron golems rather than taking it on again. It had been an immense challenge even with all four parties working together, so there was no guarantee that Allen’s group could have done it safely on their own.


      Although his behavior was extreme, Allen only acted after ensuring everyone’s safety. But that was all as it related to himself. When his friends’ lives were on the line as well, he never wanted to take any chances.


      Allen somehow managed to explain all this to Dogora, but his friend did not seem to have changed his mind.


      “I understand what you’re trying to say, but it doesn’t matter.”


      “No, it’s just...” Allen was trying to find the right words when Dogora cut in.


      “Allen, I really do appreciate your concern. That’s why I’ve never mentioned this before, but I guess I should tell you now.”


      Allen stayed silent as Dogora continued speaking.


      “I’m not your pawn! You have no right to decide my future! I’m gonna decide what’s most important to me!”


      His words caused Allen to swallow hard in surprise.


      “I’m going with you to help save the people of Elmahl! I’ve already made my decision!”


      This time, it was not just Allen who was stunned into silence, but the elven queen, Prince Zeu, and all the others in the room as well. Everyone stopped to look at Dogora.


      Is this what maturity looks like? Has Dogora finally grown up? Speaking of which, I remember Mash had grown quite a bit too. Maybe I’m the only one who hasn’t.


      Allen thought back on his interactions with his younger brother at the Gamers’ coming-of-age ceremony the previous year. Mash would be heading off to the Academy in April, so Allen had given him some rings to help boost his stats—though his younger brother had turned him down, insisting that he wanted to get stronger on his own. The boy eventually accepted his older brother’s present, but Allen could not help but realize that Mash had grown up more than he had expected, especially in light of his desire to grow strong. Dogora must have felt the same way.


      In the Rank S dungeon, Dogora had had the opportunity to spend time with Helmios, a man loved the world over; the great Admiral Garara, who always cared for his men; and Prince Zeu, a beastkin who bore the burden of deciding the very fate of his country. Dogora had always said that he, too, wanted to be a hero, and had probably spent his time with those grand figures trying to figure out what he should do in order to become one. He had even trained under Dverg and listened to his stories, likely considering him a prime example of what a hero was.


      His statement that he was not Allen’s pawn had probably been strongly influenced by Prince Zeu’s speech during the audience with the Baukisian emperor. Dogora was calling the shots for himself. And while he had not been born into a royal family, he shared Zeu’s belief in what it meant to live as a hero.


      Still, Allen was making the decisions on how they would proceed.


      “Listen, Dogora, I value your life and all of my friends’ lives immensely. If you end up in any sort of life-threatening danger, I’ll send you back to the village. That might be the end of our adventure. Are you okay with that?”


      Just like Dogora, Allen had shots that he needed to call—even if doing so meant going against his friends’ wishes.


      This is probably the first time Dogora’s ever really stood up for himself like this.


      Allen waited in silence for a few moments to give Dogora a chance to respond.


      “That’s fine. Do what you need to do,” Dogora replied while puffing out his chest. The rest of the Gamers, who had been watching with bated breath, let out audible sighs of relief.


      “Sorry for the commotion.” After apologizing to the queen, the party prepared to head out to Elmahl. However, Rohzen, who had remained frozen atop Sophie’s head, finally spoke up.


      “Wait, you’re about to leave? Hold on a moment!”


      Huh? He’s been acting weird for a while now. Speaking of which, there was something off about his reaction when Temi said that we would be putting our lives at risk.


      Certainly, the elves had been surprised by Temi’s fortune, but Rohzen in particular had seemed to react strongly to the news.


      “What is it, my lord?” The elven queen looked alarmed at his odd behavior.


      “Ah, well...” Rohzen coughed to clear his throat and readjusted himself now that all eyes were on him. Figuring that he was about to show them something, Allen focused his attention especially hard on the God of Spirits.


      “My lord?” This time it was Sophie who spoke to the Spirit God. When she did, Rohzen, still atop her head, stood on his hind legs and raised his hands skyward before slowly lowering them. In the flash, a curtain-like item appeared in his hands.


      “Isley finally granted me the permission I had asked for. You may wear this.”


      “Wh-What is it?”


      “This, Sophie, is known as a Spiritualist’s Cloak. It was worn by the priestess Rohletta.”


      “Wow, Rohletta’s cloak?! B-But are you sure?! Ah, my apologies for the outburst.” The normally calm and collected Siguul was beside himself with emotion and quickly apologized when he noticed that everyone was looking at him.


      “Spiritualist,” huh? That must be a Talent beyond Spirit User and even Grand Spirit User. “Rohletta” sounds suspiciously similar to “Rohzen” too, so I wonder if she’s a priestess who entered into a contract with him.


