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      Chapter 1: Pinnacle


      Serge giggled. It wasn’t a sarcastic or snide giggle, but one accompanied by a smile that showed she actually thought the situation was funny. Her height and appearance seemed to match Rion’s, but the way she was sitting at the edge of the altar and dangling her legs made her seem even younger.
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      Even so, Ange did not let down her guard. She stared at the white swordswoman so hard, it was as if she was afraid she would lose sight of her if she looked away for a split second. At the same time, Rion quickly reached out to Melfina through telepathy.


      ::Mel-nee, are you okay?!::


      ::I’m...fine. I managed to avoid taking fatal attacks. However, this opponent is no joke.:: Melfina got back on her feet, leaning on her lance for support. Although she had managed to heal herself with White Magic, there was no way to restore her armor. It was thoroughly beaten up, even being completely ruined in some parts.


      “Finishing...your mission? What do you mean?!” Ange demanded.


      “Exactly as it sounds. I no longer have to protect the Cradle anymore. You know, Arbitrator’s sanctum. You know what that means, don’t you, Assassin?”


      “But that...”


      The only inference to draw was that Elearis, the goddess the Apostles served, had already been resurrected. Ange swallowed her words back down even as she discerned what Serge’s presence here meant. And the answer did not bode well for Ange and her companions.


      “Be...careful...” Estoria murmured from where she was lying motionless on the ground.


      Ange shot her a look. “What, you have advice for us?” she asked, still wary of the vampire.


      Unfortunately, the feelings were mutual. “I was only...talking to...Gerard-sama...”


      ::Everyone, be on high alert. This is the Fourth Seat, Serge Flore. She’s the previous Hero, the one who defeated Demon Lord Gustav, Sera-san’s father. And I’m pretty sure she’s the most powerful fighter in the world. She’s the pinnacle of combat skill,:: Ange warned everyone through the Network, making sure to emphasize just how formidable their opponent was.


      ::In the entire world?:: Rion asked incredulously. ::Like, better than Mel-nee and Prettia-chan?::


      ::At the very least, there’s no doubt she’s the most powerful among the Apostles,:: Ange confirmed. ::What’s more, Gerard-san and I are worn out now, and Melfina-san, who’s the strongest among us, is, well...::


      Melfina sighed. ::To be honest, I didn’t stand a chance. I couldn’t make her move an inch from where she’s sitting.::


      It only took Melfina a split second to upload the footage of her battle with Serge to the Network. Rion and the others immediately played the video, which began just as Melfina had saved Sister Atra. After using her Holy Lance to make short work of the lich king possessing the unconscious nun lying on the altar, she headed over to heal her up. However, the moment she was done removing all the hexes, when there was nothing left to do but wait for Atra to wake up, a voice rang out.


      “Excuse me there, Melfina, Goddess of Reincarnation.”


      Serge appeared with a casual greeting, sitting exactly where she currently was—in other words, on the edge of the altar. Until the moment she spoke up, Melfina had not noticed her presence.


      “Wha—?!”


      In the blink of an eye, Melfina found herself thrown back. Or at least, she thought she did, although the truth was that the goddess had backed up herself. At this moment in time, however, Melfina had yet to realize it.


      After that, Melfina spammed a plethora of Blue Magic spells at the Hero, including the attack that had finished off Demon Lord Zel: Luminary Burst. At first, she held back out of concern over getting Sister Atra caught up in the cross fire, but that discretion soon faded away. After all, nothing she threw at Serge landed. Even when she manipulated Celsius Briar, it only took Serge one swing of her sword to smash it to pieces. The rays of light sparkling like stars in the sky all curved when approaching the Hero, eventually shattering against the wall behind her back, their energy sapped. Melfina tried a few more things, but none of them worked on Serge either. She couldn’t even make the girl get up.


      Furthermore, the more Melfina attacked, the more she herself got hurt. For example, the icicles created when Serge parried the briars just happened to topple the remains of a stone pillar nearby that fell her way. Sometimes, Melfina’s own spells exploded in her face. The severity of what was happening was on a whole other level, but the nature of the clash bore a great resemblance to the phenomenon seen during Touya’s fight with Ellie and Ruka. And that was where the footage ended.


