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      Chapter 1: Distorted World


      The renowned dwarven blacksmith Habarak glared at Allen with bloodshot eyes and roared, “It’s all because you lot keep going on about Dygragni this, Dygragni that! Who even is he?! Lady Freyja is so furious, she’s not letting me forge orichalcum anymore!”


      He then shoved Allen away and crumpled to his knees, grinding his hands and head into the ground as his hunched back shook with sobs.


      “Lady Freyja, I’m so sorry. Please don’t be angry. I’m so sorry.”


      With the way he was bawling like a child, it was hard to believe that this dwarf was one of only three blacksmiths in the world capable of forging the rare metal orichalcum; he barely seemed like an adult. However, his reaction made crystal clear the sheer depth of his pain, leaving Allen and his friends temporarily stunned. Even the Hero Helmios, who had brought them here to introduce them to Habarak, was at a loss for words as he knelt down next to the master blacksmith and gently rubbed his back.


      Several dwarven apprentices came out of the building that served both as their workshop and home, drawn out by their master’s cries. Only upon their arrival did Habarak finally respond.


      The young dwarf who had met them at the door earlier addressed the group. “I think that’s enough for today. Would you please take your leave now?” He gave them little choice but to oblige.


      “Let’s visit again tomorrow. Who knows, perhaps he’ll be in a better mood after having a night to think things over.” With Helmios’s suggestion in mind, the group returned to town to search for an inn.


      The next morning, the party once again visited Habarak’s workshop. Upon knocking on the door, they were met by the same young dwarf as before. This time, he let the group in without issue.


      “Please follow me.”


      Once in the drawing room, Krena placed the chunk of orichalcum she had brought with her on a large table.


      “I hope this was the right choice.”


      Krena was referring to the discussion the party had held at the inn the previous evening regarding whether they should bring the orichalcum with them. They ultimately decided to, since leaving it at the inn was out of the question. While Krena had not expressed an opinion either way, judging by her remark, she still was not entirely convinced.


      Habarak arrived a short time later. His gaze was immediately drawn to the chunk of shining golden ore atop the table.


      “I take it that’s the orichalcum y’all found in Dygragni’s dungeon?” There was a tinge of sadness in his expression.


      “That’s right,” Krena answered in an uncharacteristically reserved voice.


      Habarak remained stock-still at the room’s entrance, a dejected look on his face. His words came out in a hoarse whisper. “That... Well, that certainly is orichalcum. But I can’t forge it anymore, sorry.”


      A heavy silence fell upon the room. Krena, Allen, and the rest of the No-life Gamers were completely dumbfounded, unsure of what they could possibly say to the troubled blacksmith. Helmios, however, broke the silence in his usual chipper tone.


      “You know, I’ve lost count of how many jams this sword you forged for me has gotten me out of.”


      Right, his sword’s made from orichalcum. I’ve been on the wrong end of that blade myself.


      Habarak finally spoke up. “I appreciate yer kind words.”


      “Would you mind telling us why you’re no longer able to forge orichalcum?”


      “My fire’s died down, y’see. It’s so bad, I can hardly even forge adamantite.” The pain was evident in his voice. “What’s worse, I can’t hear Lady Freyja’s voice anymore. I’d always been able to hear her when I was forgin’.”


      So he could hear the Fire Goddess’s voice, huh? Sounds more like a priest than a blacksmith.


      “Yesterday you mentioned that this was all our fault for deifying Dygragni. Is that really the cause of your troubles?”


      “Lady Freyja is the Goddess of Fire. If she ain’t lending me her power, then that must be the reason. Those fools in the Empire of Baukis are so intent on deifying that Dungeon Master or whatever you call him in the interest of lining their pockets.” The dwarven blacksmith’s tone was so harsh, he practically spat out those words.


      This reminded Allen of what Uru had previously told him about how things were going in Baukis.


      Uru mentioned that too. That was also the reason Admiral Garara held the Baukisian emperor in such low esteem.


      Baukis filled its coffers thanks to Dygragni’s dungeons luring adventurers from around the world and the economic windfall they brought with them; consequently, the people there worshipped Dygragni like a god. Moreover, the war with the Demon Lord Army had increased foreign demand for magic tools, leading some to believe that the empire desired to prolong the war.


      So that’s why they only provide the Central Continent with the absolute bare minimum of assistance.


      The Empire of Baukis never dispatched golems to the Central Continent. In addition, despite possessing the military might capable of repeatedly driving off seaborne attacks from the Demon Lord Army, they never marched on the Forgotten Continent—the Demon Lord’s home base—north of the Central Continent.


      I mean, sure, even I get that it’s no small feat to get the countries of the world to come together and put their personal interests aside, but we can’t let things go on like this.


      Drawing upon his thirty-five years of experience from his previous life, Allen knew that no world would ever truly be ideal. However, he also felt that this world, in the midst of its life-or-death struggle against the Demon Lord Army, fell particularly short. The Empire of Giamut was a hegemony that used the Alliance as a means of expanding its influence. The isolationist Rohzenheim despised foreign interference. Albahal, the Country of Beastkin, had suffered generations of persecution and could no longer envisage a unified world. Then there was the Kingdom of Ratash, currently consumed with infighting over succession to the throne and political factions. Baukis, with its profit-chasing and war-extending behavior, was far from alone in diminishing the Five Continent Alliance, once created to topple the Demon Lord Army, to little more than a fanciful name.


      Maybe it’s because the war’s dragged on for several decades now. Or perhaps...


      Perhaps this was all part of the Demon Lord Army’s grand strategy.


      “So Fire Goddess Freyja will no longer lend you her power because the people of Baukis are praying to Dygragni instead?”


      “Even those who used to be part of the Kingdom of Melka no longer speak Lady Freyja’s praises.”


      “Is that so?”


      “Anyway, that’s all I have to say. I’d appreciate it if ye’d get a move on.”


      The room fell silent once again. Even Allen was at a loss. There was no simple solution to Habarak’s inability to forge orichalcum if it was caused by people losing faith in a deity.


      It was then that the small creature sitting atop Sophie’s shoulder addressed Habarak. “You are incorrect, and terribly so at that. Hmm...yes, I’m afraid I can no longer maintain my silence. Ha ha.”


      “Mind yer tongue!”