      “Thank you for your help in the face of danger, Spirit God. Though I must admit that your timing is impeccable.” Allen still had no idea what a Spiritualist was, but as he looked closely at the hemp robe that looked like a cultural artifact from one of the South American empires in his past life, he could not help but wonder why Rohzen would retrieve it now.


      “Oh, well, I actually wanted to give it to you much sooner. I even asked Great Spirit God Isley if we could give Sophie some sort of reward for having saved the elves, as well as all you’ve done for us spirits. Though I guess now is the perfect time to give it to you. Alas, Isley has never quite been good with people. Ha ha.” He seemed to be speaking quickly on purpose, almost as if to pretend he had not entirely heard their question.


      Though it seemed like it was only an excuse, it was also true that, with the exception of Allen, Sophie and the rest of the Gamers had undergone class promotions and now possessed four-star Talents. However, now that they were going to create a class promotion dungeon, that somewhat lessened the importance of what they had gained. That was the reason Rohzen had gone out of his way to try to secure Sophie a reward befitting what she had done to prevent the invasion of Rohzenheim.


      “Thank you, my lord.” Sophie took the hempen robe into her hands. Compared to Keel’s magic robe, it was not quite as bright white and looked more like a traditional garment.


      Still, Dogora’s the one in the most danger. Then again, I guess we don’t have any real reason to turn away the gift, even if it does show a certain amount of favoritism toward Sophie.


      Rohzen had provided Sophie with a great deal of advice back in the Rank S dungeon when the Demon Lord Army had stolen Freyja’s divine vessel, and now was no different. Though the spirit gods were not ones to discuss their true thoughts and feelings, it was probably for the best that the Gamers simply accepted any gifts from the gods that could keep Sophie out of danger.


      As Allen recalled, Isley was the most powerful spirit living in the Divine Realm, who controlled all of the other spirit gods and Sovereigns of Spirits. The elves had no way of speaking with Isley directly and merely knew of the Great Spirit God’s existence as a sort of concept. Rohzen, on the other hand, would visit the Divine Realm from time to time, and apparently took the opportunities to speak with Isley.


      “Your Majesty, I apologize for the additional request, but it’s imperative that we learn the defensive abilities of this item as soon as possible. Could you have an analyst look at this for us?”


      “Of course; I’ll summon one at once. Siguul?”


      “Ah, yes! There are some in the temple, so I’ll call one over right away!”


      The party would next be heading into the dangerous realm that was Elmahl, and none of the members had the Analyze skill to check the effects of equipment. Since equipment in this world had various Endurance effects and such that could not be seen with the naked eye, knowing what effects your items had could greatly affect your battle plan. Before heading out, Allen figured it best to have the item looked at by someone with Analyze.


      A figure showed up a short time later in the hall and, without waiting for an explanation, began to analyze the garment.




      Spiritualist’s Cloak Analysis:


      
        	Endurance: 10,000


        	HP: 5,000


        	MP: 5,000


        	Physical Damage Reduction (Medium)


        	Magical Damage Reduction (Medium)


        	Poison Defense (Medium)

      


      Allen was taken aback by the results of the analysis.


      Wow! Its Endurance is on par with equipment made from orichalcum! And the rest of its buffs are even better. This is one impressive piece of equipment.


      While Allen and the rest of the Gamers were stunned into silence, the elven generals and elders in the hall looked quite pleased. They thought quite highly of the priestess Rohletta, who had led the elves to victory in their battle against the dark elves nearly three thousand years prior. And now, despite facing annihilation once again, they were in possession of the cloak she had worn when she had guided them to salvation. Though Allen would have liked a weapon as well, he figured the spirit gods had done what they could to keep Sophie safe. In that light, he was glad to have it.


      Looks like we’ve gotten our hands on some amazing equipment. It’ll definitely power Sophie up quite a bit, which is great, but that does nothing about the risk of Dogora dying. In a sense, this really does nothing to change the battle.


      Allen turned back to the queen and she nodded, apparently understanding what he wished to say.


      “Well then, it’s about time for us to head off.”


      “If you have enough time, I can arrange for a magic ship.”


      Allen shook his head. “No, that won’t be necessary. I could hardly imagine taking a valued magic ship away from you when you’re in the midst of preparing for a Demon Lord Army invasion. Meruru?”


      Meruru nodded and held up her slate-filled magic disc.


      “Leave it to me! Tam-Tam, you’re up! Eagle Mode!” As she shouted out her command, she struck a cool pose resemblant of an eagle flapping its wings, just like Allen had suggested. She called it the “savage eagle pose” and had decided that she would use it when calling forth Tam-Tam in its Eagle Mode. Always a fan of thinking up new poses, Meruru seemed quite content with it.


      The sunlight beaming through the temple’s roof that had been blown out during the battle with Rehzel suddenly dimmed. Everyone looked up to see a mechanical-looking magic object floating above the temple.