      ::As I’m sure you’ve already realized, Serge possesses Absolute Gospel just like Touya does, although the luck it gives her is much, much more powerful,:: Melfina concluded.


      ::Hmm, that does seem like a pain to handle,:: Gerard noted.


      ::Even though I’d expected it based on what Ange-san told us before, I never imagined I’d be this outclassed...::


      ::Melfina-san, being able to make Protector draw her sword is already a great feat in and of itself. The only way to land attacks on her is when there’s literally no way for those attacks to miss. If there’s even the slightest chance of error, her luck will undoubtedly make it happen. In other words, single-point attacks don’t work but large-area ones do. Either that, or have someone on our side whose Luck stat is even higher than hers.::


      ::Have you fought her before, An-nee?::


      ::Nope, never had the opportunity. She told me all this herself. When she’s bored, she tends to blab about a lot of things.::


      It was not so much that Protector was arrogant as she didn’t really mind anyone knowing. Then again, there was a part of her that was simply a chatterbox who didn’t sweat the small stuff, but it was only because she had a mountain of achievements that she had developed such a personality. There wasn’t much anyone could do even knowing how her power worked—that was how powerful the being known as “Protector” Serge Flore was. These were all details that would make a certain someone shed tears of joy if he heard them.


      “Aww, you don’t have to be that on guard against me. I didn’t come here to fight; I just wanted to have a little chat. As for what happened with Goddess Melfina...uh, yep, I was just protecting myself!” Serge raised a thumb and an index finger and thrust them forward as if to indicate that she had thought of a good idea.


      “A chat, you say?” Ange asked guardedly.


      “Yep, yep! It’s actually one of my goals in coming here. You know, Assassin, since you left, the only Apostles that I can talk to are Survivor and Condemner. I don’t really like the new guy, Controller, all that much, and Arbitrator seems kinda on edge these days. So yeah, since I’m now free and it’s been a while, I decided to come see how you’re doing. And look at you! You’ve gotten strong enough to defeat Reviver! And you seem to have made new friends and all, so I’m pretty happy for you. Yep! Oh, by the way, you okay there, Reviver?”


      Almost not even giving herself time to breathe, Serge continued chattering, vigorously gesturing with her hands. She didn’t seem to care that she was dropping pretty important-sounding information, simply going on and on with as much enthusiasm as expected when catching up with an old friend. One would find her mannerisms entirely reasonable in light of her immature appearance if not for the circumstances of the current situation.


      “By the way, I heard you got a boyfriend, Assassin! Lemme meet him sometime! And that cute girl over there, are you also Japanese? Oh, what am I saying? Of course you are. Tell me, which prefecture are you from? I’m from...”


      Everyone was struck speechless, but Serge went on with zero regard for the mood. She filled the air with her cheerful voice, her eyes glittering with enjoyment.


      ::Um, An-nee...are you sure this is the most powerful person in the world?::


      ::I...think so, at least. Maybe?::


      Even Ange was starting to doubt herself. However, this was possibly a strategy to make all of them lower their guard. If so, then Serge was really crafty. The group reevaluated their impression of her accordingly.


      Rion spoke up. “Excuse me, miss.”


      “Call me Fuu-chan or Secchan!”


      “Ah, I already know a Secchan, so Fuu-chan it is, then.”


      “My name doubles with someone else’s?!”


      The likelihood that Serge was purposely being guileful was very low. Somehow, Shiga Setsuna, the Hero Rion had already referred to as “Secchan,” had managed to deal damage to the most powerful fighter in the world without even meaning to.


      “If ‘one’ of your goals was to see An-nee again, it means you have other ones, right? What’s the second?”


      “Hey, pretty smart of you to catch on! This is my second goal.” Serge reached over and gave Atra’s hair a few gentle strokes. “I’m here to retrieve Holy Lance Eclipse, just in case. I guess it’s, like, insurance for Reviver? If I forget to bring it back, Arbitrator’s gonna get really mad at me.”


      “That’s—”


      Just as Rion was about to reply, Ange stopped her through telepathy.