      A look of anger exploded across Habarak’s face as he jerked his head in Sophie’s direction from where the voice that so completely shot him down originated. He swallowed his words the moment he caught sight of the creature on her shoulder, however. Allen figured he must have sensed the god’s divine presence.


      “The Freyja I know would never turn her back on the dwarves. She may be a violent goddess, but she always had a soft spot for your people. More so than other races.”


      “What?!”


      “In that case, there must be some other reason Lady Freyja would stop lending her power to Habarak,” Allen mused.


      “You are correct, Allen. There is another reason for her not lending her power. Or perhaps I should say that she is unable to lend it. Ha ha.”


      “But you don’t know what that reason is, huh?” Regardless, they would not be able to forge the orichalcum.


      “Ha ha. That’s why I’m going to the Heavenly Realm to ask her directly. Perhaps she’ll share it with me.”


      With that, Rohzen tensed up and froze in place atop Sophie’s shoulder.


      “Wh-Who was that...?”


      Helmios explained everything about the Spirit God to the shaken blacksmith.


      “I see. So you lot are accompanied by a god, then?” Habarak looked the group over once again, this time with a fresh perspective. “Never mind that. I’m sorry ’bout blaming you all. This is ultimately a problem fer us dwarves.”


      “No worries.” Allen figured the situation was more than sufficient to justify anyone falling into despair and losing their sense of perspective.


      The young dwarf then entered the drawing room with tea, almost as if on cue now that the tension had eased. Habarak took a seat, his expression relaxed.


      The group waited around two hours before Rohzen finally moved again. However, judging by the way his head slumped, he was not in good spirits.


      Sophie looked worried. “What’s wrong, Lord Rohzen?”


      “Hmph, well. Hmm.” He raised his head and looked toward Sophie. “Sophialohne...”


      “Yes?”


      “I want you to promise me one thing before I continue.”


      Sophie returned his gaze. “Anything, Lord Rohzen.”


      “Everything I do as a spirit god is to aid the elves. When I entered the pact in response to the priestess’s prayers, I swore to do my utmost for them. So, please don’t worry.”


      “Huh? B-But why...?”


      Allen quickly picked up on the reason Sophie was so astounded. That a god would say such things must have meant the matter he was about to discuss was quite serious. Everyone in the room watched on with bated breath.


      “Things are far more dire than I anticipated. At this rate, the world will fall to ruin in a matter of years. Ha ha.”


      Rohzen’s laugh rang dark and hollow in Allen’s ears.


      “Fall to ruin? What do you mean by that?”


      “I will explain. But before that, I would like to discuss something that happened while you all were fighting to save Rohzenheim.” The Spirit God intended to explain what was going on from the very beginning.


      “Did something happen in the Heavenly Realm back then?”


      “Indeed, something did. The battle you were fighting on this plane was merely a diversion. While you all were occupied, the Demon Lord Army’s primary forces were invading the Heavenly Realm.”


      “Just as I thought. So that wasn’t their main unit, then.”


      It seems like I’m always right whenever I predict the worst.


      “Yes, it is exactly as you predicted.”


      Cecil was quick to demand an explanation. “Hold on. How did you figure out it was a diversion, Allen?”


      “You remember how I mentioned it during the war, right? I was struck by how different the Demon Lord Army we’d learned about at the Academy was from the one we actually confronted. It felt like we were facing nothing more than a mob of monsters.”


      “Now that you mention it, I do recall you saying something to that effect,” Volmaar said, nodding.


      The Academy taught that the Demon Lord Army was cunning, striking at their enemies’ weakest points—a trait which had led to the Five Continent Alliance losing battle after battle on the Central Continent. However, the Demon Lord Army that attacked Rohzenheim had practically nothing in terms of logistical support, consisting instead nearly entirely of assault troops. Said troops were constantly on the verge of starvation and had nothing in terms of leadership or discipline; they simply launched one reckless attack after another. Picking up on the discrepancy between what he had learned and what they encountered, Allen had often discussed this matter with his friends during their downtime.


      Keel also reflected on Allen’s conversations. “You mentioned that the forces were acting as if they were disposable. So you mean that really was the case?”


      “It seems they were there solely to buy time. The Demon Lord Army’s strategy was to draw the gods’ attention to the events down in your world in order to make it easier for the main force to invade the Heavenly Realm.”


      “So they callously threw away ten million monsters just for that?”


      Allen’s question was met with a nod from Rohzen.


      Prior to the Gamers’ departure for Rohzenheim, the headmaster had told them that they would be facing an unprecedented number of monsters—a statement which turned out to be true once they finally reached the battlefield. Obviously it was far from smooth sailing for the party, given the sheer number of enemies they faced, but the fact that they were able to secure a victory at all struck Allen as peculiar. It all only made sense if the Demon Lord Army’s true goal was simply to create a diversion.


      So they... No. Could it be? Just how much had the Demon Lord Army prepared for this?


      A single possibility made its way to the forefront of Allen’s mind.


      Rohzen spoke up once again. “Apparently the army that invaded the Heavenly Realm consisted of both savage and ancient dragons joined by Demonic Deities and archdemons.”


      Now that sounds like a force to be reckoned with. Ancient dragons are even more powerful than Rank S monsters, way more powerful. In terms of strength, they’re practically on par with demigods.


      Every last member of the invading army was as strong as, if not stronger, than Demonic Deity Rehzel and the Rank S dungeon floor bosses.


      “So what became of the Heavenly Realm?”


      “It seems even the Demon Lord Army knew that they could not completely wipe out the Heavenly Realm with a single strike. Rather, their true focus was on attacking Freyja’s temple.”


      Habarak’s face drained of all color. His head jerked forward so quickly, he looked as if he would topple over at any second. “A-And Lady Freyja?”


      “Not only is she one of the pillars of the Four Elemental Deities, but she’s also known for her untempered power. She succeeded in driving off the Demon Lord Army with the help of her spiritual allies, but unfortunately, she didn’t make it out entirely unscathed.”


      Habarak let out a sigh of relief. “Th-That’s good to hear.”


      “However, something very important was stolen from her: the divine vessel, the symbol of Freyja’s role as the Goddess of Fire.”


      Allen felt a wave of unease wash over him at Rohzen’s mention of the divine vessel.


