
        
            
                
            
        

    
  
  [image: Demon gang]

  

  [image: ]

	


	That Time I Got Reincarnated as a Slime 9

	By 伏濑

	Au­thor: Fuse (伏濑)

	Il­lus­tra­tion: Mitz Vah

	Trans­la­tion: DasRay, Anna

	Ed­it­ors: Voxel, Squishy, Cen­sored, Sushi

	Proofread­ers: Dylan, Marli, Lim­it­less_­Po­ten­tial, Greygnome

	Spe­cial thanks: Mim­isan, Muggy, Nei­a_Ba­raja, Seikirin (Colored Il­lus­tra­tion)

	Chinese source: ht­tps://www.wen­ku8.net/book/1787.htm (By: 轻之国度)

	This trans­la­tion is fan-made and free to ac­cess by the pub­lic. This is not to be used in any com­mer­cial means. The trans­lat­ors or ed­it­ors are not li­able to any ac­tion of the read­ers. Please re­spect the fair use of our trans­la­tion as well as Fuse’s work.

	All rights re­served - 伏濑 and MI­CRO MAGAZINE

	LN fan trans­la­tion Feed­back Form: ht­tps://forms.gle/UUmkEyvND­Sh­d5RGNA

	We wel­come all con­struct­ive feed­back and sug­ges­tions for our work.

	2nd Edi­tion, Volume 9.10


  Founding of the Monster Capital Arc

	Table of Contents

	Pro­logue - The Shin­ing Hero

	Chapter 1 - Eve of the Fest­ival

	In­ter­mis­sion 1 - Mid­night Meet­ing

	Chapter 2 - Tem­pest Found­ing Fest­ival

	In­ter­mis­sion 2 - Prob­lems Emer­ging

	Chapter 3 - The Mar­tial Tour­na­ment

	In­ter­mis­sion 3 - Mid­night Con­fer­ence

	Chapter 4 - Tour­na­ment Fi­nal and the Dun­geon Open­ing

	Chapter 5 - After the Fest­ival

	Epi­logue - The Flame of Greed

	

	Manga

	Af­ter­word

	
  [image: ]

  

  
  Prologue

	The Shining Hero

	


	He—Hon­jou Masay­uki—is a “Chosen Hero”.

	Al­though Masay­uki had never once pro­claimed him­self a Hero, for some odd reason, people he en­countered just star­ted re­fer­ring to him as such. It hasn’t even been a year since he first ap­peared in this world, just out of the blue, yet the name Masay­uki was now renowned through­out the West­ern Na­tions. He’s be­come a celebrity known to all.

	How did this hap­pen?

	He felt puzzled from the bot­tom of his heart.

	How did things end up like this?

	In or­der to ex­plain, we must go back one year in time.

	………

	……

	…

	Masay­uki was on his way home from school with sev­eral friends, when sud­denly, he laid eyes on an un­be­liev­able sight, a nor­dic maiden with lus­trous blue hair and skin fairer than that of any model or celebrity. Even from afar, the vi­brant hues of her hair still man­aged to catch his eye. Masay­uki had never once laid his eyes on such a beauty, one who could make every­one she passed by do a double-take.

	“Hey, check out that babe—”

	Masay­uki called out to his friends with the frank­ness of any male high schooler. But—there was no re­sponse. Hmm, Masay­uki thought to him­self as he turned around—only to find him­self in front of the scenery of an un­fa­mil­iar street.

	“—W-wha?”

	His mind couldn’t help but go blank as he froze at the spot.

	S-sen­sei—! I don’t know what’s go­ing on!

	Un­der nor­mal cir­cum­stances, he wouldn’t care too much about the civic tu­tor that was his sen­sei, but in this situ­ation, it was all his heart could ask for. But his pray­ers proved to be fu­tile… Masay­uki was at an im­passe.

	Masay­uki sat by the wa­ter foun­tain at the town square, at a com­plete loss for what to do. As time trickled by, Masay­uki fi­nally began to re­gain some of his com­pos­ure. After all, wor­ry­ing about it wouldn’t fix the prob­lem. He re­solved to give his cur­rent situ­ation some thought, re­tra­cing his steps to fig­ure out where it all went wrong.

	Now that he thought about it, that wo­man was quite sus­pi­cious too. For all her dazzle, strangely enough no one else no­ticed her. Al­though he had no ra­tional basis for that con­clu­sion, he had a gut feel­ing that that was the case. But now she was gone. No mat­ter where Masay­uki looked, he couldn’t spot her again. She was nowhere to be found.

	In times like these, isn’t the beau­ti­ful girl who star­ted the whole thing sup­posed to tag along? Speak­ing of which, ehh? Is this really not some kind of a prank? Have I really just been trans­por­ted to some­thing like an isekai?

	In a nor­mal Isekai plot he’d at least have someone who had some ink­ling of what was go­ing on come with him as well. But Masay­uki didn’t seem to be quite that for­tu­nate.

	The sun was about to set, and minus the school lunch that he had earlier, Masay­uki was run­ning on an empty stom­ach. It didn’t take a genius to fig­ure out that he was starving.

	Wait a minute—Masay­uki thought to him­self ser­i­ously. At least this is a town. He was lucky enough to have not spawned in some forest or in front of a mon­ster. But given how things had de­ve­loped, it was still too much for him to take in.

	Nor­mally un­der this type of cir­cum­stance, shouldn’t there be a king or someone like that wait­ing for me in or­der to ex­plain the whole or­deal, or at least help me start off?

	But alas, those were simply web novel fantas­ies found in the stor­ies that he and his friends used to pas­sion­ately dis­cuss, he com­plained to him­self. Real­ity was cruel, and sit­ting there sigh­ing wasn’t go­ing to of­fer him any solu­tions, so Masay­uki was once again forced to ree­valu­ate his situ­ation.

	His name was Hon­jou Masay­uki. Age 16. First year stu­dent at a renowned high school.

	Al­though un­re­lated to the cur­rent topic, Masay­uki had plans to make changes to his ap­pear­ance after high school. In ad­di­tion to tail­or­ing his uni­form, he had also dyed his hair.

	He was quite the hand­some lad, likely due to his Rus­sian her­it­age. His mother was also a beauty, to which he guessed was the source of his good looks.

	While it was noth­ing sig­ni­fic­ant, dy­ing his hair blonde had made him stand out. As a res­ult, he was quite pop­u­lar in school. While in truth he wasn’t re­mark­able in any way, people non­ethe­less treated him dif­fer­ently.

	In ad­di­tion, Masay­uki had some secret hob­bies—watch­ing anime and read­ing manga. He never really showed it at school, but in real­ity, he was ac­tu­ally a closet otaku. And so he wasn’t really fazed in spite of the bizarre pre­dic­a­ment he had found him­self in… As Masay­uki pondered, he checked the pock­ets of his uni­form and rum­maged through the con­tents in his back­pack.

	There was a wal­let in his pocket. In it were one Yuki­chi-sama (A ten-thou­sand yen note), three Nogu­chi-san (Three one thou­sand yen notes), and some change.

	As for his text­books—he stowed them all away in the desk and locker at school. Given this to be the case, all he had in his back­pack right now were the magazine he had just bought, a smart phone, and gum. In other words, his act of clear­ing items from his back­pack for the con­veni­ence of trans­port­a­tion had in­ad­vert­ently caused him more trouble.

	Sigh. Had I known things would’ve turned out this way, I woulda pre­pared a bit more… Masay­uki lamen­ted.

	He had an apo­ca­lypse-kit for emer­gency situ­ations. If he had brought it with him, he could have las­ted for at least three days.

	At the very least, I shoulda brought a swiss army knife. Per­haps that thought could have re­as­sured him a little. Al­though he had no clue what to do with a single knife any­way.

	All in all, he had noth­ing use­ful at hand.

	If any­thing, per­haps the gum coun­ted as some­thing. He picked up the gum and put it in his mouth. At the very least it could help ease the gnaw­ing hun­ger in his stom­ach.

	And now, the only use­ful item he had was gone. A truly sad pre­dic­a­ment.

	Al­though Masay­uki was able to get by for a couple hours, one thing be­came very ap­par­ent: he couldn’t un­der­stand what any­one was say­ing, mean­ing that the lan­guage of this world was noth­ing like that of his ori­ginal world. Even beg­ging for food would be a dif­fi­cult task in and of it­self.

	This is just way too much… I can’t con­tinue like this. Worst-case scen­ario, I can use my phone and back­pack as bar­gain­ing chips for food—

	Steel­ing him­self, Masay­uki stood up from the foun­tain.

	Al­though he did not quite un­der­stand the laws and cus­toms of this world, he came to the con­clu­sion that the best course of ac­tion would be to find a pub­lic in­sti­tu­tion to seek asylum.

	Be­fore that how­ever, he had to fig­ure out a way to sus­tain a liv­ing—in other words, to some­how ob­tain food.

	Not be­ing able to com­mu­nic­ate with people sucks.

	And at this rate, he was def­in­itely go­ing to starve to death.

	He might still be able to get wa­ter, but get­ting food, on the other hand, would prove no easy feat. Al­though he didn’t wish to re­sort to such des­per­ate meas­ures, he had to see if there were any leftovers for him to sal­vage.

	The best places to search, Masay­uki de­duced, would be areas with high food traffic, such as gro­cery stores and res­taur­ants.

	He had cast away any semb­lance of dig­nity that he once had over the course of just a mere couple of hours. That’s the type of flex­ib­il­ity Masay­uki has as a man.

	After walk­ing for a few minutes, Masay­uki suc­cess­fully made his way to the town’s ban­quet hall. He had no other reason to come here other than the en­tice­ment of food.

	Now I just gotta ne­go­ti­ate with them. Ask them if they’d let me work here… Ah crap… That’s not gonna hap­pen. I don’t even know their lan­guage…

	The lan­guage bar­rier was in­sur­mount­able.

	As someone who has read plenty of Isekai fic­tion, for god knows what reason, the prot­ag­on­ists al­ways seemed cap­able of com­mu­nic­at­ing with the Oth­er­worlders. Look­ing back on it now, he real­ized just how lucky hav­ing that abil­ity would be.

	I don’t ex­pect to be­come some OP power­house, but ahhh, at least spare me on the lan­guage—

	But re­gard­less of how much he com­plained in­tern­ally, no one would an­swer him.

	Mus­ter­ing his re­solve, Masay­uki made to push open the door.

	Be­fore he could do that, how­ever, the door was sud­denly pushed open from the in­side. Masay­uki’s ears were as­saul­ted by the din of nu­mer­ous chat­ter­ing voices from the in­side of the store.

	“!”

	Startled, he took a step back. He felt a soft sen­sa­tion in his chest. The per­son com­ing out was a cute, petite lady, but her ex­pres­sion was a bit timid.

	Eh? Don’t tell me I’ve got caught up in some trouble…?

	No way, Masay­uki thought. But his pre­dic­tion un­for­tu­nately came true.

	“○×△…!”

	The wo­man in front of him blur­ted out a bunch of words that soun­ded like com­plete gib­ber­ish to him. How­ever, des­pite his com­plete ig­nor­ance, Masay­uki flashed a warm, caring smile and nod­ded in re­sponse. Upon see­ing Masay­uki’s ex­pres­sion, the wo­man quickly re­gained her com­pos­ure. Her cheeks were flushed bright red as she drunk­enly stared at Masay­uki.

	It would’ve been won­der­ful if things had just ended there, but of course, once again Masay­uki got handed the short end of the stick.

	A fierce-look­ing man barreled his way out. His tar­get: the wo­man ask­ing for Masay­uki’s help.

	Agh, if I slip up, I might just be a goner…

	Masay­uki had a very good reason to be­lieve so.

	Al­though Masay­uki him­self stood over 170cm tall, the huge man in front towered over him by at least one whole head. The man’s face was dyed a crim­son red as if he were drunk. He was also armed, a longs­word strapped about his waist.

	Masay­uki had no hope of win­ning in a fair fight in the first place, to say noth­ing of his chances with a weapons dis­ad­vant­age. Even if he some­how man­aged to avoid screw­ing up, there was still a high prob­ab­il­ity that his op­pon­ent would end up killing him re­gard­less.

	Masay­uki wanted to run away, but the wo­man clung onto his chest tightly.

	Shit, looks like I’m done for now…

	His smile was frozen on his face, and he couldn’t quite keep his feet from shak­ing. Masay­uki wanted to praise him­self for not piss­ing his pants on the spot.

	How­ever, it was at this point that an in­con­ceiv­able voice rang in his ears.

	<<Cour­ageous act of hero­ism has been con­duc­ted… Unique Skill ‘Chosen One’ ac­quired. Would you like to ac­tiv­ate it? YES/NO>>

	Ummm, I guess?—Masay­uki answered with a fair bit of skep­ti­cism. This be­came the turn­ing point of his fate.

	<<Con­firmed. Un­der the ef­fects of ‘Chosen One’, lan­guage mas­tery…suc­cess­ful. Sub­se­quently, ‘Heroic Spirit’ and ‘Heroic Co­er­cion’ have been ac­tiv­ated.>>

	Some strange words began to echo in Masay­uki’s mind.

	—What? What happened…

	While his head was swim­ming with doubts, given his cur­rent situ­ation, he had no time to worry about any of that.

	“Oi oi, what’cha doin’ buddy??? Yer’ ain’t tryin’ to get in my way, are ya?”

	He could sud­denly un­der­stand what the large man was say­ing thanks to the ef­fects of the Unique Skill ‘Chosen One’ that had just awakened within him. How­ever, that was no cause for cel­eb­ra­tion.

	What was more im­port­ant was fig­ur­ing out a way to get out of the pickle he found him­self in. One wrong move and it might be game over.

	No, Little ol’ me doesn’t plan on that AT ALL—Masay­uki had planned to drop on his knees and apo­lo­gize. But be­fore he could do that, the wo­man hold­ing on to Masay­uki made her plea.

	“That’s right! This per­son here prom­ised he’d save me!”

	“—Ho ho?”

	Veins popped on the large man’s temple. He bulged out his muscles, ex­ud­ing an aura of pure strength.

	Oh, he doesn’t even need to use his sword. I’ll be done for if he just smacks me down…

	Des­pite be­ing over­whelmed with sheer ter­ror, Masay­uki was able to think calmly. But still, he could not think of a way out of his cur­rent pre­dic­a­ment.

	“In­ter­est­ing!” the man yelled, “Let’s see you try tak­ing me down and pro­tect­ing that girl.”

	The com­mo­tion at­trac­ted a crowd as pass­ersby, along with the people from the sur­round­ing shops, came to check out the ruckus.

	“Oi oi, that kid’s pick­ing a fight with Jin­rai1, the ‘Crazed Wolf!’”

	“Shouldn’t we stop them? He’s gonna get him­self killed.”

	“That bas­tard Jin­rai… After fail­ing the B-rank exam, his tem­per’s been flar­ing up. Even Katya re­fused to serve him, know­ing that.”

	“Damn…so that’s how it is. He’s gone into a rage after she cold shouldered him. Ah man… Noth­ing any­one does is gonna stop him now…”

	“Ah, there’s no time for chit chat now. If an ad­ven­turer ends up killing ci­vil­ians in town, it’s gonna be a huge prob­lem. Quick, someone con­tact the guild!”

	“Someone’s done that already. Moreover, rather than just talk­ing, why don’t you go stop him?”

	“What non­sense are you on about? Jin­rai might only be ranked C+ on pa­per, but his strength sur­passes even B Rank! The only reason why he didn’t make it was due to in­ap­pro­pri­ate con­duct dur­ing the test, but his strength is the real deal. That’s not someone I can take on—!”

	The people ban­ter­ing were likely col­leagues of Jin­rai.

	Over­hear­ing their con­ver­sa­tion, Masay­uki’s heart filled with a mix­ture of both hope and des­pair.

	They seemed to have sent someone to in­form some guild. Cav­alry was on the way as long as he could stall for some time. How­ever, without know­ing when the res­cue would ar­rive, and with the sur­round­ing people not will­ing to help, Masay­uki was left to fend for him­self. That was the equi­val­ent of a death sen­tence.

	“Katya… How could she drag that in­no­cent boy into this whole mess…” some bystander whispered.

	That’s right! Why me? Masay­uki thought to him­self, though he did re­call nod­ding and smil­ing to the girl des­pite not un­der­stand­ing any­thing she was say­ing or what he was get­ting him­self into. Con­sid­er­ing the out­come, he had only him­self to blame.

	“You made up your mind yet?”

	Def­in­itely not.

	Masay­uki was far from mak­ing up his mind, but the burly man was run­ning out of pa­tience.

	At the very least, he was go­ing to go out in style.

	He didn’t mean to be­come an edgy de­lin­quent when he changed his hair­style dur­ing high school. He merely dyed his hair for the sake of it and had ab­so­lutely zero com­bat ex­per­i­ence. Al­though he had learnt some ba­sic kendo, it was of no help to an un­armed Masay­uki at the mo­ment.

	With that be­ing said, talk-no-jutsu was his best bet as of now.

	“The weak­est dog barks the loudest. Have YOU made up your mind? How dare you come both­er­ing me!?”

	Masay­uki had already resigned him­self to get­ting sent to the other side with just one punch from the guy. He threw out bluffs left and right in a des­per­ate at­tempt to save his hide. Best case scen­ario, he got to stall for some time. Even if he couldn’t, he might still get lucky and es­cape with only get­ting beaten to a pulp. If he weren’t quite so for­tu­nate, he’d be dead meat.

	He was frozen with fear just a mo­ment ago. Now, how­ever, his feet had stopped shak­ing…

	“…We got a ba­dass here. Sure, then I won’t hold back.”

	Jin­rai glared at Masay­uki with a de­vi­ous smile. Masay­uki im­me­di­ately re­gret­ted his de­cision upon see­ing the bloodthirsty look on Jin­rai’s face.

	I can try to slip away now—oh yeah, there’s a girl called Katya be­hind me…

	“Can I ask you to leave for a mo­ment?”

	“Al­right!” Katya re­spon­ded with en­thu­si­asm. “That guy has been ogling at me like a per­vert for quite some time. Please teach him a les­son, big bro!”

	Masay­uki only told Katya to stand aside so he could plan an es­cape. Katya prob­ably thought that she would get in the way of Masay­uki’s fight. She left him to his own devices just as she was told, slip­ping back into the crowd.

	…Ugh. No mat­ter what I do, I’m already sur­roun­ded by people. Now I’m def­in­itely done for—that was an ab­so­lutely wrong call, thought Masay­uki. The only reason Jin­rai didn’t at­tack be­fore, was be­cause Katya was around. Masay­uki thought she’d in­ter­fere with his es­cape plans and told her to go, but do­ing so only seemed to have hastened his death.

	“Hehe!”

	Jin­rai’s smile deepened.

	With how things had de­ve­loped, Masay­uki had to util­ize his last re­sort. He’d need to use the chew­ing gum in his mouth as a dis­trac­tion and then find a way to turn tail and run.

	<<Ini­ti­ation of Hero­ism ‘Bravery Aura’ has been con­firmed. Ef­fects of Unique Skill ‘Chosen One’—‘Heroic Cha­risma’ and ‘Heroic Ac­tion’ have been real­ized. As such, the Unique Skill ‘Chosen One’ of in­di­vidual “Masay­uki” has been fully un­leashed.>>

	No no no, I was just think­ing about run­ning away!—But Masay­uki’s wish was ig­nored.

	Speak­ing of which, what’s up with that voice I’ve been hear­ing for a while now?

	Masay­uki was a bit per­plexed des­pite hear­ing the phrase “fully un­leashed.” Unique Skill soun­ded pretty strong, but there was no way a skill that could be so eas­ily ob­tained would be any big deal, Masay­uki con­cluded.

	Ser­i­ously though, I don’t have any time to be wor­ry­ing about all that.

	Masay­uki was not try­ing to fight Jin­rai at all. As a mat­ter of fact, his es­cape plan was quite des­pic­able. He in­ten­ded to spit out his gum to startle his op­pon­ent, which quite frankly didn’t sound any­thing close to be­ing heroic at all.

	Yet all those con­cerns were of the past. There had been a new de­vel­op­ment.

	“—Woah, su-such an op­press­ive aura…who are you really…?!”

	Jin­rai, who was brim­ming with con­fid­ence just mo­ments ago, was now covered in cold sweat.

	Masay­uki un­con­sciously chewed on his gum. He thought chew­ing gum would calm him­self down, but all it did was fur­ther in­tim­id­ate Jin­rai.

	“Ugh, what type of weird sor­cery is this!? It doesn’t mat­ter who you are—! Just watch as I slaughter you—!”

	After his de­clar­a­tion, Jin­rai im­me­di­ately set him­self upon Masay­uki.

	As for Masay­uki, he was caught com­pletely off guard.

	“?”

	Con­fused, Jin­rai froze on the spot. He then took a step for­ward with the in­tent of strik­ing Masay­uki down. Masay­uki gawked dumbly at Jin­rai’s gi­ant fist slowly ap­proach­ing him right in front of his eyes.

	Shit, it’s over—!

	Whatever I do now is already too late, Masay­uki thought to him­self as he shut his eyes and ducked his head, at­tempt­ing to dodge the fist and ease the pain.

	Yet the worst-case scen­ario that Masay­uki ima­gined did not hap­pen. Pain began to set in, but it was only lim­ited to a small part of his fore­head. He opened his eyes, full of sur­prise and fear. Be­fore him was a Jin­rai, who, for some reason, was sprawled on the ground with his eyes rolled to the back of their sock­ets.

	“Eh?” Masay­uki mumbled in con­fu­sion.

	Masay­uki had no clue what had just happened.

	The crowd erup­ted into cheers, drown­ing out his own voice, much to his sur­prise. Then—

	“S-so strong! That guy didn’t even move a fin­ger and he de­feated Jin­rai the Crazed Wolf!”

	“Un­be­liev­able! Did you catch his move­ment just now?”

	“Yeah… He avoided the punch by a hair’s breadth and went on to de­liver a head­butt to Jin­rai. He’s no doubt a mas­ter of com­bat.”

	“Just who the hell is this kid—?” the bystand­ers mur­mured amongst them­selves.

	In real­ity, this was the res­ult of Masay­uki’s Unique Skill ‘Chosen One’ be­ing ac­tiv­ated.

	Hero’s Haki: A Skill that Dwarf King Gazel also pos­sesses. It’s an aura that only her­oes (eiyuu) are cap­able of ex­ud­ing. Op­pon­ents who are weaker than them would be rendered mo­tion­less un­der the im­pos­ing aura. It is a Skill that re­sponds to only the Skill holder, a spe­cial aura of sorts.

	Hero’s Bless­ing: User ex­per­i­en­ces a great boost to his luck stat. Even a nor­mal at­tack will be­come a crit­ical strike2. This ef­fect is also ap­plied to party mem­bers. In ad­di­tion, on­look­ers will re­mem­ber all ac­tions com­mit­ted by the user (Chosen One), in a pos­it­ive light. Its power is astound­ing.

	Hero’s Cha­risma: On­look­ers who wit­ness the ac­tions of the hero will be in­spired. Any sense of fear will be re­placed by cour­age. In the end they will be filled with con­fid­ence to fight along­side the user. An­other ef­fect is that any­one who the hero de­feats will auto­mat­ic­ally be­come a fol­lower, bar­ring death of course. This ef­fect also ap­plies to sen­tient mon­sters.

	Heroic Ac­tion: The first step to be­com­ing a hero. The user will be­come a role model for his com­pan­ions and will even­tu­ally earn the praise of every­one around him. Moreover…

	—These are the abil­it­ies of the Unique Skill “Chosen One”.

	As a mat­ter of fact, this was an es­pe­cially rare Skill even among the Unique Skills. It was com­par­able to ‘Ab­so­lute Sev­er­ance’ and ‘Un­lim­ited Im­pris­on­ment’, both pre­vi­ously used by other chosen her­oes in the past. Al­though it was only a Unique Skill, its real power was akin to an Ul­ti­mate Skill. It pos­sessed ex­traordin­ary cap­ab­il­it­ies.

	Al­though Jin­rai was con­sidered to be among the strongest in the town, he was still no match for Masay­uki’s Skill.

	Un­for­tu­nately, Masay­uki was not aware of any of this. He was com­pletely ob­li­vi­ous to the fact that he un­leashed an as­ton­ish­ing power.

	But that wasn’t a big deal, since ‘Chosen One’ was a pass­ive Skill.

	‘Chosen One’ mani­fes­ted it­self from Masay­uki’s wish to be­come a hero. How­ever, it was now ig­nor­ing his per­sonal will, fe­ro­ciously push­ing Masay­uki down the path to a hero…

	“So he is the blonde chosen hero…”

	“Oh! Oh ho, I’ve heard of him—”

	“Was that the chosen hero that was rather act­ive in the past? I heard he went miss­ing—”

	“Could it be that he has been re­sur­rec­ted?”

	The clam­or­ing in the crowd gradu­ally grew louder.

	“The chosen hero?”

	“He's the chosen hero?”

	“There’s no way—”

	“But look at those skills. He’s def­in­itely the real deal!”

	It didn’t take long for the crowd to come to the con­sensus that Masay­uki was in­deed the chosen hero.

	Ac­tu­ally, my hair was only dyed…

	By the time Masay­uki no­ticed, how­ever, it was already too late. The bystand­ers were all star­ing at him with spark­ling eyes, as if their biggest idol were stand­ing right there in front of them.

	“Huh? A-about that, y-you’ve got the wrong guy—” Masay­uki tried to deny in panic, yet his voice was sud­denly drowned out by a boom­ing voice erupt­ing next to him: “Back down all of you! How dare you all try to be­friend the mighty chosen hero who de­feated me in one blow!”

	It was Jin­rai, who just mo­ments ago was on the ground, now bel­low­ing at the crowd gathered around them. He then turned to Masay­uki and bowed with great re­spect.

	“I am sorry to have of­fen­ded you,” Jin­rai apo­lo­gized. “I didn’t know that you were the chosen hero…”

	“Hold up! I just said you got the wrong—”

	“My name is Jin­rai. People around here call me the ‘Crazed Wolf’, and I’m quite the well-known ad­ven­turer. But I was too full of my­self and I sin­cerely apo­lo­gize. Hav­ing ex­per­i­en­ced the truly won­der­ful tech­niques of the chosen hero, I real­ized that I still have much to learn. While I am far from be­ing a mas­ter, I still wish that you may take me in as your sub­or­din­ate.”

	Jin­rai bowed even more earn­es­tly.

	Masay­uki was at a com­plete loss. He didn’t know what to do with this bulky man sud­denly wish­ing to be­come his sub­or­din­ate either.

	“No, I’m telling you,” Masay­uki pleaded, “I’m not a hero—”

	“Oh ho, are you try­ing to hide your iden­tity? Then how should I ad­dress you? And if you’re ok with it, could you tell me your name?”

	Ig­nor­ing Masay­uki’s words of denial, Jin­rai bom­barded him with ques­tions while put­ting on a big smile.

	Masay­uki had no way of shak­ing him off.

	The on­look­ers, si­lenced by Jin­rai’s scold­ing, were also watch­ing with bated breath. Masay­uki couldn’t help but think, whatever goes now, I guess.

	“My name is Masay­uki, and just call­ing me Masay­uki is fine. I only re­cently ar­rived at this town—”

	Since this man called Jin­rai had put things this way, Masay­uki figured that he would at the very least treat him to a meal. Masay­uki planned on act­ing dumb in or­der to gather in­form­a­tion. It wouldn’t be that bad of an idea.

	But it was a lot smoother sail­ing than he had ex­pec­ted.

	“I un­der­stand,” Jin­rai nod­ded with clar­ity.

	He squeezed his face next to Masay­uki’s ear and whispered: “Hero-sama, you’ve only been re­vived re­cently, right?”

	This made Masay­uki go “Huh!?” in­tern­ally at first, but he im­me­di­ately turned around, real­iz­ing that he might be able to ex­ploit Jin­rai’s mis­un­der­stand­ing. The man looked as if he would take whatever Masay­uki said as gos­pel.

	Moreover—

	If I stop pre­tend­ing that he lost to a chosen hero, this guy will prob­ably be dis­honored for life. It’s prob­ably bet­ter to play along.

	And so from that mo­ment on Masay­uki no longer denied the “Chosen Hero” claim.

	This would be­come a pain­ful mis­cal­cu­la­tion later. Be­cause…

	At this mo­ment, the “Chosen Hero”—the le­gend of the Shin­ing Hero Masay­uki was about to un­fold.

	Later on, Masay­uki was es­cor­ted to the cap­ital of the In­gra­cia King­dom by the staff of the Free­dom As­so­ci­ation.

	There, he met Yuuki Kagurazaka.

	“You’ve been through a lot too,” Yuuki said.

	Hear­ing this, Masay­uki couldn’t help but choke up a bit. How­ever, after learn­ing a bit more, he real­ized that this young man called Yuuki had been in this world for nearly ten years. His body’s age was frozen, caus­ing his ap­pear­ance to re­main like a teen. From his ac­tual age, Masay­uki de­duced he should have been here since sec­ond­ary school.

	He's been through a lot more than me…

	Real­iz­ing this, he felt that he shouldn’t be the one tear­ing up right now. It gave him a sense of en­cour­age­ment and in­spired him to keep on fight­ing.

	After his talk with Yuuki, Masay­uki de­cided to be­come an ad­ven­turer. For­tu­nately, Jin­rai was will­ing to be his com­pan­ion, and Yuuki ap­proved. Masay­uki didn’t want to be de­pend­ent on Yuuki and in­stead wanted to earn his own liv­ing by be­ing an ad­ven­turer.

	“For some reason I can un­der­stand their lan­guage, so I’m prob­ably a little bit luck­ier than Yuuki-san.”

	“That’s my line! You can’t ima­gine the hard­ships I had to go through at first… Al­though, for­tu­nately, I got my mentor to take care of me, so it wasn’t that bad for me, to be hon­est. There’s ma­gic in this world, which makes com­mu­nic­at­ing with oth­ers sur­pris­ingly simple.”

	Learn­ing to read and write seemed daunt­ing to Masay­uki, but Yuuki ex­plained to him that pure oral dia­logue could be re­solved through ma­gic. Yuuki then read through the doc­u­ment in his hand which con­tained po­ten­tial can­did­ates for be­ing Masay­uki’s ad­ven­tur­ing com­pan­ions.

	“Oh yeah, Bon­nie here also used ma­gic to learn the lan­guage.”

	It seemed that the young man named Bon­nie also re­lied on ma­gic to talk to people. He was a gradu­ate of In­gra­cia Academy and an “Oth­er­worlder” un­der Yuuki’s pro­tec­tion. Ap­par­ently, he could only speak Eng­lish, hav­ing been born in the United States, mak­ing com­mu­nic­a­tion with Yuuki com­pletely im­pos­sible. That’s when ma­gic came in handy, and ever since then, Bon­nie be­came ob­sessed with ma­gic, hop­ing to study at the academy. He be­came an ad­ven­turer rather re­cently, and he was look­ing for com­pan­ions. It just so happened that Masay­uki’s party came along at that time.

	This was how the three-man squad was formed.

	Masay­uki and his crew pro­gressed at an over­whelm­ing rate. In only about half a year, his squad was already given the nick­name “The Shin­ing”.

	Al­though Jin­rai was ranked C+, his strength was com­par­able to that of a Rank B. With the ad­di­tional aid of Bon­nie’s ma­gic, they were able to safely handle any quest they at­temp­ted.

	Masay­uki was only an am­a­teur with a bare min­imum know­ledge of kendo, yet he pos­sessed the ul­tra-rare Skill, the “Chosen One”. This Skill also ap­plied to his team­mates, caus­ing all of their at­tacks to be deadly (crit­ical strikes). Un­der the ef­fects of this Skill, his com­pan­ions were able to per­form bey­ond their ac­tual cap­ab­il­it­ies. Jin­rai could dis­play strength bey­ond even Rank A. With the ad­di­tional buff that in­creased their dodge chance, they were prac­tic­ally in­vin­cible.

	And so, the “Chosen one” was util­ized to its fullest.

	It was such an amaz­ing Skill to him.

	Even the good deeds of his com­pan­ions were ul­ti­mately at­trib­uted to Masay­uki.

	With all the pos­it­ive opin­ions of the team “Shin­ing” dir­ec­ted to­wards Masay­uki alone, his title “Masay­uki the Shin­ing” even­tu­ally be­came a house­hold name.

	Later, they happened to par­ti­cip­ate in the mar­tial tour­na­ment held in the In­gra­cia King­dom, caus­ing Masay­uki to ac­cu­mu­late even more fame.

	They entered the tour­na­ment hop­ing to win the prize money given to the cham­pion in or­der to pur­chase new gear for them­selves, but it was a lot easier than ex­pec­ted. As soon as Masay­uki un­sheathed his sword, his op­pon­ents had already sur­rendered, de­clar­ing “I’ve lost”.

	The audi­ence was un­der the im­pres­sion that Masay­uki’s at­tacks were too fast to fol­low. But in real­ity, he didn’t do any­thing at all.

	How­ever, the audi­ence was un­aware and pro­ceeded to ove­rhype Masay­uki due to his title, the “Shin­ing” (like a flash of light).

	All in a day’s work for the Unique Skill ‘Chosen One’.

	Masay­uki had be­come aware of it at this point, but he couldn’t stop, wouldn’t stop.