      ::Rion-chan, it’s about time.::


      ::Oh! Okay, gotcha.::


      For a split second, Rion directed her attention to the staircase at her back and picked up on two powerful presences rushing down it at incredible speed. When she checked the Network, it became clear who it was.


      “Triple Air Pressure!”


      “Direct Blue Fulmination Rain!”


      One was a hopeless battle junkie drawn by the mention of “the most powerful fighter in the world,” and one was the bomber maid in love with said battle junkie.


      There was no better way to describe what happened next than “a volcano exploding with blue lava.” Efil, the figure in a maid uniform, leaped into the air and unleashed a move from her bow of hellish fire, Penumbra, that she had once used in the Grand Scarlet Canyon. However, there were two changes between then and now.


      Back then, she had shot one crimson arrow into the sky, and the arrow had scattered into countless sparks that exploded upon impact, causing the Trycenian knights and dragons of the Dragon Knight Order much grief and pain. This time, however, the term “direct” in the name of the move indicated that it was actually a rain of arrows falling instead of mere sparks. The destructive power was on a whole other level, bringing a seemingly endless chain of devastation. The barrage of explosive sounds also meant that even allies near the point of impact had to be careful.


      The second change was that she was now using her Unique Skill, Blue Flames, to increase the potency of all her fire-based attacks. Direct Fulmination Rain was already enough to change an area’s topography by thoroughly destroying all visible ground—Direct Blue Fulmination Rain was nothing more than a nightmare for opponents. Even if someone possessed a resistance to fire elemental attacks, it meant nothing. This area was now such a dangerous place to be that even monsters that normally lived in lava would burn to death.


      ::Master!::


      Yep! Don’t stop! We’re getting a bite at every cast today!


      At the same time that blue flames converted the battlefield into a scene from hell, Kelvin, who had also leaped into the air, cast his own spell. At three times its usual output, Triple Air Pressure had turned from a spell meant to restrain a target to one meant to instantaneously squish it. As it applied to a large area, the spell had no blind spot, granting death equally to all within range.


      Unfortunately, Sister Atra was still there where Kelvin and Efil were attacking.


      “Hey, hey, hey! I came here because of Ange’s message, but it looks like there’s still an ancient Hero left! It sure isn’t like you to lie to me, Melfina!”


      Unable to hide his delight, Kelvin could not help the end of his sentences rising in inflection. His glee clearly came from the bottom of his heart.


      ::Honey, I was talking about... Actually, I meant this as a surprise for you! I thought you’d like it!::


      Seriously?!


      On the spur of the moment, Melfina decided to take advantage of the situation. This was one shrewd goddess.


      Even while this comedic exchange was taking place, the carpet bombing and death-dealing pressure was still going on. Only when Efil’s MP started running out did she finally let up her attack.


      Funnily, when someone witnesses someone else cutting loose too much, they themselves end up calming down. The sight of the sheer destruction that Efil was wreaking helped Rion and Ange remember that Sister Atra was still next to Serge. They broke out in a cold sweat.


      “Hold on, hold on! I know I can take it, but the nun is still with me! Are you insane?!”


      With a complaint that seemed a lot more reasonable than one would expect from her, Serge burst from the black explosive smoke with Atra under her arm. It was apparently impossible for even this Hero, said to be the world’s strongest person, to weather the squall of destruction entirely unscathed, judging by the charred spots on her otherwise white outfit. It was indeed surprising that she had gotten off with so little damage, but what Rion and the rest felt was more relief at seeing Atra unharmed.


      ::Master, I saw several shields appear within the flames just now. I believe they are how Serge managed to survive.::


      Might be another power of hers. She did point at Sister Atra and say she was retrieving her, so I figured she’d be playing defense. Turns out she took even less damage than I expected, ha ha!


      While Efil took advantage of the situation to down an MP potion, Kelvin grinned widely. He was in a rather excited state, likely due to the elation he felt from the fight with the Light Dragon King still carrying over.


      “This is our first time meeting, I believe. Nice to meet you, Serge Flore. Just leave the hostage. Fight me.”


      “Um, are you the kind of person who just ignores everything that other people say? This might sound strange coming from me, considering how pure I am, but Assassin, you really should choose your boyfriends more carefully.”


      “Uh...he’s usually calmer than this.”