      Rohzen hasn’t been very forthcoming with information about the Heavenly Realm so far, so why is he so open about it now? Could the situation be that dire?


      “Y-You mean that’s why her flames’ve weakened?”


      “Precisely. A god whose divine vessel has been stolen will lose their status as a deity.”


      The old dwarf’s eyes went wide as tears threatened to escape at any moment. “I... That’s...”


      “And I suppose that will lead to humanity’s downfall?” Allen asked.


      “That is correct. If Freyja continues to use her Fire Goddess powers without her divine vessel, I doubt she’ll last three years before turning to stone.”


      She’ll turn to stone, huh? That must be what death is like for the gods.


      “When that happens, forging adamantite will be entirely out of the question. Even mithril will no longer be forgeable, which would leave the world no choice but to fight with rusted armor and scrap iron weapons.”


      “N-No way.”


      “W-Wait. Does that mean that the mithril mines in the White Dragon Mountains will become worthless as well?”


      Both Cecil, a member of House Granvelle, and Keel, the head of House Carnel, were at a loss for words. Their respective families made their fortunes by mining and selling the mithril found within the White Dragon Mountains that bordered their territories.


      There’s no way we could farm enough equipment from dungeons to properly outfit our soldiers against the Demon Lord Army.


      Even weapons and armor ultimately had a limited life span on the battlefield. If the forges’ flames were to weaken, the Alliance would no longer be able to create new weapons...or even repair the old ones. They would be stuck using low-grade weapons and armor, which were all but useless against monsters Rank B and higher.


      “Huh, so the class promotion rollout is an attempt to try to improve the situation.”


      Allen had been wondering why a class promotion system was being added so suddenly after the world had gone so long without. The reason was simple: the world would be destroyed if something was not done about it.


      “Indeed. We intend to disseminate that information to the masses through the Church shortly, along with the fact that the Fire Goddess has lost her power.”


      Leading the bad news with good would at least keep people from losing all hope, even if they would ultimately still find the situation troubling. Were the gods to do nothing, humanity would surely become despondent. After all, the Demon Lord Army was not fighting for control—they were using their legions of monsters to wipe the people off the face of the planet.


      It’s not like I can protect the whole world all on my own.


      With only shoddy weapons and armor to work with, the forces of mankind would be doomed before they even had a chance to use any of the blessings the gods had graced them with, no matter how plentiful they might be. But now was not the time to think about all that. There were more pressing matters at hand.


      “From what I’ve heard, Lady Freyja is quite the firebrand compared to all the other Four Elemental Deities. There must have been a reason the Demon Lord Army would specifically target her, right?”


      Allen had learned about the relative rankings of the gods in his theology class at the Academy. Elmea, the God of Creation, was the most powerful and reigned supreme over all the other gods. However, there were other gods who also boasted tremendous power. The gods known as the Four Elemental Deities—Freyja of fire, Gaia of earth, Ninlil of wind, and Aqua of water—were all quite powerful in their own right.


      While Gaia and Aqua were known for specializing in protection and healing, respectively, Freyja’s specialty was combat. She was infamous for being quite the temperamental goddess; once angered, she was capable of causing all the world’s mountains to erupt in unison, leaving behind nothing but scorched earth. The Demon Lord Army must have had a good reason for targeting a god like that, such as needing her divine vessel, or...


      “Ye don’t think the dwarves deifyin’ Dygragni and no longer praying to Lady Freyja is related to all this, do ye?”


      Habarak and Allen had reached the same conclusion.


      “I suspect so. What do you think, Lord Rohzen?”


      The Spirit God merely closed his eyes and refused to give a straight answer. “Ha ha. You’re certainly close to understanding the inner workings of the world, Allen. Alas, this is something I cannot answer.” Even with the world facing its possible demise, there were apparently still some things he was not free to discuss.


      “That’s fine; you don’t need to answer. Lady Freyja has clearly been weakening slowly over time, which must be why the Demon Lord Army targeted her.”


      Apparently gods did lose their power as their followers lost faith in them.


      “It... It can’t be! So we dwarves are responsible for Lady Freyja turning to stone?!” Learning that it was the dwarves’ act of stopping their prayers to Freyja that had caused the goddess to lose her power shook Habarak to his very core.


      “How long did the Demon Lord Army wait for Lady Freyja to become weak enough?”


      “Looks like you picked up on it too, Cecil. They must have put this plan into motion decades ago.”


      The war with the Demon Lord Army had been going on for over sixty years. And it was starting to look as if the Five Continent Alliance, which was formed during that time, had already begun to break apart, with each of the respective parties pursuing its own aspirations. Even the Baukisian emperor’s lust for power—one of the leading factors behind the breakup—had been part of the Demon Lord Army’s grand scheme.


      That must be why the Demon Lord Army didn’t wipe out humanity when they had the chance. They must have some sort of plan for the stolen divine vessel.


      “The Demon Lord Army must be planning on ensuring the complete annihilation of the world, then. Ha ha.” Rohzen seemed to be speaking to himself more than anyone else.


      Allen was thinking the same thing. This meant that the Demon Lord Army was not content to destroy only the Mortal Realm, but the Heavenly Realm as well. In order to avoid this rapidly oncoming fate, they needed to think of a way to save mankind.


      ＊ ＊ ＊


      The No-life Gamers, joined by Helmios and his party, were having dinner in their usual pub. This pub served Meruru’s alcoholic beverage of choice—an added bonus.


      “They seem to be making good progress on making armor from monster carapaces.”


      Sophie was relieved at the news. “That’s good to hear.”


      Volmaar nodded firmly in agreement.


      Several days had passed since Rohzen told the party about Freyja’s divine vessel being stolen. Up until now, the world had relied on Freyja’s power to forge weapons and armor. However, that power had been growing weaker and weaker over time. It prevented them from both creating new weapons and repairing old ones, thus leaving them unable to stave off the Demon Lord Army’s advances.


      Provided that the information did not spread wildly out of control, Rohzen left it to Allen’s discretion as to whom he would share this information with—and how much. The peace and stability of the elves were of the utmost importance to the Spirit God, and to that end, he was receptive to disseminating some information to gain the necessary cooperation.