	In or­der to stand a chance against this Skill, his op­pon­ent needed to, at the bare min­imum, pos­sess a Unique Skill. Since Masay­uki was un­able to stop it with his own will, ru­mors began to spread. This gave Masay­uki quite the head­ache, but it didn’t cause him any harm, so he gave up on res­ist­ing it. He de­cided to play along with the pub­lic’s ex­pect­a­tions of the “Chosen Hero”.

	It was around that time that a fourth com­pan­ion joined the party.

	It was a girl named Jiu. She was a high-level Spirit Ma­gic user. She came to see them for her­self after hear­ing the ru­mors about Masay­uki.

	At first, Jiu called Masay­uki a scum­bag that waved around the name of “Chosen Hero”. But for some reason, Jiu began to wor­ship Masay­uki over time.

	Al­though Jiu had a strange tem­pera­ment, she turned out to be ad­ept with heal­ing ma­gic, and soon be­came an in­teg­ral part of the team.

	And so, Masay­uki and his com­pan­ions flew up the ranks, kick­ing ass dur­ing mar­tial tour­na­ments and achiev­ing A rank with ease.

	With the In­gra­cia King­dom as their base of op­er­a­tions, they joined the ranks of her­oes in less than a year.

	………

	……

	…

	Un­der these cir­cum­stances, a year filled with fierce pro­gress passed.

	Al­though Masay­uki was quite dumb­foun­ded him­self, he had got­ten used to be­ing called a chosen hero by oth­ers. Hu­mans are in­deed creatures that pos­sess strong ad­apt­ab­il­ity, Masay­uki cas­u­ally thought to him­self.

	Masay­uki was al­ways filled with doubt even though he was praised by tens of thou­sands of people every day.

	It was then that Masay­uki ran into the op­por­tun­ity that would forever change his life.
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  Chapter 1

	Eve of the Opening Ceremony

	


	Masay­uki’s team got a re­quest from Yuuki to move out.

	They had un­covered evid­ence of a massive slave trade mar­ket op­er­at­ing in Bal­akia, one of the small na­tions sur­round­ing the In­gra­cia King­dom. There was a lucky slave who man­aged to es­cape and sub­se­quently called for help, which made it ne­ces­sary to dis­patch an in­vest­ig­a­tion.

	There was a chance that the whole na­tion might be in­volved, how­ever small the pos­sib­il­ity. The es­tim­ated threat level was above rank B+, which would prove no easy feat even for the most seasoned of ad­ven­tur­ers.

	“Per­son­ally, I wanted to re­fuse, but I couldn’t defy the spon­sor’s re­quest. I would like you guys to be the bait since you’re fam­ous,” was the re­quest Yuuki gave Masay­uki.

	The task was too dif­fi­cult for in­vest­ig­at­ors to handle alone, so they wanted Masay­uki’s party to ac­com­pany them. While the in­vest­ig­at­ors gathered evid­ence of the slave trade, Masay­uki’s team would act as bait to grab Bal­akia’s at­ten­tion.

	That was the task given by Yuuki.

	Even a na­tion such as Bal­akia couldn’t un­der­es­tim­ate an A rank ad­ven­turer like Masay­uki. Since the in­vest­ig­a­tion would be car­ried out by fel­low trav­el­ers, one could even call it a re­lax­ing work va­ca­tion.

	Masay­uki didn’t think there would be any ma­jor is­sues.

	“Masay­uki-san, let’s agree to help them with this re­quest. Even if this leads to war, our strength alone would be enough to topple such a small na­tion!” Jin­rai pro­claimed with a strong sense of justice. Ever since his de­feat against Masay­uki, his per­son­al­ity had changed, be­com­ing so heroic that he only vaguely re­sembled his past self.

	“He’s right. Slaves in this day and age, that is un­for­giv­able. The op­pon­ent might think twice if someone as strong as Masay­uki has been dis­patched.”

	Bon­nie was neither fam­ous nor well known, des­pite be­ing an “Oth­er­worlder” and pos­sess­ing a Unique Skill. The lat­ter prob­ably al­lowed him to res­ist ‘Heroic Act’, but he seemed to re­spect Masay­uki re­gard­less.

	From Masay­uki’s per­spect­ive, he still couldn’t un­der­stand why he was re­spec­ted. In­stead of show­ing a re­spect­able side, he of­ten spouted noth­ing but com­plaints. Even so, Masay­uki was trus­ted and was of­ten given a lot of ad­vice, some­thing he al­ways took to heart; es­pe­cially com­ing from Bon­nie, someone who con­stantly looked out for him.

	So nat­ur­ally, his words be­came the de­cid­ing factor this time as well.

	“Yes, I’ll fol­low Masay­uki-sama wherever he may lead us,” Jiu af­firmed as al­ways. Ap­par­ently hold­ing blind faith in Masay­uki, she sel­dom voiced ob­jec­tions.

	Just like that, Masay­uki’s team ac­cep­ted the re­quest and headed for the king­dom of Bal­akia.

	Held in Bal­akia King­dom’s Royal par­lor house was a lux­uri­ous ball at­ten­ded by roy­alty and no­bil­ity from the sur­round­ing na­tions.

	Masay­uki, who was in­vited to the ball, stumbled into a situ­ation so sin­is­ter he wanted to es­cape real­ity: he was able to wit­ness the slave trade in ac­tion.

	Please leave me out of this. Isn’t this the in­vest­ig­ator’s job!?

	I can’t be­lieve this is hap­pen­ing again, the thought alone made Masay­uki want to cry.

	He had made his way to the re­stroom, and on the way back while walk­ing past a room, purely by chance, he had heard people whis­per­ing. He didn’t really plan on eaves­drop­ping, but he ended up do­ing it any­way. That’s when he saw the man who wel­comed him to this coun­try, Count Braver, and ended up lock­ing eyes with him.

	“…”

	“…”

	It happened in an in­stant.

	“Uh, this is—”

	“This com­plic­ates things,” Count Braver said with an un­waver­ing smile, “there’s not much I can do if you’ve already heard the story. Tal­en­ted guards were set up so we wouldn’t be bothered, but who knew they would be beaten so eas­ily. Should I say that it should be ex­pec­ted of Hero-sama?”

	No, No, there was no such per­son to be­gin with?!

	“Wait a mo­men—!!!”

	Masay­uki was in­ter­rup­ted be­fore he could make an at­tempt to re­fute it.

	“En garde! Hero-sama doesn’t seem to be in his right mind—we can­not let him get away. Go, men!!! Take him down!!”

	The per­son who was speak­ing with Count Braver grabbed a sword that was placed on the wall and sud­denly stabbed the count. He then tossed away the sword and star­ted frantic­ally shout­ing for the guards, try­ing to frame Masay­uki for this murder.

	What fol­lowed was all too fa­mil­iar for Masay­uki.

	Jin­rai, who stood at his side, stared at the sol­diers who came swarm­ing to­gether.

	“Ho ho, they’re really com­ing out of the wood­work. How­ever, you guys are not even close to be­ing a match for Masay­uki. Let me take care of you.”

	Jin­rai sprang into ac­tion while laugh­ing with a vi­cious face. Re­ceiv­ing Masay­uki’s bless­ing, his move­ments were al­most su­per­hu­man.

	“Tsk, mon­ster. No, the hero who trained him is a bother to me too.”

	The man who stabbed Count Braver—Mar­quis Gos­sel—glared at Masay­uki.

	“It seems like the game’s over? Put down your arms and sur­ren—”

	Masay­uki sug­ges­ted, think­ing that the win­ner had already been de­cided. Jin­rai had already de­feated all of the sol­diers who seemed to have been on standby in the other room. But he had un­der­es­tim­ated the situ­ation.

	“Hehehe, Hero-sama has a repu­ta­tion for be­ing con­sid­er­ate. But look at this situ­ation; any­one who lays eyes on this at­ro­city will be on my side!”

	Hear­ing this, Masay­uki thought of Count Braver lay­ing on the ground.

	The hur­ried foot­steps of people com­ing to check out the com­mo­tion could be heard down the hall­way.

	“Tch. This is bad, Masay­uki-san…”

	This was the king­dom of Bal­akia. Even if the Hero’s fame was widely known, Masay­uki wasn’t any­thing more than a guest. If you were to com­pare the cred­ib­il­ity of Mar­quis Gos­sel, who was a prom­in­ent fig­ure of the coun­try, to Masay­uki, then the former would be higher.

	That ex­plained Mar­quis Gos­sel’s lax at­ti­tude, and why Jin­rai was anxious.

	How­ever, Masay­uki wasn’t too wor­ried. Al­though he had a ton of com­plaints about this whole or­deal, he real­ized that this flow of events was some­thing he had be­come ac­cus­tomed to.

	Unique Skill, ‘Chosen One’ was a ter­ri­fy­ing Skill that al­ways guided the situ­ation to­wards Masay­uki com­ing out as a hero.

	This time proved to be no dif­fer­ent.

	Ob­serv­ers who came to see the com­mo­tion could see the faces of the Bal­akia King­dom’s nobles and guests from other na­tions.

	At first Mar­quis Gos­sel glanced at them, brim­ming with con­fid­ence, but his face quickly dis­tor­ted with dis­may.

	“—Uh, um. What just happened to me…” Count Braver moaned, start­ing to re­gain con­scious­ness.

	“Masay­uki-sama, this per­son is an im­port­ant wit­ness, right? We’ll treat him since he’s still alive.”

	Jiu had sud­denly come run­ning and had cast a heal­ing spell on Count Braver, and then turned to look at Masay­uki, fish­ing for some praise.

	“Hey, brother, be glad that Masay­uki is a nice guy. If we were to make an hon­est testi­mony it’ll end with you get­ting pun­ished for the slave trade. How­ever, if you de­cide to keep hid­ing it—you’ll prob­ably just end up get­ting elim­in­ated by that guy there. So, how do you wanna do this?”

	The real­ity of the situ­ation struck Mar­quis Gos­sel as he heard those words come out of Jin­rai’s mouth, who had a cun­ning smile on his face.

	Ap­par­ently tak­ing in the whole situ­ation and real­iz­ing that there was no es­cape, he de­cided to give up. Count Braver con­fessed everything right on the spot with his head hung low.

	“What happened? What is all this for?”

	And as if right on cue, the King of Bal­akia ap­peared.

	Even the clam­or­ing of the nobles was si­lenced in the pres­ence of the king, and the situ­ation settled. It was as Masay­uki had ex­pec­ted. After that, the situ­ation rap­idly de­ve­loped.

	The dis­patched mil­it­ary po­lice se­cured evid­ence of the slave trade by search­ing Count Braver and Mar­quis Gos­sel’s res­id­en­ces. With that evid­ence, they were able to un­cover the sur­pris­ing fact that Mar­quis Gos­sel was one of the chiefs of an il­legal or­gan­iz­a­tion. But it didn’t end there, it was also dis­covered that the main base of the il­legal or­gan­iz­a­tion was within Bal­akia.

	The na­tion took this situ­ation ser­i­ously. The il­legal or­gan­iz­a­tion ‘Orthrus (Slave Trade Union)’, that had been a thorn in the side of the West­ern Na­tions, had its headquar­ters in Bal­akia. This was a prob­lem that the king­dom just couldn’t sweep aside.

	Slaves weren’t the only product that Orthrus had either. Their of­fer­ings of weapons, shields, sus­pi­cious po­tions, drugs, mon­sters, and trinkets from ma­gic items to ar­ti­facts were widely spread.

	It was some­thing to be ex­pec­ted from this kind of or­gan­iz­a­tion, but it wasn’t some­thing a small coun­try could handle. So that was why the Bal­akia King­dom had de­cided to bring the Free­dom As­so­ci­ation into it.

	Need­less to say, that was Masay­uki’s party.

	Be­ing used to some­thing hap­pen­ing was a scary mind­set to have, but Masay­uki still ex­pec­ted things to play out like this.

	Ah, so it really did end up like this again… Yet he had still ac­cep­ted Bal­akia King­dom’s re­quest.

	Fol­low­ing that—

	After Masay­uki’s party, which was A rank, got in­volved, a large num­ber of lesser ranked ad­ven­tur­ers de­cided to help with the sub­jug­a­tion of Orthrus (Slave Trade Union).

	Com­bined with Bal­akia’s royal army, it was over 2,000 men, and with Masay­uki head­ing the group, every­one in it went un­der the ef­fects of ‘Heroic Act’ and were able to ob­tain skills bey­ond their pre­vi­ous abil­it­ies.

	Orthrus’s headquar­ters had hun­dreds of mem­bers as well, among them were bruis­ers who could be con­sidered equal to A rank, and the cap­tured mon­sters were no less dan­ger­ous.

	A power worthy of be­ing a na­tion. Even so, the il­legal or­gan­iz­a­tion ‘Orthrus’ was purged by the sub­jug­a­tion army lead by Masay­uki. In truth, Masay­uki didn’t get a chance to do any­thing. All he needed to do for them to win was to be there, yet he wasn’t aware of it.

	The sub­jug­a­tion plan that Masay­uki’s party lead had ended in suc­cess. And so, this was how the in­fam­ous Orthrus col­lapsed.

	This time as well, as ex­pec­ted, even if Masay­uki didn’t do any­thing him­self it could be said that the situ­ation was still im­proved due to his in­volve­ment. And Masay­uki’s title of ‘hero’ was spread far and wide, not only in In­gra­cia but to the sur­round­ing king­doms as well.

	As al­ways everything was well.

	It would have been nice if the story ended there, how­ever, this time there was one more prob­lem.

	It turned out that among the mon­sters that Orthrus was keep­ing there weren’t just vi­cious beasts, who were killed on the spot, but also some who they couldn’t just kill like that.

	Those were elves. And the prob­lem was how they would handle these elves, who, for their part, were hop­ing to re­turn to the Jura Great Forest, but they couldn’t just free them. The reason for this was due to the cur­rent situ­ation of the world. It hadn’t been long since the Jura Great Forest was taken over by De­mon Lord Rimuru, and they couldn’t pre­dict how said de­mon lord would re­act if the elves were to re­port the cruelty of get­ting en­slaved by hu­mans.

	He might re­tali­ate to show off his power.

	The misery of the Far­mus King­dom was widely known. If even a massive na­tion the likes of Far­mus was an­ni­hil­ated, there was no chance that such a small king­dom like Bal­akia could hope to res­ist.

	“Ma-Masay­uki-dono. Please, please help us solve this prob­lem!!”

	The King, who was usu­ally full of majesty, had es­caped the eyes of oth­ers to plead to Masay­uki while cry­ing in a private room. Re­ceiv­ing the re­quest, Masay­uki felt too sorry for him to de­cline and ended up ac­cept­ing it.

	We’re only bring­ing them to Tem­pest so there prob­ably won’t be any prob­lems, right?

	That na­ive thought was the be­gin­ning of his prob­lems.

	Hero Masay­uki was head­ing to Tem­pest—the people who heard this news as­sumed Masay­uki was go­ing there to de­feat the mon­sters. This ru­mor spread like wild­fire.

	How­ever, Masay­uki didn’t think much of this. He as­sumed that this prob­lem would just solve it­self like it al­ways had, and he con­se­quently ad­op­ted a mind­set that had grown ac­cus­tomed to this pro­cess.

	Unique Skill ‘Heroic Act’ was a ter­ri­fy­ingly ef­fect­ive skill. And while that was an un­doubted fact, it also had its pit­falls. That was equally true.

	Masay­uki had be­come so con­fid­ent in him­self that he had for­got­ten this fact…

	Al­right, then we’ll go with that and let’s meet on-site.

	After con­firm­ing his plans, the ma­gic com­mu­nic­a­tion with Yuuki ended.

	Masay­uki re­por­ted what had happened this time and dis­cussed their fu­ture plans. Be­cause the In­gra­cia King­dom was be­ing pro­tec­ted by mul­tiple ‘Bar­ri­ers’, ‘Ma­gic Com­mu­nic­a­tions’ were only con­nec­ted through en­cryp­ted trans­mis­sions on spe­cific wavelengths. It was some­what com­plic­ated to set up, which was why they had to ar­range a date in ad­vance to make it hap­pen.

	After the com­mu­nic­a­tion was cut, Masay­uki shook his head and let out a sigh.

	“Yuuki sure wor­ries a lot.”

	“Yeah, you’re right. If Masay­uki-san were to fully make use of his skills even de­mon lords wouldn’t be some­thing to be afraid of.”

	“What he said was right. You must be the sword of justice.”

	Masay­uki touched on these top­ics in a con­ver­sa­tion with his party mem­bers. In such an at­mo­sphere, only Bon­nie re­mained level-headed.

	“How­ever, Masay­uki-kun, even that wo­man ended in a draw against De­mon Lord Rimuru. It’s prob­ably bet­ter to stay cau­tious.”

	Upon hear­ing that, Masay­uki re­luct­antly nod­ded. And then he thought, up un­til now, everything had gone well without any prob­lems, and I never ac­tu­ally had to do any­thing my­self. Masay­uki didn’t know Hinata and never met her either, but Yuuki, who he re­spec­ted, seemed to think very highly of her. If this Hinata per­son wasn’t able to de­feat him, De­mon Lord Rimuru may be more dan­ger­ous than he ima­gined.

	Hav­ing such doubts, he felt like he needed to be more prudent.

	“Yeah, he’s right. It’s said that De­mon Lord Rimuru wishes to be friends with hu­mans so we should prob­ably re­frain from at­tack­ing first.”

	“Hah! So the de­mon lord begged for his life.”

	“De­mon lords are evil—this is an ir­re­fut­able fact!”

	“Well, we have no choice but to see how he will re­spond be­fore we act. Whatever the case right now, since Saint Hinata re­con­ciled with the de­mon lord, there is no one else who fits the title “hero” but Masay­uki-kun. We must pro­ceed with care.”

	After hear­ing that, Masay­uki nod­ded as well.

	“Yeah, that’s right. If every­one lends me their strength, I be­lieve we can beat the de­mon lord, but right now we have to act with cau­tion,” say­ing that, Masay­uki placed his op­tion to fight against De­mon Lord Rimuru on hold.

	They had de­cided to first see how things turned out.

	Jin­rai, Bon­nie and also Jiu—these three col­leagues were strong like beasts in Masay­uki’s eyes. Masay­uki him­self wasn’t amaz­ing but the three of them los­ing was un­think­able.

	Well, I think we can win if we end up fight­ing, but it’s not like we have any grudges against De­mon Lord Rimuru… Noth­ing good would prob­ably come from it if we were to de­lib­er­ately pick a fight, he pondered idly.

	And so Masay­uki’s party tri­umphantly began their trip to Tem­pest.
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	Even after the Re­cep­tion Ce­re­mony, my sched­ule was fully booked.

	This time we had to greet these dis­tin­guished guests. The rep­res­ent­at­ives of each coun­try were cur­rently ar­riv­ing one after an­other.

	I heard that the early ar­rivals had already stayed here all week. Not only the people who re­ceived my in­vit­a­tions were show­ing up, but also mer­chants who merely heard ru­mors of the fest­ival, mak­ing the town quite lively. It seemed like the people who had been here be­fore were guid­ing the new­comers through­out the town with a proud ex­pres­sion. The prom­in­ent fig­ures and roy­alty of other na­tions seemed in­trigued by the un­fa­mil­iar nov­el­ties and sights on dis­play in our coun­try.

	See­ing all that, our plan of mak­ing this land into a tour­ist des­tin­a­tion ap­peared to be go­ing well.

	That be­ing said, the max­imum num­ber of nobles we could ac­com­mod­ate in this city was around 3,000. In re­gard to the com­mon folk, we had enough fa­cil­it­ies to take in up to 10,000, but we only had a few for the up­per class.

	The cost of provid­ing meals, lodging and en­ter­tain­ment for the no­bil­ity was sig­ni­fic­antly dif­fer­ent than the cost of provid­ing for the com­mon people. Con­sid­er­ing the fact that these fa­cil­it­ies were used by ar­is­to­crats, there had been a thor­ough in­vest­ment in se­cur­ity as well. There­fore, an ample amount of liv­ing space was re­served.

	We were ex­clus­ively ac­cept­ing roy­alty and no­bil­ity this time, mean­ing we de­clined nor­mal cus­tom­ers even when they offered a large sum of money. It seemed that there were also sev­eral busi­ness ty­coons vis­it­ing, so I was wor­ried that there would be com­plaints con­cern­ing that policy when re­ceiv­ing them.

	How­ever, these wor­ries were un­foun­ded. My­our­miles had already pre­pared for those cases in ad­vance, go­ing so far as to set aside rooms for the wealthy.

	“Amaz­ing. As ex­pec­ted from My­our­miles-kun.”

	“Hehehe, Rimuru-sama. This is noth­ing. It’s thanks to Rig­urd’s achieve­ments and every­one in the city who handled things with a po­lite at­ti­tude!”

	My­our­miles really was a trust­worthy guy.

	Those that worked un­der Rig­urd and Rigur did well enough to be worthy of praise. But the abil­ity to re­ceive guests without any sig­ni­fic­ant com­plaints was prob­ably only pos­sible thanks to My­our­miles’s ef­forts.

	Every­one’s hard work and My­our­miles’s re­source­ful­ness in har­mony was what had star­ted this event off on the right foot.

	“I hope you can keep up with this.”

	“You can leave it to me!”

	I left the rest of the work to My­our­miles and fo­cused my at­ten­tion on re­ceiv­ing more of the im­port­ant guests.
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	The loc­a­tion was the con­fer­ence room.

	Shuna and Sh­ion were busy get­ting vari­ous things ready, as they had to pre­pare a lot in ad­vance to ar­range meals for so many people.

	Gabil and Kur­o­bee were busy as well, mak­ing their fi­nal rounds and check­ing on their ex­hib­i­tions.

	We were not re­ceiv­ing mon­sters this time, so we didn’t have to be so over­bear­ing with our pres­ence. There­fore, not all of the ex­ec­ut­ive of­ficers had to come out for the greet­ings. There was no dis­tinct re­la­tion­ship show­ing who was su­per­ior and in­ferior, sim­ilar to the re­cep­tion ce­re­mony, so the at­mo­sphere was far less dan­ger­ous in com­par­ison.

	Of course, I would be greet­ing the guests in my hu­man form, as my in­ten­tion was to dress up and show off my wealth and power.

	And frankly, it was a real pain in the ass.

	Al­though it was more com­fort­able to be in slime form, for this spe­cific oc­ca­sion I gave up on it, think­ing that there was really noth­ing I could do about it.

	And as such, I was able to greet the roy­als and nobles from the West­ern Na­tions without a hitch.

	While this was go­ing on, the King of Blum­und had come look­ing for me. As al­ways, he looked like a pleas­ant man, like someone straight from a fairytale. A young-look­ing queen stood at his side. Al­though I didn’t know her ac­tual age, it was said that it had been 20 years since their mar­riage. They might not have looked like a good match at first glance, but in truth, it was said that they were ad­ored by the people of Blum­und for be­ing love birds.

	“I apo­lo­gize for tak­ing so long to show my grat­it­ude. Ap­peas­ing the Far­mus nobles Mar­quis Müller and Earl Her­mann, as well as prompt­ing the Free­dom As­so­ci­ation and the West­ern Saints Church to make a move, was highly be­ne­fi­cial to our coun­try.”

	It was thanks to this man’s con­sent that Fuze was able to act freely. My plans were able to suc­ceed be­cause he fol­lowed the con­tract. Their ef­forts in spread­ing be­ne­fi­cial news about us is the cause of my cur­rent repu­ta­tion not be­ing a poor one. See­ing the steady in­crease in the num­ber of mer­chants com­ing to our coun­try, it out­lined to me just how sig­ni­fic­ant Blum­und King­dom’s in­flu­ence really was.

	As I was show­ing my grat­it­ude, the King of Blum­und shook my hand with a smile.

	“You’re wel­come, Rimuru-dono,” he said with a hint of re­luct­ance, “this isn’t some­thing to be thanked for. All I did was abide by an agree­ment with an­other na­tion. And you also heard from Fuze, right? I put all my bets on you. Our luck, I placed it in this coun­try. And of course, there are also reas­ons for profit in those bets, so you don’t have to thank me.”

	Al­though he had the smile of a good man, he was someone not to be care­less against—that was the King of Blum­und.

	He had straight up claimed that the reas­ons for help­ing our coun­try were be­cause of profit and that we didn’t need to thank him, with a smile.

	“But still, I’m happy that you trus­ted us.”

	It is im­port­ant to ex­press grat­it­ude.

	I didn’t plan to con­tinue pes­ter­ing him, but I ex­pressed my grat­it­ude, non­ethe­less.

	After hear­ing that, the King let out a bit­ter smile while say­ing: “I can’t help but won­der whether you really are a de­mon lord.”

	After that, his ex­pres­sion changed, look­ing me straight in the eyes, and he told me: “I heard this time that Kazak from our county has caused you trouble. It’s a re­lief that your people were res­cued.”

	He was talk­ing about the case of Vis­count Kazak. My­our­miles bore the brunt of that in­cid­ent, and about the nasty things they did in the Great Forest of Jura, that happened be­fore I rose to power as a de­mon lord.

	How­ever, a sliver of re­spons­ib­il­ity could pos­sibly still be pinned on the king­dom of Blum­und. Even when all the fault squarely fell on Vis­count Kazak.

	Ul­ti­mately, he was just play­ing a small role in the whole de­bacle; even if his per­son­al­ity was the worst, he never per­son­ally did any­thing.

	Be that as it may, a crime was a crime. Moreover, Kazak al­legedly said some­thing along the lines of ‘Do whatever you want with those lowly mon­sters, but there is no reason for me to be pun­ished!!’

	In­no­cence would be an ab­surdity.

	“As long as the prob­lem has been taken care of safely, we have no plans to make it an is­sue.”

	“That, I’m thank­ful for.”

	“By the way, what will hap­pen to Vis­count Kazak?”

	As long as he re­mained a noble of Blum­und King­dom, we couldn’t pun­ish him un­der the rules of our coun­try. Even then, not be­ing pun­ished at all would be un­ac­cept­able. I didn’t want to cause fur­ther prob­lems, but this de­pen­ded on how the King of Blum­und would handle it. And the King, who seemed to have un­der­stood that well enough, replied in a voice that aban­doned all mercy.

	“Kazak is a Vis­count. That man has done things tan­tamount to aban­don­ment of his du­ties as a no­ble­man, such as help­ing local crim­inal or­gan­iz­a­tions, to say the least. We can­not al­low such a per­son to be a noble of Blum­und. We de­prived him of his title and wealth and ex­iled him from the coun­try. In truth, we con­cluded this case with the ru­in­a­tion of his en­tire fam­ily.”

	If that was the case, then we had no prob­lems with it.

	This might seem like a dra­conian pun­ish­ment, but slave trade is an in­ter­na­tional crim­inal act. It would be deeply dis­par­aging to Blum­und if they were to give any lighter pun­ish­ment.

	Think­ing of it that way, the Vis­count’s pun­ish­ment wouldn’t seem like a harsh one any­more. As someone who had lived their whole life as a no­ble­man, it would be hard for Kazak to ad­apt his life­style. After los­ing his title and wealth, and be­ing ex­iled from the coun­try he lived in, it would prob­ably be dif­fi­cult enough for him to barely live through it.

	How­ever, as long as he was alive, he could turn over a new leaf.

	I had no fur­ther opin­ion on the mat­ter be­cause I deemed it a pun­ish­ment be­fit­ting of his crimes.

	“I un­der­stand, I shall see it as a pun­ish­ment fit for him.”

	“It’s a re­lief to hear those words. Then, can I take this as us main­tain­ing the agree­ment between our coun­tries?”

	“That is some­thing I would want as well. Then I’ll be in your care from now on.”

	The King of Blum­und and I held our hands tightly and shook.

	And with this, the case came to a close.

	After that, we went on to the main topic.

	The King of Blum­und put on a pleas­ant smile and asked, cut­ting to the chase, “By the way, Rimuru-dono, I heard back from Fuze. I be­lieve he had told me that you had a grand plan in play?”

	He seemed to have heard about it in de­tail from Fuze.

	“This isn’t some­thing that would end with just my coun­try and your coun­try. I think we should gather rep­res­ent­at­ives for all coun­tries in­volved and hold a meet­ing. I have con­sidered step­ping for­ward and ex­plain­ing it to other na­tions, but…”

	“Ho­hoho, you’re quite re­served about it. I have heard a brief ex­plan­a­tion from Fuze, but this could put our coun­try in an awk­ward po­s­i­tion. We can­not just leave this to the civil ser­vants.”

	“Then, maybe a little bit—”

	I planned to open a formal meet­ing later on. There­fore, I ended my ex­plan­a­tion stat­ing that my plan was to make Blum­und King­dom the lo­gist­ics hub.

	That’s what I did, but…

	“—In­deed. So that’s it.”

	“Sire, I be­lieve we must carry out this plan re­gard­less of its dif­fi­culties.”

	I only ex­plained things loosely but the look in the King’s eyes had changed; they re­vealed his true nature full of burn­ing am­bi­tions. And even the Queen, who had been hold­ing back from say­ing any­thing, couldn’t hide her ex­cite­ment. It seemed like the Queen could keep up quite well too. It looked like they were able to cal­cu­late just how much profit they stood to gain from merely hear­ing my story.

	Maybe there are more people to watch out for than just the King of Blum­und.

	The King of Blum­und with a gam­bler’s in­stinct, able to make ra­tional snap de­cisions, and the com­posed and cal­cu­lat­ive queen. It’s be­cause these two com­bined their strength that Blum­und was able to main­tain its in­flu­ence des­pite be­ing a small coun­try.

	“We would have to dis­cuss that after we con­clude the Found­ing Fest­ival, without is­sues, in three days.”

	“If that’s so then I don’t think we need to worry. It’s already this pros­per­ous when we haven’t even star­ted. Without a doubt, this plan will re­quire us to reach a con­sensus with the other coun­tries in­volved. In pre­par­a­tion for that, we’ll be sure to so­lid­ify the pub­lic opin­ion in our coun­try.”

	“Hmm, my Queen is right. Rimuru-dono, I’m glad to hear such good news. Then, we’ll ex­cuse ourselves.”

	“We wish you the best for the Found­ing Fest­ival,” the two of them said in uni­son, stand­ing up.

	The nobles were just go­ing around talk­ing with each other, not want­ing to waste our time. After hear­ing everything they needed from me, it prob­ably meant that they had noth­ing else to see me for.

	In fact, they were easy to un­der­stand, and so I felt like they were good people.

	“Please do en­joy your stay in our king­dom.”

	“I will do so.”

	“Yes, I have great ex­pect­a­tions.”

	The two left, leav­ing those words.
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	It was the next day after meet­ing the royal couple of Blum­und.

	The per­son who came look­ing for me was the Dwarf King Gazel.

	“I have come, Rimuru. Hav­ing not rid­den the car­riage in a long time seems to have tired me out.”
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	He sat down op­pos­ite to me, act­ing as dig­ni­fied and con­fid­ent as al­ways, and reached out for the snacks placed on the table like it was nor­mal.

	“Wait, leave some for me too.”

	Turns out that I was too late in stop­ping him. Every last donut I had saved for later had dis­ap­peared into Gazel’s mouth in the blink of an eye.

	So he in­dulges in al­co­hol but curi­ously enough has a sweet tooth as well… It seems I can’t un­der­es­tim­ate this man known as Gazel, either.

	“What a small-minded guy. See­ing how you sweat the small de­tails; you still have a lot to learn.”

	What do you mean “I have a lot to learn.” You’re the one who in­haled someone else’s en­tire plate of donuts.

	I nar­rowed my eyes and stared at him. How­ever, Gazel didn’t flinch in the slight­est and ac­cep­ted the stare.

	“The eld­ers spon­tan­eously re­ques­ted to come along, in­creas­ing the num­ber of car­riages dra­mat­ic­ally. This is all your fault, Rimuru!” Gazel said.

	If they were to use the pe­gasi they could ar­rive within a day from Dwar­gon. But since this was a formal visit, they couldn’t use the pe­gasus knights.

	This wasn’t just for the es­corts. There was a need for a large and power­ful coun­try like Dwar­gon to show its majesty to the nobles of other coun­tries that would be vis­it­ing the fest­ival. And for that reason, not only did they pre­pare mul­tiple out­fits to change into, but they also had to bring aides to man­age all the clothes and ser­vants to help change into them. Be­cause there was a need to bring them all they had to plan a large-scale visit.

	“To act like a king, there needs to be a pre­par­a­tion to its scale. It was a re­lief that at least the roads were prop­erly main­tained but the last few days still made for a very tir­ing trip.”

	So that’s why Gazel of­ten snuck away to visit here with a small num­ber of people.

	Speak­ing of which, I re­ceived a re­port from Souei that the road to Blum­und had been jam-packed. It was so crowded that they needed traffic en­force­ment and all the inns were full.

	This was a re­port glee­fully call­ing for a lar­ger scale of trans­port­a­tion.

	Mod­ern Ja­pan didn’t have prob­lems with cars break­ing down of­ten. And even when it happened, there would be in­sur­ance agen­cies that would re­spond. How­ever, it was al­ways a big prob­lem when car­riages broke down in this world. Just clear­ing the car­riage off of the road to not ob­struct traffic took a lot of ef­fort.

	You also had to take care of the horse’s con­di­tion, mean­ing you couldn’t use it how­ever you wish.

	We had con­struc­ted the roads with ex­tra width in pre­par­a­tion, but as ex­pec­ted, prob­lems still arose. Though I did in­struct them to col­lect in­form­a­tion on how we could handle these prob­lems in the fu­ture.

	Just now, after hear­ing what Gazel said, it dawned on me how big of a deal it was for nobles to travel.