      “I-Is that a magic ship?!”


      Cries of shock could be heard coming from the elven guards outside. Only after their generals rushed over and explained that there was no threat did they calm down. What they saw was a huge, streamlined vehicle with a single main wing that extended past either side and a tail fin that protruded vertically from the rear. It was Tam-Tam, Meruru’s golem, in its “transportation (flying)” mode.


      There were several types of transportation slates that allowed for travel via land, sea, and air, but generally, these all took up five magic disc slots. As a reward for beating the Rank S dungeon’s final floor boss, the Dungeon Master had added enough space so that up to twenty slates total could be inserted using both sides of Meruru’s magic disc. As a result, her golem was able to transform into a supersized, hundred-meter-long machine that could fly through the sky—a form that was impossible for a normal golem to take.


      “All right, let’s go!”


      Meruru briefly floated into the air before flying up through the hole in the ceiling and being pulled into Tam-Tam’s crystal cockpit, where the pilot’s seat was located. This was usually found in the chest of the golem, but in Eagle Mode it moved to the very front. As soon as Meruru disappeared through the hole in the ceiling, she opened up the back of the vehicle.


      “Let’s go, guys!” Allen Summoned some Bird Bs, which his friends quickly mounted and rode into the sky. “Goodbye, Your Majesty. Please reach out via Okiyosan if you need anything.” He then used the buff he received from Bird A, Flight, to fly up into Tam-Tam.


      “O-Of course.” The queen watched in surprise as she saw the Gamers off.


      “Do you know how to get to Elmahl?” Allen asked upon joining Meruru in the cockpit.


      “Of course. I added a Map slate too.”


      The cockpit consisted of a transparent window made of crystal and a single seat in which Meruru sat. Between the window and the seat was a pitch-black, horizontal, plate-shaped magic tool. Meruru placed her right palm over the plate and the world outside rotated to the left. Apparently Tam-Tam had turned.


      When Meruru touched the black control panel with her left hand, a line of blue light appeared on it, drawing a simplified map. She closed and opened her fingers, followed by her tapping the control panel, which caused a red arrow to appear around Rohzenheim on her map. The arrow rotated to the southeast, seemingly showing Tam-Tam’s location and orientation.


      “All right, we don’t have a lot of time. Let’s get going.”


      “Gotcha! Full power! Tam-Tam, blast off!” No sooner had the words left Meruru’s mouth than Tam-Tam started to speed off.


      “This really is amazing.”


      Everyone looked forward to where Elmahl would soon appear. Dogora muttered something under his breath when he saw Sophie with her new equipment and Meruru piloting Tam-Tam, but his words were inaudible.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 2: Allen’s Decision and Concern for His Friends


      While flying the Gamers south across Rohzenheim following their departure from Fortenia, Meruru made some adjustments to Tam-Tam’s systems and controls. The golem’s Eagle Mode, which boasted a wingspan of nearly a hundred meters, could easily fit all eight members in its large cockpit.


      It was a rare occurrence for Allen and his friends to ride inside a golem. With the exception of one person, everyone in the party was inspecting the cockpit and watching Meruru work with great interest.


      Meruru’s magic disc was currently set up as follows:




      Meruru’s Magic Disc


      
        	Body slate (Full Body): one five-slot slate


        	Gigantify slate: one two-slot slate


        	Supergigantify slate: one three-slot slate


        	Movement slate (Sky): one five-slot slate


        	Map slate (World): one two-slot slate


        	Enhancement slate (Agility): three one-slot slates

      


      The reason she was using the three Agility-enhancing slates was so that they could reach the crisis-stricken Elmahl as quickly as possible. Since they would be traveling to a different continent, they had decided to use a Map slate that showed the layout of the entire world. They also had individual slates that provided more in-depth views of each of the five continents, which they could swap in if they so chose. Incidentally, they had even gotten their hands on one for the Forgotten Continent, where the Demon Lord was located.


      The map the slate pulled up on Meruru’s control panel consisted of a series of illuminated blue lines and a red marker that showed Tam-Tam’s current location. This marker was pointing off to the south, at a continent separated from Rohzenheim by an ocean. And though the map did not mark the borders of the multitude of small nations on the continent, the Gamers knew that just north of its center was their target: the Holy Land of Elmahl.


      It’d be great if it would show the locations of towns and forts. Though it looks like it lets you mark them yourself.


      Just as with the national borders, the map did not display any man-made objects such as towns, forts, or bridges. However, were the need to arise, all Meruru had to do was concentrate on her magic disc in order to mark any buildings.


      “Are you sure we don’t need any weapons?” Meruru asked, turning toward Allen. Even in flight mode, the golem was capable of using long-range attack slates to equip weapons, which would attach to its wings. Equipping them would allow it to attack much like the mithril golems they had fought back in the Rank S dungeon.