      Allen spoke first with the queen of Rohzenheim about what Rohzen had told him. His idea was to make use of the materials acquired from the over one million monsters they had slain during the war in Rohzenheim to aid in the rapid production of equipment. Though their country had not yet completely recovered from the recent siege, she understood the importance of the situation and graciously agreed to prioritize these efforts. The carapaces of the bug monsters were lightweight and could make for strong armor, while the dragon bones and tendons were perfect for bows. Their teeth could be fashioned into arrowheads as well. Though the people of Rohzenheim viewed these materials as precious, the creation of weaponry took priority.


      After Baron Granvelle also learned of the situation, he agreed to conduct a search of the armored ants’ nests. The queen armored ant could give birth to a large number of armored ants within a very short period of time. Their carapaces could be used to make durable armor, meaning that capturing a queen would give them easy access to a steady supply of materials.


      Upon Allen explaining the situation to Helmios, the hero made a request to the emperor of Giamut, located on the Central Continent, for assistance with the matter. If the entirety of its several hundred million citizens—the largest population in the world—were to mobilize, the effects would be tremendous.


      With these plans underway, Allen hoped that they would be able to extend mankind’s existence, even if for just a bit longer. However, he had no idea how long that would last.


      This is all just life support. I’ll need to think of an actual solution here too.


      The only definitive answer that he could think of was to retrieve the divine vessel from the Demon Lord Army. Whenever he faced a problem, Allen thought back on solutions he had tried in his past life, particularly from his memories of the games he had played. This time, however, those seemed to be of little help.


      He had learned from the situation surrounding the divine vessel that his opponent’s scheme had been decades in the making. The Demon Lord Army’s invasion, numbering over ten million monsters strong, had been merely one element of their grand plan. If he were to just ignore the Demon Lord and focus on leveling up and acquiring gear, Allen would probably be able to at least prepare himself. However, the Demon Lord Army would be constantly implementing one strategy after the next; if he did not have a plan of his own in place, he would always be caught on his back foot.


      Keel cast a worried look in Allen’s direction. “I just can’t help but wonder if we shouldn’t be doing something other than sitting here and taking a break like this.”


      Keel, you... No, actually, we all have families and things we hold dear. Even me. It’s no wonder he’s worried.


      Keel was fretting over his family and had been glum ever since he heard about the Goddess of Fire’s divine vessel being stolen and that the world might fall to ruin. He was probably thinking of his sister and servants back in Carnel.


      “There’s definitely a lot we need to do. But be that as it may, what good will it do us to work ourselves up over it all right now? We should rest while we have the chance. Now that I’ve said that, though, there are actually quite a few things I’d like your help with. Are you game?”


      “Y-You would? Of course!”


      Merely asking his past acquaintances for assistance was not Allen’s only plan. Even as the rest of his workload increased, his goal of clearing the Rank S dungeon had remained unchanged. Clearing it would give his friends a chance to promote their class and upgrade their equipment in turn, while also gaining plenty of loot in the process—all of which would help them break through the struggles of battling Demonic Deities.


      “You really are something else, Allen.” Helmios, who had been listening in on Allen and Keel’s conversation, smirked.


      “How so?”


      “It’s impressive you were able to put together a party like this at your age.”


      “Well, things just kind of happened to fall into place. Anyway, how did your negotiations with Dygragni about a reward for the first dungeon clear go?”


      “Ah, that. Yeah, he said it’s ‘no problemo.’”


      Great! The rumors about how laid-back he is were true!


      “What kind of reward are you thinking of?”


      “Something that’d help the world...I think.”


      “That sounds like the Allen I know.”


      “Besides, it’s not like there’s any guarantee that we’re going to be the ones to receive it.”


      Dungeon Master Dygragni could be found in the temple located at the center of the Rank S dungeon’s first floor, where he was waited upon by dwarven priests. It was not much unlike how the elves looked after Rohzen, actually. As with most other spiritual deities, mere adventurers were not allowed an audience with him. A person bearing the title of “Hero,” however, was an entirely different story. Helmios was able to meet with Dygragni merely by submitting a formal request to the temple, which was why Allen had Helmios pass along his suggestion and ask a question on his behalf.


      Allen’s suggestion was that Dygragni create a special reward for the very first person to conquer his dungeon. He had heard from the beastkin Uru, among others, that the Rank S dungeon had yet to be cleared. Based on his past-life memories, Allen felt that it was only natural that someone would receive a reward for being the first to beat it.


      He also had Helmios pass along his idea that the person to clear the dungeon should be allowed to choose their own reward. Allen figured it was a bit of a foolhardy suggestion, but he was both grateful and a bit surprised at how laid-back the dungeon master seemed.


      “Oh, and about the divine vessel. You said that Dygragni has one too?”


      “Right, that’s what he said. He said he was over the moon when Lord Elmea granted it to him. He was just glad that all the time he’d spent diligently working as a dungeon master had paid off.”


      Allen noticed Rohzen furrow his brow at this.


      “What do you plan to do with that information?” Cecil asked.


      “Huh? Well, I figured we’re going to have a pretty hard time finding the divine vessel if we don’t even know what it is exactly. But...hmm... I think I get it.”


      Cecil was getting annoyed. “Okay, but I don’t, so just spit it out already.”


      “Hmm, well... Do you think of Helmios as a god, Cecil? At the very least, he’s certainly revered by multiple empires for his heroism.”


      “What? A god?” Cecil had no idea what Allen was going on about.


      “What about you, Helmios? Assuming that you continue to be adored across the empires, do you feel like you could become a god if the people were to worship you as such?”


      “Huh? No way. What are you going on about, Allen?”


      “I was just thinking that maybe this divine vessel is a kind of container that accumulates all of the prayers made to you.”


      Allen had been pondering the connection between worship and gods ever since Sophie mentioned to him that “gods are created by worship” back at the Academy. And then there was what Habarak mentioned back at his workshop. He had said that as Dygragni rose to prominence among the dwarves and they stopped praying to Freyja, her flame weakened. Now that she was without her divine vessel, she faced death as a god.


      When Helmios mentioned that Elmea had granted Dygragni a divine vessel once the dwarves began to pray to him instead of Freyja, Allen came up with one possible explanation: gods in this world needed to be worshipped in order to live on, and the divine vessel existed as a manifestation of their godhood that accumulated all of those prayers.