	The cur­rent prob­lem with con­ges­tion seemed to come down to there be­ing a higher num­ber of ar­is­to­crats par­ti­cip­at­ing than ex­pec­ted. So, next time it would be bet­ter to take more things into con­sid­er­a­tion.

	Though it would be bet­ter if we could in­vent the train and trans­port them us­ing that… Well, put­ting that aside.

	“I didn’t know you would come in per­son. I had thought that you would send an emis­sary in­stead.”

	It was true that I didn’t ex­pect Gazel to come. In hopes that he wouldn’t get angry, I re­spon­ded hon­es­tly. But Gazel was not con­vinced.

	“Hmph! How could I not come! You seemed to be plot­ting some­thing again, so I couldn’t have peace of mind un­til I saw it with my own eyes to judge it my­self! And… I have some­thing to ask.”

	“What is it?”

	“You seem to have fought with Hinata Sak­agu­chi…the ru­mor that you ended in a draw is a lie, right?”

	I did ex­pect to be ex­posed but, as ex­pec­ted, Gazel seemed to know everything about my fight with Hinata already. Not only that, but he seemed to be com­pletely con­vinced that the of­fi­cial state­ment was false.

	“Well, that is true. Al­though I did win the match, I feel like I lost the game, I guess a win is a win.”

	After firmly stat­ing that this was a secret, I told Gazel the full story of the fight between Hinata and me.

	“Un­be­liev­able. That wo­man…in hon­esty is stronger than me. It would be an­other story if we were to talk just about swords­man­ship, but in over­all strength, I’d be pushed back. Yet you really still won?”

	Tak­ing my lead, Gazel spoke hon­es­tly as well. There was no way the Hero King Gazel would ac­tu­ally fight with Hinata. There­fore, he prob­ably had a cov­ert agent gather in­form­a­tion and ana­lyze her strength and con­cluded that he would be at a dis­ad­vant­age.

	He must have been genu­inely shocked that I had beaten someone of that caliber.

	“Luck also played a role in it. Truth­fully, Hinata was even stronger than De­mon Lord Clay­man, who I had beaten. I be­lieve the reason I was able to win was mostly be­cause of my Skills.”

	Hon­es­tly, if it weren’t for Raphael-sen­sei I would have lost.

	Al­though Raphael-sen­sei was also one of my Skills, it was really the one that was man­aging all my strength. If Raphael had not util­ized the strength even I didn’t know I had, my loss to Hinata would’ve been in­ev­it­able.

	“Hmph, luck is still part of your skill. Al­though I’m happy for your pro­gress it feels bit­ter that you ac­cep­ted your de­feat so eas­ily.”

	“Even if you say that… My real skills still can’t beat Hak­urou.”

	“You sure are a weird guy. Whatever your real abil­it­ies are, aren’t your Skills still part of your skill­set?” King Gazel uttered with a dumb­foun­ded look, but I was be­ing hon­est. If it weren’t for Raphael-sen­sei I would prob­ably just be at Gobta’s level.

	Of course, I would never ac­tu­ally tell this to any­one.

	“Al­right, fine. That’s that, but what are you plan­ning this time?” he star­ted to ask while chan­ging his dumb­foun­ded ex­pres­sion to a more ser­i­ous one.

	This was prob­ably the main topic. Nev­er­the­less, even if he asked what I was think­ing, I couldn’t…

	“What do you mean?”

	I couldn’t un­der­stand at all what Gazel was try­ing to say.

	“What do you mean…that’s not it! The West­ern Saints Church is try­ing to form­ally open a win­dow for fu­ture ne­go­ti­ations with our Dwar­gon. Why did the West­ern Saints Church, who viewed us as some­thing akin to mon­sters, change their doc­trines now? This sud­den change reeks of your do­ing!!”

	Ah!

	Hear­ing Gazel get­ting angry at me, I re­membered my talk with Hinata and her crew. Look­ing back, I re­membered ad­vis­ing them that bring­ing King Gazel into this would prob­ably be a good idea.

	The Dwar­ven King­dom was a na­tion that had stayed neut­ral for over a thou­sand years. Be­cause of its re­mark­ably high cred­ib­il­ity, even the West­ern Saints Church’s most de­vout be­liev­ers prob­ably didn’t re­gard dwarves as mon­sters. And even if some did, it was prob­ably a really small minor­ity.

	The reason I sug­ges­ted it to Hinata was that I be­lieved this, but I seemed to have for­got­ten to get King Gazel’s ap­proval of it. It’s prob­ably more ac­cur­ate to say that I didn’t seek his ap­proval be­cause I didn’t think I needed to.

	I didn’t reckon Gazel would get this mad.

	Hinata prob­ably won’t say that it was my idea, so I’ll just feign ig­nor­ance.

	“Hey, hey. I have no idea what you are say­ing. W-well, I think we had a spark of friend­ship with Hinata after fight­ing for real with her. And be­cause of that, we made up, and we de­cided to get along. So, maybe they wanted to get along with not only us but also wished to form­ally es­tab­lish a friendly re­la­tion­ship with Gazel’s side too?”

	“—Ho?”

	Gazel looked at me sus­pi­ciously. I hon­es­tly thought that I should be in slime form for situ­ations like this. I could feel cold sweat drip­ping every­where, des­pite be­ing un­able to.

	<<No­tice. In­di­vidual Gazel Dwargo is read­ing your men­tal state with ‘Dic­tator’. It was left alone be­cause there was no hos­til­ity or harm, but do you want to in­ter­rupt it? YES/NO>>

	YES! Of course YES!!

	Please tell me some­thing as im­port­ant as that right away Raphael-sen­sei—!!

	I un­der­stood now. I had thought about it a few times be­fore, but Gazel could really read people’s minds. No won­der I felt like he was look­ing through me since the first time we met. Like the way he seemed to have ex­pec­ted my speech, and the time he ac­cur­ately pre­dicted my at­tacks dur­ing our battle; it all made sense if he could read minds.

	It must have real­ized ‘Mind Read’ be­ing in­voked ever since Great Sage’s evol­u­tion to Raphael. I was glad that it didn’t seem like an abil­ity that’s al­ways act­ive, but I won­der how much of my mind he read in that short mo­ment just now…

	I snuck a glance at Gazel; he smirked as veins throbbed on his fore­head.

	“Ha, haha, so you figured out my ‘Mind Read’, huh. I will praise you for that, but in­ter­rupt­ing that means you have some­thing to hide, now doesn’t it?”

	“N-no no. I don’t think that’s it.”

	“You dummy! I caught a quick peek of you think­ing that it would be a good idea to bring me into this!”

	Bad deeds are not easy to com­mit.

	Be­cause of how furi­ous Gazel was, I had no choice but to spill the beans on every de­tail of my con­ver­sa­tion with Hinata. And then—

	“So that’s it. The ones to claim to sup­port Hu­man su­prem­acy were the ‘Seven Ce­les­tial Sages’…”

	“Right. So Hinata’s side is con­sid­er­ing pur­ging every­one who was un­der the in­flu­ence of the ‘Seven Ce­les­tial Sages’. With them gone, they would prob­ably think that all power is un­der Hinata’s au­thor­ity.”

	I hid Ru­mi­nas’s iden­tity and only ex­plained the in­ternal situ­ation of the West­ern Saints Church and Holy Em­pire Ruberios to Gazel.

	He nod­ded and took a while to con­tem­plate.

	“—That does make sense. Then it would be fool­ish to turn down the of­fer.”

	And so, his de­cision, in the end, was to ac­cept Hinata’s—the West­ern Saints Church’s—pro­posal.

	“I knew you would say that.”

	“Shut up, you even ac­ted on your own without per­mis­sion… Well, fine. Since we’re at a fest­ival and all, we shall end our bor­ing dis­cus­sion here. You did pre­pare the best seat for me, right? You should do your best to en­ter­tain me.”

	King Gazel who, after vent­ing all of his an­ger be­fore me, was now say­ing we should stop the bor­ing talk. You’re only say­ing that be­cause you’re sat­is­fied—is what I thought, but I was not stu­pid enough to ac­tu­ally say that. I was in­formed that Hinata’s side had also par­ti­cip­ated in the Found­ing Fest­ival, so we de­term­ined to dis­cuss this in de­tail after meet­ing each other in per­son.

	Gazel sim­il­arly in­dic­ated a need to dis­cuss things among his sub­or­din­ates that fol­lowed along.

	I sent Gazel off after prom­ising him that I would ar­range a meet­ing after the fest­ival.
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	It was the morn­ing three days after Di­ablo’s re­turn.

	Youm’s party ar­rived.

	He happened to come at a good time, see­ing as to­night was the eve of the cel­eb­ra­tion and start­ing to­mor­row, after the long wait, would be the start of the Found­ing Fest­ival.

	We were in the usual con­fer­ence room, in front of me were Youm and sev­eral of his sub­or­din­ates lined up.

	“Your Honor, it’s been a while! As prom­ised, I have be­come a king.”

	Al­though his out­fit had changed to some­thing fancy, his per­son­al­ity had not. With a brusque at­ti­tude and a grin, he looked straight at me.

	I re­turned his gaze with a smile.

	“Clothes truly do make the man, Youm-kun. I will be in your care from now on as well.”

	“Haha! That’s my line. Mak­ing a per­son such as me a king, I will serve you well un­til the end. We are all pre­pared to join in on your am­bi­tions. I’m not the type to half-ass things,” Youm said with a smile.

	As prom­ised, Youm had be­come a great king. Thanks to Di­ablo put­ting in the hard work be­hind the scenes, the ground­work seemed to have been firmly es­tab­lished.

	And so Far­mus King­dom’s long his­tory had come to an end. Now giv­ing rise to a new na­tion with Hero Youm as the king. They de­cided to call the new king­dom “Farmenas”3, with the mean­ing be­ing a coun­try that was born while ex­per­i­en­cing danger. At the same time, Youm, who was the found­ing king, de­cided to call him­self Youm Fa­menas.

	The two majins be­side Youm—My­uran and Gru­cius—were also with him. As long as these two guard­ian es­corts were with Youm, he would be safe.

	Al­though My­uran wasn’t a mere guard­ian es­cort.

	“Your Majesty Rimuru, I apo­lo­gize for the late greet­ing. I am the wife of the King of Fa­menas, Youm, My­uran Fa­menas. I will be in your care.”

	Seem­ing to have no­ticed my at­ten­tion switch­ing to her, My­uran gave a curtsy and offered me a po­lite greet­ing. Her beauty could out­shine any other noble lady.

	“My­uran dis­plays the strik­ing pres­ence of a queen.”

	“Right? That’s be­cause un­like me, My­uran has re­fine­ment.”

	As I was com­pli­ment­ing My­uran, Youm joined in with a proud ex­pres­sion.

	“I may look like this, but I do have ex­per­i­ence. Be­cause Clay­man was at least a man of man­ners—”

	Thanks to what you may call his in­terest in ar­is­to­cracy, Clay­man had de­ve­loped a soph­ist­ic­ated taste for the finer things. He would dec­or­ate his castle with high-qual­ity fur­niture and art­works, so he was prob­ably just as me­tic­u­lous with the edu­ca­tion of his sub­or­din­ates.

	And like that, help came from a place we least ex­pec­ted it.

	“So, it’s good to have ex­per­i­ence in any­thing. I’m also hav­ing dif­fi­culty learn­ing proper man­ner­isms. Not long ago I was hav­ing a hard time be­ing set up as a dec­or­a­tion while greet­ing the dif­fer­ent mon­sters of Jura Great Forest.”

	“Ah, I can un­der­stand. The noble’s never-end­ing re­quests for an audi­ence give me a head­ache, not to men­tion the idi­ots stir­ring up fights in an at­tempt to gain some power. Al­though those prob­lems are of­ten solved by that old man—Chief Sor­cerer Razen.”

	Speak­ing of which, it didn’t seem like he would be com­ing. They said he was busy since things within the coun­try weren’t stable yet. I thought maybe he would be­tray us—but think­ing about it, he was un­der the ef­fect of Di­ablo’s ‘Tempter’. So my wor­ries were un­foun­ded.

	Even the re­tired king de­cided to hide his iden­tity and be­come an ad­vi­sor. While help­ing Youm, who lacked know­ledge and fin­esse, he had been a lot of help on the polit­ical side of things.

	Then there was the other majin, that be­ing Gru­cius.

	“And I heard you be­came the chief of knights?”

	“That is right, Rimuru-sama. I de­clined, but this guy just won’t quit once he makes up his mind…”

	It seemed that Youm forced the po­s­i­tion onto Gru­cius. Look­ing at his skills alone, he didn’t lack the tal­ent to fit in this po­s­i­tion, so the oth­ers didn’t com­plain. They couldn’t let a tal­ent like that go to waste by just let­ting him play around, so they re­ques­ted him to be the chief of knights of the newly foun­ded Fa­menas King­dom.

	How­ever, Gru­cius had a bit­ter ex­pres­sion. I ad­vised him that fol­low­ing his heart would be the right thing to do. Al­though Gru­cius thought that too, he couldn’t de­cline My­uran’s re­quest.

	After re­ceiv­ing her per­sonal re­quest he couldn’t re­fuse, Gru­cius was form­ally ap­poin­ted as chief of knights.

	Are you okay with that, Gru­cius? I thought, but he didn’t seem to hate it, so I wasn’t in the po­s­i­tion to make it an is­sue.

	“I still be­lieve I’m a sub­ject of Karion-sama, but I plan to look after this idiot for a while.”

	“Shut up—, you’re the stu­pid one!”

	Noth­ing seemed to have changed between these two.

	My­uran just looked at them dumb­foun­ded.

	See­ing this scene made me feel nos­tal­gic. Un­til now it was a pat­tern that I had ex­per­i­en­ced over and over, but this time we had an un­ex­pec­ted in­truder.

	“Really! His Majesty Youm and Chief Gru­cius…this is an act that is of dis­cour­tesy to De­mon Lord Rimuru!” shouted a boy who looked like he was still in ele­ment­ary school. He was a hand­some, nerdy look­ing boy.

	“Edgar! You’re so stiff.”

	“Haha, what of it. If the people see how quick-wit­ted I am, every­one will real­ize that I’m most qual­i­fied to be the next suc­cessor to the throne.”

	“Chief Gru­cius! Things will get com­plic­ated if you make such jokes. Since I’m work­ing hard as an at­tend­ant for his Majesty to be a great king!”

	Edgar spoke with his face flush­ing red with an­ger. Sur­pris­ingly, I was told that he was the son of the former king, Ed­malis. Al­though Edgar was only ten, he seemed very trust­worthy. See­ing him already ac­cus­tomed to point­ing things out like that, he was prob­ably go­ing through a lot, des­pite be­ing a wee lad. Deal­ing with a sloppy adult must be a strenu­ous job.

	Youm and Gru­cius may com­plain a lot, but they seemed to ac­tu­ally ad­ore Edgar all the while.

	Al­though I would have liked to con­tinue this heart­warm­ing con­ver­sa­tion, we had to move on. Youm’s party must’ve been ex­hausted from the long travels and other high-status people were com­ing here for the eve of the fest­ival.

	After agree­ing to have a drink with Youm at our leis­ure later, I ended our con­ver­sa­tion.

	“Put­ting that aside, I have a gift for Youm-kun for keep­ing your prom­ise. Di­ablo—”

	“Yes, Rimuru-sama. Were you look­ing for this?”

	Di­ablo ap­par­ently no­ticed even without me fin­ish­ing. He brought up a cer­ti­fic­ate that he had pre­pared in ad­vance. I handed it over to Youm.

	“Your Honor, this is…?”

	Youm wasn’t used to read­ing yet, so he handed it over to his at­tend­ant, Edgar.

	The look in his eyes changed after ex­amin­ing it.

	“I-I shall void the re­main­ing bal­ance for the re­par­a­tions. Is that what you’re say­ing?!”

	“That’s right, now with Youm as king, they serve no fur­ther need.”

	Ac­tu­ally, we already got 1,500 star gold coins. 10,000 star gold coins was an ex­cess­ive amount, and since I had already achieved my goal, I did not need it any­more.

	“Haha, I don’t quite get it but that’s what he says, Edgar,” Youm beamed at the wide-eyed Edgar.

	Al­though Youm didn’t seem to un­der­stand, it looks like Edgar grasped the rami­fic­a­tions.

	I hoped Youm’s repu­ta­tion would im­prove with this.

	Thus, Youm was her­al­ded as a suc­cess­ful man due to get­ting the re­par­a­tions for­given by me—a de­mon lord.

	My greet­ings with Youm’s party wrapped up.

	Tak­ing the baffled Edgar, Youm left the scene.
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	As the af­ter­noon rolled around, my busy sched­ule be­came a bit more re­laxed.

	The stream of vis­it­ors kept pour­ing in, but in or­der to pre­pare for the even­ing’s Found­ing Fest­ival, we didn’t have time for talks. There were a lot of people re­quest­ing an audi­ence, but I de­cided to sched­ule them for a meet­ing after the fest­ival.

	And so, after barely get­ting any time off, I went to In­gra­cia King­dom to meet Yuuki as prom­ised. On the way there I was go­ing to visit the academy and bring the kids too. Since it was a fest­ival, I thought that it would be nice for them to have some fun as well.

	The nos­tal­gic scenery of In­gra­cia’s streets.

	It had only been a few months, but a smile crept across my face as I re­membered my time liv­ing here.

	I headed for the headquar­ters of the Free­dom As­so­ci­ation without run­ning into any trouble. Through mod­ern-look­ing auto­matic glass doors, I stepped into a tem­per­at­ure-con­trolled room. At that mo­ment, sev­eral sharp looks fo­cused on me.

	This was a place that only people who were rank B or above could enter, so nat­ur­ally, only skilled people were around. Sat­is­fied with the place not look­ing any dif­fer­ent from be­fore, I slowly strolled around.

	I no­ticed that some people were try­ing to size me up. See­ing that they were gathered at the headquar­ters this early in the morn­ing, there might’ve been a big job they were pre­par­ing for.

	“—Who is that?”

	“It’s not a face I know. A new­comer? Do you know?”

	“No, I don’t know any­one that beau­ti­ful.”

	Hear­ing whis­pers like that made me feel a little un­com­fort­able.

	To for­get me in less than a year—at first, I was a little peeved, but then it hit me. I had for­got­ten that I wasn’t wear­ing a mask. Now be­ing able to com­pletely con­trol my aura, I con­fid­ently went in with a bare face think­ing that I didn’t need to wear it any­more.

	I had con­sidered dis­guising my­self, but it was already too late. Luck­ily, my clothes were those that I of­ten wore as an ad­ven­turer, so if I ac­ted con­fid­ently, no one would real­ize that I was a de­mon lord.

	After all, the de­mon lord at­tire for the audi­ence was mas­ter­fully hand­craf­ted by Shuna. It was im­pos­sibly lux­uri­ous. The dec­or­a­tions were fancy, and it was a beau­ti­ful product of the highest qual­ity. The he­ad­dress was also ex­quis­itely dec­or­ated, mak­ing me look like a com­pletely dif­fer­ent per­son.

	In this world, the abil­ity to take pic­tures has yet to be­come com­mon­place, so my face shouldn’t be widely known yet… it’ll prob­ably be okay not to worry about it. I de­cided to just roll with this look.

	Someone blocked my way as I was con­fid­ently strid­ing to­wards the re­cep­tion desk.

	I felt like some­thing like this had happened be­fore.

	“Wait, I don’t know from which coun­tryside you earned that B rank, but walk­ing by without greet­ing your seni­ors is some­thing un­ac­cept­able—hey, you. Don’t you know it’s the etiquette for a ju­nior to re­veal his name first?”

	Déjà vu—that was it, I re­membered now.

	This guy was an ac­quaint­ance of Kabal. See­ing as how they com­plained about greet­ing seni­ors last time as well, he looked like the type who put great em­phasis on and val­ued the re­la­tion­ship between ju­ni­ors and seni­ors in a sports­man kind of way.

	“You, if I re­mem­ber cor­rectly, your name is Grasse? You seem to al­ways be in the headquar­ters, do you have a lot of free time?”

	“Huh? You know my name? That means—”

	“I’m Rimuru. I was with Kabal’s party, re­mem­ber?” I cut Grasse off and in­tro­duced my­self.

	Put­ting that aside, what was up with Grasse? I did take off my mask, but my voice stayed the same, didn’t it? Why don’t you re­cog­nize me…

	“What!? Ri-Rimuru-san?”

	“Yes. You, al­though it’s my first time show­ing you my face, you should be able to re­cog­nize me from my voice.”

	“Uh, um, I mean…huh? I think I re­mem­ber you be­ing a bit shorter back then?”

	As I re­vealed that my name was Rimuru, Grasse quickly be­came con­fused. My rank was way higher than Grasse’s, so if we were to base it on his stand­ard, I was his su­per­ior.

	Fun­da­ment­ally, ad­ven­tur­ers are all about strength, mak­ing the re­la­tion­ships between seni­ors and ju­ni­ors not nearly as im­port­ant to most. When I first star­ted out, I did oc­ca­sion­ally show my re­spect to those I owed a fa­vor, but I didn’t even owe any fa­vors to this guy, so no reason to act as such. It would be an­other story if we took a job to­gether, but among ad­ven­tur­ers your rank was everything.

	“I grew.”

	Ac­tu­ally, I evolved, not grew, but I didn’t really have to be hon­est about that. I laced my tone with a hint of ir­rit­a­tion, thank­fully Grasse took the hint.

	“S-so that’s it. Put­ting that aside, Rimuru-san, you’re gor­geous! Now that you’ve grown you must be in­vin­cible! I’m touched to ac­tu­ally see a face this gor­geous in per­son!”

	Grasse straightened his pos­ture like Kabal’s party did and star­ted dump­ing vapid flat­tery on me. Al­though he was weaselly, he was someone you just couldn’t hate.

	“Al­right, al­right. More im­port­antly, you seem to al­ways be here, is it okay for you to slack off?”

	“Hehe, please don’t say that. Ac­tu­ally, this is one of the jobs I took; I train new­comers here. As you might know, there are dif­fer­ent levels of strength within the B rank, so it’s my job to teach those new­comers that act up. Those guys are in the same po­s­i­tion, but since we don’t have any­thing to do right now, we were just rest­ing while on standby at the headquar­ters,” Grasse said while point­ing at the men who were look­ing at me, to which they promptly stood up and greeted me.

	“I can’t be­lieve it was ac­tu­ally Rimuru, someone of B+ rank, I apo­lo­gize for not re­cog­niz­ing you,” the man, who seems to be the rep­res­ent­at­ive, said with every­one nod­ding in agree­ment.

	“I don’t be­lieve I changed much…”

	“No, No, No, No, please don’t say that, the only thing that we could re­cog­nize are your clothes.”

	“Yes, he’s right. That face is al­most like a cheat. It goes well bey­ond merely catch­ing someone’s eye…”

	Hmm, is that so?

	“Al­right, will wear­ing the mask suf­fice?”

	It was a hassle to go over this every time, so even if it was a bit of a bother, I didn’t think I had a choice. After I secretly made a mask within my ‘Stom­ach’, I put it on my face. The ad­ven­tur­ers’ moods de­flated, their eyes filled with dis­ap­point­ment.

	I don’t know if that’s really some­thing to make a fuss about, but it was over.

	“Then I’ll ex­cuse my­self. Don’t be too hard on the new­comers.”

	After leav­ing those words, I headed for the re­cep­tion desk.

	I gave my name at the re­cep­tion desk and re­ques­ted to meet Yuuki. Word ap­par­ently got through and the man at the re­cep­tion desk dir­ec­ted me to Yuuki im­me­di­ately.

	“Oh, Rimuru-san. Long time no see! You seem to have gone through a lot of dif­fi­cult ex­per­i­en­ces since the last time?”

	“It’s not some­thing you can just sum up as be­ing dif­fi­cult. Get­ting a sur­prise at­tack from Hinata, Far­mus’s army march­ing down on us, I even got summoned by the de­mon lords… It’s been a never-end­ing bar­rage of tor­ment for me. Just say­ing ‘that it was dif­fi­cult’ doesn’t even be­gin to de­scribe the misery, wouldn’t you agree?”

	“Haha, even after all that, com­ing out un­scathed feels just like you, Rimuru-san,” Yuuki re­spon­ded play­fully, but it was true that those things were ac­tu­ally aw­fully gruel­ing to deal with. Yuuki prob­ably un­der­stood this too. Al­though he was smil­ing cheer­fully his voice did con­tain a touch of com­pas­sion.

	“In short, since I have made up with Hinata, I can say that it all turned out well in the end.”

	“That seems to be the case. Oc­ca­sion­ally meet­ing with Hinata to ex­change in­form­a­tion gave me the chance to speak well about you from time to time. Re­gret­tably, Hinata does seem like the type who is loyal to a fault.”

	“Ah, I know what you mean. She doesn’t listen at all to what oth­ers say.”

	“You’re right. She’s the type that only be­lieves what she has seen and heard with her own eyes and ears. That per­son­al­ity of hers has put me through quite a lot over the years…”

	That we could agree on, launch­ing into a de­light­ful con­ver­sa­tion.

	Yeah. There were mo­ments when I had no clue what Hinata was think­ing. I could only ima­gine the hard times Yuuki must’ve had.

	“Well, but you’re the only one I can talk about this with, Rimuru-san.”

	Hinata’s circle of be­liev­ers was vast, al­low­ing even the slight­est, cas­ual slander to trickle back into her ears, or so they say. In the first place, dis­par­aging people wasn’t some­thing you should of­ten do. There­fore, I thought that I should be care­ful as well.

	“Well that’s that, so what do you think? You don’t have to push it if you’re busy, but if two or three days is okay, wouldn’t you like to par­ti­cip­ate in the fest­ival?”

	“Heh, I should go, of course. I’ve been des­per­ately fin­ish­ing my work just to at­tend, you know? And, not to worry, I have a trust­worthy sub­or­din­ate to take care of my work while I’m ab­sent. Wait a mo­ment.”

	After I brought up the real pur­pose of my visit today, ask­ing if he’s at­tend­ing the Found­ing Fest­ival, Yuuki left those words and stood up, then seem­ingly call­ing someone, he left the room.

	I took a sip of the tea he had left me, and not much time had passed be­fore Yuuki re­turned with a wo­man in tow.

	“I’ll in­tro­duce her to you. Her name is Kagali and she has taken the job of the Free­dom As­so­ci­ation’s deputy grand­mas­ter,” he said, in­tro­du­cing me to that wo­man—Kagali-san. Her ap­pear­ance was one of beauty and el­eg­ance, clothed in what re­sembled a suit with or­nate designs unique to this world. It suited her per­fectly. She had navy-blue eyes and blonde hair tied in a bun, but most re­mark­able were her long, poin­ted ears. Her spe­cies was un­doubtedly elven in nature.

	“Nice to meet you, Rimuru Tem­pest. No, De­mon Lord Rimuru-sama. My name is Kagali. It’s an honor to meet you.”

	“Happy to meet you. This is my second time here, but it seems we weren’t able to meet the last time?”

	I had seen the wo­man who served the tea, but it was my first time see­ing someone called Kagali. If it’s someone great enough to be the deputy, I wish he would have in­tro­duced me to her earlier—but there was a reason for that.
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	“Haha, there wasn’t much I could do about that; I just re­cently re­turned. My lifelong pas­sion has been the ex­plor­a­tion of ru­ins, and a few days ago we dis­covered the world’s largest an­cient ru­ins, ‘Soma’.”

	Kagali-san was at the top of her field in the ex­plor­a­tion sec­tor. Be­fore Yuuki es­tab­lished the Free­dom As­so­ci­ation, she was said to have been cap­tiv­ated by ru­ins, ex­plor­ing them day and night. Yet be­cause she didn’t par­ti­cip­ate in an ad­ven­turer’s group, which was the core fea­ture of the Free­dom As­so­ci­ation, her name was not well known. Re­gard­less, her skills were un­doubtedly ex­cep­tional, catch­ing Yuuki’s at­ten­tion, who then re­cruited her.

	Fight­ing wasn’t the only pur­pose of the Free­dom As­so­ci­ation—a sen­ti­ment Yuuki be­lieved in as well, hence the ap­point­ment of Kagali-san, an ex­pert ar­che­olo­gist, to the hon­or­able po­s­i­tion of deputy. And with Yuuki’s sup­port, it was said that Kagali-san had made a break­through achieve­ment this time. That was the sur­pris­ing dis­cov­ery of the an­cient ru­ins called “Soma”.

	With this out­stand­ing feat un­der her belt, Kagali-san’s repu­ta­tion was re­vised in the pub­lic eye. Even those who were con­vinced that she had been af­forded a high po­s­i­tion solely through her per­sonal con­nec­tions with Yuuki now ac­know­ledged and revered her as the deputy grand­mas­ter.

	“We dis­covered the ru­ins, but we still have a lot left to ex­plore. We were only able to make a full map of the top floor; many of its riddles re­main yet to be solved.”

	“But that’s the job of the ex­plor­a­tion ad­ven­tur­ers. If they have Kagali’s map, even they could ex­plore without prob­lems.”

	In­stead of leav­ing it all to one ac­com­plished ex­plor­a­tion ad­ven­turer, it seemed like they were mo­bil­iz­ing people to start ex­cav­at­ing. Since it would also help nur­ture young rook­ies, I think it would be killing two birds with one stone.

	And so Kagali-san took up the job of train­ing ex­plor­a­tion ad­ven­tur­ers of at least rank B at the In­gra­cia Free­dom As­so­ci­ation headquar­ters.

	The pay was quite high, and ap­par­ently, some of the in­come earned from selling the things found in the an­cient ru­ins went straight into her pock­ets. Con­sid­er­ing that the trans­ac­tions were all made through the guild, the profits they reaped couldn’t be un­der­es­tim­ated.

	“I see. Ru­ins seem to be quite prof­it­able.”

	“That’s right. Al­though in my case I’m not in it for the money, it’s more of a hobby. Al­though, oc­ca­sion­ally, I put the things I found up for auc­tion to top off the activ­ity funds.”

	As ex­pec­ted, ex­plor­ing ru­ins was ex­pens­ive, she seemed to have had a hard time.

	Yes, yes, talk­ing about ru­ins…

	“I have some­thing I want to ask, who owns the ru­ins? Does the coun­try they are in man­age it?”

	“Uh-um, that’s a bit com­plic­ated. Take, for in­stance, the topic of our con­ver­sa­tion, the an­cient ru­ins of ‘Soma’; they are un­der the ad­min­is­tra­tion of the Free­dom As­so­ci­ation. That’s be­cause its loc­a­tion is a bit of a gray area, found in the re­gion far west of the West­ern Na­tions in the desert known as ‘Bar­ren Lands’.”

	“Strictly speak­ing, the ‘Bar­ren Lands’ is close to De­mon Lord Da­gruel’s ter­rit­ory, caus­ing every­one to fear it and dis­suad­ing any at­tempts to rule it. So, no one cur­rently claims own­er­ship of the ru­ins found there.”

	“Is that so… Then, as ex­pec­ted, it is ne­ces­sary to care­fully con­sider how to man­age such a place…”

	“Huh? Is there some­thing that’s both­er­ing you, Rimuru-san?” Yuuki asked, seem­ingly bothered by my re­ac­tion.

	The thing on my mind was, of course, the ru­ins un­der Clay­man’s castle. Likely ma­gical items and other things were sleep­ing in that place, so ex­plor­ing it would, by my es­tim­a­tion, earn us some hefty profits.

	But there was some­thing that bothered me. It was the ques­tion of right­ful own­er­ship sur­round­ing the find­ings from the ru­ins. An­other thing that bothered me was the po­ten­tial of at­tract­ing un­sa­vory ad­ven­tur­ers in it only for the money or even dis­taste­ful out­laws.

	Al­though the pro­posal of dig­ging up treas­ure in an­cient ru­ins was en­ti­cing, we ought to con­sider their his­tor­ical value as well. In­vest­ig­at­ing them can tell us a lot about how the an­cient people lived back then. The world of an­cient civil­iz­a­tions cap­tures a cer­tain sense of fas­cin­a­tion. If we act too hast­ily, we will run the risk of des­troy­ing valu­able in­form­a­tion. That was my biggest con­cern.

	The ru­ins weren’t some­thing I in­ten­ded to hide from them, so I de­cided to dis­cuss the mat­ter with Yuuki and Kagali-san. It seems like I came at just the right time to meet an ex­plor­a­tion spe­cial­ist.

	“The truth is, I found ru­ins in Clay­man’s base.”

	“What? Is that true?!”

	The mo­ment I said that, Kagali-san shot a sharp stare at me, ra­di­at­ing an in­cred­ibly in­tense force that made my skin crawl. I was some­what taken aback but de­cided to con­tinue my ex­plan­a­tion.

	“Clay­man had ac­cu­mu­lated an im­mense for­tune, and he also handed weapons and shields with ma­gic ef­fects to his sub­or­din­ates. So I was won­der­ing if he was mak­ing use of the things he found in those ru­ins, but—”

	“—But?”

	After hes­it­at­ing a bit, I let out my thoughts.

	“It may be rude to say this to people who make a liv­ing with ruin ex­plor­a­tion, but I re­fuse to tear apart the ru­ins merely for a chance of treas­ure. What kind of life and cul­ture did the res­id­ents have and what ul­ti­mately lead to their down­fall—these are the things I want to find out. Even if it’s just to make mean­ing­ful use of the past, I think we should show our re­spect to the an­cient people.”