      The phrase “pinnacle of combat skill” had been the perfect trigger that made Kelvin go berserk, but there was no way Ange would admit it to Serge. Even when she was still an Apostle, she had not fully described how much of a battle junkie Kelvin was in her reports.


      “Ah, so this really is your boyfriend? I’d love to give you my blessing, but...”


      “Don’t look at me like that!” The realization that she’d just dug her own grave and the pitying look she received left Ange in a fluster.


      Serge turned to Kelvin. “Also, you called this nun a hostage, but that’s not quite right. She’s one of my goals. I can’t very well leave her behind, no matter what you say.”


      “Okay, fight me while holding her, then.”


      “Assassin, seriously...”


      “I said, don’t look at me like that!” Ange wailed, her cheeks on fire.


      “I mean, I don’t really mind fighting, but not today. As I said at the start, I’m not here to fight today. I came to meet Assassin and to retrieve this girl. That’s all. Oh wait, I had one more goal. ‘Grim Reaper’ Kelvin Celsius.”


      “What? You finally feel like having a go?”


      “No, that’s not it. Kelvin Celsius, I invite you to our base of operations. That said, I’m not giving you a ticket, and you’ll have to find the place yourself. If you manage to get in, I promise I’ll fight you. As much as you want, of course. Here’s a hint: it’s somewhere in Abyssland, the land of the demons. That’s where Arbitrator’s sanctum is. Ha ha, pretty ironic that the headquarters of a goddess’s apostles is in the land of demons, right? Anyway, whatever. Goddess of Reincarnation, Melfina, we very much want you to come too.”


      “Me?”


      “That’s the message Arbitrator told me to pass along. You’ll have to ask Reviver for the details. Okay, that’s all three goals accomplished!” After nodding a few times in satisfaction, Serge turned to Estoria, who was still on the ground. “Reviver, I’m afraid it’d be pretty difficult for me to carry two people out of here. Not that it’s impossible, but I really need to ensure that I bring this girl back, so...I guess I’m leaving you behind.”


      “I understand. I’ll live my own life going forward.”


      “Mh-hm, you’re now free to live however you want. However, I will have to take back Uprising, the gift that Arbitrator gave you when bringing you back.”


      “That’s...a pity.” The vampire’s body glowed for a brief moment.


      “Okay! That’s all from me!” As her business was finished, Serge immediately turned around and adjusted her hold on Sister Atra. However, she found Kelvin and his companions standing in front of the staircase that led out of the room.


      “And how’re you planning on leaving this place when the staircase is behind us?”


      “You really are itching for a fight, aren’t you? But y’know, that’s not the only path out of here.”


      “What?”


      Everyone present immediately looked up as Serge took a huge leap. Efil even loosed an arrow, but unfortunately, it was to no avail.


      “There’s this other way made by the nice knight over there in the cool black armor! When I’m focusing a hundred percent on running away, I’m pretty strong!”


      Serge was heading towards the gash in the ceiling left behind by Gerard’s Skyfall earlier. It bored straight to the upper floors, and there was no mark standing in front of it.


      ::Uh...my king, did I mess up?::


      The smile rapidly left Kelvin’s face as he stared at Serge’s receding form. It couldn’t be clearer that he was losing his enthusiasm.


      Nah, it helped me calm back down. I’m gonna contact Sera, then we’re giving chase. As for that Apostle over there...


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      It’s...dark. My head feels foggy, like I’m waking up after a long sleep. Did I fall asleep? Um, Old Lady Marigan told me to go buy supplies, so I had no choice but to go. When I got back to the orphanage, Ria was setting the table for lunch. Ughhh, I can’t remember what happened after lunch. Did I take a nap? Uh, I don’t think I’m that slovenly. Who am I, Ria? I’m drawing a blank.


      I should open my eyes. Ughhh...my eyelids feel heavy. This is... Where is this? There’s barely any light. It’s about as dark as a room with the curtains drawn. Whoa, wait, am I on the move?


      The person who slowly regained consciousness was none other than Sister Atra. She found herself in midflight, held in “Protector” Serge Flore’s arms.