      Allen figured that God of Creation Elmea granted divine vessels to beings those he deemed worthy of being gods. As such, these possessors of divine vessels would then use various means to maintain the faith of their followers. Therefore, perhaps any able to maintain enough followers over a certain period of time would be upgraded from demigod to god. This would mean that Freyja and Rohzen had undergone this exact process to become revered figures. Meanwhile, Dygragni was still in the middle of that process. On the other hand, it also would mean that even if Helmios’s acts of heroism earned him prayers and accolades equal to those of a god, he would not become one so long as he had not been granted a divine vessel by Elmea. Furthermore, after becoming a god, one would need to continually increase their believers’ numbers and accumulate more prayers. If they did not, they risked losing their power and turning to stone—death, as far as gods were concerned. In other words, absent a divine vessel, not only did one lose the manifest proof that they were in fact a god, but they could no longer maintain their divinity.


      “Hmm, I see.” Helmios nodded in agreement with Allen’s assessment and shot a sideward glance toward Rohzen.


      Rohzen stood motionless, not even blinking, as if frozen in place. Judging by the rivulets of perspiration running down his body, Allen figured he had hit on something that the very mention of was taboo to the highest degree.


      “In any case, I think it’s safe to say that Dygragni has nothing to do with the Demon Lord Army, given he was granted a divine vessel from Lord Elmea,” Helmios added.


      “Honestly, I was a bit suspicious in the beginning.”


      One of the reasons the Fire Goddess Freyja had her divine vessel stolen was that she had been growing weaker. That, Allen assumed, was due to the dwarves praying to Dygragni instead of her.


      For a brief moment, Allen had figured that Dygragni was one of the Demon Lord’s minions and that this, too, was a part of the Demon Lord Army’s plot. However, that made no sense. It was entirely possible that the Demon Lord Army merely took advantage of the fact that, as far as the gods were concerned, the Mortal Realm existed as a place to acquire believers from.


      Looking at it from that perspective, the Demon Lord Army’s objective all along was simply to steal a divine vessel. But if that were all they wanted, many other gods had one as well. If Dygragni had been actually working with the Demon Lord, then it would have been far simpler to obtain his rather than steal Freyja’s.


      Of course, it was also plausible that the Demon Lord Army specifically wanted to get their hands on one of the Four Elemental Deities’ divine vessels to acquire their immense power for themselves. And who better to get it from than Freyja, the source of the world’s fire?


      “I get that,” Cecil responded, “but what should we do about it?”


      “Hmm, there is one option. And it should be here shortly.”


      Cecil was now well and truly lost. “Huh? What should?”


      Allen’s mind was firing on all cylinders as he made use of every bit of his past experience to try to find a resolution to this problem. It was hardly uncommon for Allen to get ahead of himself and offer up an explanation later, but today he was even worse than usual.


      Uru’s running late; he should’ve been here by now.


      Allen looked up at the magical clock hanging from the bar’s wall.


      SLAM!


      The door flew open with such incredible force, the sound reverberated throughout the bar.


      You’re gonna break the door, throwing it open like that.


      Allen looked toward the doorway and caught sight of a fur-covered lionkin.


      Huh, Beast Prince Zeu looks pissed. He seems to have a thing for letting his anger get the best of him and storming into shops.


      Zeu looked around the bar before locking eyes with Allen and baring his fangs. He spoke in a low growl: “Charge.”


      “Hyaaaaaaaah!”


      At his command, a slew of armed beastkin came flooding into the bar.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 2: Pontiff of Daemonism


      Allen had asked Uru to do some research for him. The result of those efforts had apparently led to the group of armed beastkin surrounding Allen’s table, weapons drawn, as a thoroughly enraged Beast Prince Zeu slowly closed the distance between them. There was no way Allen could have anticipated that the beastkin prince would be this angry.


      Did Uru screw it all up? C’mon, man, there must’ve been a better way for you to broach the subject. Is this whole thing really worth getting that worked up over, anyway?


      Helmios remained completely unfazed and called out to the enraged lionkin in his usual chipper tone. “Greetings, Beast Prince. Care to join us?”


      “Helmios. I take it your presence here indicates that this is one of Giamut’s plots?”


      Seemingly having picked up on what was happening, Helmios shot a look toward Allen.


      “Hmm? And what do you mean, exactly?”


      “Ah, actually, he’s probably talking about me,” Allen said, then glanced past Zeu toward Uru, who stood there with an apologetic look on his face.


      Zeu seemed impressed by the way Allen had responded so casually before taking a sip of juice.


      “So it was you, sticking your nose into the Country of Beastkin’s business where it doesn’t belong. You’re pretty bold for a wee little field mouse.”


      “I’m truly sorry if I got involved in something I should have stayed out of. I was only trying to learn about the Union, a matter which I believe is connected to the Country of Beastkin as well.”


      Hmm, so it seems like they really are pretty involved.


      The Union was a group of small- to medium-sized nations united both politically and economically on the continent of Galiat, located to the south of Rohzenheim.


      “I wanted to check something with Uru, but since you’re here, Your Highness, that’s even better. Please, take a seat.”


      The look on Zeu’s face grew even fiercer. “What did you say to me?”


      Keel, the worrywart of the group, was practically shaking in his seat, his face awash with anxiety. He seemed distressed that things were not quite as under control as Allen was pretending, but he dared not voice his concerns.


      “Oh, is the great lion of the Country of Beastkin afraid of a mere mouse?”


      This conversation’s not going anywhere. Just. Sit. Down. Already.


      Helmios gave Allen a reproachful look, warning the younger boy that he had crossed the line.


      “Hmph, you’re a peculiar one, kid. You intrigue me. Anyway, yes, I suppose my throat is a bit parched. I’d w-w-welcome a drink.” Though Zeu was too angry to speak properly, he managed to fake an awkward smile all the same in a bid to show that he was still in control of his emotions. He then settled down into an empty seat.


      One of the accompanying beastkin made their way to the counter to place an order with the gawking bartender. A short time later, a stein of ale was set down in front of the Beast Prince. He emptied it in a single gulp.


      “So tell me, why are you sticking your nose in my country’s business?”


      “As I said before, I was looking into the Union.”


      “I see. Yet you say that our country is somehow involved with it, and indeed, you have made attempts to question my citizens about circumstances within my kingdom. What is your reason for looking into the matter?”