	Well, those were prob­ably just my overly emo­tional thoughts. It’s not that I didn’t have an in­terest in treas­ures, but I be­lieved there to be some­thing more im­port­ant. And that’s why I ordered for the ru­ins to be sealed for now.

	“Hmm, sur­pris­ingly, you’re quite the ro­man­ti­cist,4 Rimuru-san…”

	“‘Sur­pris­ingly’, what do you mean? I’m a ro­man­ti­cist through and through.”

	“Haha. hear­ing that, I guess you’re right. If it weren’t for your ro­mantic spirit, you wouldn’t have thought of mak­ing a coun­try of mon­sters,” Yuuki said with a smile of agree­ment.

	As for Kagali, she was nod­ding while deep in thought. The mur­der­ous look in her eyes had long sub­sided, now shin­ing with the light of reason.

	“I won­der… It’s some­thing I haven’t thought of, but I can un­der­stand. I would also like to pre­vent wan­ton de­struc­tion of the ru­ins. There­fore, I’m plan­ning to prop­erly edu­cate the re­search group be­fore dis­patch­ing them to Soma.”

	My sen­ti­ment—ro­man­ti­cism for the an­cient times—didn’t get across, but I think she at least un­der­stood that the ru­ins needed to be pro­tec­ted.

	She’s a well-qual­i­fied per­son, so maybe I should ask her to ex­plore the ru­ins.

	Then that still leaves me with the ques­tion…

	“In re­gard to Clay­man’s ter­rit­ory, it is cur­rently un­der my sole au­thor­ity. Later on, it will be merged with Milim’s ter­rit­ory, but right now we’re the ones who are man­aging it, after all, we’re the ones who de­feated Clay­man. I think even that guy took good care of the ru­ins, we wouldn’t want to be the ones to ruin it, right? That’s why I thought we should get Milim on board with this and have her take good care of the ru­ins.”

	“Huh-hmm, so Rimuru-san won’t be the one to con­tinue man­aging it?”

	“I think that would be dif­fi­cult. It’s ad­ja­cent to the East­ern Em­pire, mak­ing con­sid­er­a­tions for the peri­meter de­fense a hassle—some­thing need­lessly te­di­ous. We can’t spare the mil­it­ary forces to for­tify that area in the first place.”

	Clay­man’s ter­rit­ory was the buf­fer zone with the East­ern Em­pire. There you could find a road called “Death’s Val­ley” wind­ing through jagged moun­tains. It was a rough, un­fastened road that, if you man­aged to pass, would al­low you to travel between Clay­man’s ter­rit­ory and the Em­pire. Des­pite this treach­er­ous road be­ing laden with mon­sters, traces of Clay­man’s sub­or­din­ates us­ing the road had been found. There­fore, the Em­pire was pos­sibly in col­lab­or­a­tion with Clay­man and might mo­bil­ize their forces. We would have to re­main vi­gil­ant.

	Even if we wanted to dis­patch an army there, we were too short on num­bers. Man­aging the Jura Great Forest on its own was already an ar­du­ous task, and so if I could leave Clay­man’s ter­rit­ory in Milim’s hands, it would be up to her alone, if or when the Em­pire de­cided to make a move.

	“Then, does it mean that we need De­mon Lord Milim’s per­mis­sion to ex­plore the ru­ins?”

	“That would be the case.”

	“Is that so… You’ve in­trigued me with those ru­ins, can’t we some­how take a look?”

	“I doubt she would turn us down if we asked, but she would, in all like­li­hood, ask to come along.”

	“That would be…”

	She seemed hes­it­ant to go ex­plor­ing to­gether with Milim, which came as no sur­prise, con­sid­er­ing that that de­mon lord was in­fam­ous for caus­ing dis­as­ters. Kagali already looked de­jec­ted—but it’s too early to give up. Milim is gonna tag along, that’s for sure, but if I were to ac­com­pany them, it might be okay.

	“I in­ten­ded to in­vest­ig­ate them sooner or later any­way, and I’d feel re­as­sured if a pro like Kagali were to come along. This too might be fate, so I would like to form­ally re­quest an in­vest­ig­a­tion from the Free­dom As­so­ci­ation, with re­mu­ner­a­tion, what do you think?”

	“In other words, the rights to the things found in the ru­ins will be­long to Rimuru-san?”

	“No, that needs to be dis­cussed. I have my own mu­seum, lead­ing me to be more in­ter­es­ted in dis­play­ing things there than dig­ging. First, it’s part of Milim’s ter­rit­ory, we have to dis­cuss it with her. I think it would be dif­fi­cult to de­cide now.”

	“I see. Re­gard­less, you’ll still be do­ing your own in­vest­ig­a­tions, cor­rect?”

	“That’s it!”

	“So, I’d be happy to ac­cept your of­fer if I didn’t have to worry about the fund­ing. If you could handle ne­go­ti­ations with De­mon Lord Milim on our be­half, I’d be more than will­ing to ac­cept the of­fer.”

	Kagali-san struck me as the type that is in­ter­es­ted in sci­entific re­search, rather than someone who’s just in it for the money. If that was so, then there was no prob­lem. I would take on the job of con­vin­cing Milim and leave the or­gan­iz­a­tion of the in­vest­ig­a­tion team to Kagali-san.

	“Can I en­trust this to you?”

	“Yes! Please leave that re­quest to our Free­dom As­so­ci­ation!”

	“I’m look­ing for­ward to it. Then along with tak­ing care of things while Yuuki-sama is out, I will fin­ish up the pre­par­a­tion for the ex­plor­a­tion.”

	That was the situ­ation. The con­ver­sa­tion had com­pletely de­railed at this point. The whole point of me be­ing there in the first place was to in­vite Yuuki.

	“Then I’ll let you handle everything, Kagali. I’m sorry that you can’t en­joy the fest­ival with us.”

	“Hahaha, it’s al­right. Then, Yuuki-sama, please have a great time.”

	“Yup, I’ll leave the rest to you!”

	After our little greet­ing, Yuuki and I left the As­so­ci­ation headquar­ters.

	Things were on the up-and-up for the ex­plor­a­tion of the ru­ins, as we re­ceived a help­ing hand from a place we never ex­pec­ted it. Pre­vi­ously, I was hav­ing a hard time de­cid­ing who to take along, but I felt re­as­sured now that a pro was tak­ing part. I was eagerly look­ing for­ward to check­ing out the ru­ins after we wrapped up the Found­ing Fest­ival and took a short break. Who knows, maybe it could be ref­er­ence ma­ter­ial for the dun­geon. There’ll be a lot for me to study.

	I thought about these things while tak­ing Yuuki to our next des­tin­a­tion.
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	I re­moved my mask as I was leav­ing the As­so­ci­ation’s headquar­ters. Since its abil­ity to hide my youki had be­come mean­ing­less now, I didn’t have to wear it un­less I was in a place where someone was likely to bother me.

	Yuuki came over to speak to me, with a gi­ant bag in tow. He must have pre­pared in ad­vance, like I told him to in the let­ter I had sent. The ri­dicu­lous size of that bag sug­ges­ted that he in­ten­ded to stay for a couple of days.

	“You’re bring­ing those kids to the fest­ival too, right?”

	“Yep. Since I re­con­ciled with Hinata, there’s no one openly hos­tile to us. There might be some small in­cid­ents here and there, but when it comes to se­cur­ity, I’m well pre­pared.”

	Since we’re in­vit­ing prom­in­ent fig­ures from each coun­try, we’re es­pe­cially fo­cused on that part. There­fore, in­vit­ing those five kids to our coun­try’s fest­ival won’t be an is­sue.

	“Okay, then I will al­low it,” Yuuki nod­ded, then con­tin­ued with a smile, “they’ve been study­ing and be­hav­ing well lately, so I think it’s okay to give them a breather.”

	We didn’t send a let­ter to let the kids know in ad­vance, mean­ing this would be a total sur­prise to them. I kept quiet about it un­til I could be sure that it was okay. I hoped they would un­der­stand that part. Nor­mally with things like this, you would need to get the per­son’s con­sent first, but, de­pend­ing on the situ­ation, in­vit­ing the kids could be post­poned. I be­lieved that it would be bet­ter than get­ting them all ex­cited only to let them down.

	A short walk later, the fa­mil­iar school build­ing came into view. The im­pos­ing struc­ture was the pride of In­gra­cia, a train­ing in­sti­tu­tion for as­so­ci­ation mem­bers—the Free­dom Academy.

	After a brief ex­change with the guard, he im­me­di­ately con­veyed the mes­sage in­side. Yuuki’s pres­ence ex­ped­ited the pro­cess im­mensely, he was the chair­man after all, and the per­son to guide us soon ar­rived.

	After greet­ing the prin­cipal, we headed for the classroom.

	“Hey. Have you kids been well—” Be­fore I could fin­ish, Alice came char­ging like a bul­let, ram­ming me squarely in the stom­ach.

	“You’re late, sen­sei!”

	How could it be? It didn’t really feel like it had been that long, so maybe it’s be­cause I’m an adult? Kids have a dif­fer­ent sense of time; they must’ve felt lonely.

	“Yeah! You prom­ised to come to play of­ten!”

	“Yes, Gale is right. I was wor­ried that you had for­got­ten all about us.”

	“But now you’re here, we’re so happy, sen­sei!”

	Gale, Kenya, Ryota, these three gathered around me had big smiles on their faces, in spite of their com­plaints.

	And lastly, Chloe as well, “Wel­come, sen­sei!”

	She came run­ning and hugged me with a smile.

	“You’re still as pop­u­lar as ever, I’m en­vi­ous,” Yuuki ob­served while look­ing at the chil­dren.

	“Ah, big bro Yuuki is here too!”

	“Big bro Yuuki, you’re go­ing to battle me today too, right?”

	“Me too!”

	“That’s a good idea. I’ve been able to get a good grip of the spirit’s power re­cently.”

	As the kids re­cog­nized Yuuki, their hap­pi­ness shot through the roof. Kenya chal­lenged him, while Gale and Ryota seemed to have the same in mind. Now that they could prop­erly con­trol their powers, they seemed to really want to try out their skills.

	How­ever, that’s not what today was go­ing to be about.

	“Ah-haha, it’ll take an­other hun­dred years be­fore you get a shot at beat­ing me!” Yuuki teased. “I can be your op­pon­ent, but not today.”

	“Awwww, why?” Kenya grumbled, at which point I de­cided to jump into the con­ver­sa­tion, “It’s a shame, but we don’t have time today.”

	“What are you say­ing?” Chloe asked as her eyes widened in ex­cite­ment.

	I looked her straight in the eyes and answered, “I’m in­vit­ing the five of you to my coun­try. There is a fest­ival to­mor­row. But if you don’t really want to go—”

	“Hurry up, let’s get ready!”

	“Al­right, Ken-chan!”

	“Wooow! Tell us im­port­ant stuff like that sooner—!!”

	“That’s right, Rimuru-sen­sei! You’re telling us too sud­denly!!”

	“Ah, but I’m still ex­cited!!”

	The kids dar­ted off without let­ting me fin­ish. They had all agreed to go in a heart­beat.

	“Just pack up a change of clothes!” I shouted after them, but there was no re­sponse.

	They dis­ap­peared in a gust of ex­cite­ment.

	The teacher left stand­ing in the classroom had ob­served our in­ter­ac­tion with a sur­prised ex­pres­sion. And once the kids dis­ap­peared, he let out a sigh of de­feat.

	“Ah, how amaz­ing. They never treated me with such af­fec­tion…”

	“Ahaha, you’re do­ing well. It’s got­ten a little bit bet­ter now, but there are no other teach­ers who can handle those kids.”

	“No, it’s noth­ing. If you don’t show your skill, they won’t take your lead. It’s, ad­mit­tedly, a pretty reas­on­able de­mand. Em­bar­rass­ingly enough to say, even I could lose if I were care­less. The strength of those kids is the real deal. Any­way—” told me a teacher I was un­fa­mil­iar with, someone they likely hired as my re­place­ment back then.

	“Ah, I’ve yet to in­tro­duce my­self. I am the kids’ former ad­vi­sor, Rimuru. I apo­lo­gize for in­ter­rupt­ing the class.”

	“Ah, you really are Rimuru-sen­sei. I heard a lot about you from the kids, so I guessed it was you. My name is Clouse. I was em­ployed at this academy as your re­place­ment. Don’t worry about the class; I was in­formed in ad­vance by the chair­man that the class could be on break for a while,” Clouse-sen­sei said with a de­feated smile.

	Ac­cord­ing to Yuuki, Clouse-san was an A- rank ad­ven­turer of the sub­jug­a­tion di­vi­sion. At his ripe old age of 50 he was slowly pre­par­ing for re­tire­ment.

	“Wait a minute? If they’ve got­ten so far as rival­ing you, then just how much stronger have those little ras­cals got­ten?”

	“What are you say­ing? They are go­ing around, proudly pro­claim­ing that they were taught by none other than you.”

	“Yeah, that’s right. Hon­es­tly, if I were ever to get fool­ishly care­less, even I would lose to them,” came the ad­mis­sion from Yuuki.

	If he said so too, it’s gotta be true.

	No, no, it’s really amaz­ing that they were able to grow this much in such a short amount of time, I marveled, deeply im­pressed, when Clouse set his gaze on Yuuki and me with a de­term­ined look.

	“Yuuki-sama, I have a re­quest.”

	“Yes? What is it?”

	“I would like to ask Rimuru-sama to listen as well, as this is about the kids—be­fore long, they will sur­pass me in strength if this car­ries on. We’ve seen this hap­pen time and again; If the kids be­come com­pla­cent, it’ll be to their det­ri­ment. We need an adult that can be a moun­tain for them to climb.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“Ele­ment­ary, Yuuki-sama. Those kids have much room to im­prove. We need someone who would teach them how to fight, so that they won’t be sat­is­fied with merely beat­ing me.”

	I won­der.

	Clouse-san was wor­ry­ing for them like they were his own kids. Each of them housed a greater spirit of their own, al­low­ing them to bor­row that power to neut­ral­ize the en­ergy they were im­bued with on their travel through worlds as an “Oth­er­worlder”. As they grow older, they would even­tu­ally gain the abil­ity to con­trol it on their own, open­ing the path for them to use the ex­cess en­ergy in fights, al­low­ing even things like ‘Spirit Ma­gic’ to be wiel­ded with ease. That way, they could be­come power­ful spirit-wielder5 like Shizu-san.

	Moreover, a Spirit of Light deemed Kenya to be in pos­ses­sion of the qual­i­fic­a­tions to be­come a ‘True Hero’, so un­der the guid­ance of a great teacher, ac­quir­ing tre­mend­ous strength could be within his grasp.

	Like Clouse-san said, we needed to find a great teacher. But that raised the ques­tion—

	“That’s it. We need to find someone to be a good teacher for those kids, right? But if it’s someone stronger than Clouse, he would need to be an act­ive A rank. Hav­ing a first-class ad­ven­turer like that take on the role of a teacher is a bit of a stretch…”

	That’s the prob­lem.

	Once you re­tire from the ad­ven­turer life­style, then ac­cept­ing a stable job in edu­ca­tion makes sense. But if you’re an act­ive ad­ven­turer, it would be in your best fin­an­cial in­terests to pri­or­it­ize do­ing more high ranked jobs, rather than look­ing after kids. And even from the Free­dom As­so­ci­ation’s per­spect­ive, it would only be right for them to have the great and tal­en­ted people pri­or­it­ize pro­tect­ing the pub­lic.

	“Pre­cisely. As­sum­ing at least Rank A, I can’t think of any­one who would ac­cept the job of a teacher. If it’s aca­de­mic stud­ies or vari­ous ad­ven­tur­ing skills I could teach them, but alas…” Clouse let out a sigh.

	In spite of him be­ing the one who sug­ges­ted it, he fully un­der­stood that it was a dif­fi­cult task. That must be the case. Ask­ing ad­ven­tur­ers to be teach­ers would be dif­fi­cult. Then… Think­ing along those lines I gave a sug­ges­tion, “Then how about we do this? I am plan­ning to build a school in our coun­try. We have plenty of B ranks and our ‘Sword Mas­ter’ Hak­urou is the in­structor. Based purely on swords­man­ship, he still out­paces me com­fort­ably, he could teach them—”

	If we were to fo­cus solely on swords­man­ship, it’d be okay to leave it to Hak­urou. But I wanted to teach lots of other stuff be­sides that.

	“That’s amaz­ing! Then can we en­trust the kids to Rimuru-san’s coun­try?”

	“That’s one op­tion. But if we were to do that, it would be hard for the kids to learn about hu­man so­ci­ety.”

	Liv­ing among hu­mans teaches one the com­mon sense re­quired to get along in their so­ci­ety. If we were to de­prive them of this op­por­tun­ity, I was afraid that they might grow up with a lack of com­mu­nic­a­tion skills.

	Over the course of time, the num­ber of ad­ven­tur­ers would in­crease, and their kids would prob­ably go to schools. But that was still a fu­ture await­ing us sev­eral years from now. Un­til then, they would be learn­ing in an en­vir­on­ment without any other hu­man chil­dren, and I thought that that could pose a bit of a prob­lem.

	“Ahh, be­cause there are only mon­sters and no hu­man chil­dren.”

	“I see. That could be a prob­lem…”

	Yuuki and Clouse-san os­tens­ibly shared my ap­pre­hen­sion and nod­ded in agree­ment.

	I was glad to be on the same page with them.

	But it was too early to re­lax. There was one last thing weigh­ing on me.

	“Well, there is the op­tion of leav­ing only the skill train­ing to us. We can util­ize tele­port­a­tion ma­gic after all, con­veni­ently mak­ing it pos­sible to take care of them a few times a week. But more im­port­antly, I think the kids need to deepen their un­der­stand­ing of the spir­its.”

	At this point it wasn’t an is­sue yet, but this also wasn’t a mat­ter we could just ac­cept and for­get. To pro­tect the lives of the chil­dren, each of them had a spirit in their bod­ies. To use that power prop­erly, I thought it ne­ces­sary to know more about the spir­its.

	And that was some­thing I could not teach. Say­ing this might be too ob­vi­ous, but my know­ledge is some­thing I learned through ex­per­i­en­cing it my­self. Like try­ing to ex­plain how to breathe, my dis­pos­i­tion would make it pro­hib­it­ively dif­fi­cult to ex­plain. You could eas­ily ex­pound the nature of spir­its, yet do­ing so will never cap­ture the es­sence.

	That’s when Hinata and the Holy Knight’s com­bat tac­tics came to mind—one of them the tech­nique of fus­ing spir­itual ma­gic with a sword. Reach­ing those depths re­quires a sim­il­arly deep un­der­stand­ing of spir­its.

	If we could teach that to the chil­dren…

	“If we’re talk­ing about spir­its, then the Holy Knights are un­matched. Should I ask Hinata?”

	“Uh-um, I thought about that as well, but isn’t Hinata too scary?”

	“Ah, yes. That is true…”

	“The kids prob­ably won’t un­der­es­tim­ate her, though I worry that she might be too strict with them…”

	“I can­not deny what you said,” Yuuki ad­mit­ted, as both of us looked at each other and sighed. We de­cided to put this on hold for now.

	I could see the kids run­ning to­wards us with their lug­gage.

	Shift­ing gears, at­tend­ing a fest­ival was a rare oc­ca­sion. Mov­ing for­ward, we would have a fun time, it’d be a shame to spoil it with these tire­some mat­ters. For now we’d leave it to Hak­urou and think about what would fol­low later on.

	We’re really just sweep­ing our prob­lems un­der the rug, but I’m sure it’ll prob­ably work it­self out some­how.

	As usual, I de­cided to take it lightly and stopped wor­ry­ing about it then and there.
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	After we headed out through the king­dom of In­gra­cia’s gates, I opened a ‘Tele­port­a­tion Gate’ in a se­cluded place, away from pry­ing eyes. Since this wasn’t ma­gic, it could be cast without the use of a ma­gic circle. Yuuki looked at me sur­prised, but the kids were already used to it.

	“That’s so easy for you, sen­sei, you should come visit us more of­ten!” was the com­plaint I ended up hear­ing from Kenya. He had a point, so I ended up apo­lo­giz­ing. I struggled to find the time among the many things vy­ing for my at­ten­tion, I couldn’t guar­an­tee their safety either, but that didn’t need to be men­tioned. There’s no reason to bring up tri­vi­al­it­ies that just make the kids feel un­com­fort­able. So I just brushed it off and prom­ised to visit more of­ten.

	After that, I guided Yuuki and the chil­dren to the inn that I was very proud of.

	Sep­ar­ate from the sec­tion hous­ing the kings and nobles of each coun­try, this was a private sec­tor for the ex­ec­ut­ives to stay in.

	After see­ing Yuuki off to his room, I turned to look at the kids.

	“I’m sorry but I have things left to do. I think I can only meet you at night.”

	“ “ “Huuuh—?!” ” ” the kids cried out in dis­sat­is­fac­tion.

	“Hush!” I took out a pendant and showed it to the sulk­ing kids to quiet them down.

	“I con­sidered us­ing this to play a game—?”

	Be­fore the words could leave my lips, the kids’ eyes lit up, gone was their bel­ly­ach­ing as they were cap­tiv­ated with what I was about to say.

	Once I con­firmed that I had cap­tured their at­ten­tion, I con­tin­ued to ex­plain.

	“Check it out, this is a free pass to all of the street stalls that will be in­stalled for the fest­ival start­ing to­mor­row. With this, you can eat and drink at any store, all you want, and you can freely enter any event ven­ues as well. How­ever, the budget has an up­per limit, it’s 100 sil­ver coins—use them all up, and it’s game over. If that hap­pens, you must go back to your room, where home­work will be wait­ing for you as pun­ish­ment. If you have kept up with your stud­ies un­til now, you’ll be able to have a blast for all three days. So, do you want to play my game?”

	I knew from the start that I would be saddled with tak­ing care of the kids, so I con­cocted a way to com­pensate in ad­vance. To get the most out of a fest­ival, hav­ing money to spend on snacks and trinkets is in­dis­pens­able. Al­low­ing them to roam freely was the main idea. I felt sorry that I couldn’t be with them, but I thought that the kids would be able to en­joy go­ing around by them­selves.

	Souei and his sub­or­din­ates were on duty for sur­veil­lance in­side the city. Even if they were to go their sep­ar­ate ways, I already had it set up for them to be mon­itored in secret.

	And so I had pre­pared for the kids to be able to en­joy them­selves without worry. The amount of al­low­ance was an un­con­ven­tional 100 sil­ver coins. Most of the things they’d sell at the street stalls wouldn’t even be worth 1 sil­ver coin, so it would be hard for them to spend it all in three days. It was a game in name only, a simple ex­cuse.

	“I wanna play!”

	“There seem to be a lot of weird things, you’re ex­cited, right, Ken?”

	“Yup. It seems like fun!”

	“Thank you, sen­sei.”

	“Oh, we’ll also buy you a present, sen­sei!”

	The kids fell for my scheme, hook, line, and sinker. They were over­come with ex­cite­ment in an­ti­cip­a­tion of the fest­ival that star­ted to­mor­row.

	I gave out a pendant to each of the kids, then looked them up-and-down be­fore nod­ding. I thought to my­self, it’s only nat­ural for there to be a lot of ex­cite­ment on the eve of a fest­ival.

	I had con­sidered telling them that Ramiris was in town, but I de­cided against it. I had planned for them to meet at the end of the fest­ival any­way, there was no need to rush. Ad­di­tion­ally, the kids, with Kenya and Alice in the lead, seemed like they were busy mak­ing plans for the next three days start­ing to­mor­row.

	For the re­main­ing time, the hotel’s wait­resses would be tak­ing care of the kids.

	“Then, you guys, if some­thing hap­pens, tell it to the wait­resses in the inns. I don’t ima­gine this would be­come ne­ces­sary, but if you really want to con­tact me, hold the pendant and pray in your mind. It will ac­tiv­ate ma­gic that sends mes­sages.”

	“ “ “Okay!” ” ”

	It sparked joy in me, see­ing the kids an­swer so en­er­get­ic­ally. I didn’t think the kids would be rais­ing a ruckus any­more, so I slipped out of the room.

	And with this, I could mark the end of today’s check­list.

	There was still a little time be­fore the eve of the fest­ival and I thought of rest­ing for a bit in pre­par­a­tion for to­night, but… It didn’t seem like it would go the way I wanted it to.

	“—Rimuru sama, it seems that ‘hero’ Masay­uki’s party has ar­rived out­side the city,” Souei quietly ap­peared to re­port and whispered into my ear.

	A hero, huh.

	Let’s see what kind of guy he is.

	With that mind­set, I went to meet him right away.

	A wagon with sev­eral elves who I sus­pec­ted had been caught as slaves came into view. The story of them be­ing saved from a crim­inal or­gan­iz­a­tion called ‘Orthrus(Slave Trade Union)’ was, ap­par­ently, true. The wagon looked fairly high-class and they seemed to have been treated well.

	A blond boy was rid­ing on a small sized car­riage, sep­ar­ate from that wagon. He was in the driver’s seat, but there was an­other man who was hold­ing the reins.

	Is that boy the ‘hero’ Masay­uki?

	He ap­peared to be Ja­pan­ese, but his face also looked kinda like a for­eigner.

	Should I say he looks like an idol?

	Smooth blond hair and deep double eye­lids in his long nar­row eyes—he had a bit of a baby face, but on the whole he looked cool. He was a con­sid­er­ably hand­some young lad.

	Frankly, he didn’t look strong at all. But I must not be fooled by his ap­pear­ance.

	Masay­uki was def­in­itely an “Oth­er­worlder”. Be­cause, al­though it was weak, he was ex­ud­ing ‘Heroic Act’. It was a co­er­cive force, but it didn’t work on me. I didn’t dare to get care­less and tense up. While act­ing com­posed, I turned my gaze to­wards Masay­uki. And his party seemed to have re­cog­nized me too, as I came to meet them. They slowly pro­ceeded and came to a stop in front of me, then ap­proached on foot.

	“Hey, are you that de­mon lord called Rimuru? To think that you would come to meet us.”

	“Masay­uki-sama is a great hero. Ob­vi­ously, he can­not be ig­nored, even by a de­mon lord.”

	“Hehehe. Masay­uki-kun, what should we do? Should we de­clare a win­ner right now?”

	They seem to be bab­bling whatever non­sense they pleased, these hu­mans. I’m thank­ful for them sav­ing the elves, but I don’t see a reason to listen to this.

	But I held back, it would’ve been fool­ish to get angry here.

	I was pro­mot­ing my­self as a be­ne­vol­ent, not harm­ful de­mon lord, who made up with even Hinata. It was out of the ques­tion to make all those ef­forts go to waste.

	“Wow, you’re push­ing it a little too far, hero and com­pany. As thanks for sav­ing the elves, who be­came my sub­jects, I will per­mit you to stay in this town. If you really need it, I will pre­pare a place for your stay as well, so feel free to stick around as long as you want. How­ever, I do not plan to fight here, keep that in mind.”

	There were many mer­chants around, and I de­cided to lower my­self by show­ing a friendly at­ti­tude for now. How­ever, the re­sponse wasn’t fa­vor­able.

	“Haha, as ex­pec­ted, the de­mon lord fears Masay­uki,” bel­lowed the guy who ac­ted as a coach­man, a man with a big body dressed in ar­mor that still left him half-na­ked, and leered down at me with a fierce sneer.

	“You wanna get along with us hu­mans, but I won­der how much of that we can be­lieve. Ru­mor has it that the one who plot­ted the down­fall of Far­mus was you, de­mon lord. You might have de­ceived Hinata the Saint, but if you think you can do the same with Masay­uki-kun, it’ll get ugly.”

	Is this what they de­scribe as be­ing “slow to catch on”? It felt like he was try­ing to paint me as the vil­lain. But what puzzled me was how the hero him­self re­mained si­lent un­til the end. Every time he seemed to be about to say some­thing, his party mem­bers cut him off.

	The lengths to which they were go­ing sug­ges­ted they were Masay­uki’s at­tend­ants, rather than his team­mates.

	“Hmph! We need to pun­ish the evil be­ings. Masay­uki-sama, let’s de­feat this de­mon lord right now and bring peace to this land—”

	No, you see, this land is already peace­ful.

	The mer­chants nearby were left out of the loop and I saw them mak­ing be­wildered ex­pres­sions, this was one pot I couldn’t let them keep stir­ring. That said, I couldn’t just fight them then and there, either…

	I was brew­ing over this conun­drum when someone stepped in with a help­ing hand.

	“What are you guys do­ing here?”

	Yuuki had changed his clothes when he heard the com­mo­tion and made his way over.

	“Ah, Yuuki-san!” Masay­uki called out, speak­ing for the first time.

	Just like me, he soun­ded like he had found a light in the dark­ness.

	But his at­tend­ant’s re­ac­tion was cold.

	“Huh, well, if it isn’t Yuuki-san. Did the head of the as­so­ci­ation pur­posely come to in­spect the de­mon lord?”

	“No, Jin­rai. You guys, Rimuru-san really wants to es­tab­lish a friendly re­la­tion­ship with us. As evid­ence, you are still alive.”

	It seems like the big guy’s name is Jin­rai.

	Yuuki told him that I was strong enough to end in a draw with Hinata. Ad­di­tion­ally, he ex­plained to Masay­uki’s party that I was not a bad de­mon lord. Yet des­pite that there was someone who couldn’t ac­cept it.

	“What do you mean? Listen­ing to your ex­plan­a­tion, it sounds like you’re say­ing that Masay­uki-sama is weaker than Hinata the Saint?”

	“I would be grate­ful if you didn’t look down on us. Some­thing like a de­mon lord is no match for Masay­uki-sama. Even if you are the head of the free­dom as­so­ci­ation, we can­not for­give you for in­sult­ing Masay­uki-sama!!”

	Masay­uki had yet to say any­thing, but his at­tend­ants were rav­ing zealots.

	“That’s right, Yuuki-san. Like Bon­nie and Jiu said, you know we can­not for­give you be­lit­tling Masay­uki-san? I have no clue how strong Hinata is, but you’re say­ing that at best she’s tied with that de­mon lord there. Then don’t you think it’s time to lay down the trump card? Masay­uki-sama will make light of that de­mon lord and flat­ten him to the ground!”

	But Masay­uki seemed to be at a loss, hear­ing the re­ac­tion of his en­tour­age.

	Maybe Masay­uki him­self doesn’t want to fight with me?

	Per­haps Yuuki no­ticed that as well, he star­ted to calm down Jin­rai and his other col­leagues.

	“I told you to calm down. I’ve said this mul­tiple times already, but Rimuru-san isn’t hos­tile against us. There is no point in fight­ing.”

	“But that guy is a de­mon lord. We don’t know when he’ll do bad things. Right now, when even the West­ern Saints Church moved out, don’t you think it’s an im­port­ant time for Masay­uki-san to show his strength as a hero?”

	“No, you see—”

	Uh—um, that seems to be the case.

	It’s not like I didn’t un­der­stand this guy, Jin­rai’s claims. In short, he was say­ing that I, as a de­mon lord, had no cred­ib­il­ity. For sure he’s right. Con­sid­er­ing the fact that many didn’t know I was formerly hu­man, it was a given that there would be people who thought like Jin­rai. I didn’t know what the man known as the hero, Masay­uki, thought, but if we kept this go­ing, this con­ver­sa­tion would’ve gone nowhere, which is why I de­cided to ac­cept the chal­lenge. But—

	“Al­right. Then un­der one con­di­tion. In the fest­ival that will start to­mor­row, we plan to hold a tour­na­ment. If you go out there and win hand­somely, then I will ac­cept your chal­lenge! You can prove your strength there, so I as­sume you have no prob­lems with that?”

	I would ac­cept the chal­lenge. But be­fore that, I offered it in ex­change for Masay­uki’s party to par­ti­cip­ate in the tour­na­ment. Do­ing that, I would be able to learn their skills and pos­sibly not have to fight them at all.

	Huhu, I think this is an awe­some idea.

	Al­though de­cid­ing who to put in the tour­na­ment would prove to be dif­fi­cult. And there was one more is­sue.

	I had planned for people be­low A rank to par­ti­cip­ate, so the struc­tural in­teg­rity of the arena had me a bit wor­ried. It could en­dure ma­gic of high ranked spir­itual level—in other words, A rank ma­gic, but… Oh well, if it breaks, we can just fix it. As long as there were no in­jur­ies among the spec­tat­ors, it prob­ably wouldn’t be a big prob­lem.

	“Oh ho? Do you want to be em­bar­rassed in front of count­less people?”

	“Masay­uki-kun, how should we do this?”

	“You have to ac­cept this pro­posal. For us to spread Masay­uki-sama’s name in one fell swoop, let’s de­mon­strate justice in front of the people we should pro­tect!”

	“Ah, yes. That’s right…”

	At­tend­ants with burn­ing de­sires. In con­trast, Masay­uki’s eyes kept dart­ing left and right like a lamb at sea.
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	Is that guy al­right? Is he per­haps a novice who likes to brag a lot… No, that can’t be.

	Ac­cord­ing to Souei’s re­ports, ‘Orthrus’ was a con­sid­er­ably dan­ger­ous or­gan­iz­a­tion. Masay­uki and his com­rades crushed an il­legal or­gan­iz­a­tion like that, that’s not some­thing a novice who just likes to brag could do.

	If what I was think­ing was right, then he would de­cline my of­fer.

	“—I guess I have no choice. I will ac­cept your of­fer.”

	Sure enough, I was overthink­ing things. Masay­uki had thought for a mo­ment and then ac­cep­ted my of­fer.