      “Where are we?!” she shouted with every fiber of her being. The scenery whizzing by threw her into confusion as she felt herself moving at the speed of wind. Understandably, she was bewildered by the situation she had woken up to, but she immediately heard a beautiful voice speaking close to her ear.


      “Hey there, good morning. Did I wake you up? This is pretty bumpy, after all.”


      “Who’re you?!”


      “Aha ha, glad to see you full of energy. Looks like Melfina did a good job healing you. Good on her.”


      Atra had no recollection of this black-haired girl who was chortling so cheerfully. Her smile was so alluring that, despite being of the same gender, Atra thought she would fall for the girl. That said, the stranger had not answered her question. And that attitude seemed to rub Atra, who was exactly the right age to be a rebellious teenager, the wrong way.


      “Let me go! Let me go right now! I didn’t give you permission to hug me!”


      “Okay, okay, stop struggling. Do you want me to drop you among all the monsters?”


      “Our orphanage is too poor to pay a ransom even if you kidnap me!”


      Atra put up a fight as best she could to slip out of Serge’s grasp, but the other girl’s arms did not budge an inch. It was as if she were being held in an iron vise. No matter how hard she struggled, all she managed to do was make herself run out of breath.


      “Huff, huff. Seriously, who are you?”


      “Me? Hmm...I mean, I don’t mind naming myself, but no one ever believes me.”


      “Don’t give me that; just tell me. How else am I supposed to know what to call you? Whoa, what was that?!”


      Serge had just swung her arm to parry an attack by a passing monster, but Atra couldn’t properly comprehend what had happened.


      “Oh, all right, since you asked. I’m Serge Flore.”


      “You...what?”


      “As I said, I’m Serge Flore.”


      “If you’re gonna use a fake name, at least put a little thought into it. That’s the name of the previous Hero. Even I know that.”


      Atra gave Serge a look of pity and sympathy. However, Serge was used to getting this reaction and simply laughed it off.


      “I know, right? Well, just call me Fuu-chan or Secchan. Whichever you like.”


      Still running, Serge pulled out her Holy Sword and struck a hero-like pose. She was being generous with the fanservice, but Atra continued looking at her reproachfully.


      CLANG!


      The sword that Serge had lifted to strike her pose with happened to parry a strike from Vicious Sword Carnage at that very instant, sending a metallic note ringing out. The person holding the lethally poisonous blade turned out to be Ange, with her cat-eared hood pulled forward.


      “AHHHHHH!” Atra screamed in fright at the sudden appearance of the assassin with a daring grin.


      “Aha! I guess a surprise attack on you wouldn’t land so easily!”


      “Your surprise attacks are really bad for the heart, Assassin.”


      In spite of her words, Serge did not look startled. She took the fact that she had parried Ange’s strike by complete coincidence in stride, acting as if it was a matter of course. At the same time, however, questions did arise in her mind. Even though she was carrying Atra, Ange had caught up way too fast for her Agility level. Serge knew her own Agility stat was lower than Ange’s, but it was still a very impressive number. In light of the effort she had made in obscuring her passage and the support she automatically received from Absolute Gospel, she hadn’t expected to be found so easily.


      Whoa, this is like an entirely different world. It’s gonna take some getting used to.


      Ange did have a skill set specialized for detecting things, but it was difficult even for her to discover Serge when the latter was focused on escaping. As soon as Ange lost sight of Serge, the latter’s luck would work in a way that obfuscated efforts at picking up her trail again. The key to Ange managing to catch up was the Sonic Acceleration spell. Her base Agility stat already greatly exceeded 5,000, so a spell that doubled that number made her an absolute beast. After Kelvin had buffed her, she had basically run up the hole and searched its entire width to find Serge and catch her unawares.


      “I admit, you did catch me by surprise, but what now? Do you want to fight me one-on-one?”


      “Hardly. I’m not that much of a battle junkie.”


      “Well, doesn’t matter. I’m strongest when I’m protecting some— Huh?”


      Before Serge finished speaking, Ange turned her back on her and put some distance between them, explaining, “My role is to be my party’s eyes. As long as I keep you in my sight, we won’t lose you again. Oh, and one more thing. Kelvin says, ‘Let me at least have a taste.’”


      “Ange, are you sure your boyfriend isn’t touched in the head? I’m pretty sure he is.”