      Zeu seemed to have relaxed somewhat after drinking his ale, causing him to realize that he still had not properly thanked Allen for his past deeds. With that, he took on a slightly politer demeanor. However...


      “Just to make sure I’m clear, I take it that we’re here to exchange information, yes?”


      “Watch your mouth, you little upstart!”


      Just as Zeu was about to offer Allen his gratitude for saving the beastkin, Allen’s remark once again sent him into a rage. Allen casually judged by the way his fur stood on end that all of his muscles must have tensed up.


      “It’s only fair, right?” Allen pressed. “Both you and I want information, which means this is a transaction. Why would you think that only one side should be entitled to answers, especially with the future queen of Rohzenheim and the great Hero Helmios here with us?”


      “Ngh, but... B-But I...”


      Allen glanced toward Sophie and Helmios. Considering that the Beast Prince was not the crown prince, Sophie outranked him in terms of royal status. Helmios’s party members, meanwhile, were far stronger than Zeu’s men.


      “Now, now, Allen. Let’s hold it right there.” Helmios then addressed Zeu in a calm, polite tone. “Sire, please. I don’t yet know what it is that Allen here wants to discuss, but I believe the information will be beneficial to all parties involved. All I humbly ask is that you would consider speaking with us.”


      “Hmph, would it really be beneficial to me?”


      “Of course,” Helmios continued. “If you would kindly agree to join us in conversation, we would be happy to discuss the matter. If Your Highness deems that the information is of no value to you, then you are welcome to end the conversation. How does that sound?”


      “Hm, so I can call it off at any time? Fine, then. If the great Hero of the Central Continent says as much, I suppose it’s worth hearing you out. Men, go find a table and get yourselves something to drink.”


      “Yes, sir!”


      With that, Zeu dismissed his beastkin entourage.


      “Well then, Allen, let’s hear it.”


      “Of course, Helmios.”


      Allen was impressed by the flawless way Helmios handled the situation.


      So that’s what it means to be a hero, huh. He got things under control better than I could’ve, all while allowing Zeu to save face.


      Allen went on to explain the full story to Zeu, from when they discovered the orichalcum, to Freyja’s divine vessel being stolen, to Allen’s assumptions about what was coming next. He left nothing out. As he spoke, he glanced over at Rohzen from time to time, but the elven deity merely stood by and watched intently as the situation unfolded. The Spirit God made no attempt to either stop or add to Allen’s story.


      Zeu himself looked quite surprised at several points throughout the conversation. However, he patiently waited until the end before speaking.


      “I see. You tell quite the incredible story, but I suppose it must be as you say. However, is it permissible for you to share all this with me?”


      At present, the Country of Beastkin considered the Central Continent a potential enemy. While the Five Continent Alliance was intertwined militarily speaking, that only went as far as matters concerning the Demon Lord Army. Behind the scenes, the Country of Beastkin was waiting for just the right time to invade the Central Continent. And yet now he was hearing that the Empire of Giamut, which was in direct conflict with the Demon Lord Army, was facing a crushing defeat due to the loss of the divine vessel.


      “Of course. A class promotion system is also about to be established, you see.”


      “‘Class promotion’?”


      Allen went on to explain the concept of class promotions. Though still a work in progress, the system was slated to release during the following year as part of the ongoing strategy to oppose the Demon Lord Army.


      “That is quite valuable information, if true. But what does any of this have to do with the Country of Beastkin?” Zeu was at a loss as to how the stories about the divine vessel being stolen and the class promotion system had anything to do with his people.


      “As I mentioned before, it’s about the Union. Actually, this is related to the matter of removing the Pontiff of Daemonism from the Union, a matter which the Country of Beastkin is involved in.”


      “Hmm, I see. You have a point there. And is that why you were investigating Shia?”


      Over the past few months, Allen had heard various stories about the Country of Beastkin from Uru, one of which involved information about succession to the throne in Albahal. Allen needed to know who was next in line to be king and whether it was possible to change the line of succession from Beast Crown Prince Beku to another.


      In Albahal, tradition held that the first child would be the king’s successor. However, it was not uncommon for an even more talented child to be born after the first. In such cases, these other children would be put through a trial and, were they to overcome it, they would succeed the throne despite not being the firstborn. Zeu’s trial was to become the first to clear the Rank S dungeon.


      It was not just Zeu who had a trial to overcome, though. His sister, Shia—the youngest of the litter and known as the War Princess due to her personality and prowess on the battlefield—had a trial of her own for becoming the next in line for succession. Hers was to take down the Pontiff of Daemonism.


      Daemonism was a religion founded several decades prior in one of the Union’s member states. They proclaimed that worshipping the Demon Lord Army would keep them from invading. Coincidentally, the Demon Lord Army had never reached the Union’s shores.


      Thanks to that fact, worshippers of Daemonism were steadily on the rise. The religion had begun to spread to neighboring countries as well, even crossing the seas several years prior to find a hold in Albahal. As the Country of Beastkin maintained commercial trade with the Union, apparently some Daemonism adherents had made it over along with the other shipments.


      Upon hearing that the number of Daemonism believers was steadily growing within his own territory, the Beast King became incensed. Garm, the God of Beasts, was the only deity worshipped within Albahal. There was no way that the Beast King would allow a brand-new, completely unauthorized religion without a clear foundation behind it to spread within his country. This was how his youngest child, the Beast Princess, came to be ordered to subdue the Pontiff of Daemonism. From what Allen heard, the Union was also supportive of this task.


      “Right. I suspect that this Daemonism religion is somehow involved in the theft of the Fire Goddess’s divine vessel,” Allen said.


      The Demon Lord Army was constantly plotting and playing the long game, which could only mean that they possessed a plan for how to use the divine vessel once they got their hands on it. With that in mind, Allen spent several days mulling over how the divine vessel could be used until he hit on it: that Daemonism religion Uru once spoke of.


      According to his memories about a game from his past life, there was an enemy known as the Daemonists—whether they chose that name themselves or it was a name given to them by players, Allen could not recall—that needed stopping. Naturally, this memory prejudiced his outlook on the Pontiff of Daemonism here in this world as well. Given this, he decided that they, much like the Demon Lord himself, must be destroyed.