	“Wait, Masay­uki-kun. Will it be al­right?” Yuuki asked in a wor­ried voice, Masay­uki replied with a bit­ter smile, “Well, even the darkest night will end and the sun will rise. Things will def­in­itely turn out al­right, like they usu­ally do,” Masay­uki de­clared.

	He’s got a lot of guts for say­ing that with me stand­ing in front of him. As far as my ob­ser­va­tion went, it didn’t seem like I needed to worry about it too much.

	“Well, I won­der if the tour­na­ment will stay free of cas­u­al­ties? I hope you’ll be care­ful.”

	“Hmph, who do you think you’re talk­ing to? Let’s go, Masay­uki-san. Let’s rest a lot in pre­par­a­tion for to­mor­row.”

	“Since there are a lot of eyes on us, the de­mon lord won’t do any­thing cow­ar­dly, Masay­uki-kun.”

	“Don’t worry. I’m al­ways on guard against pois­on­ing or as­sas­sin­a­tion.”

	“Th-then we shall go. Let’s check the time for to­mor­row’s match.”

	With that, Masay­uki’s party went on their way.

	“Rimuru-san, will you ac­tu­ally fight in earn­est with Masay­uki-kun?”

	“Uh-um, I guess? First of all, that guy, do you think he’ll win?”

	“Ah, I want to know that as well. In the tour­na­ments held in In­gra­cia King­dom, Masay­uki-kun re­mains un­de­feated. I never ac­tu­ally heard of him los­ing in a fight with mon­sters, and his skills are still un­known…” Yuuki answered with a sigh.

	His face looked pained, as if say­ing that an an­noy­ing prob­lem had reared its head.

	“Well, let it go for now. In­stead, it’s pretty for­tu­nate that a hero joined the tour­na­ment lineup, rais­ing the bar; I’ll think of it as a good thing.”

	Hav­ing the right mind­set can change everything.

	Things def­in­itely be­came tire­some, but com­pared to the Walpur­gis ban­quet and the fight with Hinata, this wasn’t some­thing to worry about too much. I prob­ably had to think of a solu­tion later, but I de­cided to put it on the back burner for now.
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	Later that night, in the lobby of the ex­tra­vag­antly dec­or­ated par­lor house, the im­port­ant fig­ures of each coun­try were gathered in once place. There was a large num­ber of nobles at­tend­ing, each garbed in lux­uri­ous and flashy cloth­ing.

	Look­ing at the ra­tio between men and wo­men, I felt like there were a couple more men. It seemed like we were af­forded a con­sid­er­able amount of trust, con­sid­er­ing how many brought their wife and kids as well. Among them I saw a cute blonde-haired girl, who looked like a doll. There were at­tendees of all dif­fer­ent ages, it seemed.

	This time people could par­ti­cip­ate freely, lead­ing me to put a lot of ef­fort into this be­ing a fun party. It was ar­ranged so that the people can en­joy meals while stand­ing, with vari­ous dishes placed on buf­fet tables for guests to en­joy as they strolled around.

	Ad­di­tion­ally, we had set up curi­os­it­ies that were un­heard of in any other coun­try. Among them was a “tatami room,” which covered half of the wide space, and where it was pro­hib­ited to wear your shoes. In many coun­tries it wasn’t cus­tom­ary to take off your shoes, there­fore I only saw people enter from time to time. But it wasn’t like it re­mained deser­ted, I could oc­ca­sion­ally wit­ness people sit­ting down and get­ting flustered by the un­fa­mil­iar sit­ting cush­ions—King Gazel was one of them. It wasn’t his first time ex­per­i­en­cing this, so he seemed quite at home, and we chat­ted for a brief mo­ment.

	I was told that he in­spec­ted the city’s de­vel­op­men­tal situ­ation this morn­ing, and things like the sewage sys­tem, as well as the work-in-pro­gress rails, caught his eye. Not only that, but I heard he was also star­ing at the fa­cil­it­ies and re­cre­ational equip­ment that I came up with on a whim, like he would gobble them all up.

	“That thing called a ‘rail’, with what pur­pose did you make it?”

	“I have some­thing to con­sult you about, re­gard­ing it. I plan to de­ve­lop a thing called a ‘train’. I hope that I can count on your as­sist­ance.”

	“Oh-ho? Since it’s a re­quest from my ad­or­able ju­nior, gladly—how could I ever re­fuse?” King Gazel an­nounced his de­cision on the spot.

	He prob­ably weighed the be­ne­fits after lay­ing eyes on the rails and saw the po­ten­tial. If he were this en­thu­si­as­tic about it, he would likely have dis­reg­ar­ded a “no” and vehe­mently in­sis­ted on join­ing the pro­ject, leav­ing me little choice, other than bring­ing him on board straight away.

	Dur­ing my dis­cus­sion about it with Gazel, a man came up, say­ing, “Ex­cuse me,” and sat down at the seat fa­cing me. A fa­mil­iar face—it was Youm. He con­fid­ently plopped down in front of King Gazel, who re­ceived him with a grin and lib­er­ally poured Youm a glass of wine.

	A king of a de­vel­op­ing na­tion con­fid­ently speak­ing with Gazel, king of a mighty na­tion. Those who saw this, would, no doubt, ree­valu­ate their stance on Youm.

	After Youm cut in, we star­ted shoot­ing the breeze and even­tu­ally ended our con­ver­sa­tion. Gazel’s goal was to show that we had a friendly re­la­tion­ship, and as a res­ult, prof­it­eers would have no choice but to gauge me and Youm as high value. Those who care­fully ob­serve the Dwarf King Gazel—that as­sess­ment will raise my worth in fu­ture deal­ings with them. This was, in a sense, King Gazel’s way of sup­port­ing us.

	In all like­li­hood, it came down to him run­ning the num­bers on what I had told him be­fore, and ul­ti­mately con­clud­ing that Dwar­gon stood to gain a great deal, but I was em­in­ently thank­ful re­gard­less.

	Gazel sure is trust­worthy. I saw a new side of him.

	There were those who went ahead and ex­per­i­en­ced the large bath­house be­fore the eve of the fest­ival. Most deemed it fa­vor­able and had asked many ques­tions to the one in charge of the bath­house. I heard there were large bath­houses in other big coun­tries, though many found the hot spring it­self to be breath­tak­ing. The in­gredi­ents provid­ing the medi­cinal ef­fects were a tightly guarded secret, severely ham­per­ing at­tempts to re­pro­duce it.

	I had re­ceived co­pi­ous re­quests, ask­ing us to in­tro­duce them to their coun­tries as well, but I de­cided to gather and file those guests’ re­quests for later re­view.

	That said, all I could tell them was to please visit us of­ten.

	Among the people who were sat­is­fied after soak­ing in the bath, sev­eral were now sit­ting in the tatami room with a Yukata we provided them. It painted a dig­ni­fied im­age, with them throw­ing glances at each other in ad­mir­a­tion of the out­fits.

	In the midst of this, there were people who wanted to speak to me one-on-one, though talk­ing with every­one would’ve stretched me too thinly, so I only met those I en­countered at a for­tu­nate time, and pro­ceeded to make my way across to sit in the seat of honor.

	Many people were see­ing me for the first time, so, un­der­stand­ably, I could feel a lot of curi­ous looks be­ing thrown at me. From those who turned pale, know­ing I was a de­mon lord, and on the other hand, those who ob­served me at­tent­ively, it was a mixed bag. Their prick­ling gazes were un­nerv­ing, so I greeted them lightly and im­me­di­ately an­nounced the start of the ban­quet.

	“Ah, it is a pleas­ure for me to wel­come you here today. I am De­mon Lord Rimuru. I would prefer for this night to be free of ser­i­ous top­ics, and in­stead would like to dir­ect you to­wards our na­tion’s dishes that I hope you will en­joy. Long speeches are not my strength, so please ex­cuse me for cut­ting it short. I wish you all a grand time; let the party be­gin!”

	The pre­par­a­tion was per­fect. The way we served the dishes was the cherry on top. I hoped our sin­cer­ity could be con­veyed fully.

	Each table had a wait­ress as­signed and Vester strictly edu­cated them to bring dishes with every re­quest. Everything was laid out to serve the guests—the res­ults of in­tense edu­ca­tion and train­ing were now on full dis­play.

	I called for a toast after I fin­ished my greet­ing.

	The eve of the fest­ival had been set in mo­tion.

	Gasps swept through the crowds as they all drank a glass of cold beer. Tem­pest’s beer must have been sur­pris­ing to those who had only tried poorly car­bon­ated drinks be­fore. After all, they were kept freez­ing cold.

	The method of pre­par­ing a cold glass cup, was some­thing taught by the me­tic­u­lous style of Ja­pan­ese ser­vice. Even for my own sake, it wasn’t some­thing I could com­prom­ise on.

	Not only that, but elven ladies were pour­ing al­co­hol. It wasn’t forced, you know? I only ac­cep­ted those who vol­un­tar­ily offered to help.

	This was an­other huge suc­cess. Beau­ti­ful elven ladies were roam­ing around the ban­quet hall car­ry­ing vari­ous kinds of al­co­holic bever­ages. Those who were ac­cus­tomed to wear­ing formal dress seemed to be en­rap­tured by the Yukata ad­orned elves’ vo­lup­tu­ous fig­ures. In ad­di­tion, the way the elves greeted the guests by put­ting three fin­gers on the floor, shook the hearts of men equally among all na­tions. I could see their faces turn red even when they weren’t drunk. The view of the elves’ chests, laid bare be­hind the Yukata, must’ve been an al­lur­ing sight.

	Hehehe. Like I in­ten­ded.

	I would say that this was the pin­nacle of mer­ging west­ern and Ja­pan­ese tra­di­tional cul­ture. The het­ero­gen­ous mix­ture of those clad in Yukatas among the nobles wear­ing formal at­tire made for quite the scene—it was some­thing you could only see here.

	That was what we planned, but, non­ethe­less, it ended up be­ing a wildly chaotic party. From a com­mon­sense stand­point, this really looked like a mess. But if this bothered you, then you had already lost.

	I ac­ted as if this was the norm and ob­served the con­di­tion of the guests.

	The ex­tra­vag­ant dishes on the tables were made by Shuna and Yoshida, who went through a lot of ef­fort to cre­ate de­lect­able meals, and I could con­fid­ently say that the guests would all be sat­is­fied with them. Smoked chicken-duck meat and sand­wiches filled with ve­get­ables, cow-deer steak, fried ve­get­ables mar­in­ated in sauce, karaage fried chicken, roast beef salad.

	We also pre­pared a sher­bet made with an as­sort­ment of fruits as re­fresh­ments, and go­ing so far as to re­cre­ate dishes like the black ti­ger meat stew and grilled fairy-leather bird from the Walpur­gis ban­quet. Al­though we had quite a hard time look­ing for the mon­sters we could use as in­gredi­ents, we were some­how able to track them down within three days, us­ing the in­form­a­tion we had gathered be­fore.

	We were able to sat­isfy the ar­is­to­crats, who were ac­cus­tomed to lux­ury, with the dishes made from pre­cious in­gredi­ents that were the pride of our coun­try.

	That wasn’t all. In the ban­quet hall, at the di­vid­ing line between the Ja­pan­ese tra­di­tional space and the west­ern space, a large fish was be­ing car­ted in. It was a fish with an ex­tremely hard exo­skel­eton and a sharp, spear-like horn. This ab­om­in­able ocean mon­ster was called a “spear tuna”, and, ex­clud­ing the horn, had grown to four meters in length of hein­ous-look­ing fish.

	Now, the reason why we brought this fish. It had, in fact, a de­li­cious, sa­vory taste to all of that blub­ber, which was un­think­able, based solely on its ap­pear­ance. Un­der the ar­mor-like exo­skel­eton, red meat that looked sim­ilar to tuna was hid­den.

	I ac­tu­ally caught the fish by co­in­cid­ence dur­ing the course of a com­pet­it­ive fish­ing match, which Gobta and I had placed bets on, and, for­tu­nately, I thought to use ‘Ana­lyze and As­sess’ be­fore toss­ing it away. It was found to have non-toxic and highly nu­tri­tious meat. I dipped it in our com­mer­cially avail­able soy sauce be­fore giv­ing it a try, and…it was ex­cep­tion­ally de­li­cious.

	I re­membered this sa­vory treat and de­cided to un­veil it be­fore every­one at the ban­quet, so I went out by my­self and caught one. I was used to trav­el­ing un­der wa­ter, so it was a great ex­per­i­ence. But we’d have someone else catch it next time.

	So any­way, the fish was a re­cent catch and still fresh.

	Hak­urou was re­spons­ible for cut­ting the fish, and us­ing the long kit­chen knife Kur­o­bee had forged, he made us sashimi pre­vi­ously. But this time, as a per­form­ance to en­ter­tain the guests, the pro­cess of pre­par­ing the dish was slowly shown in front of every­one.

	Hak­urou’s kit­chen knife was fly­ing to and fro, avoid­ing the hard exo­skel­eton ar­mor. The spear tuna was dis­membered in a beau­ti­ful dis­play of artistic skill. It was some­thing even Shuna would be as­ton­ished with. Hold­ing that kit­chen knife, he made the im­pres­sion of a dig­ni­fied mas­ter.

	Be­hind me, Sh­ion was hold­ing the kit­chen knife I had gif­ted her, look­ing like she wanted to help out, but I calmed her down, telling her to bear it this time.

	We had in­vited nu­mer­ous prom­in­ent fig­ures from for­eign coun­tries, so nat­ur­ally, we ab­so­lutely could not present a dish pre­pared by un­skilled hands. This wasn’t some­thing we could play off as a joke. I just hoped Sh­ion could prop­erly ful­fill her role as my sec­ret­ary and guard.

	As for the re­ac­tions com­ing from the guests, at first, they were frightened and scared by the grot­esque sight, but, as Hak­urou’s ex­cel­lent per­form­ance of carving up the fish pro­gressed, their faces star­ted to shine with ad­mir­a­tion.

	The head was dis­carded, and the body was di­vided into four pieces, then sliced up as the plates were loaded with sashimi. In the middle laid the marbled belly meat, en­vel­oped by red meat. The mouth­wa­ter­ing sight alone had me drool­ing, but the ma­jor­ity of people present hadn’t tried it be­fore and re­mained hes­it­ant, wait­ing for someone to make the first move.

	Hak­urou looked at those crowds and made sushi as well.
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	It was a spe­cialty that I had not ex­pec­ted him to have.

	White rice, al­co­hol, vin­egar, cook­ing wine, and soy sauce—these alone opened the door to a vast as­sort­ment of soph­ist­ic­ated dishes. That said, I had never ser­i­ously ex­pec­ted that I would be able to eat au­then­tic sushi in this world. As it turned out, back when Hak­urou was young, he of­ten heard his grand­father men­tion…he had fond memor­ies of sushi, its taste forever elud­ing him since his ar­rival in this world. He must’ve been deeply em­bittered by that.

	Think­ing of it this way, I sure was a lucky guy. Hinata said this as well, claim­ing that re­pro­du­cing Ja­pan­ese dishes in this world would nor­mally be a highly am­bi­tious en­deavor.

	Well, that’s that, but get­ting back to Hak­urou’s grand­father.

	I clearly heard that he was an “Oth­er­worlder” named “Byak­uya Araki”; per­haps he could’ve been someone from the Edo era? I don’t think he was a chef; I won­der just what era he was from.

	Well, al­right. It doesn’t really mat­ter. For now, let’s just en­joy the night.

	There were a lot of people gathered around the buf­fet tables of the stand­ing party sec­tion. The dishes were well re­ceived, and people were singing their praises. After all, Shuna and Yoshida pulled out all of the stops, so I just nod­ded, think­ing that kind of re­cep­tion was to be ex­pec­ted. In stark con­trast, no one seemed to want to even touch the fish sashimi and sushi Hak­urou had pre­pared. They might have been in­tim­id­ated after lay­ing eyes upon the hor­rid sight of the spear tuna. But It seems like any­where you go, there will al­ways be those who want to ap­pear know­ledge­able, des­pite not know­ing any­thing. You could hear people say­ing “Ah, could that fish be the Rank A…”

	There’s no way that raw fish be­ing served right after get­ting sliced would taste any good—I would like it if they stopped say­ing things they didn’t know and tried a bite in­stead.

	It was pos­sible to check for poison in this world, so it surely didn’t come down to a fear of get­ting poisoned. They had jumped to the con­clu­sion that it would be a lousy dish, due to the ap­pear­ance.

	No one was will­ing to take the first step, lead­ing me to seize the ini­ti­at­ive.

	“I shall try it.”

	“Ohh, then please try this.”

	Hak­urou made the ef­fort to make me a new piece of sushi with the belly meat. I dipped it in soy sauce and took a bite. The strong scent of the was­abi and the but­tery belly meat that melts in your mouth com­ple­men­ted each other spec­tac­u­larly, ex­plod­ing in a heav­enly taste.

	De­li­cious—!!

	It’s so de­li­cious. I doubt the places in Ginza18 could even keep up with this!?

	“It’s the best, Hak­urou!!”

	“Of course. The fish that came in was so de­light­ful, it had me wor­ried that we wouldn’t have any left, how­ever, it’s a pity that it hasn’t been well re­ceived. But I’m look­ing for­ward to the post-din­ner drinks.”

	Hak­urou’s col­leagues would have their meal after the guests left, so it seemed like they planned on sav­ing some sashimi to go along with sake. It was un­for­tu­nate that the guests didn’t take too well to it, but if they were go­ing to be picky about their food, that would be fine as well. Rather, it might’ve ac­tu­ally been what Hak­urou and co. wanted and couldn’t be thank­ful enough for.

	How­ever, Hak­urou’s plan went up in smoke.

	“Could you make sushi with that belly meat and without the was­abi?”

	Someone turned up, mak­ing a com­ment that left me dumb­foun­ded. Not only did she ask for the belly meat from the start, but she even asked to re­move the was­abi?

	“What are you, a kid?”

	“Shut up, I don’t like the burn­ing sen­sa­tion in my nose,” Was the ar­rog­ant re­tort com­ing from none other than Hinata.

	Hinata, wear­ing a simple even­ing dress meant to be worn out­side, ordered the sushi like it was nat­ural.

	“I would also like it if there was a wider vari­ety of fish.”

	As if that wasn’t enough, she stepped it up with such a cocky re­quest. Not only did she want the was­abi to be re­moved, but also more kinds of fish? Surely, the was­abi part could be a dif­fer­ence in pref­er­ence, gran­ted, it could be hard to handle for people try­ing it for the first time. I, too, asked to re­move the was­abi when or­der­ing, that is, un­til I was in middle school. But now as an adult, I be­lieved that you could only say that you were eat­ing it prop­erly, if you knew how to rel­ish the taste of was­abi.

	“What non­sense. That’s neither here nor there, all that mat­ters, is that it’s de­li­cious,” she smirked at me.

	…But she did have a point. That damn Hinata, she fired back a lo­gical re­sponse without a flinch.

	Al­though Hinata was like that, she re­ceived the plate Hak­urou was hand­ing her with a broad smile on her face. She closed her eyes as she slowly placed the sushi in her mouth.

	“It’s really great. The sashimi, and the sushi as well… I’m a tad angry, but I re­spect you, Rimuru.”

	She seemed sat­is­fied, sa­vor­ing the belly meat to her heart’s con­tent.

	“Then I would like one as well. Ah, I’m not a child, so you can in­clude the was­abi.”

	Yuuki came by, fol­low­ing Hinata. See­ing how he was drop­ping light, sar­castic re­marks, he had likely been watch­ing us from the start. Des­pite already hav­ing loaded up in the buf­fet area, his ap­pet­ite re­mained un­waver­ing. As he was re­ceiv­ing the plate from Hak­urou, he im­me­di­ately shoved the sushi into his mouth and star­ted chew­ing, as if he had been wait­ing for it.

	“Wow, it melts on your tongue! To think that I would be able to have sushi this de­li­cious in this world, I’m slightly moved,” he said as he moved his hand to­wards the sashimi as well, beam­ing with glee.

	See­ing Yuuki like that, Hinata also shot a sar­castic re­mark, “It sure tastes dif­fer­ently from fresh­wa­ter fish. I had made a re­quest to the Free­dom As­so­ci­ation, but they denied it and even said that it can­not be sent through ma­gic, so I had given up, but it seems like my joy in life will in­crease a bit from now on.”

	Hinata had said that she wanted to eat sea­food dishes and had pre­vi­ously re­ques­ted Yuuki to trans­port it. But it proved to be too dif­fi­cult, and fa­cing far too many prob­lems, so in the end, the re­quest went un­ful­filled.

	To get him back for the was­abi in­cid­ent, Hinata brought up that topic.

	“There was noth­ing I could do? The sea to the north is in­hab­ited by large beasts, so it’s too dan­ger­ous, and the south is un­vi­able be­cause of the dis­tance. And trans­port­ing the fish from the in­land sea is pro­hib­it­ively ex­pens­ive,” Yuuki bit­terly replied, with a troubled face and a wry smile.

	Yes. The mar­ket of this world was still fra­gile. Sure enough, as I ex­pec­ted, people who lived in­land usu­ally didn’t get the chance to eat freshly caught fish. It was be­cause of the in­nate hurdles that made the trans­port­a­tion of sea­food a la­bor­i­ous task. You could only trans­port small amounts with car­riages and keep­ing them frozen was tricky. The only op­tions were hir­ing a mage ex­clus­ively for this task or pre­par­ing large quant­it­ies of ice in each city. Even with all of that, it re­mained un­cer­tain whether or not the fresh­ness of the fish could be pre­served through­out the jour­ney from the coast to the in­land cit­ies.

	If you weren’t among the fairly rich, the lux­ury of eat­ing fresh fish would re­main bey­ond your grasp. It was some­thing en­tirely un­think­able to most.

	Tak­ing into ac­count that dishes with steamed fish could be had, you could say that the prob­lem came down to dis­tri­bu­tion. That is­sue was be­ing im­proved upon like I had hoped. Seiz­ing this op­por­tun­ity, we could make the ex­ist­ence of lux­ury dishes ex­clus­ive to our coun­try’s pub­lic know­ledge. When the time would come, we planned to or­gan­ize a lo­gist­ics net­work, but un­til then, our coun­try would mono­pol­ize it.

	Per­haps it was the ap­pear­ance of the spear tuna that made the guests re­luct­ant, or maybe they were hes­it­at­ing be­cause of the dis­par­ity in food cul­ture, but either way, there was still no one dar­ing to touch the sushi and fish sashimi.

	How­ever, Yuuki and Hinata were do­ing their part in flip­ping the pub­lic sen­ti­ment by shower­ing the sushi with praise.

	“Rimuru-sama, may we try that as well?” asked the man sit­ting to the side of Gazel, as he stood up and came to­wards me. This per­son was the head of the Pe­gasus Knights Dolf.

	“Yes, al­right. I shall bring it to you.”

	In re­ac­tion to my words, Hak­urou’s hands sprang into rapid ac­tion. Freshly made sushi, sashimi, and soups were lined up and served by the elven ladies. The dishes were placed one by one in front of Gazel and Youm’s party, who were sit­ting in the tatami room.

	Now, let’s see how they re­act?

	“—Hmm, this def­in­itely is out­stand­ing.”

	“Kua, this is de­li­cious!!”

	Gazel ate sashimi while en­joy­ing the cold, Ja­pan­ese al­co­hol. And the feel­ings they ex­pressed were those of amazement.

	Youm did as Youm does, drop­ping all semb­lance of roy­alty as he was en­rap­tured by his first time eat­ing sushi. And the re­ac­tion of every­one at the table was the same.

	“To think that that in­fernal fish could be this de­li­cious!”

	“Speak­ing of fish, I thought that fry­ing it was the way to go…”

	“Well, what does it mat­ter as long as it’s scrump­tious.”

	“Every dish Rimuru-sama provides is spec­tac­u­lar, without fail!”

	That’s a re­lief. I was elated to find that every­one seemed sat­is­fied.

	And then—a lot of heads had turned to watch Gazel’s com­pany and saw their re­ac­tions.

	“I, I too want to try that!” one per­son shouted, fol­lowed by a stam­pede of oth­ers, scram­bling to or­der from Hak­urou in a frenzy.

	It be­came all the rage. Hak­urou made a very slight happy ex­pres­sion, at the same time it was tain­ted with wist­ful­ness.

	I got where he was com­ing from. In this situ­ation, he wouldn’t have any left to eat with sake later. Ac­tu­ally, I have an­other spear tuna that I caught, so I should hand it to him later in secret.

	After Hinata and Yuuki had a light quar­rel, they voiced their opin­ions on things and ar­gued while hav­ing a drink.

	I’m not sure whether they get along or not.

	But at the end of the day, you could thank their quar­rel for act­ing as a suc­cess­ful pro­mo­tion. I didn’t want to bother them now and de­cided it would be bet­ter to thank them later.

	The ban­quet pro­ceeded with minor in­cid­ents here and there. So far, it was a great suc­cess. West­ern and Ja­pan­ese dishes, both were very pop­u­lar.

	At­tend­ance of to­night’s party was vol­un­tary, but, des­pite this, many people had par­ti­cip­ated.

	I didn’t for­get to im­ply that the food’s in­gredi­ents were in store for those will­ing to trade with us in the fu­ture.

	In short, that was also part of the plan. My job was to subtly pro­mote things this way. The pur­pose wasn’t merely to wal­low in lux­ury. I wasn’t burn­ing money to sa­ti­ate my greed; it was just a thor­ough pre­par­a­tion for times like this!

	—That was my ex­cuse at least.

	Any­way, that’s that. Even if I were to think of it that way, the ban­quet was pro­ceed­ing as smoothly as planned, ex­cept…

	“Bi-big trouble!!” a sol­dier rushed into the par­lor house, shout­ing.

	It seemed like a prob­lem was afoot.
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	Nat­ur­ally, we had sol­diers sta­tioned around the par­lor house. There were even the es­corts of the prom­in­ent fig­ures that came, all to­gether it was very crowded out­side the build­ing.

	Un­der those cir­cum­stances, the like­li­hood of the prob­lem be­ing a massive head­ache to solve was high.

	“Why, what’s wrong?” I slowly asked to calm the sol­dier down.

	I wanted to run out and check the situ­ation, but I couldn’t show my­self pan­ick­ing as well—I spoke with that thought in mind. But be­fore the sol­dier could even reply, the es­corts from each of the coun­tries came run­ning in a panic.

	What is hap­pen­ing here?! The se­cur­ity should have been air­tight; if some­thing were to hap­pen, it would be very dis­grace­ful.

	I didn’t feel a big aura ap­proach­ing us, and it wasn’t like a mon­ster had ap­peared either. If some­thing like that had happened, we would’ve no­ticed it sooner. Milim and Karion’s group seemed to be a bit late, but even if they did ar­rive, the sol­diers wouldn’t have pan­icked. Then what ex­actly…

	“A large fly­ing ob­ject came fly­ing out­side the city!!” the sol­dier look­ing at me re­por­ted, soon to be drowned out by the es­corts from other coun­tries in­form­ing each of their mas­ters.

	“Re­port­ing! The Sor­cerer’s Dyn­asty’s Guard­ian Dragon King has ap­peared!!”

	“B-big prob­lem here! E-Elme­sia Elaure Sarion, the Em­peror her­self is com­ing down here right now!!”

	“Her Im­per­ial Majesty Elme­sia and her en­tour­age are ap­proach­ing this loc­a­tion right now—!!”

	They all shouted in dis­ar­ray, so I was stunned for a bit, but without hav­ing to put to­gether all of the pieces I heard, it seemed like Sarion’s empress was just ar­riv­ing late.

	“Ah, don’t scare me like that. I was won­der­ing what happened.”

	I mumbled ab­sent­mindedly, which promp­ted Gazel to rise from his seat and move be­side me, with a dumb­foun­ded ex­pres­sion.

	“You’re the same as ever, care­free and without a clue how the world works. If the Di­vine Em­peror Elme­sia came out of her coun­try, then it’s nat­ural for this com­mo­tion to hap­pen. The hu­mans from each coun­try and even I have to be care­ful and watch her com­plex­ion, if that di­vine empress is the op­pon­ent, then it would be hard to handle. Even the people who aren’t here right now must be pan­ick­ing and send­ing mes­sen­gers to their coun­tries.”

	“What do you mean?”

	As I asked for a more de­tailed ex­plan­a­tion, Gazel dove into it as if he had been wait­ing for the op­por­tun­ity. This guy, even if he talks a lot, I get the im­pres­sion that he just wants to show off to me by ex­pound­ing his proud know­ledge. Either way, it was hon­es­tly a big help non­ethe­less, so I don’t really have any com­plaints, I thought while listen­ing to the break­down.

	Ac­cord­ing to Gazel, the Sor­cerer’s Dyn­asty Sarion was a su­per­power. It was one that held na­tional power on the or­der of mag­nitude com­par­able to the Ar­mored Na­tion Dwar­gon, without even par­ti­cip­at­ing in the West­ern States Coun­cil. And just like the name “Dyn­asty” im­plied, it was a fed­er­a­tion formed by 13 royal fam­il­ies.

	If you were to com­pare the levels of in­flu­ence, the West­ern States Coun­cil was un­doubtedly the most power­ful. How­ever, as long as they up­held the coun­cil sys­tem they ad­op­ted, they lacked the ef­fic­acy to take im­me­di­ate ac­tion. Lever­aging that flaw, Dwar­gon was, in con­trast, an ab­so­lute mon­archy un­der the rule of Gazel, al­low­ing it to ex­ert more in­flu­ence than the West­ern States Coun­cil, des­pite fall­ing be­hind in total strength. Like­wise, the same was true for Sarion.

	“The empress of the Sor­cerer’s Dyn­asty Sarion, Elme­sia, holds ab­so­lute power. She calls her­self a des­cend­ant of god and de­clared her­self the di­vine empress. I don’t know the truth, but it is an un­dis­puted fact that the high elf with the name Elme­sia re­vived the coun­try. So, that girl lived longer than Sarion’s his­tory.”

	They were on fun­da­ment­ally dif­fer­ent levels. The Ar­mored Na­tion Dwar­gon spanned 1000 years of his­tory. Com­pared to that, the his­tory of Sor­cerer’s Dyn­asty Sarion was known to go back at least 2000 years.

	“And so, Rimuru, be­fore Elme­sia, even I can’t raise my head. Much more, to hu­mans with their short lifespans, it’s im­pos­sible to even think of meet­ing her.”

	See­ing how Gazel made a bit­ter ex­pres­sion, the per­son called Empress Elme­sia must’ve been a very trouble­some per­son to deal with.

	Uh-um, I was plan­ning to in­vite only Duke Elalude… I ended up call­ing the ab­surd big­wig as well.

	“Ah, I see. I should have writ­ten proper names in the in­vit­a­tion.”

	“…I don’t think that’s the prob­lem here.”

	Gazel stared at me through nar­row eyes; she had already ar­rived, it would be a fool’s er­rand to make her leave. I had no choice but to do my best to re­ceive her.

	Dur­ing our con­ver­sa­tion, a com­mo­tion had been brew­ing at the en­trance.

	“Looks like they ar­rived.”

	“Do not get care­less, Rimuru. Just think of her as a beast who’s been through all sorts of hard­ships.”

	I took Gazel’s in­sist­ent words to heart and pre­pared my­self for an ab­nor­mal en­counter. I looked at Gazel and nod­ded firmly to show that I un­der­stood.

	A great com­mo­tion broke loose in­side the par­lor house. Someone who you nor­mally could never meet, no, not only that, the empress of a su­per­power, who had not shown her­self for tens of years, ap­peared. I should say it was nat­ural for oth­ers to be caus­ing a ruckus.

	Empress Elme­sia Elaure Sarion. Someone who called her­self a di­vine empress, was con­fid­ently walk­ing into the venue. An in­carn­a­tion of beauty, was the thought passing through every­one’s head as they gawked, bereft of words, at Empress Elme­sia.

	I thought that as well. Be­cause that ap­pear­ance, no mat­ter from which angle you looked, she was a beau­ti­ful girl. She had skin as white as freshly fallen snow, and soft, sil­ver hair. Sharp, pointy ears and jade green eyes that seemed to see through everything.

	Gazel said she was a girl, so she def­in­itely had to be fe­male.

	If she was a high elf, then did that mean she was a pure-blooded fairy? Or she might’ve had blood that was in­fin­itely close to pure. Call­ing her a fairy ad­dresses too broad of a cat­egory, but they were said to be a race that evolved from great spir­its, so this Elme­sia stand­ing be­fore me seemed to be one of those an­cient beasts from a time long gone. She was a big enough deal to war­rant a warn­ing from Gazel.

	I also needed to re­main vi­gil­ant of the guard­i­ans pro­tect­ing the Empress. From each and every one, I felt ex­treme power, des­pite them wear­ing formal gar­ments. It must’ve been ma­gic ar­mor, and this was just my guess, but they were le­gendary-grade. The power I felt em­an­at­ing from those formal clothes was equi­val­ent to the feel­ing I got from the Moon­light rapier Hinata wiel­ded. Their skills would, nat­ur­ally, be on equal foot­ing with Arno and the Holy Knights. No, think­ing about the qual­ity of their weapons and ar­mor, the Empress’s guards might’ve been su­per­ior.

	The world sure is big—that thought passed through my mind.

	Hold­ing back one of her guard­i­ans from step­ping for­ward, the Empress her­self ap­proached.

	“I am thank­ful for the in­vit­a­tion. I am happy about it.”