      While watching Ange disappear into the shadows, Atra, who still could not fully understand the situation, inwardly shouted, What about me?! Admittedly, there was merit to both her and Serge’s indignation, but they had no time to entertain such emotions.


      “Come now, lass, stay awhile! Our hospitality is like none other!”


      Serge’s eyes widened with surprise as she suddenly found Sword Guru’s greatsword rushing towards her seemingly out of nowhere. She blocked it head-on with her own sword, but the ferocity of witnessing the clash up close was enough to almost make Atra faint.


      “Oh, right, Grim Reaper was a Summoner. He doesn’t act like one at all, so I’d completely forgotten.”


      Gerard, who had been Summoned immediately in front of Serge, smiled wryly. Now that Ange had a bead on her, Kelvin’s entire party was privy to her position in real time, and he could Summon any of his Followers to her as long as she was within his magical range. And this place, Floor Eight, was very much within that range.


      “To think you actually blocked my attack! This world sure is large!”


      “Aha hah, and now my arm’s kinda numb.”


      After deflecting Gerard’s blade, Serge made a large detour and sped past him. Breaking through his guard clearly would require a lot of effort, but her goal was to avoid combat. She figured this way was much easier.


      “There she is! Ready, Shutola?”


      However, when Serge reached the next room, she found it already cleared of monsters with Sera standing imposingly in the center. Beside her were Shutola on Georgios and ranks of Guards in defensive formation.


      “Mh-hm, I’m ready, but...isn’t that Atra-san from the orphanage in her arms?”


      “Don’t worry; Kelvin’s given us his guarantee! He says that the world’s most powerful Hero is definitely capable of protecting her!”


      “I...guess that’s okay, then?”


      Despite having misgivings, Shutola decided to take the word of her trusted companion at face value. One swing of her hand, and the Guards under her control directed their Gatling guns towards the Hero all at once.


      “FIRE!”


      For some reason, the person who swung her hand and gleefully gave the order was Sera and not Shutola, but the latter decided to play along and unleashed a massive barrage of magical bullets.


      The wall of projectiles was so overwhelming that there was truly no gap for Serge to slip through. However, if she stopped now, not only would Gerard catch up, but any one of Kelvin’s Followers could suddenly show up behind her back. And even if she somehow got through the hail of bullets, the redheaded demon and blonde saint were still lying in wait.
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Possesses the Unique Skill Color Corrosion, which allows her
to manipulate the intensity of attributes of those she touches.

The Eight Seat: Empty
This is the Seat previously occupied by Ange. No one has
assumed it since she left the organization to join Kelvin’s group.

The Tenth Seat: Empty
This Seat was empty when Ange was a part of the Apostles.
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Rion Celsius

A hero summoned by Kelvin who became
his half-sister. Has a rather skewed view
of what it means to be a little sister.

Ellie

A maid in Kelvin’s house who applied for
the job in order to repay him for rescuing
her and her daughter, Ruka.

Alex

Kelvin’s huge shadow wolf Follower.
Rion’s partner. Gets a thorough brushing
every day.

3

Kelvin Celsius

Summoner who gained powerful skills in exchange for mermories of his past life
while transmigrating from Japan. Constantly seeking battle with powerful foes.

Alias: Grim Reaper

Efil

A half-elf girl purchased by Kelvin as a
slave. The perfect maid. Loves her
master deeply.

Clotho

The first monster Kelvin ever took on as
a Follower. Its Storage and ability to
create materials make it a key player!

An apprentice maid in Kelvin’s house.
Full of energy. Loved by the whole
neighborhood. Quite good at fighting.

Shutola Trycen
Trycen’s princess. Currently freeloading
at Kelvin’s place. Every day is a blast!

Abeautiful demon in Kelvin’s service.
Daughter of the previous Demon Lord.

Ignorant and knowledgeable in equal

measure.

Melfina
Goddess of Reincarnation (currently on

| leave). Refers to herself as Kelvin's wife.

The dark knight who serues Kelvin.
Dotes on Ruka and Rion as if they're
his own grandchildren.

& Ange
. Former Apostle. Now happily

enslaved to Kelvin.
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