      As he was thinking about where the divine vessel could have gone, he had stumbled across the possibility that the Pontiff of Daemonism whom Shia was going after could have gotten their hands on one and been growing their following. Whatever they were planning, it was bad.


      “I see. But that can’t be right,” Zeu replied.


      “Huh? What do you mean?”


      How can you be so sure?


      It was now Allen’s turn to be taken by surprise.


      “Just the other day, I received a letter from Shia. She’s captured the Pontiff of Daemonism and handed them over to the Elmea Church. A religious trial should be held shortly.”


      “Wha—? Really?”


      Huh, so they’ve already been caught and are facing trial, then. Looks like the Elmea Church has a handle on things. But does that mean Beast Princess Shia is the heir apparent?


      The Holy Land of Elmahl, where the head offices of the Elmea Church were located, was one of the Union’s member nations. Zeu explained to Allen that they were able to capture the Pontiff so quickly thanks to the full support of the Holy Land.


      I guess that means I was completely off the mark, then. I was pretty sure these were the guys we were looking for when I heard about Daemonists, but maybe they weren’t all that powerful if the Pontiff could be captured just like that. I guess they didn’t have the stolen divine vessel, then.


      It was also possible that the name itself, Daemonism, was simply due to a negative bias placed on them by other religions. All in all, Allen felt quite embarrassed at having dived in headfirst with his assertion.


      “The trial will determine what actions the Daemonists actually undertook. If the rumors are true, it’s likely that they will be found guilty and their followers put to death.” Apparently Zeu had heard of a number of horrific acts carried out in the name of Daemonism.


      With that out of the way, they then discussed several matters concerning the dungeon and plans going forward. The stolen divine vessel had to be out there in the world, waiting to be used in some manner or another. The two parties agreed to share and follow up on any information that even sounded like it was related to the divine vessel in order to prevent such a thing from happening. Eventually, their conversation was finished.


      Outside the bar, Zeu turned to Allen before parting ways.


      “Next time you look into Shia, talk to me about it first. Got it?”


      “Absolutely. Will do.”


      Heh, sounds like a big brother looking out for his little sis.


      From what Allen could tell, it was pretty apparent that Zeu worried deeply about his sister.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 3: A Coming-of-Age Ceremony at the Base


      Massive, light-emitting magical devices stood on the roof of the immense temple located at the center of the Rank S dungeon’s first floor. They were lit brilliantly during the daytime and dimmed at night. The lights on both the second and third floors of the dungeon also adjusted themselves to correspond with the time of day thanks to the magical devices under Dygragni’s control.


      Allen and his companions were gathered in the cafeteria just as the sun had begun to set.


      The meals served in the dining room of the home base for both Allen’s No-life Gamers and Helmios’s Sacred—each high earners in their own right, though they were now working in tandem—were always feasts, but the cooks had really outdone themselves today. It looked like Helmios’s servants had thrown themselves all in for this meal, since today marked Allen’s birthday as well as the coming-of-age ceremony for the No-life Gamers.


      October 10 marked not only Allen’s birthday, but with the exception of Volmaar, it also meant that all of the No-life Gamers had finally reached adulthood this year. Humans and dwarves were considered adults at fifteen, elves at thirty, and high elves at fifty years old. Even serfs celebrated their coming-of-age in this world.


      Nobility would often invite influential movers and shakers to huge celebrations at inns or restaurants, while royalty typically held balls. From what Allen heard, apparently there were even countries that would hold parades that filled the streets of the capital with knights and marching bands.


      Allen realized right around when they had started preparing to clear the dungeon that he and the rest of the party would soon be fifteen. Upon asking the rest of the No-life Gamers if they would like to hold a coming-of-age ceremony, the majority expressed interest in doing so. However, it would be increasingly troublesome for them to hold individual ceremonies, so Allen suggested that they hold a group ceremony on one person’s birthday instead. Considering that Allen was the leader of the party, the group decided to hold it on his.


      Huh, can’t believe it’s been fifteen whole years since I came to this world.


      He was rather impressed that he had been here in the world long enough to reach adulthood. On the other hand, outside of the time he spent playing his beloved games, his memories of his past life had grown hazy.


      Allen settled into a plump sofa and called out to Zeu.


      “Are you really sure you want to join us, Your Highness? You’ll miss out on the Dungeon Festival today.”


      The Beast Prince reclined into the sofa and responded casually, “Hm? It’s fine.”


      Earlier that morning, one of Zeu’s beastkin servants had come to Allen to invite them to dinner. After explaining that they were unable to make it, Allen received no further response until, without warning, the Beast Prince himself showed up hefting a barrel of liquor, with Uru and Sara in tow.


      I only decided to let them join us because I didn’t have a good reason to send them on their way, but he’s basically just chilling out here.


      “What’s the problem, Allen? After all, it’d be a shame for you to turn away such a gracious act like royalty coming to celebrate your coming-of-age with you.”


      “But the whole town’s been in such a festive mood since yesterday.”


      “Hm? You have nothing to worry about. I’ve been drinking with my comrades all morning.”


      Allen had a hunch that the Beast Prince was already pretty drunk by the time he showed up. This just confirmed it.


      This Dungeon Festival seemed to be something of a special event where all the dungeon challengers prayed to Dygragni. They would thank him for allowing them to travel safely through the dungeon thus far and ask for continued safe passage.


      The first of October was also the day of the Harvest Festival back in Allen’s hometown. Apparently, similar festivals were held in other regions as well, although considering there were no fields here in the dungeon, they were slightly different kinds of festival. This year appeared to be particularly festive, with rows of stalls and merrymakers lining the main street all the way from the entrance to the temple.


      Now that I think about it, I haven’t actually gone to any festivals since coming to this world.


      Back in Allen’s past life, he never participated in any of the seasonal events held in-game. After all, it was not guaranteed that you would receive an item or experience just by joining in, and even if you did, it was usually just some item that changed your appearance. It made the whole thing rather unappealing to him.


      Allen would often exclaim that he would rather his avatar go naked than bother with gear without any status effects. However, now that he was here with his friends and surrounded by well-wishers, he figured that maybe events like this were not so bad.


      “Admiral Garara should be back any time now. Then again, he did say that he was going to slay the final floor boss.”


      To commemorate the Dungeon Festival, Admiral Garara, a hero among the dwarves, had left in the morning to enter the dungeon and challenge the final floor boss. A large group of dwarves was gathered in front of the temple awaiting his return.