	A mel­low voice—I al­most mis­took it for charm ma­gic, but it wasn’t ma­gic at all. It was simply her voice be­ing that charm­ing.

	“I, too, am honored to meet you,” I answered in front of her, at which point I could see my own re­flec­tion in Elme­sia’s jade green eyes.

	<<No­tice. ‘Mind In­ter­fer­ence’ de­tec­ted—In­ter­rup­ted. This doesn’t seem like an at­tack, just an ef­fect of ‘Heroic Spirit’ that seeped out.>>

	This was dan­ger­ous. This per­son seemed to have a higher level of ‘Heroic Spirit’ than even Gazel. In other words, her strength was not only equal to Gazel, but there was a chance that she was able to top it.

	Maybe she’s a de­mon lord class? It would be good not to be hos­tile to­wards this per­son. This was a peace­ful in­vit­a­tion; I would try my best to ap­pease her in the hopes of friendly re­la­tions in the fu­ture.

	“Then, though it may not be up to stand­ard, we have pre­pared meals as well. I hope you will en­joy your­self to­night.”

	“Hmm, I am happy to re­ceive such con­sid­er­a­tion from Rimuru-sama. I ex­pect a lot from the fest­ival that will take place to­mor­row, so please make me happy. And—” she said with a leis­urely smile, then brought her face near mine, and whispered in a hushed voice only I could hear, “It doesn’t have to be today, but I hope you can make time for me. There’s some­thing I’d like to dis­cuss with an open heart, in a less formal set­ting.”

	That in­formal way of speak­ing must’ve been Elme­sia’s true self. As someone who was still not used to be­ing a stern and dan­ger­ous de­mon lord, but had to play the part non­ethe­less, this made me feel a bit more in­tim­ate with her. And so, I answered: “Al­right. I’ll con­tact you when the date is de­cided.”

	Elme­sia nod­ded with a look of sat­is­fac­tion, then re­treated to her guards’ pro­tect­ive circle.

	And just like that, Elme­sia gave a cute, en­ter­tain­ing smile to the people who were pre­par­ing to meet her for the first time, while walk­ing to­wards the table laden with food.

	On a side note, I was won­der­ing why Duke Elalude, the per­son I ini­tially in­vited, was nowhere to be seen, when I landed eye-con­tact with one of the Empress’s es­corts. No, wait a minute. That per­son is Duke Elalude?! He had such a gal­lant ex­pres­sion that I al­most went past him, but any­way, he ap­par­ently had come along. We only caught a passing greet­ing by sight, but I thought that I should say hello to him later.
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	It was a short con­ver­sa­tion, yet a very tir­ing one. I was so ex­hausted that, while all eyes were on Elme­sia, I snagged the op­por­tun­ity to go and sit down in the tatami room. I thought to­night would be easy-go­ing, be­cause par­ti­cip­a­tion was op­tional, but a big­wig just had to show up.

	“Yeah, I’m really tired.”

	“I felt like I was gonna fall over the mo­ment I met her. If I don’t keep my mind straight, that grand—”

	Gazel swal­lowed his words and shut his mouth. Then he mumbled a bit and ended up just drink­ing the cold al­co­hol.

	See­ing as how I could feel a ter­rible chill com­ing from Elme­sia, that was prob­ably the reason. I won­der what Gazel was about to say? If it’s some­thing that starts with “grand”—then it must be that. They say elven ears are sharp, so I’m glad I didn’t say it out loud. Loose lips sink ships; I should be care­ful as well.

	Ah, whatever, I’ll just drink for now.

	I talked with Gazel and Youm about how the world goes around, and this and that, over some drinks.

	But our leis­ure time didn’t last long. No­ti­cing how the en­trance was start­ing to get noisy again, I could sense that an­other big­shot had showed up.

	“Our guests have fi­nally ar­rived.”

	“Yes, it seems like they’re here. I was wor­ried be­cause they were run­ning late,” I answered Sh­ion with a nod, then tried to stand up after ex­cus­ing my­self from Gazel. Maybe it was be­cause Youm was fa­mil­iar with all of this, that he figured out who it was.

	“Ah, it’s Milim-san. Seems like she’ll spruce up the even­ing.”

	After hav­ing ex­per­i­en­ced it once be­fore, Youm seemed to be a little in over his head when it came to Milim. On the other hand, since it was only by a bit, then maybe that meant Youm really was that much stronger now? To use “san” with a de­mon lord was some­thing nor­mal people would never ima­gine do­ing, even in their wild­est dreams. I thought to my­self that Youm really was an awe­some guy.

	“—I see, the de­mon lords have ar­rived.”

	Gazel was also ob­serving Milim and her group with a sharp eye, but Youm’s words seemed to have tipped him off. Well, many oth­ers had also re­cog­nized them.

	No won­der, since Ben­i­maru, Di­ablo, Geld, and even Gabil, four of our coun­try’s ex­ec­ut­ives were there as guides.

	Even Gazel was tense when see­ing the group, be­cause the ones who stepped into the par­lor house, with the ex­ec­ut­ives guid­ing them, were ten power­ful people, in­clud­ing Milim.

	She was in the lead, flanked by two sub­or­din­ates.

	A bald man wear­ing a priest’s gown—a war­rior called Mid­ley who was strong enough to be ac­know­ledged by Ben­i­maru. There was an­other man wear­ing a priest’s gown, but with a less ser­i­ous de­meanor—this was the guy known as Her­mes, who fought with Gabil.

	The ones fol­low­ing the three of them were two former de­mon lords. ‘Beast Mas­ter’ Karion and ‘Sky Queen’ Frey. Karion had a sol­emn ap­pear­ance as al­ways, and Frey-san wore a las­ci­vi­ous dress and ra­di­ated ex­treme sex­i­ness. I could feel great dig­nity from both of them.

	My, my, I saw Pho­bio-kun, who I hadn’t seen for a long time. He seemed a bit thin­ner, but I am glad he looked healthy.

	Look­ing at the people fol­low­ing Frey, there were two beau­ti­ful twin girls. One had sil­ver hair while the other had gold hair, which fit well to­gether. I heard that they were at­tend­ants of Frey, called the Twin Wings. I didn’t know they were twins, but they seemed like strong ladies as well. These were rulers of ex­treme power who ac­cep­ted Milim as their new queen.

	It was hard for people to hide their nervous­ness, and I hon­es­tly couldn’t blame them.

	“Sorry. I’ll have to ex­cuse my­self for a minute,” I said be­fore leav­ing to meet Milim’s group.

	Milim’s face lit up with a big smile as soon as she saw me.

	“Huhuhu, this day fi­nally came! I’ll ex­pect dishes good enough to make Mid­ley shout from the rooftops today!” she an­nounced for every­one to hear.
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	“Ah, leave that to me,” I answered, then in a sub­dued voice: “But first of all, didn’t you get scol­ded?”

	Milim of­ten snuck into the dun­geon whenever she man­aged to slip out of Frey’s sight. She was here un­til yes­ter­day, so her ar­rival today was also later than planned. I was a little wor­ried about whether she’d been found out and was be­ing scol­ded by Frey.

	“It, it’s okay. I be­came self-aware that I am a ruler, so I made Frey be­lieve me by em­phas­iz­ing that I was pro­tect­ing my bor­ders,” Milim replied in a small voice, claim­ing she had made Frey ac­cept it.

	See­ing how she was sweat­ing bul­lets and her eyes kept dart­ing back and forth, it didn’t seem like she fully con­vinced her… Frey had a keen in­tu­ition.19

	What Milim was pro­tect­ing wasn’t her ter­rit­ory, but the floors of the labyrinth I as­signed to her. If that was found out, I, who was wholly un­re­lated, might get scol­ded as well. I had no choice but to be­lieve in Milim for now. But—

	Even if Milim ended up fold­ing, I could just cling to say­ing that I had noth­ing to do with it.

	“Thank you for in­vit­ing us today. I sin­cerely apo­lo­gize for be­ing later than the sched­uled time,” Frey came to­wards me with a greet­ing, after wait­ing for my con­ver­sa­tion with Milim to end. Then she looked me in the eyes and asked as if it were an in­ter­rog­a­tion: “Our Lord, Milim, had gone miss­ing un­til this morn­ing. So it took time to get her changed into formal dress—”

	“Ah, hahaha, so that’s it. Ah, I don’t mind, so please en­joy the next few days free of hassle.”

	I got the feel­ing that she could see right through me, so I looked away and po­litely brushed it aside. Had I been in my slime form, there would be no signs of agit­a­tion. But right now I was in my hu­man form, caus­ing me con­cern over my line of sight be­tray­ing my real in­ten­tions.

	I must not meet eyes with an op­pon­ent that had such sharp senses.

	“—I will do so. To be in­vited, des­pite be­ing in­debted to Rimuru-sama for build­ing our new city. I am very grate­ful,” she answered with a smile, which melted my anxi­ety away. Then, nat­ur­ally, I ended up say­ing some­thing po­ten­tially in­flam­mat­ory.

	“No, No. I would hope that the dishes are to your lik­ing. Right, are there any in­gredi­ents that you don’t eat? There is a dish made with a bird, if that is a prob­lem—” Those words slipped past my tongue, be­fore their mean­ing had caught up to me.

	“A, bird…”

	A freez­ing ten­sion sud­denly para­lyzed me.

	I’m in big trouble—but it was already too late.

	“Ah—”

	“Did Rimuru-sama want to say that I am on the same level as a bird?”

	“That, wasn’t my in­ten­tion—”

	Frey was still smil­ing, and the Twin Wings were seeth­ing with blood­lust.

	I screwed up big time. The say­ing, “The mouth is the source of trouble,” fits me per­fectly right now.

	This was un­bear­able. That mo­ment of sus­pense filled with worry.

	“Pfft. Hahahaha! Amaz­ing, truly amaz­ing, Rimuru. You really are an amaz­ing guy. To ac­tu­ally treat Frey like a bird, this is a mas­ter­piece,” Karion had burst out in laughter, look­ing like he couldn’t read the at­mo­sphere.

	“Hmm, it’s some­thing even I can’t copy,” Milim said in ad­mir­a­tion.

	Don’t do that, please don’t look at me with those spark­ling eyes.

	“What’s so funny, Karion? And Milim,” Frey huffed an­grily.

	No mat­ter how you look at it, this was my fault.

	“No, it was just my bad man­ners. What I just said was a slip of the tongue. I brought up a point­less con­cern, wor­ry­ing that you might dis­like bird dishes.”

	It’s best to apo­lo­gize truth­fully in these situ­ations. Stub­bornly in­sist­ing on some ir­rel­ev­ant point could lead to a big­ger ar­gu­ment. Based on this no­tion, I bowed my head and apo­lo­gized in or­der to ap­pease Frey, des­pite be­ing in front of every­one. And I was met with sur­prise from Frey.

	“Huhu, how be­fit­ting for Rimuru-sama. You’re just as I ex­pec­ted. I knew that you didn’t mean to in­sult me, though I wanted to test, for a mo­ment, how you would re­act. But this was very telling. That Milim will grow by your ex­ample,” Frey fin­ished, this time show­ing a gentle smile from the heart.

	Milim be­ing a tyr­ant was a thing of the past. In spite of her cur­rent ap­pear­ance, her tend­ency to listen to oth­ers had markedly in­creased. Think­ing that the reason for that was me, she used my slip of the tongue to test me. And prob­ably in­ten­ded to let Milim learn from my at­ti­tude. Bow­ing im­me­di­ately was the cor­rect an­swer. As long as Milim fol­lowed my ex­ample, then from Frey’s per­spect­ive, of course she’d want to test me. If I had been a bad in­flu­ence on Milim, then she would no doubt be lim­it­ing play­time with me.

	This really made me see Frey in a new light. I thought she was just a scary lady, but she seemed to be look­ing after Milim well.

	Then, if we were to talk about bad ex­amples…

	“Well, what about you, Ka-ri-on? What’s so funny? Could you ex­plain it clearly for me to un­der­stand?”

	An in­cred­ible pres­sure seized Karion’s head, strong enough to make crack­ing sounds. Frey turned to Karion in a flash and grabbed his head with her soft hands. In brute force alone, Karion was far stronger, but look­ing at grip strength on its own, Frey had the up­per hand.

	“Wa-wait! Ow, ow-ow-ow, that hurts, really!!”

	Frey hardened her arm from the fin­ger­tips to her el­bows. Her fin­ger­nails star­ted to trans­form into knife blades that were stronger than steel, then con­tin­ued to grow big­ger and em­bed­ded them­selves in Karion’s head. It looked aw­fully pain­ful.

	“Dan­ger­ous, if this gets any worse, it will really be dan­ger­ous! I was wrong, I’m sorry, so please for­give me, Frey!!”

	Their mas­ter was scream­ing, but the three Beastket­eers did not try to move. Only Pho­bio was wor­ried and didn’t know what to do, and the other two just stared at them look­ing baffled. Well, Karion still had the strength left to scream. And un­like me, he didn’t seem to be re­flect­ing, so it was a nat­ural con­se­quence of his ac­tions.

	“Did you see, Milim? You need to apo­lo­gize when you make a mis­take. That is the right choice, al­right?”

	“Hmm, okay. Be­fore that, I will try to avoid do­ing things that will make Frey angry.”

	Milim seemed to un­der­stand what I was say­ing. Play­ing in the dun­geon was fun, but you must do it in mod­er­a­tion. First you fin­ish the things you need to do, after that, leis­urely play­ing around could be more fun. If you did that, you won’t have any trouble, so if you didn’t want to get pun­ished like Karion, you needed to be care­ful.

	“Wait, hey! Wait! Stop the idle talk and help me!!”

	See­ing Karion des­per­ately strug­gling to break free from the claws as an ex­ample to learn from, Milim and I looked at each other and nod­ded.

	“Hey, don’t ig­nore me. Ouch, ow-ow-ow-ow—” Karion’s voice was slowly fad­ing away.

	Pledging not to for­get his sac­ri­fice, Milim and I waited for Frey’s an­ger to sub­side.
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	Next, mak­ing use of the ex­tra time af­forded by the com­mo­tion, Shuna was still fin­ish­ing her work at hand.

	“There, the ex­tra or­ders are com­plete!” She said with a smile, and brought vari­ous dishes, all the while met with cheers from the guests.

	Ig­nor­ing Karion’s sac­ri­fice, we moved places.

	“That was too mean, Milim and Rimuru. Even though I pleaded for dear life,” came the im­me­di­ate com­plaints from Karion, who was just re­leased by Frey.

	“You’re fine, so stop com­plain­ing!”

	“Yeah, Frey wasn’t su­per ser­i­ous about it. That much was noth­ing, right?”

	Be­cause Karion was still so lively, I didn’t worry too much and told him that. But it was more dan­ger­ous than I thought.

	“That’s not true? From the mo­ment my head was caught in Frey’s claws, I lost ac­cess to my Skills. It’s prob­ably her spe­cial Skill. To think that she would use that on me, this is no doubt an ex­pres­sion of her love.”

	You’ve got it all wrong—but I kept that to my­self.

	That aside, right now Shuna’s cook­ing was more im­port­ant. Count­less dishes were stacked on top of a round table. The people who were wait­ing to serve, handed out the dishes ac­cord­ing to the num­ber of people in Milim’s group.

	“I’m count­ing on you today. Mid­ley is really stub­born, he ex­pects dishes straight out of heaven.”

	“Fu­fufu, I un­der­stand, Milim-sama. Please en­joy the meal,” Shuna as­suaged Milim with a smile. Maybe it was be­cause Milim was good with Shuna, but she seemed more re­lieved than when I told her. But—

	“—That’s highly dis­agree­able, De­mon Lord Rimuru-sama. To teach our Milim-sama such blas­phemy…”

	The thing that came out of Mid­ley’s mouth, who fol­lowed as Milim’s at­tend­ant, as soon as the dishes were placed in front of him, was cri­ti­cism. Ac­cord­ing to this Mid­ley, he was the rep­res­ent­at­ive of “the people who want to fol­low Milim,” in the let­ter Milim sent.

	Her­mes, who was sit­ting off to the side, was mak­ing either apo­lo­getic or prayer ges­tures dir­ec­ted at me. Maybe he was do­ing it be­cause he was wor­ried that I might get angry at what Mid­ley said. He seemed like the type that didn’t neg­lect to worry about the small things, a pleas­ant guy.

	The nobles were watch­ing us from afar, they had already filled their bel­lies and were en­thu­si­ast­ic­ally talk­ing about the ways of the world. Even if they were talk­ing about the cur­rent af­fairs, their sphere was the world of ar­is­to­crats, and the goal was in­form­a­tion col­lec­tion. Right now, they seemed to be more in­ter­es­ted in our con­ver­sa­tion, than their own stor­ies. In other words, De­mon Lord Milim and her as­so­ci­ate’s re­ac­tions, and the dishes they felt were good, that was what they were curi­ous about. Es­pe­cially since there were people like Mid­ley, who didn’t un­der­stand the lux­uri­ous life of hu­mans in the first place…

	There was noth­ing to talk about when tra­di­tional val­ues were vastly dif­fer­ent, but if we gave up that eas­ily, then get­ting hu­mans and mon­sters closer to­gether would be hard—there were likely people com­ing to that con­clu­sion. There was noth­ing we could do about that, but it would prob­ably be okay this time.

	Her­mes, an­other one of Milim’s at­tend­ants, said that he wanted to spread the concept of cook­ing to the Wor­ship­pers of Dragon, there­fore, I re­spon­ded to Mid­ley with con­fid­ence.

	“Blas­phemy, you say?”

	First, I countered with an­other ques­tion to fig­ure out what Mid­ley was think­ing.

	“Hmph! To be thank­ful and en­joy the taste of nature at its purest, that is the proper way, the rule we had set in stone long ago. To do this to them…”

	There was dress­ing on the salad. The potato salad was mashed and devoid of round shapes.

	“And what ex­actly are you do­ing? Cook­ing the meat, that’s fine. But to then tar­nish the meat by pour­ing an un­known li­quid on it? Pathetic. This deed is truly pathetic!!” he bel­lowed while glar­ing at me with throb­bing veins on his fore­head, he must’ve been furi­ous.

	Seem­ingly ir­rit­ated after hear­ing that, Shuna, who had pre­pared the meal, stared at Mid­ley with an eerie smile. Her­mes, no­ti­cing the in­tim­id­at­ing at­mo­sphere, went pale as a sheet and bowed to Shuna in apo­logy without end. But Mid­ley paid him no mind and kept rant­ing.

	“To show such in­solence to the gifts of nature! It doesn’t mat­ter if you do as you like in your ter­rit­ory, but it is non­sense to rope our Milim-sama into this as well!”

	While jab­bing a fin­ger at the soup filled with in­gredi­ents and the bite size cream cro­quette, among oth­ers, Mid­ley was per­sist­ing on his views of it be­ing an in­sult to the nat­ural in­gredi­ents. This was ri­dicu­lous, it’s no won­der Milim asked me for help.

	These kinds of people were al­ways tire­some to deal with, talk­ing sense into him would be hard. He seemed like the type of guy that thought him­self to be in­fal­lible and dis­reg­ar­ded any­thing other people said. How­ever, that would come to an end today.

	It would be a prob­lem if their tongue struc­ture were dif­fer­ent, but this was solely a con­flict with Mid­ley’s val­ues. And he simply be­lieved it to be true, there was no le­git­im­acy be­hind his ideas. In the first place, Milim her­self, who Mid­ley served, wanted to eat de­li­cious dishes. Even now, she looked like a dog that had been told “wait,” while there was food in front of her, so let’s settle this quickly.

	This time it would be an easy vic­tory. If the word “de­li­cious” came out of Mid­ley, then it would be our vic­tory. If he even has a bite of Shuna’s food, then our vic­tory will be as­sured—I had that kind of an op­tim­istic out­look. But I was be­ing too simplistic.

	“I can never ac­cept some­thing like this!!”

	Mid­ley was furi­ous and didn’t want to touch the meal. Vic­tory’s pre­re­quis­ite was mak­ing him eat at least one bite, but if Mid­ley didn’t even want to lay his hand on it, then we lost the battle be­fore the fight even began.

	Milim was eye­ing me anxiously.

	Her­mes looked to the skies with a crest­fal­len ex­pres­sion.

	The dis­pute had got­ten slightly out of hand and seemed to have drawn a lot of eyes. Even the low-ranked people who were too lowly to deal with Elme­sia, star­ted to watch how things were turn­ing out. Were I to fal­ter be­fore Mid­ley’s opin­ion, in front of so many people, then this wouldn’t just end with me los­ing face.

	“Rimuru, I didn’t know Mid­ley would be this stub­born. Do you think it would be bet­ter to tell him to stand by in a sep­ar­ate room?” Milim pro­posed, wor­ry­ing about me.

	“My apo­lo­gies. Our High Priest has been rude. He does have a bit of a tem­per on the reg­u­lar, but he isn’t a bad per­son… I didn’t ex­pect him to get this bent out of shape over food.”

	“Uh-um. I na­ively thought that he would un­der­stand once he tried the food. It’s not good to force it either, so there’s noth­ing we can do…”

	Well, it wasn’t like today was our only shot at this. The fest­ival star­ted in full swing to­mor­row, so there was no need to rush.

	Let’s re­think and fi­nal­ize our plan of at­tack against Mid­ley by us­ing today’s fail­ure as an ex­ample; right now we have to pri­or­it­ize tak­ing care of the cur­rent situ­ation—I de­cided to put this prob­lem off for later.

	But there was someone who could not ac­cept that in this situ­ation.

	BAAANG!!

	A loud noise echoed through­out the par­lor house. Shuna had sud­denly slammed the table hard in front of Mid­ley, with a smile quite un­like the one from a while ago.

	Mid­ley’s eyes went wide. The ex­pres­sion he made was not be­cause it hurt, but be­cause he could not un­der­stand what was go­ing on.

	That’s how it happened. Shuna was sur­pris­ingly fast, so much so, that, even though he was caught off-guard, not many could’ve re­ac­ted to it.

	“What, what are you do­ing?”

	“Shut your mouth!!” Shuna shouted loudly, without los­ing her smile as she glared at Mid­ley. Then she grabbed the bowl with the soup and handed it to him.

	“Look at this soup. There are a lot of in­gredi­ents in it, right? This is Rimuru-sama’s ideal.”

	Huh? What does that mean?

	Dis­reg­ard­ing my con­fu­sion, Shuna con­tin­ued, “Un­der Milim-sama, beast­men, harpies, the mon­sters who served Clay­man, and your drag­on­ites are gathered. You could say that any one of them pos­sesses tre­mend­ous power. But if you com­bine your strength—you’ll be able to act with far greater strength in unity. Please try this.”

	Show­ing un­ex­pec­ted power, Shuna handed Mid­ley the spoon, and likely cowed by her de­meanor, he tried the soup as he was told. I had al­most given up, but Shuna pulled it off this eas­ily…

	Since we got this far, it would fol­low as planned.

	“—!!”

	Mid­ley’s face was over­come with as­ton­ish­ment.

	“Thi-this is—?!”

	“How is it? It’s de­li­cious, right? This is what we call ‘har­mony’. Just like each and every one of the in­gredi­ents in the soup lim­it­ing their self-as­sert­ive­ness can bring an over­all com­plete taste, this soup con­tains that de­sire.”

	Aha, so that’s it. Heck, I only thought of it as a tasty soup…

	“It…it’s de­li­cious. More than any ve­get­able I have eaten… This one spoon of soup has a deeper taste…”

	No, that’s ob­vi­ous. Com­pared to totally raw ve­get­ables, Shuna’s cook­ing be­ing far bet­ter was ob­vi­ous. But to Mid­ley it seemed to be a ground­break­ing dis­cov­ery.

	“Hey, if you could stop look­ing at us with those pi­ti­ful eyes, that would be great…” Her­mes said with a bright red face. His at­ti­tude clearly por­trayed that he was ask­ing not to be treated at the same level.

	Cer­tainly, I un­der­stood why he wanted to say that. After all, there are su­per­i­ors who re­fuse to listen to their sub­or­din­ates, even when they make a good point. Nev­er­the­less, when some­thing hap­pens, then they have joint re­spons­ib­il­ity, mak­ing things tricky.

	He looked rather pi­ti­ful, so I gave him a nod to show that I un­der­stood. That was that, dur­ing my time with Her­mes, Mid­ley had eaten all of the soup, down to the fi­nal drop.

	Shuna told Mid­ley after fin­ish­ing the soup: “As long as you un­der­stood, that’s all I ask of you. But please re­mem­ber the fol­low­ing at the very least. Cook­ing goes bey­ond just one dish.”

	With a calmer ex­pres­sion, Shuna was teach­ing Mid­ley. With the won­der­ful taste of the soup in mind, Mid­ley now seemed to be will­ing to take in those words.

	“What do you mean?” he asked Shuna in an earn­est fash­ion.

	“If this soup is the new coun­try that Milim-sama rules,” she replied, “then this bread here is the Blum­und King­dom, and this steak is the rising na­tion Fa­menas. If this Ter­rine made with Foie gras6 is the Dwarf King­dom, you could say this sea­food dish is Sor­cerer’s Dyn­asty Sarion. The vari­ety of com­bin­a­tions is di­verse. Cook­ing isn’t some­thing that could be com­plete with just one style. It’s the same with na­tions. Form­ing wide and deep re­la­tions and be­ing en­tangled can give you a more plen­ti­ful sat­is­fac­tion. That is the world Rimuru-sama wishes for.”

	Shuna smiled from the heart. Mid­ley seemed to be moved by those words, lower­ing his eyes to take in the spread-out dishes, he si­lently des­cen­ded into deep thought. It wasn’t just him, but the people steal­ing glances from afar re­ac­ted sim­il­arly.

	“Is, is that so…”

	“The re­la­tion­ship between coun­tries, that’s def­in­itely im­port­ant.”

	“That’s cor­rect. How­ever, to think that his Majesty De­mon Lord Rimuru had thought that far ahead…”

	“It’s really an amaz­ing idea! Even if we were to talk about just one dish, it’s true. If you don’t get the right amount of salt, it won’t taste good. On this basis, you’re say­ing you made vari­ous dishes that har­mon­ize with each other and com­plete a full course. Truly, I could truly say that this is a fas­cin­at­ing idea!!”

	We reached a situ­ation where people star­ted to talk about it with ex­cite­ment.

	Uh-um, you see, I hadn’t thought of it to that ex­tent. Shuna’s power­ful per­sua­sion seemed to have beau­ti­fully touched the hearts of oth­ers. They were ap­par­ently spin­ning glor­i­ous nar­rat­ives about the haphaz­ard se­lec­tion of dishes that were avail­able dur­ing the party as well.

	I ad­mired Shuna, with an hon­est heart, I thought that she was amaz­ing. Tran­scend­ing the strength of words alone, the spec­tac­u­lar taste of her dishes made it all the more con­vin­cing—

	The dif­fer­ence in val­ues—even the people who were afraid of that, after listen­ing to the word “har­mony” de­rived from the cook­ing meta­phor, prob­ably saw a fu­ture where hu­mans and mon­sters could join hands.

	“Also, not everything that mixes is good, so please keep that point in mind,” Shuna men­tioned that caveat, and for a split second, she shot a glance at Sh­ion stand­ing be­hind me, but I’d just ig­nore that.

	“Well then, I think you un­der­stood. Shall we move on then, food is best eaten warm. Milim-sama, Karion-sama, Frey-sama, and ac­com­pa­ny­ing people, please eat be­fore it gets cold.”

	On Shuna’s mark, Milim dug into her food like a starving dog.

	“It’s so de­li­cious!!”

	A face full of smiles.

	A reply like that was ob­vi­ous. You didn’t need fancy words, her face said it all.

	“I see… I had the wrong idea… Does that mean Milim-sama had waited for me to real­ize my mis­take all this time…”

	Mid­ley be­came aware of it as well. After a long period of time, he was fi­nally able to real­ize his mis­take.

	“Now, now, Mid­ley-sama, be­ing dis­heartened will only make the people around you un­com­fort­able. Let’s eat be­fore it gets cold!”

	He was not able to read the mood—no, be­cause Her­mes said that, pur­posely act­ing ob­li­vi­ous, veins star­ted to show again on Mid­ley’s fore­head.

	“You, you fool…”

	“Wha-what’s wrong? Mak­ing your head stripy like a melon—”

	“Wa­hahahaha! You don’t have to get angry like that, Mid­ley. Let’s eat like Her­mes said, or I might end up eat­ing it all.”

	“Tch, you es­caped death, Her­mes. I will for­give your dis­re­spect today in con­sid­er­a­tion of Milim-sama and this ex­cel­lent dish!”

	And the place was filled with laughter. Re­gard­less of hu­man or mon­ster, it was like all be­came one in heart.

	“Your little sis­ter is really amaz­ing.”

	“Right? She’s my proud little sis.”

	As I com­pli­men­ted Shuna while meet­ing eyes with Ben­i­maru, he nod­ded say­ing that it’s only nat­ural. Maybe be­cause she heard our con­ver­sa­tion, Shuna dashed to the corner of the par­lor house with a bright red face.

	After that, the eve that was planned to go from six to nine in the even­ing, was ex­ten­ded for two more hours. One of the reas­ons be­ing that key fig­ures who were hes­it­at­ing to par­ti­cip­ate, at­ten­ded with the news of Elme­sia turn­ing up. Mid­ley’s and Karion’s group were quite the heavy eat­ers, so sa­ti­at­ing their hun­ger took a while, that be­ing an­other reason.

	Well, whatever the reason was, it didn’t mat­ter. Judging by the un­pre­ced­en­ted res­ults, it was a huge suc­cess.

	And with this, the eve to­gether with mul­tiple pro­mo­tional ef­forts aimed at prom­in­ent fig­ures from other coun­tries, des­pite some di­ver­sion that brought us off course a few times, but, non­ethe­less, had ex­ceeded ex­pect­a­tions, fi­nally came to an end.
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  Intermission 1

	Midnight Meeting

	


	After the pre-party ended, the time was twelve at mid­night. We held an emer­gency meet­ing.

	“Sorry to have to sum­mon you all this late. Surely you are all very tired by now, but I hope you all can hold up for just a while,” say­ing so, I glanced around the people gathered. First, I wished to com­mem­or­ate the biggest hero of today’s event, Shuna.

	“Shuna, it’s all thanks to you today. The food was truly de­li­cious, and you also helped con­vince that Mid­ley who has been troub­ling Milim as well. You have my sin­cere thanks.”

	After ex­press­ing my grat­it­ude to­wards her, Shuna gave off a sweet smile.

	“That was too kind of you, it’s all thanks to Yoshida-san’s help that the meals turned out to be such a suc­cess. Moreover, Rimuru-sama couldn’t stop com­pli­ment­ing Hak­urou’s fresh sashimi. I was quite troubled and felt that my culin­ary skills weren’t as good.”

	Whether it be fil­let, fancy-look­ing sashimi, and even hand-made sushi, Hak­urou’s culin­ary skill far sur­passed Shuna’s. It’s not that Shuna wasn’t try­ing hard enough, it was just his unique crafts­man­ship… Though Shuna still seemed rather troubled by it. With that be­ing said, she can­didly ac­cep­ted my thanks, non­ethe­less.

	Next, I turned to My­our­miles, who was quietly work­ing be­hind the scenes.

	“My­our­miles-kun, what’s the situ­ation with the mer­chants? Were there any is­sues?”

	In or­der to sell things dur­ing the event, we im­por­ted a vari­ety of goods from dif­fer­ent coun­tries. It was be­ing man­aged by Rig­urd and Lilina-san. We en­trus­ted My­our­miles with re­ceiv­ing vis­it­ing mer­chants to our king­dom.

	“The mer­chants gave very pos­it­ive feed­back. They were all astoun­ded by the majesty of our na­tion. The food provided by our res­id­ents to­night also made a great im­pres­sion on them. Many farm­ers from neigh­bor­ing coun­tries also vis­ited us. It was an un­pre­ced­en­ted sight to be­hold. The goods provided by the mer­chants were mostly of high qual­ity, so hope­fully we can stay on good terms with them in the fu­ture—”

	At this time, My­our­miles turned his eyes slightly to Rig­urd. He nod­ded in re­sponse and con­tin­ued the ex­plan­a­tion.

	“In­deed, as My­our­miles-san men­tioned, there have been many goods, such as fresh ve­get­ables, fruit, dried meat, dried fish as well as pre­cious ar­ti­facts gathered here. Not to men­tion, some have even brought live­stock, so the pre­par­a­tion for the cel­eb­ra­tion is wa­ter-proof at this point.”

	Rig­urd guar­an­teed that there was no need to worry about the ad­equacy of the products.

	“We’re plan­ning to start us­ing these im­por­ted goods as food in­gredi­ents for the nightly gala from to­mor­row on­wards,” Lilina-san ad­ded, after nod­ding to Rig­urd’s words.

	“Right, so there doesn’t seem to be any prob­lem.”

	“Yes, there shouldn’t be any prob­lem. It’s just that—no, there shouldn’t be a prob­lem.”

	Hmm? My­our­miles wanted to say some­thing. This ac­tu­ally just made me more curi­ous, hope­fully he will ex­plain clearly.

	“Oi oi oi, don’t hold back and say it already! It’s really bug­ging me that you stopped mid-sen­tence.”

	I tried to get My­our­miles to come clean. Ben­i­maru and Souei seemed to ap­prove of my view as well and nod­ded in agree­ment. Un­able to with­stand this pres­sure, My­our­miles scratched his head and opened up once more.