      Long-range Attack Slates: Abilities and Slots


      
        	Long-range attack slate (small multibarrel cannon): one slot


        	Long-range attack slate (large multibarrel cannon): two slots


        	Long-range attack slate (long-range sniper rifle): five slots

      


      The problem was that if they wanted to use the long-range attack slates, they would have to remove the Agility-buffing slates. Since the golem’s speed was based on its Agility, they had little choice in the matter.


      “I’m sure. It’s best to prioritize speed at the moment.”


      “Okay, gotcha.”


      Meruru nodded, tapped around on the control panel, and traced the map with her finger. She looked full of confidence; Allen was sure she would not make a mistake even if she were to get momentarily stuck on what to do next. He was thankful that she had put a lot of practice into piloting Tam-Tam.


      While they were in the Rank S dungeon, Allen and the Gamers had repeated their schedule of three days in the dungeon followed by two days of rest. Ever since they had started farming iron golems earlier this year, Meruru had been proactively checking the effects of any new slates they found in treasure chests.


      “Let’s move up a little higher; I’d hate to crash into any flying monsters. Oh, nice! Looks like Tam-Tam will head to Elmahl all on its own now. We should arrive tomorrow morning!” Having seemingly set Tam-Tam on autopilot, Meruru stood up from the pilot’s seat.


      Krena’s eyes lit up as she looked at Meruru. “Wow, it can even fly on its own?! You’re amazing, Meruru!” Meruru chuckled shyly at this, and the rest of the Gamers—aside from Dogora—crowded around her.


      “Guess I’m gonna rest until tomorrow morning, then.” With that, Dogora made to leave the cockpit.


      At over a hundred meters long, Tam-Tam’s Eagle Mode was big enough for each of the party members to have their own rooms.


      “Will he be okay, Allen?” Cecil asked, watching as Dogora left the cockpit.


      As far as Allen was concerned, though he and his friends went on adventures together, what was most important to each of them varied. In Dogora’s case, it was to become a hero—his dream since childhood. However, Allen figured that, after mentioning that dream earlier at the temple in Fortenia, Dogora had realized that he was worrying his friends and begun to wonder if his decision was the correct one.


      “Hmm, I think it’d do him some good to calm down and think things over.”


      Cecil nodded, keeping her eyes on Dogora as he walked away. “I guess you’re right.”


      On a whim, Allen flipped open his grimoire and noticed that Meruru’s MP was draining fast. A golem moved by consuming the MP of the owner of the magic disc used to call it forth, and that went for flying as well. Meruru was continuously using up her MP despite no longer being in the pilot’s seat.


      I imagine the MP usage rate is especially high when flying a Supergigantified golem.


      Allen recalled the MP recovery ring Sophie had returned to him. “It looks like you’re gonna run out of MP before we arrive at this rate. You should put this on,” he said, handing the ring to Meruru.


      “Thanks.”


      “Until we get there, let’s all take turns resting.”


      “Good idea,” Cecil replied. “Even outside of dungeons, it’s important to keep watch at night.” Meruru would stay in the cockpit the whole time in case anything went wrong while the rest of the members rested. At the same time, Allen would use Bird A’s Return to Nest Ability in order to go back to Fortenia and pick up some necessary items.


      Bird A’s Return to Nest and Homing Instinct allowed Allen to place nests on moving objects. He had first tested this by placing one on the magic ship that had taken the Gamers to their audience in front of the emperor of Baukis.


      After some time, a light began to shine in from the port side of the southbound Tam-Tam’s cockpit. As it did, a dark object in the distance came into view.


      “A continent!” Krena shouted, her face illuminated by the sunrise. Allen and the others in the cockpit crowded forward to take a look for themselves.


      Once Tam-Tam’s shadow was finally over land, Cecil called out to Allen. “Where should we go first?”


      Allen pulled out a map of Elmahl he had grabbed from Fortenia and opened it up. The map displayed on Tam-Tam’s panel had only a simplified version of the world and the continents alike; the details on it were hard to make out and it contained no information on towns. By looking at the map showing important cities and routes he had obtained, Allen was able to figure out where they were going.


      “Here.” He pointed toward the Elmahlan city of Neel. Immediately, Krena and Keel both responded.


      “Huh? But why?”


      “What? Why there?”


      Huh, so these two were the first to take notice. Then again, I figured Keel would.


      “Teomenia is probably beyond saving. It’s already been three days, after all.”


      Neel had sent out the call for help to all the nations of the world just one day earlier. In the message, they had mentioned that the capital of Teomenia had been consumed by a mysterious flame two days before that. Moreover, considering that the priests and commoners who had escaped the blazing capital had turned into monsters, Allen figured that Teomenia had fallen to those monsters by now.


      “I see...” Krena’s shoulders slumped as she spoke.
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