      The fact that the sun was about to set with still no word about his return suggested that taking the boss down was not going according to plan. While Allen and the No-life Gamers were spending their time collecting equipment and increasing their levels, and the Beast Prince’s party was still struggling to get a proper group together, Garara had determined that his party had collected all the slates he needed. Figuring that they were already strong enough for the challenge, he decided to take on the final floor boss who supposedly lurked on Floor 5.


      That’s unfortunate. I was really hoping we’d get the reward for being the first to clear the dungeon. Oh well, I guess it’s not too bad if this will help strengthen the Five Continent Alliance. In any case, I want to find out what kind of boss they went up against.


      He did not know if Garara and his party would actually be able to clear the dungeon, but Allen hoped for their safe return nonetheless.


      “Hey, Allen. Looks like we’re finally getting close to finishing the dungeon, huh?” It was almost as if Dogora had read Allen’s mind. The longer they spent together, the more often things like this happened.


      “Sounds like it. At this rate, we should be able to clear it faster than I’d thought.”


      After Helmios and Zeu offered up brief celebratory speeches, the coming-of-age ceremony finally kicked off. To Allen, it felt little different than any other time he had enjoyed a meal with his close friends.


      “C’mon Allen, lighten up a bit and have a drink. It’s our coming-of-age celebration, after all.”


      A glassy-eyed, drunken Cecil held a wooden stein up toward Allen’s face. He could not think of any good reason to refuse, so Allen took the stein and brought it to his lips. It had been quite a while since he last drank...and it was frankly disgusting. Sure, this was the first time he had actually drunk alcohol in this world, but apparently little had changed from his previous, sober life. Allen could not help but snicker to himself.


      While sipping at the beverage, Allen called out to Zeu. There was something he needed to ask.


      “Your Highness, I was wondering...”


      “Yes? What is it?”


      “You mentioned that Shia succeeded in taking down the Pontiff of Daemonism. Considering that means her trial is over, doesn’t that mean that you should be heading back home?”


      “No, I will not return until I have completed the trial His Majesty bestowed upon me of clearing the Rank S dungeon.”


      Huh? But wasn’t his trial to be the first to clear the dungeon?


      Admiral Garara was liable to show up at any moment as the first to have cleared it.


      “Your kindness knows no bounds, milord.” Uru, who had overheard the exchange, looked over toward Zeu with tears in his eyes.


      Suddenly, Allen understood what Zeu was truly intending to do. Up until now, Zeu had been unable to assemble a party with sufficient skills to clear the dungeon, stopping him from impeding his older brother’s succession to the throne. Sure, there were a lot of people with one-star classes who would be willing to join, but it was all but impossible for him to form a party consisting of three-stars and above. However, even in light of the troubles he faced, Zeu continued to stay here for the sake of the beastkin.


      Allen had previously heard from Uru that not all beastkin who came from Albahal to challenge the incredibly dangerous Rank S dungeon—a task that came with a fifty-fifty chance of death—had come of their own free will. Apparently the crown prince, Beku, had ordered that all beastkin with a Talent must spend a year at the Rank S dungeon. Those who refused would be arrested on charges of treason, so there were quite a few who begrudgingly had come here. It seemed that Zeu was using his status as the Beast Prince to take command of all these beastkin in hopes of sending as many of them home as soon as possible.


      Of course, Zeu himself would never admit as much. He quickly changed the subject in hopes of lightening the atmosphere after Uru’s tear-filled exclamation.


      “You know, I figured you all to be pretty young, but I can’t believe that you’re just now reaching adulthood. So that means you were even younger when you performed all those heroic acts and saved Rohzenheim.”


      A thoroughly drunk Cecil stood up, stein in hand, at Allen’s side.


      “That’s right! We’ve always been awesome, I’ll have you know!”


      “You don’t say?”


      Picking up on the Beast Prince’s expression of interest, Cecil stumbled over on unsteady legs to regale him with stories of the events that unfolded when she was ten years old.


      “Here we go again,” Keel whispered under his breath. He had heard this story dozens of times back when they were together at the Academy. It was not that there was anything wrong with the story, per se, but he had grown quite tired of hearing the same thing over and over again.


      “...and then, WHAM, he took down the murdergalsh with nothing but a short sword!”


      Cecil did her best imitation of Allen shoving his short sword through the murdergalsh’s eyeball while the monster gnawed on him. Her actions were even more exaggerated than usual, probably due to the alcohol. It was hard to believe that she came from a noble family.


      “We, too, have murdergalsh in our country, though I must admit that they’re quite a handful. I’m quite impressed to hear you took one down at the age of ten.”


      “Yep! Pretty amazing, huh!”
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      Cecil narrowed her gaze at Allen, prompting him to be more forthcoming about his achievements. However, Allen was starting to get a bit drunk himself and failed to pick up on what Cecil was trying to say. He instead changed the topic to something he found more interesting.


      “Nah, there are a lot of people way more impressive than me. Take Dverg here for example. He slew a red dragon when he was ten.”


      The story of Dverg slaying a dragon was well-known throughout Ratash. In fact, there was a picture book titled The Heroic Sword Lord Dverg. The priest at Allen’s Appraisal Ceremony had even read it to them. However, Dverg merely continued to quietly sip at his drink, showing no interest in joining the conversation.


      “I wanna hear about Dverg’s story too! Was the red dragon really tough?” Krena, even more interested in the topic of dragon slaying than Allen, pressed the topic.


      Dverg let out a sigh of defeat so heavy it reminded Allen of a dragon’s breath. Finally, he started to speak.


      “Well, yes, he was quite tough...”


      A red dragon had lived near the village where Dverg was born. Once a year, it demanded that the villagers offer it a living sacrifice. Dverg first learned of this when one of his friends was chosen to be the sacrifice and taken to the dragon. He wanted to do something—anything—to put a stop to it, but no one would help him. The adults had accepted that this was simply how things were.


      Dverg went to the village’s weapons shop and stole one of their best swords before heading off to save his friend. He somehow arrived right as his friend was about to be eaten and, after an arduous battle, miraculously managed to lop off the red dragon’s head. However, were he to have to pull off the same feat again, he doubted he would be able to.
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