	“Per­haps I’m just wor­ry­ing too much, but the vendors that came with the well-known mer­chants were all un­fa­mil­iar faces. Des­pite the im­pres­sion I may give to oth­ers, mem­or­iz­ing people’s faces is my spe­cialty. So that really caught my at­ten­tion. That’s why I had it look into—”

	Even though he was con­cerned, there shouldn’t be an is­sue. That’s how My­our­miles put it. From shop-own­ers he was ac­quain­ted with, he learnt that they were in­deed only trad­ing with these people re­cently. But they hadn’t heard any­thing neg­at­ive about them. These people were of­fer­ing qual­ity goods at low prices, and the shop-own­ers all jok­ingly com­men­ted that My­our­miles was wor­ry­ing too much. My­our­miles tried talk­ing to these people to probe their in­ten­tions and they also re­spon­ded rather kindly.

	“I’ve been too ex­cited hav­ing taken this im­port­ant re­spons­ib­il­ity that even I am a bit on the edge,” he fin­ished with a wry smile.

	Re­cently, My­our­miles’s work­load had reached jaw-drop­ping levels. I was a bit wor­ried and asked whether he could hold up.

	“Oi oi oi, are you sure you’re gonna be able to hold your­self to­gether? You’re not go­ing to force your­self too much and fall into ill­ness…?”

	Yet this time My­our­miles did in­deed dis­miss my wor­ries with a smile.

	“Hahaha, please don’t worry. As op­posed to this, there’s more im­port­ant things to at­tend to! The Chosen Hero, Masay­uki-sama him­self, is go­ing to par­take in the mar­tial tour­na­ment to­mor­row! The news has hit the town like wild­fire, I heard a bet­ting pool was im­me­di­ately set up in the bar.”

	He was full of pas­sion to­wards this job, so this was no time for him to quit. My­our­miles de­clared him­self. He also poin­ted out the more im­port­ant busi­ness, which was Masay­uki’s de­cision to join the tour­na­ment to­night.

	“Right, that’s why I’ve gathered every­one here.”

	The people who went to re­ceive Milim and the oth­ers weren’t aware of this or­deal yet. Ben­i­maru even eyed Souei, ask­ing “What is go­ing on here?” hop­ing to hear an ex­plan­a­tion from him. Yet Sh­ion was a step ahead of Souei and took the chance to ex­plain.

	“That guy was a pain in the ass! All talks and no cider, he went on about deal­ing with Rimuru-sama. I wish I could teach him a les­son my­self…”

	“It was me who in­ter­vened. Since there was an audi­ence, we couldn’t have Sh­ion be that reck­less. It may af­fect the ce­re­mony to­mor­row.”

	I see, no won­der Sh­ion was be­hav­ing that well. And I thought she had be­come more re­strained lately, it seems it was too early for me to be re­lieved of that. Thank­fully Souei was there.

	“It was for­tu­nate that you stopped her. My friend Yuuki was there at the time, if the news that she’s been look­ing to brawl with the chosen hero at the town gate star­ted spread­ing, people would def­in­itely be need­lessly wary of us,” I said with a sigh, and saw Ben­i­maru nod­ding.

	“Well said. Sh­ion, you need to keep your head cool.”

	“Hmph, there’s no need for you to lec­ture me so. I was just a bit triggered, not that I ac­tu­ally wanted to crash the scene. That be­ing said—”

	“Ku­fu­fu­fufu, I can un­der­stand Sh­ion-san. You meant that you couldn’t sit still as your mas­ter was be­ing looked down on, didn’t you? Had Ben­i­maru-san been there to wit­ness the scene, surely you would have had a sim­ilar re­sponse?”

	“—No way. I’m al­ways very calm,” Ben­i­maru re­spon­ded with a slight pause, while shift­ing his eyes.

	Uhh—that doesn’t sound all that con­vin­cing.

	“By the way, Rimuru-sama. You men­tioned that you have some­thing to dis­cuss, could it be that you in­tend to elim­in­ate that hero? If you leave it to me, I’ll make sure to take care of him to­night without a single trace.”

	Di­ablo gave this hor­ri­fy­ing pro­posal without a flinch of an eye. This guy was one-hun­dred per­cent ser­i­ous. He would really do it without hes­it­a­tion, how ter­ri­fy­ing.

	“Not at all; don’t you act reck­less now,” I re­peatedly warned him.

	Then I pro­ceeded to dis­cuss what I was ac­tu­ally plan­ning.

	“The thing I wanted to dis­cuss is the mar­tial tour­na­ment to­mor­row. Which ones of my lieu­ten­ants would like to par­ti­cip­ate in it?”

	My words riled up the crowd—

	“Ho?” Ben­i­maru’s eyes lit up.

	“I see how it is.”

	Sh­ion was smil­ing ma­ni­ac­ally. I thought she secretly pre­pared some­thing be­hind my back. Is she just go­ing to aban­don it now? Per­haps she has for­got­ten about it now that her mind was fo­cused on the com­bat.

	“Ku­fu­fu­fufu, in­triguing, that’s truly in­triguing.”

	Even Di­ablo was giv­ing off an un­usu­ally bright smile.

	“Then please al­low me to de­mon­strate my mar­tial prowess for the people to see,” Geld was very mo­tiv­ated as well.

	“Heh,” Souei fol­lowed and gave off a thin laugh. He looked ready to par­ti­cip­ate. There was also Hak­urou. He didn’t say any­thing, yet he star­ted to look dis­tressed. Gabil said that he had some activ­it­ies to at­tend to, and now re­grets were writ­ten all over his face.

	—And so on, these re­ac­tions were as I ex­pec­ted.

	The only one who did not re­spond was Ranga, who had been slum­ber­ing in my shadow. I won’t al­low him to par­ti­cip­ate any­way, so there shouldn’t be an is­sue.

	See­ing that my lieu­ten­ants were about to start ar­guing about who were to at­tend the tour­na­ment, I brought them to my at­ten­tion with a dry cough.

	“Hold up, there will be many for­eign spies at the scene, surely you guys wouldn’t need to show your true strength?”

	“Ku­fu­fu­fufu, even if I don’t fight ser­i­ously, I will ab­so­lutely crush—”

	“STOP! Let me make one thing clear. Ben­i­maru, Sh­ion, Di­ablo and Souei, you guys are banned from par­ti­cip­at­ing.”

	“WHAT!”

	“What do you mean—”

	I held up my hand to quiet the shocked crowd as I ex­plained to them the ra­tionale.

	“First of all, Souei, aren’t you the “Cov­ert Spy”? How can you at­tend a tour­na­ment in front of an audi­ence?”

	Souei was brought back to his senses with my words. He seemed to agree and said no more. He no longer in­sis­ted on par­ti­cip­at­ing. Thank­fully, he wasn’t stub­born and asked to par­ti­cip­ate in dis­guise. But just to be safe, I had an­other bit of lever­age.

	“As a res­ult, I want to give you a new role title.”

	“A role title?”

	“In­deed. Since you have been in charge of the es­pi­on­age activ­it­ies of the na­tion, I now of­fi­cially ap­point you as the leader of the royal spies. I also give your troops the title “Shadow Squad”. People such as Souka un­der your com­mand are eli­gible to join, but not those who still can’t handle them­selves!”

	“Un­der­stood! Thank you for the title, Rimuru-sama!”

	Souei’s grat­it­ude ex­ceeded my ex­pect­a­tions a bit. That was really just an ex­cuse for him to not par­ti­cip­ate, al­though it was good that he also felt so happy about it. Nowadays his troops had reached around a hun­dred mem­bers. He only needed to pick out the elites to form the “Shadow Squad”. Souei was able to ac­cept that kind of ar­range­ment. The prob­lem now lay with the other three.

	Among my sub­or­din­ates, these three were the strongest. If I al­lowed these folks to par­ti­cip­ate, there would no doubt be prob­lems every­where. I was aware of the con­se­quences, so I’d already come up with a solu­tion.

	“Heed me now. In or­der to match the polit­ical needs of the West­ern Na­tions, I will be adding the roles of the ‘Four Heav­enly Kings’.”

	“The Four Heav­enly Kings…”

	“So that’s—”

	“I see how it is now.”

	The ex­pres­sions of the three changed drastic­ally. Ob­vi­ously they all fell for it.

	“You three are es­pe­cially strong among my sub­or­din­ates. Ben­i­maru will be ap­poin­ted as the leader of the ‘Four Heav­enly Kings’. An­other two seats will be taken by Sh­ion and Di­ablo.”

	Among the three, Ben­i­maru was most suited to lead. Since he was my rep­res­ent­at­ive after all, the man to fill in the role of com­mand­ing gen­eral. That was why Ben­i­maru was the most suit­able for the se­cret­ive role of the “Four Heav­enly Kings”. I made it sound all mys­ter­i­ous to mask the fact that it was just the title of a made-up role. It was mainly an ex­cuse to pre­vent them from par­ti­cip­at­ing in the tour­na­ment.

	“Ap­point­ing me as the leader… I shall obey your di­vine com­mand!”

	Al­right, Ben­i­maru had ac­cep­ted it.

	“Al­though I can’t agree to the point that Ben­i­maru took charge as the leader, I hope you may re­con­sider it after see­ing my per­form­ance in the fu­ture. I am most glad to be among the ‘Four Heav­enly Kings’, Rimuru-sama!”

	Sh­ion also ac­cep­ted it. Not sure where she got her con­fid­ence though, but since she had ac­cep­ted it, this’ll do.

	“‘The Four Heav­enly Kings’, I see? Al­though I would like to be Rimuru-sama’s choice of top sub­or­din­ate, I’m still just a green-horn for now. I can’t be too greedy. Right now my goal is to try my best to draw my strength closer to Rimuru-sama’s!”

	Hmm—does that mean he ac­cep­ted it too? Di­ablo’s per­son­al­ity was really trouble­some, ser­i­ously.

	Any­how, from now on these three would be the “Four Heav­enly Kings”.

	“Thank you for your frank ap­proval. Next, as for why I’ve barred you from par­ti­cip­at­ing, it has to do with this ‘Four Heav­enly Kings’.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“Yes, it is be­cause the last Heav­enly King is dif­fi­cult to choose. I meant to ap­point Souei, but since he is a “Secret Spy” and can­not show up in pub­lic eas­ily, he wasn’t suited for the role.”

	I quietly ob­served every­one’s re­ac­tion as I fin­ished. They seemed to nod in agree­ment.

	“That’s why I will have the re­main­ing folks join the tour­na­ment. I think who­ever wins will de­serve the title of the ‘Four Heav­enly Kings’, what do you guys think?”

	I fired my words in quick suc­ces­sion. In the con­fer­ence room, folks began to look at each other to see their re­ac­tions. A most un­ex­pec­ted voice was sud­denly raised.

	“Uh, hmm… I would like to at­tend, but from to­mor­row on­wards, I’ll be hav­ing dates with Mom­iji—I mean, I prom­ised her to show her around the town… But, since Rimuru-sama has given the or­der—”

	Hak­urou, who I’d put most ex­pect­a­tions in, wanted to de­cline the re­quest. Someone as skill­ful as Hak­urou was most suit­able for such an im­port­ant role, but the tim­ing seemed off. Al­though I could in­deed or­der him to at­tend, it just didn’t seem ap­pro­pri­ate. Hak­urou was the best man to test out Masay­uki’s true strength, or so I thought—but since he had the rare op­por­tun­ity to have some memory with his daugh­ter, he’d hold a grudge against me if I in­ter­vened.

	“That’s quite a big deal, Hak­urou. If you back out, Mom­iji may not talk to you again, EVER.”

	“T-that’s…”

	My senior from my last life didn’t go through with his prom­ise to his daugh­ter. He later came to work and lamen­ted about hav­ing been ig­nored over a week or so. These two just got re­united, if he were to break his prom­ise so soon…

	“Be­sides, as op­posed to ap­point­ing Hak­urou as “The Four Heav­enly Kings”, he is more suit­able as Ben­i­maru’s mil­it­ary con­sult­ant. You seem to be quite sat­is­fied be­ing an ad­jut­ant already, so you don’t have to join.”

	Hak­urou nod­ded grate­fully in re­sponse. For his sake, I de­cided not to have Hak­urou par­ti­cip­ate. In that case, the avail­able par­ti­cipants would be—

	“I still have my tech­no­logy con­fer­ence to at­tend… Geld-san is stronger than me, so I’ll give him the op­por­tun­ity!”

	It seemed that Geld was the only one left. Due to his own sched­uled activ­ity, Gabil would not be able to par­ti­cip­ate. He had placed his hope in someone else and de­cided to cheer for Geld in­stead.

	“I see. I’ll do my best to de­feat that brat called Masay­uki!”

	Geld nod­ded his head firmly in re­sponse to Gabil’s ex­pect­a­tions. Geld was an in­cred­ible tal­ent in terms of strength, but to be frank, “The Four Heav­enly Kings” were set just for show; it’d be some­what in­ap­pro­pri­ate to have Geld join…

	I only ap­poin­ted Ben­i­maru so he would re­strain the other two troubled kid­dos, so it doesn’t really seem fair to Geld. Never mind, I’ll think about this later. First I’ll have Geld test out the strength of Masay­uki.

	And just as I was about to make up my mind—

	“I would like to re­com­mend a man that is suit­able as a Heav­enly King!” Rigur sud­denly stood up and said to me. There may be some com­plic­a­tions due to is­sues with the group­ing dur­ing the tour­na­ment. In or­der to pre­vent such a thing, it was best not to send just one par­ti­cipant. Since the per­son in ques­tion was someone worthy of Rigur’s, who is Rank A, re­com­mend­a­tion, I was pretty re­as­sured.

	“O-okay. Al­though I fig­ure it’d be fine with Geld alone par­ti­cip­at­ing, who would that be?” as I thought to my­self, I hur­ried Rigur to ex­plain.

	“Un­for­tu­nately, I am un­able to par­ti­cip­ate due to se­cur­ity duty, but there’s a man whose strength is only next to me, that is—”

	Someone strong enough to stand next to Rigur—could it be!

	“Gobta!”

	Oh… Saw it com­ing. As I ex­pec­ted, Rigur had given his highest ap­proval.

	“Gobta would be most suited to join in rep­res­ent­ing us,” he said.

	“Hehe, that guy is among the best of my dis­ciples. He’s got a quick mind as well as good tech­niques. Al­though he hasn’t evolved in terms of raw power, it’d be in­ter­est­ing to have him grow with this tour­na­ment.”

	Even Hak­urou was say­ing so. None of the lieu­ten­ants seemed to ob­ject. I would like to con­firm his will­ing­ness in per­son, how­ever…

	“Zzz—Zzz—”

	Uhh. It seemed that the par­ti­cipant was eager to fight as well. No prob­lemo. So it shall be, I de­cided to send Gobta into the tour­na­ment.

	And just as I was about to end the meet­ing, someone had a word to say.

	“Mas­ter, I would like to join in the mar­tial tour­na­ment!”

	Ranga woke up at some point without my no­tice and stretched his neck out of my shadow. He had com­men­ted while wag­ging his tail.

	“No no no, Ranga, surely you’re not suit­able. The theme this time is mar­tial com­bat, after all…”

	“Y-you have a point, the Sum­moner is join­ing the battle, so there should also be summoned beasts… But it would be pretty odd to have Ranga-san join the tour­na­ment…”

	The tour­na­ment was a battle of strength and tech­nique. Ranga was in­deed strong, but he didn’t fit in ac­cord­ance with the rules of the tour­na­ment. Based on these views, I re­jec­ted his pro­posal. My­our­miles also ex­pressed ap­proval.

	Ranga looked at Gobta hate­fully. He seemed up­set, but that was a point I couldn’t com­prom­ise on. I steeled my heart and re­fused Ranga from par­ti­cip­at­ing.

	“Then we should ar­range Geld-san and Gobta-san as the seeded par­ti­cipants. The num­ber of par­ti­cipants has ex­ceeded two hun­dred, we will have them group in six teams to par­take in elim­in­a­tion matches. Then we will de­cide on the of­fi­cial par­ti­cipant.”

	Over two hun­dred! There were quite a lot of people par­ti­cip­at­ing. The pre­lim­in­ary rounds to­mor­row were ori­gin­ally sup­posed to se­lect eight fi­nal of­fi­cial par­ti­cipants of the tour­na­ment. But we couldn’t spend too much time in the pre­lim­in­ary matches, so we planned to split them into eight teams to fight in elim­in­a­tion rounds. Now that we con­sidered the two join­ing the tour­na­ment, it be­came a match of six.

	“I’ll be re­ceiv­ing guests from other na­tions to­mor­row, so I’ll leave the com­mand­ing post to My­our­miles-kun, sorry for the trouble!”

	“Just count on me!”

	Hear­ing My­our­miles’s re­li­able voice, I nod­ded re­as­sured. And next in line is—

	“Di­ablo, are you ac­quain­ted with all the for­eign journ­al­ists?”

	“Yes, I’ve in­vited them to par­ti­cip­ate in the Found­ing Fest­ival. I have made pre­par­a­tions for them to pro­mote us pos­it­ively.”

	Di­ablo sure was com­pre­hens­ive in pre­par­ing things. Now that we had been covered by the me­dia, there was no need to hide our strength. In other words, per­haps hav­ing a fear­some de­mon as ref­eree—such con­trast may more or less change people’s im­pres­sion of him.

	“Sorry about it, I didn’t want to trouble you with the ref­eree role. But since the Chosen Hero Masay­uki, Geld and Gobta are join­ing, it doesn’t feel safe to have a hobgob­lin as ref­eree.”

	“Ku­fu­fu­fufu, please leave it to me!”

	And so it was done. If any­thing happened, Di­ablo would def­in­itely help.

	“That’s it for now, sorry for tak­ing up your time. It’s a bit late, but every­one can re­lax for the day!”

	“ “ “Yes sir!” ” ”

	Now the meet­ing was fi­nally over. And so, we went to bed be­fore the of­fi­cial start of the ac­tual ce­re­mony to­mor­row.
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  Chapter 2

	Founding Festival

	


	After meet­ing the rep­res­ent­at­ives of the mon­sters liv­ing in the Great Jura Forest, the talk with the rep­res­ent­ing group from the West­ern Na­tions went smoothly as well. There were many more de­tails to dis­cuss in the fu­ture, but the ideas brought up in our dis­cus­sion were a good start.

	Last night we held a rare found­ing eve cel­eb­ra­tion. The event con­cluded peace­fully with the vari­ous at­tend­ances from guests all over the con­tin­ent.

	I was very sat­is­fied. I seemed to only have to talk to people I’d been ac­quain­ted with in the past yes­ter­day. In terms of ac­tual agree­ments and de­mands, I ordered Rig­urd and My­our­miles to doc­u­ment all of them. They even stopped guests in secret to pre­vent them from chat­ting with me.

	Very im­press­ive. They’re truly men I can count on.

	To be hon­est, had someone dir­ec­tly ne­go­ti­ated with me, there was a good chance that I’d screw up and end up get­ting my­self lumped into some­thing I shouldn’t have. If that were the case, we could have been held ac­count­able for some­thing in the fu­ture. Their buf­fer-zone really helped me out.

	That be­ing said, if I am able to es­tab­lish good re­la­tion­ships with other na­tions in the fu­ture, I wouldn’t really mind help­ing ‘em out a bit… But for now, it’s best we act with cau­tion un­til we can as­cer­tain their true nature.

	I couldn’t just roll over and simply ac­qui­esce to their re­quests.

	Re­gard­less, right now we were still lack­ing in man­power. We still had tons of work left to do even after we con­cluded the fest­iv­it­ies. There were a lot of pending is­sues to at­tend to.

	Prac­tic­al­ity aside, even if we were to mod­er­ate and es­tab­lish rel­ev­ant de­part­ments, we still wouldn’t have had enough people to fit in ad­min­is­trat­ive roles. And I couldn’t just pile on more work for the ex­ist­ing people either, or else they truly would be busy forever.

	Rig­urd and My­our­miles far ex­ceeded my ex­pect­a­tions. Their due di­li­gence on all the work I as­signed them had at times caused me to be a bit over-re­li­ant on them. I also in­vited them over last night, des­pite things be­ing hec­tic as they were, caus­ing them to lose some sleep. I need to avoid be­com­ing de­pend­ent on them—this was my con­clu­sion I reached fol­low­ing the emer­gency meet­ing we had last night.

	As such, I had de­cided to take on some re­spons­ib­il­ity as the ruler of this na­tion and do my best to re­ceive the guests.

	The Found­ing Fest­ival of Tem­pest would be held today, un­der a sky as clear as crys­tal.

	Even if it rains, I’ll just blow the clouds away, I thought to my­self.

	This was the cap­ital of the Mon­ster King­dom, Rimuru, a city crowned with my own name. The loc­a­tion was the meet­ing hall in the cen­ter of the north­ern dis­trict, where most polit­ical in­sti­tu­tions resided.

	I glanced down upon the people gathered be­low. The streets lead­ing to the meet­ing hall were packed to the brim. They were once un­ruly mon­sters, but they were now my cit­izens and re­garded as demi-hu­mans.

	The majins from all over the Jura Great Forest had con­greg­ated here be­fore me. With them were also mer­chants from neigh­bor­ing na­tions as well as ad­ven­tur­ers body­guard­ing them.

	Moreover, there were also peas­ants that came for the fest­ival. From what I saw be­low, the total pop­u­la­tion here numbered over one hun­dred thou­sand, and we had be­come a huge melt­ing pot of races. A sense of ful­fill­ment gradu­ally filled my heart as I real­ized that we had fi­nally achieved a king­dom where hu­mans and mon­sters could peace­fully co­ex­ist—feels good man.

	Next, it was about time. I stood up and held the mi­cro­phone in my hand.

	“Every­one, I… I mean, I *royal sound­ing*…I am the De­mon Lord Rimuru…”

	Umm, whatever goes. This is too trouble­some.

	To me, de­liv­er­ing a ser­i­ous speech was not only just a dif­fi­cult task, but also a bur­den­some re­spons­ib­il­ity. That’s why I de­cided to just put forth my hon­est emo­tions.

	“I am De­mon Lord Rimuru, and it’s nice to meet you all. Well—thank you all for com­ing to my king­dom upon in­vit­a­tion. I am very pleased. Al­though for some of you guys it might be your first time vis­it­ing, please rest at ease. While it is in­deed a fact that I have be­come the new de­mon lord, I have no in­ten­tion of ant­ag­on­iz­ing hu­mans. I simply wish to build a king­dom where every­one can live in har­mony. As op­posed to fight­ing each other, I be­lieve hu­mans and mon­sters should co­oper­ate. I be­lieve only in this way can we build a bet­ter fu­ture.”

	I ob­served every­one’s re­ac­tion as I con­tin­ued my speech. It seemed that every­one was in­tently hanging onto my every word. This not only ap­plied to cit­izens of our king­dom, but also to the peas­ants that came for the cel­eb­ra­tion. I con­tin­ued:

	“Some may be wary of the fact that I am a de­mon lord. While this sense of cau­tion is un­der­stand­able, I hope every­one would put trust into your genu­ine feel­ings. I won’t force you to ac­cept my views. It would cer­tainly be pleas­ant if you were to find me trust-worthy, but even if you are not will­ing to trust me, it is some­thing that can­not be helped. Trust is not built overnight, but rather through per­sist­ent com­mu­nic­a­tion in the fu­ture, which is a con­clu­sion that I shall not rush to­wards—”

	As the say­ing goes, “Rome wasn’t built in a day.” Things like trust need to be nur­tured over time. How­ever, how the people in­ter­preted my mes­sage was en­tirely up to them. Next, I ad­dressed the royal rul­ing classes:

	“Fel­low nobles gathered today, I hope that you will re­lay what you see and hear here today hon­es­tly when you re­turn to your re­spect­ive na­tions. Some king­doms have already es­tab­lished dip­lo­matic ties with us. Even if you can’t put your faith in us, will you not find those na­tions trust-worthy? I hope that you will not be pre­ju­diced simply for the fact that I am a mon­ster and a de­mon lord.”

	With that be­ing said, this wasn’t some­thing they could de­term­ine by them­selves. It had to be a de­cision made by the na­tion as a whole. What every­one thought here wasn’t that big of a deal, but… I still wanted to be­lieve that there was some use to say these things.

	But I’ll need to give them a fair warn­ing, so we don’t end up with a Far­mus 2.0.

	“I won’t wage war against you simply for the fact that you did not co­oper­ate with us, but if you treat us un­fairly due to our mon­ster status, or at­tack us with the in­ten­tion of in­vad­ing: that is some­thing we ab­so­lutely will not tol­er­ate. I fig­ure that every­one here has an idea about what I’m talk­ing about after see­ing what happened to the Far­mus King­dom.”

	These were my genu­ine thoughts as well. Per­haps some would con­sider me as a threat for do­ing so, but those were just my hon­est opin­ions. I dis­liked war, but if any­one dared to in­vade our king­dom, I would re­tali­ate without hes­it­a­tion. An in­de­cis­ive ruler will only bring about harm, es­pe­cially for in­no­cent ci­vil­ians.

	After all, en­sur­ing the lives and prop­er­ties of our cit­izens was the re­spons­ib­il­ity of the state. It was my primary ob­ject­ive to pro­tect, and that in­cluded friendly mon­sters as well as fu­ture im­mig­rants. A world without mil­it­ary con­flict was noth­ing but an ideal­istic dream. A cit­izen had every free­dom and right to dream about peace and prosper­ity, but that wasn’t a lux­ury rulers could af­ford. They needed to al­ways be on their feet, ready to handle any situ­ation that may arise. This was the bare min­imum for a na­tion to func­tion. That was my jus­ti­fic­a­tion for the speech I just de­livered to the higher-class guests.

	And to wrap it all up—

	“Whether you’re a mer­chant, ad­ven­turer, or peas­ant, I swear not to lay my hands on com­mon ci­vil­ians. But that does not ap­ply to crim­in­als. Our coun­try is lack­ing in man­power. As such, there are plenty of jobs avail­able, so any­one who wishes to fill an empty role can con­sider im­mig­rat­ing. Nat­ur­ally, with more people come more op­por­tun­it­ies. Here, you will have free­dom of speech and the abil­ity to choose the oc­cu­pa­tion that you de­sire. But even so, please speak and act re­spons­ibly. If you are still in­ter­es­ted in our na­tion after my speech, please con­sider my pro­pos­i­tion. There are all sorts of events planned for our na­tion in the fu­ture as well. Today’s Tem­pest Found­ing Fest­ival is but the first de­but pro­ject. With that be­ing said, I hope every­one will have fun!”

	After that pro­mo­tional mes­sage to the com­mon­ers, my speech con­cluded.

	Was that a bit too on the nose?

	Oh well, I didn’t really mind. I was just a clerk work­ing nine-to-five in my pre­vi­ous life, which is why my speech was nowhere near as elo­quent as those de­livered by kings and nobles des­pite my quick rise to fame.

	But, even with that be­ing the case—

	The crowd ex­ploded into deaf­en­ing cheers. My cit­izens aside, even the vis­it­ors were in an up­roar. Al­though there must also be people who still had their sus­pi­cions, most people were will­ing to trust me and put their faith in this na­tion. That would do for now. It would be odd to have com­plete trust from the get-go. Our heart­felt thoughts had been de­livered to every­one. All that’s left was to see their re­ac­tions.

	And so, with my speech, the Tem­pest Found­ing Fest­ival was of­fi­cially com­menced.
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	After the speech, I made my way to the main hall on the ground floor. The chil­dren had fin­ished dress­ing up and gathered there.

	“Sen­sei turns out to be the king of this coun­try?”

	Hmm? Did I not men­tion it?

	“So, you didn’t know, Kenya? Since you are now aware of my great­ness, it’s never too late to show me a tad bit more re­spect.”

	“What did I—”

	“Yes—! I re­spect sen­sei a great deal!”

	As I was teas­ing Kenya, Alice in­ter­rup­ted and hugged me. Chloe fol­lowed up with a “Me too—!” and sim­il­arly sprung on me.

	I smiled, pat­ting both their heads be­fore gently push­ing them away. The two seemed rather dis­pleased since, after all, I only had one body. They’d just have to suck it up for now be­fore they star­ted ar­guing amongst them­selves.

	“Speak­ing of which, this is quite a sur­pris­ing turn of events. Just yes­ter­day I was guess­ing whether sen­sei was a king or not…” Gale said as Ryota nod­ded in agree­ment.

	“Ahh, this whole king thing was after I par­ted ways with you all. By the way, I have been really busy lately.”

	“R-right… Of course, you’d be really busy after be­com­ing a king…”

	Kenya still looked very pissed, but at least it seemed he was will­ing to for­give me a little.

	“Then, sen­sei, will we not have any more chances to see you again in the fu­ture?”

	“Hmm—I’ll check on you guys when I have the time. Don’t be fooled by my ap­pear­ance! My king status is only in name.”

	“Tsk, what’s that sup­posed to mean? Are you great or not?? Make up your mind!! Ser­i­ously…”

	I at­temp­ted to com­fort the com­plain­ing Kenya be­fore giv­ing all of them a couple words of cau­tion.

	“Listen well now, you guys will un­doubtedly be very ex­cited to join in on the fest­iv­it­ies, and as a res­ult you may eas­ily go out of con­trol. Don’t get over your heads and stay out of trouble!”

	“ “ “Al­right!” ” ”

	They’re quite the lively bunch today.

	“Did you bring your handker­chief, nap­kin, and that neck­lace?”

	“ “ “Of course we did!” ” ”

	These brats sure an­swer fast. It’s prob­ably bet­ter to find someone to ac­com­pany them, but all my sub­or­din­ates had their hands full. Di­ablo was busy ref­er­ee­ing at the Co­los­seum. Hak­urou had a date with Mom­iji, and Ben­i­maru was my body­guard.

	“Are you sure you want to give the chance to date Mom­iji to Hak­urou?”

	“Please give me a break, it’s all too soon for me…”

	Ben­i­maru seemed to be dodging the ques­tion. Fine then. I guess only time can tell.

	Shuna should be run­ning the cafe, Sh­ion also seemed to be oc­cu­pied with some­thing as well and has been miss­ing all morn­ing. While this fact alone brings me great un­ease, I want to cling to the faint hope that everything will be fine. Souei will be cov­ertly keep­ing watch over the town. He’ll in­form me if some­thing hap­pens. Souei’s men will be keep­ing an eye on the kids, so I guess there’s no need to worry too much—

	“What’s the mat­ter? Some­thing troub­ling you?”

	As I was in the midst of con­tem­plat­ing how it was never good to overthink things, someone sud­denly in­ter­rup­ted my train of thought.

	It was Hinata. Hinata was stand­ing there in cas­ual at­tire with a saber sheathed on her belt. She was wear­ing a navy-blue sleeve­less dress which oc­ca­sion­ally al­lowed for glimpses of her armpits and chest, giv­ing off an in­des­crib­ably erotic al­lure. Moreover, the saber strapped on her belt ac­cen­tu­ated her slim waist.

	Ahhh, what a pleas­ant sight.

	While I wanted to ap­pre­ci­ate her body a little bit more, Hinata’s icy gold glare shut down my hopes. I gave a dry cough to get through with it.

	“Eh, sen­sei!”

	“Who is this?”

	Alice and Chloe war­ily asked after see­ing my ex­pres­sion.

	“Her name is Hinata. She’s the power­house that fought me to a draw.”

	“Huh—? This old hag man­aged to—”

	Kenya was only halfway through his sen­tence be­fore Hinata cut him off by press­ing her saber to his throat. It was only one cen­ti­meter away from his neck. Any move and his throat would have been slit open.

	“Now, what were you say­ing?”

	“I-I was go­ing to say… T-the beau­ti­ful big sis­ter…”

	Kenya’s eyes were filled with tears as he squeaked out his words.

	“K-Ken-chan…”

	Ryota had tried to save Kenya but was now frozen in place. It seemed that Hinata’s glare had made him stiff with fear. Gale, who had been mes­mer­ized by Hinata, was also stand­ing stock still. So shocked was he by Hinata’s sud­den ap­pear­ance, that his body was straight and ri­gid as a board.

	I can’t really blame them. Even I find Hinata a little bit fright­en­ing, so I guess it’s only nat­ural for Ryota and Gale to have that type of re­ac­tion.

	“Kenya, watch your man­ners! This per­son was also the dis­ciple of Shizu-san just like Yuuki. In other words, she’s ba­sic­ally your senior.”

	Kenya looked at me with sad puppy eyes that seemed to say: Geez, couldn’t you have said that earlier! While I could def­in­itely sym­path­ize, it didn’t change the fact that it was Kenya’s own fault this time. I warned them not to get in over their heads just mo­ments ago. Kenya ig­nored my warn­ings and had his just desserts served to him.

	“Shizu-sen­sei’s dis­ciple… Could it be?!”

	“Could it be the per­son that al­legedly sur­passed Shizu-sen­sei in a month…”

	“The Holy Knight com­mander of Ruberios, Hinata Sak­agu­chi-sama?”

	“That’s rad! But, is it really her…?”

	“Hey… Shouldn’t you men­tion some­thing as im­port­ant as that first…”

	Hinata smacked her lips and then sheathed her sword at in­cred­ible speed. Kenya slumped to the ground, ex­hausted. He prob­ably lost all strength in his legs. I’d wager he won’t be get­ting back up any­time soon.

	“I al­most pissed my pants—” Kenya said, his face pale. Alice sneered at him, call­ing him “Dis­gust­ing.”

	“You can’t blame me! That was really hor­ri­fy­ing.”

	“But it was Kenya’s fault as well.”

	Kenya was si­lenced un­der the pres­sure of Chloe’s facts and lo­gic.

	“By the way, Rimuru-sen­sei, did you really fight to a tie with Hinata-nee?”

	Since Gale asked, I at the very least had to give him an hon­est an­swer.

	“I guess. There was no de­cis­ive win­ner or loser since the los­ing one ran off be­fore the end of the fight.”

	“And the ‘los­ing one who ran off’ is re­fer­ring to you, right sen­sei?”

	And after all that trouble of avoid­ing spe­cify­ing who… That roast was on point.

	“Whatever you say.”

	But that was just me try­ing to play cool. I wasn’t ly­ing; I just wasn’t re­veal­ing the whole truth. Some­thing which, by the way, shall just be kept as a lil’ secret between you and me.

	The chil­dren wanted to ask more but Hinata in­ter­rup­ted them.

	“So, what was it that was troub­ling you just now?”

	Hav­ing been asked, I re­called wor­ry­ing about who to en­trust to ac­com­pany the chil­dren.

	“It’s noth­ing really. It’s just that these kids are gonna be go­ing to town soon. Even though there are safety patrols and such on duty, it’s still gonna be really crowded, and I’m a bit wor­ried for their safety. Prefer­ably I’d want someone to ac­com­pany them…”

	“Oh—in that case, I can take care of them.”

	“So, I was think­ing about whether there are any suit­able can­did­ates… Eh?”

	What did she just say? Hinata’s gonna take care of the chil­dren? Wait wait wait, that joke’s not funny at all!

	“What, do you think I’m not qual­i­fied?”

	“No way, what are you talk­ing about—”

	She glared at me again. What a ter­ri­fy­ing wo­man. Kenya man­aged to not pee his pants. Good work on his part; I’ll need to praise him a little.

	“You guys won’t turn me down now, will you?”

	“No, of course not!”

	“Ken-chan…”

	“Please help us!”

	“Even Gale has… Fine then, so be it.”

	The two boys—Gale and Kenya—had fallen. See­ing their re­ac­tions, Ryota caved in as well.

	“I can’t be­lieve I get to see Hinata-nee that I’ve al­ways looked up to! I’m so happy!”

	Alice was prac­tic­ally an idol-chas­ing stan. I used to think she looked up to Masay­uki, but it seems that she looked up to Hinata like some idol. Un­like the two boys who were com­plain­ing, she was more than happy to be close to her. And there was also Chloe.

	“Big sis is such a nice per­son! I feel like you are so sim­ilar to Shizu-sen­sei!”

	She went on to hug Hinata with a smile. I guess Hinata really was a good per­son if even Chloe was tag­ging along­side here. Even though her eyes were scary as hell, Chloe didn’t seem to mind.

	Speak­ing of Hinata, if I wasn’t mis­taken, she had a small smile on her lips. Hinata seemed to have grabbed the chil­dren’s hearts in an in­stant.
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	“Let’s go then!” Hinata an­nounced. “They seem to be selling chow mein and corn on the cob there, so let’s go eat at the vendor stand.”

	“ “ “Okay!” ” ”

	What amaz­ing lead­er­ship. Im­press­ive was the only thing I could say about her. Now I could rest as­sured with the chil­dren en­trus­ted to Hinata.

	Hav­ing been re­lieved of a heavy bur­den, Hinata sud­denly snuck next to me and whispered.

	“Now that I am help­ing to take care of the chil­dren, I’ll leave Ru­mi­nas-sama to you!”

	Huh? I didn’t see her last night, but could it be that Ru­mi­nas is here as well?

	“Is Ru­mi­nas will­ing to join the ce­re­mony?”

	“Weren’t you the one that in­vited her? She was over­joyed and even pre­pared her maid out­fit!”

	I didn’t ex­pect Ru­mi­nas to dis­guise her­self as a ser­vant of the Holy Knights Arno and Bac­chus when com­ing to at­tend the event. She seemed to be op­er­at­ing along­side the nobles on the first day un­der the guise of her maid out­fit. Holy Knights were, after all, of noble status. That be­ing the case, it would be fine for her to ac­com­pany the people that I’d be re­ceiv­ing today.

	Should I call her as­tute or…

	Ap­par­ently, she spent the night over at our newly con­struc­ted church. I didn’t real­ize it at all, mean­ing that she had hid­den her real iden­tity per­fectly.

	“I’ll leave the rest to you.”

	And with that, Hinata left with the chil­dren. By the looks of it, I’ll be the one put­ting in the work now, won’t I… Hinata seemed to be pretty smug about it. I felt like she had check­mated me yet again.

	Just as Hinata left, someone came up to pat me on the shoulder.

	“Ah, how sur­pris­ing, Rimuru-san. That’s the first time I’ve seen Hinata smil­ing.”

	It was Yuuki. He wasn’t wear­ing his usual suit this time, but rather a formal out­fit that was modeled after his old school uni­form. He was stand­ing there with a wel­com­ing smile on his face. It seemed that he’d been look­ing for me to go to the gath­er­ing loc­a­tion. Since that’s the case, guess I’ll have to lead the way.

	“Right, I didn’t ex­pect Hinata to of­fer to take care of the chil­dren. I was think­ing that she would say some­thing along the lines of ‘How an­noy­ing’ while look­ing dis­gus­ted.”

	“She’s not like that at all. Hinata is ac­tu­ally a great care­taker. That be­ing said, I’m still sur­prised. By the way, her cas­ual clothes suit her su­per well, don’t they? It gave me quite a shock in­deed! That piece seems to have been pur­chased in this town, and now she’s like a charm­ing, fash­ion­able uni­ver­sity stu­dent. Ain’t that right?”

	I see, so they were in­deed our do­mest­ic­ally pro­duced clothes. And I had thought that I was mis­taken, but I guess not.

	“That girl turns out to be pretty wealthy. Per­haps it’s rather im­pol­ite for me to say, but that dress is pretty ex­pens­ive.”

	That dress was made from hell-moth silk, which not only provided com­fort, but also had the ef­fect of ‘Thermal Fluc­tu­ation Nul­li­fic­a­tion’. It even had de­fens­ive cap­ab­il­it­ies that ex­ceeded your run-of-the-mill leather ar­mor.

	With all those fea­tures, it was no won­der why the dress would be pricey. Even with the pro­duc­tion of silk sta­bil­ized, the sup­ply was still scarce. And of that scarce sup­ply, even fewer were fin­ished products. Given that to be the case, we could only sell them at an in­cred­ibly high price. It was a product tailored for nobles and not meant for the com­mon­ers.

	I heard that Hinata bought it without hes­it­a­tion upon see­ing it yes­ter­day. She even had someone cus­tom tailor it. I figured that she must have spent a good load of money on it. Well, if that were the case, I couldn’t com­plain about such a good cus­tomer.

	“I guess it’s pos­sible that her spend­ing mood is re­lated to the fest­iv­ity? She was also quite eager to ex­plore things around here yes­ter­day as well.”

	Are you ser­i­ous!? And I thought that I was just see­ing things… It seemed that peoples’ ex­pect­a­tions to­wards the Tem­pest Found­ing Fest­ival had gone bey­ond my ima­gin­a­tion.

	Ah, I guess that’s why she said those things. Based on these con­sid­er­a­tions, Hinata de­cided to take a break her­self and pushed the duty to re­ceive Ru­mi­nas to me.

	“What was she in­vest­ig­at­ing yes­ter­day by the way?”

	“The food stands. Wasn’t she just an­im­atedly talk­ing about chow mein and corn on the cob?”

	“Oh, so she did…”

	That means Hinata has in­deed done her thor­ough re­search.

	She seemed to take en­joy­ing the fest­ival very ser­i­ously. Any war­i­ness she may have had was gone with the wind, fully im­mers­ing her­self in the fest­iv­it­ies.

	In­deed, we had lots of fast food stands on dis­play out­side the Co­los­seum, and among them was one that I had per­son­ally planned. Everything went very smoothly with the help of My­our­miles’s ar­range­ments.

	We offered ham­bur­gers, hot dogs, french fries, and a panoply of juices. There were many other shops as well. We had stands that offered chow mein, corn on the cob, cow-deer BBQ, and snacks. Even though it might have been off sea­son, we even had shaved ice for sale. It would def­in­itely be­come a best seller dur­ing the sum­mer. Shaved ice was thin, del­ic­ate, and it melted in your mouth. Now just add some sweet syrup on top of that… I had tried it be­fore, and I could def­in­itely vouch for its fant­as­tic taste. The aro­matic smell of soy sauce com­bined with the sweet­ness of fruit sugar was mouth­wa­ter­ing.

	This was all pos­sible thanks to every­one’s care­ful pre­par­a­tions for this day. I com­mu­nic­ated my memor­ies of the dishes through ‘Tele­pathy Net’, and as a res­ult, Shuna and the oth­ers were able to suc­cess­fully re­cre­ate them. With My­our­miles do­ing the plan­ning, my pro­jects were able to come to fruition. Even more sur­pris­ing was the fact that we made it so that Vel­dora could open a tep­pan­yaki shop.

	Hinata seemed to have checked out stores be­fore­hand and had made her plan to tour around the town.

	“By the way, she seems pretty dif­fer­ent com­pared to how she nor­mally in­ter­acts with people. Does she really like eat­ing junk food that much?”

	“I mean, who doesn’t? It tastes good. I’m a fan of junk food too, so you can’t really just judge her like that…” Yuuki agreed as I was mum­bling to my­self.

	I had stumbled upon a rather sur­pris­ing side of Hinata, and I wasn’t sure whether I could call that a bless­ing or a curse. At least she wasn’t stingy with her money, so she should be a good cli­ent.

	Al­though I feel like she may be a neg­at­ive in­flu­ence on the chil­dren…
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	Ac­com­pan­ied by Ben­i­maru and Yuuki, I ar­rived at the guest hotel. Rig­urd was already ex­plain­ing the planned sched­ule to the large group of nobles gathered there.

	“Oh, Rimuru-sama! Your speech just now was truly won­der­ful!”

	Eh, really?

	Rig­urd’s joy­ful ex­pres­sion was con­ta­gious. He provided me re­as­sur­ance that my speech just now was per­fectly fine. I ex­changed smiles with Rig­urd all the while think­ing to my­self, nice, nice!

	“Then, we will be lead­ing every­one to at­tend the first event of the day!”

	Rig­urd began walk­ing as he fin­ished. He moved to­wards a build­ing near the hotel. It was the op­era house. We man­aged to re­dec­or­ate the in­terior on a crunch, and the end res­ult was more majestic than what we had hoped for. We only ar­ranged these high-qual­ity chairs in this par­tic­u­lar man­ner after con­sid­er­ing the acous­tic ef­fect in the theatre.

	The guests were seated prop­erly.

	The stand­ard of cul­ture in this world was a bit lower when com­pared to Ja­pan. This was…umm, a genu­ine ob­ser­va­tion even from other people’s point of view. While there was a re­l­at­ively high artistic and mu­sical achieve­ment, that was lim­ited to roy­alty and no­bil­ity. They were en­ter­tain­ment for the up­per ech­elon that had both an abund­ance of money and time. The an­gels would as­sault any city that de­ve­loped past a cer­tain threshold. As a res­ult, most as­pects of ad­vanced cul­ture were tucked away in the realms of the priv­ileged. To the nobles, these forms of cul­ture were merely con­sidered as minor en­ter­tain­ment. But to me, cul­ture was some­thing that re­quired a col­lect­ive ef­fort to build to­gether.

	Geni­uses had been bur­ied in this world. It was not only dif­fi­cult to dis­cover the genius in these fields in a world with such a nar­row view, but they may also even be bur­ied and even­tu­ally not be de­ve­loped for their en­tire lives. Art is the product of en­ter­tain­ment spawned from ex­tra vi­tal­ity of life, and the same goes for any in­nov­a­tion.

	In this world, the search for such things is a lux­ury, but I’m not giv­ing up be­cause of it. I will, how­ever, search the world to dis­cover the geni­uses that were over­shad­owed by the av­er­age people. In or­der to achieve this, first I need to foster a cul­ture ap­pre­ci­ation trend within my na­tion.

	And the first step is—today’s ap­pre­ci­ation con­cert. There were plenty of mu­sical in­stru­ments in this world that were sim­ilar to my ori­ginal world. To my sur­prise, there was even some­thing like a pi­ano.

	And these were all dis­covered at Clay­man’s base. He seemed to have been liv­ing life no worse than court roy­als. In one of the count­less lux­uri­ously dec­or­ated rooms of his, he had stored a large num­ber of in­stru­ments. Some mon­sters already un­der­stood mu­sic. They seemed to play beats to the per­form­ance of flute and taigo7. They also had a cul­ture of hold­ing fest­ivals every year. I loaned in­stru­ments to these people and, with time, their tal­ents here and there blos­somed.

	We pre­pared in­stru­ments for those con­scious of learn­ing, and gave them ba­sic in­struc­tions such as teach­ing them how to read mu­sic notes.

	My know­ledge alone was hardly enough, and it was a time like this that Wis­dom King Raphael would shine. With the mu­sic school­book from Ja­pan com­bined with the know­ledge re­lated to in­stru­ments within the lib­rary of this world, we pro­duced a pa­per book. How amaz­ing(-ly ter­ri­fy­ing) it was for Raphael to re­cre­ate such long-for­got­ten know­ledge of mine.

	The per­sonal ef­fort of the mon­sters came next. As the say­ing goes, “In­terest is the best teacher,” soon enough, the mon­sters star­ted to mas­ter their fa­vor­ite in­stru­ments.

	By the way, I also had someone faith­fully re­cre­ate the mu­sic notes. I wasn’t someone qual­i­fied with traits such as “pitch per­fect hear­ing,” but it was no prob­lem for Raphael-san. Not only did it re­cre­ate the sheet mu­sic, it even re-com­posed the songs. Al­though I was wor­ried about copy­right is­sues, there was no JAS­RAC8 in this world. Moreover, the rights hold­ers were not here either. So please give me some lee­way for want­ing to fur­ther foster the cul­ture.

	Our power­house was com­prised of vi­ol­in­ists, but there were also in­stru­ments such as the trum­pet and ket­tle­drum. While it was sur­pris­ing to see that there were pi­anos, how eas­ily the mon­sters played them moved me quite a bit.

	The opin­ion on whether to add a pi­ano into the or­ches­tra was split. But this alone was not enough to con­cern me too much. If we wanted to fur­ther dram­at­ize the per­form­ance with the ad­di­tion of a pi­ano, we should just add it in. I wasn’t mu­sic­ally tal­en­ted, so the de­cision was handed to the mon­sters. The res­ult of the per­form­ance was guar­an­teed by My­our­miles.

	Today was also the first day I would be hear­ing their per­form­ance. With moun­ted ex­pect­a­tions, I nervously awaited the mo­ment.

	After con­firm­ing that the guests had been seated, the lights were gradu­ally turned down. The cur­tain on the stage was pulled up. Mem­bers of the or­ches­tra in uni­forms emerged. The en­semble was made up of people from dif­fer­ent races as they held their pre­ferred in­stru­ments. Some looked like hu­mans, oth­ers looked like beasts. There was a lot of vari­ety. Every­one’s face was filled with con­fid­ence and pride in their in­stru­ments.

	A halfling came to the front, likely the con­ductor, and bowed deeply to the audi­ence—I re­called this young man sigh­ing that he couldn’t do any­thing. I told him as com­fort that “There’s no such thing.” Even though he wasn’t good at ac­count­ing, his weak physique made him un­suited for con­struc­tion work and he wasn’t cut out for farm­ing either. When out of op­tions, he went to be en­lis­ted, but he couldn’t win in a fight either.

	While this was the case, he was good at rais­ing mor­ale. His singing voice was most beau­ti­ful and united the people. That’s when I re­com­men­ded him to the army band. I had even given him the name “Takt­stock”—

	Takt­stock then raised his face. Un­like his ex­pres­sion from be­fore, his face was now filled with en­thu­si­asm. As he gra­ciously sub­jec­ted him­self to the judging eyes of the high nobles, he turned his little back to every­one. A small and fra­gile body, but his back was full of strength.

	Everything happened so quickly. These people were lucky that their tal­ents were de­ve­loped.

	He raised his takt­stock (con­ductor baton), and the next second—they began to per­form. A steady tone star­ted, and soon was fol­lowed by a change into a sol­emn re­prise.

	Un­der the con­duc­tion of Takt­stock, the per­formers were act­ing in uni­son. They had also found things to be proud of. The mu­sic they were per­form­ing seemed to be an­noun­cing: “This is the best mo­ment of my life.” It was mes­mer­iz­ing.

	Clas­sical mu­sic, these are fam­ous songs that can be re­cog­nized in any era no mat­ter where. There are songs that heal, that in­spire joy and de­term­in­a­tion. These are songs craf­ted by many geni­uses.

	These people, who could barely read, stud­ied these notes day and night—and today at this hall, their ef­fort blos­somed, and they per­formed mu­sic with their heart and soul. Nowadays, they would no longer be mocked and called use­less trash. If someone ac­tu­ally does that, I’ll beat the shit out of them. That’s how good their per­form­ance is. I had been to clas­sical con­certs a couple of times when I was in Ja­pan, and you guys are not do­ing bad at all.

	I didn’t ex­pect to hear such high-qual­ity mu­sic here.

	Yuuki closed his eyes and listened while re­min­is­cent about the past, he seemed mes­mer­ized by it. How about that, aren’t they amaz­ing—I couldn’t help but feel smug.

	But just as I thought so, the mu­sic stopped ab­ruptly. They then con­tin­ued to play some very fa­mil­iar anime songs.

	No way, hold up… That was an al­most nat­ural trans­ition from clas­sical mu­sic to an anime song! And then it some­how transitioned to pop mu­sic.

	Yuuki opened his eyes and stared at me with a dead­pan look. Quit it already, I’m not the one re­spons­ible here.

	And the cul­prit that used my memory to com­pose songs—

	<<An­swer. These are songs I’ve se­lec­ted from mas­ter’s memory bank that evoked re­l­at­ively high sat­is­fac­tion.>>

	—This an­swer filled with con­fid­ence came from Wis­dom King Raphael-san.

	Now I’m gonna carry this for the rest of my life. The good at­mo­sphere we just man­aged to cre­ate had been des­troyed com­pletely.

	I did like these songs, but it was too drastic of a con­trast when it was played right after some ser­i­ous mu­sic.

	Yuuki seemed to agree. A small, wry smile emerged on his face.

	With that be­ing said… It seemed only Yuuki and I felt that way. I guess this was to be ex­pec­ted. The audi­ence were all hear­ing these songs for the first time. They had no clue where they were from. Moreover, with the clever tweak of Raphael-san, the songs were com­posed per­fectly. Nat­ur­ally, people wouldn’t sus­pect a thing.

	Whether it was people who were used to listen­ing to fam­ous songs or not, they all prob­ably heard these songs for the first time, and some were really into them.

	The or­ches­tra’s mu­sic sur­roun­ded and dom­in­ated the mu­sic theatre, the people in the audi­ence didn’t even risk mak­ing a sound by blink­ing; they were fully con­cen­trated. Beeth­oven, Moz­art, Chopin, Tchaikovsky, Wag­ner, as well as mu­sic com­posed by un­known geni­uses had mes­mer­ized the nobles and roy­alty alike in this world.

	The con­cert today was quite the suc­cess. The mon­sters were able to per­form beau­ti­ful mu­sic—today, any­one who listened to the con­cert, would have to ac­know­ledge that.

	That in­cluded the anime songs. After hear­ing the ver­sion they per­formed, they were just as great as the fam­ous his­tor­ical pieces. Even the pop songs did too, they were truly mind-blow­ing, and the rock songs were mor­ale boost­ing.

	The en­thu­si­asm in the theatre was still very high—and soon, the per­form­ance ended.
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	It was over now. The past hour sure was some­thing else. It was al­most like the mo­ment had been im­mor­tal­ized.

	As planned, the per­form­ance would come to an end. Ac­cord­ing to My­our­miles’s ex­plan­a­tion, there would be one hour of pub­lic per­form­ance each day in the morn­ing and af­ter­noon. Some people who were not fa­mil­iar with mu­sic may find listen­ing for too long to be in­suf­fer­able. Based on these con­sid­er­a­tions, we shortened the dur­a­tion.

	There was no in­ter­mis­sion. This was our first at­tempt at it, in or­der to pro­ceed things quickly, we sim­pli­fied some steps. And the con­cert just now was the res­ult of it.

	I only needed to listen to the re­ports. The people in front of me were the ones that figured out all of this. I felt honored as I stood up, hop­ing to give them my con­grat­u­la­tions to their suc­cess.

	As I was about to clap—

	Takt­stock bowed to us and swung his baton. All the lights sud­denly went off. The theatre hall be­came dim, some people seemed to be pan­ick­ing. But that was only for a second. Someone was stand­ing on the stage, as a slim film of light shone down.

	She was a petite young girl with light pink hair—Shuna. She had an un­usual charm today as she was dressed in a white open shoulder dress. I had only seen her in her ki­mono, which even made me doubt “Is this really her?”

	Sur­pris­ingly, un­der the thin light stood a purple-haired beauty as well.

	Is that Sh­ion? She wasn’t in her usual suit, but an off-shoulder dress. As if she were bathed un­der the moon­light, Sh­ion’s sil­hou­ette was dream-like. The light­ing change made her dress, loom­ing in the dark, give off a rare sen­sa­tion of sex­i­ness. Without speak­ing up, she was a beauty with an in­cred­ible body. Such a present­a­tion had made Sh­ion es­pe­cially se­duct­ive.

	Un­der the light, the two stood at the front of the stage as they bowed deeply. This alone was like a paint­ing, draw­ing the eyes of the audi­ence—but, speak­ing of which, what were Shuna and Sh­ion go­ing to do?

	Could it be…

	The light star­ted mov­ing as Shuna walked along to the pi­ano that no one had played un­til now. Sh­ion, on the other hand, picked up a vi­olin. There was no doubt that they were plan­ning to per­form. I could see Shuna play­ing the pi­ano, but Sh­ion play­ing vi­olin? Is it really okay for Sh­ion to play in front of so many guests?

	I sud­denly re­called the trav­esty that was Sh­ion’s cook­ing. What if Sh­ion’s per­form­ance is so hor­rible that it makes things dif­fi­cult for us later—no, it shouldn’t come to that. If it were that bad, there was no way Shuna would bring her up. Moreover, My­our­miles was very con­fid­ent about it. That man seemed to have bet his life on this pro­ject, there’s no way he would let Sh­ion do whatever she wanted.

	I needed this con­fid­ence. Upon think­ing so, I closed my eyes. Al­though there were still wor­ries within me, I awaited the per­form­ance to be­gin.

	The sound of the pi­ano was calm and smooth. It was ac­com­pan­ied by the pas­sion­ate play of the vi­olin like flame. The nature of the song sud­denly changed. Rather than a duet, it was more like a duel.

	—But, beau­ti­ful, non­ethe­less.

	It’s as if the tone re­flect­ing the bad tem­per of Sh­ion was be­ing sur­roun­ded gently by the pi­ano notes that re­flect Shuna’s tem­pera­ment. Tender yet ex­cit­ing, the two char­ac­ters in­ter­twine and sup­port each other. Their in­cor­por­a­tion was just right.

	Ah ah, this was amaz­ing. It’s as if my soul was be­ing shaken as I was over­whelmed by the rich mu­sic. That was some­thing else. There’s no way they could have reached that level of mas­tery by prac­ti­cing on the spot. It must’ve been skills prac­ticed since child­hood.

	Speak­ing of which, Shuna was a miko-hime (witch prin­cess)—I heard that Sh­ion was re­spons­ible for pro­tect­ing her. Dur­ing re­li­gious cel­eb­ra­tions, mu­sic was a ne­ces­sary com­pon­ent. It must have been for this reason that the mu­sic Sh­ion and Shuna per­formed was so strik­ingly im­pact­ful—

	There was si­lence. As if a mo­ment­ary stay in a fantasy land had just fin­ished. I felt as though I’d been there for an etern­ity, yet it had barely been five minutes. Upon com­ing back to my senses, I wanted to clap amidst panic, but I was over­taken.

	There was a sprinkle of soft ap­plause that broke the si­lence. Someone did it be­fore me. I was gonna clap first, but someone got ahead of me. I clapped along­side to con­firm who it was—I didn’t ex­pect it to be Ru­mi­nas. That gave me a spook. She had dis­guised her­self as the maid of the two Holy Knights and was clap­ping with ut­most sat­is­fac­tion.

	I fol­lowed up with some in­tense ap­plause, joined by many oth­ers. There was ap­plause like thun­der. Em­peror Elme­sia of the Sor­cerer’s Dyn­asty Sarion, Dwarf King Gazel and the ar­is­to­crats of the West­ern Na­tions joined along. Even Frey and Her­mes, as well as Mid­ley, who seemed re­motely un­con­cerned with any cul­ture. Every­one stood up and gave them their ap­plause.

	For some reason, the habit of ap­plaud­ing seemed to be the same as my ori­ginal world. Is it that there are so many “Oth­er­worlders” from the start, or is it that this is just how this world is? I’m not really sure about it, but I’m sure there’s no cul­ture of “En­core” in this world. After all, cul­tural activ­it­ies were a rare oc­cur­rence in this world, and the reason was very ob­vi­ous.

	And so I thought that everything was over, but it didn’t seem this way. The stage turned dark once more be­fore the light shone again. The last song was per­formed by Shuna on the pi­ano, Sh­ion with her vi­olin, as well as the rest of the or­ches­tra. This con­cluded the pub­lic per­form­ance.

	Mu­sic—and art—can break through any bar­rier.

	After wit­ness­ing it all, I would like to be­lieve that there were in­deed good things in this world, their beauty be­ing some­thing any­body could ap­pre­ci­ate.
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	The per­form­ance was a great suc­cess. At noon, we dined at the hall of the guest hotel. As the guests were eat­ing snacks pre­pared by us, they were pas­sion­ately dis­cuss­ing the per­form­ance from be­fore.

	“That was amaz­ing.”

	“Aye, you’re right about that—”

	“I was even mes­mer­ized with my eyes closed—”

	“Me too. There’s still an echo of the mu­sic around. It didn’t mat­ter if it were hu­mans or mon­sters that per­formed, there’s no dif­fer­ence between the two at all!”

	“In­deed. Good things are in­trins­ic­ally good, noth­ing else really mat­ters.”

	And so on, as I eaves­dropped nearby, hear­ing every­one’s praise.

	“E-ex­cuse me…Lord Rimuru, I wanted to at­tend that mu­sic con­cert again, how could I have the chance to do that?” someone de­cided to just ask me dir­ec­tly.

	“Through­out the three days of cel­eb­ra­tion, it will be held at fixed times every day.”

	That’s the an­swer I gave at least, but I may con­sider ar­ran­ging reg­u­lar con­certs after the cel­eb­ra­tion. There still weren’t many songs that they could play, but we would add on to the list in the fu­ture.

	“They did a won­der­ful per­form­ance. I had a lot more fun than I had ima­gined,” when I crossed paths with Ru­mi­nas, she said so in a volume that only I could hear. I felt that Ru­mi­nas sel­dom gave praise, so her prais­ing them dir­ec­tly this time could prob­ably be in­ter­preted as praise of the highest or­der.

	See­ing the re­ac­tions of the crowd, Ben­i­maru also looked very proud.

	“Speak­ing of which, Sh­ion was really sur­pris­ing.”

	“That’s right. But—des­pite her look—she has al­ways been good with rhythms. That in­stru­ment called vi­olin was a great fit for Sh­ion. Even though Shuna gave me a sur­prise with that in­stru­ment as well, she already en­joys singing, so it’s not that big a sur­prise after all.”

	In Ben­i­maru’s view, these seemed to be facts that could eas­ily be ac­cep­ted. He knew that the two had good singing voices. Hav­ing been re­minded by him, I did re­call hear­ing them singing joy­fully. Al­though I seemed to have un­der­stood, I wasn’t ac­tu­ally sure about what every­one was truly cap­able of.

	The lunch gath­er­ing con­cluded, fol­lowed by the tech present­a­tion in the af­ter­noon. I fol­lowed Rig­urd to guide the guests who had yet to calm them­selves from the ex­cit­ing ex­per­i­ence in the morn­ing.

	Just passing by the op­era house, we moved to­wards the mu­seum this time. It felt as if we had got­ten to the wrong place, but the his­tor­ical re­cords room was our des­tin­a­tion this time.

	Gabil and Vesta were wel­com­ing us at the en­trance of the build­ing. Some of the guests seemed to be aware that Vesta used to be a sub­ject of the Dwar­ven King­dom. A wave of noise came through, soun­ded like a com­mo­tion of sur­prise. But Vesta didn’t seem to mind as he laughed along­side the crowd. Un­der the two’s guid­ance, we entered the build­ing.

	“What’s in the box here are the heal­ing po­tions first pro­duced by Rimuru-sama. It was a li­quid re­fined from hi­pok­ute grass. The re­fine­ment rate was up to 99%. It is not as good as a re­sur­rec­tion po­tion, though it is al­most as au­then­tic as one—”

	Vesta ex­plained as we walked fur­ther into the build­ing. It was at this point that I dis­covered a mis­step. While Vesta’s ex­plan­a­tion was in de­tail, it was prob­ably pretty bor­ing to the people without the rel­ev­ant know­ledge. It was pos­sibly for this reason that some had be­gun to feel bored.

	The ar­range­ment of the event was not ideal either. Had the tech present­a­tion been ar­ranged in the morn­ing, the crowd would prob­ably still at­tend out of curi­os­ity. And it would ap­pear less te­di­ous. But ar­ran­ging it right after the amaz­ing con­cert in the morn­ing, the present­a­tion in com­par­ison would, there­fore, be dull. Moreover, con­sid­er­ing that most of the guests are ar­is­to­crats, they may have been in­ter­es­ted in the out­comes, but the pro­duc­tion pro­cess would ap­pear less sig­ni­fic­ant. This must’ve been on their minds. Vesta seemed to have no­ticed this as well, as a wry smile emerged on his face.

	“My, my, it must be te­di­ous for every­one to listen to these ab­struse top­ics. Let us switch things up and take a look at our ex­per­i­ments.”

	He turned to sig­nal Gabil.

	Gabil nod­ded in re­sponse.

	“This ex­per­i­ment is—to ask the rudi­ment­ary ques­tion of ‘What ex­actly is the heal­ing po­tion’. When we di­lute the full heal­ing po­tion to one-fifth of its con­cen­tra­tion, we will have the higher heal­ing po­tion for treat­ing severe wounds. A little more di­lu­tion and we will be able to pro­duce twenty bottles of lower heal­ing po­tion. In other words, that’s just how in­cred­ible the full heal­ing po­tion is.”

	As Vesta was ex­plain­ing, Gabil laid out all three types of heal­ing po­tions in a line.

	“If there’s any wounded per­son, we can in­vite him to test the ef­fect of the po­tion. But de­lib­er­ate self-harm would be too bar­baric. So we’ve come up with an in­ter­est­ing ex­per­i­ment as an al­tern­at­ive.”

	Ac­com­pa­ny­ing Gabil’s present­a­tion, Vesta took some­thing out—a broken sword.

	“Next, will the heal­ing po­tion be able to fix this sword, can any­one an­swer this ques­tion?”

	As soon as Gabil asked, someone snickered at his ques­tion.

	“Im­pos­sible! hi­pok­ute grass only works on creatures!”

	The re­spond­ent seemed to be a sor­cerer, likely a court mage of some king­dom. He seemed to be well ac­quain­ted with rel­ev­ant know­ledge to de­term­ine that a heal­ing po­tion had no ef­fect on a broken sword.

	“Kukuku, in­deed you are right. That is at least the case for the higher and lower heal­ing po­tions—on the sword, they would have no ef­fect,” Gabil nod­ded in re­sponse.

	That was only nat­ural. You didn’t need an ex­per­i­ment to know the an­swer. I can see Gabil ask­ing it, but why did Vesta con­tinue with the ques­tion—?

	“Then, what is the range of its ef­fect­ive tar­gets? What would be the an­swer to this ques­tion?”

	To this ques­tion, the audi­ence star­ted ar­guing along the lines of “Do you think we are stu­pid?” and star­ted mak­ing a fuss to Gabil and Vesta. While such a re­ac­tion was ex­pec­ted, they were really be­ing noisy.

	But I could un­der­stand their sen­ti­ments. How­ever, re­gard­ing the ap­plic­a­tion range of the heal­ing po­tion… Of course it was not lim­ited to hu­mans, it was ef­fect­ive for an­im­als, plants and mon­sters.

	Then, what really is the dif­fer­ence? Upon think­ing so, that did make me pon­der. Is it a dif­fer­ence between be­ing or­ganic and in­or­ganic? No, my guess was that it had to do with hav­ing will or not.

	<<An­swer. Plants have wills as well, it stems from its “Soul”. Spec­u­la­tion is that the dif­fer­ence has to do with the spirit particle that makes up for ma­gicule, i.e. the pres­ence of “Soul” or not.>>

	Yeah, that. Plants have wills as well. Al­though they have no clear concept of self, they still de­sire to live. But a sword does not have “Soul”, in other words, pos­sesses no will. A sword is purely just an ob­ject, and of course—uh, hold up?

	Some­thing strange just crossed my mind. I re­called that Kaijin men­tioned that a sword had its own will—

	Could it be!

	“Kukuku, that’s the ques­tion I hope to ex­plore as well. We’ve come to dis­cover some­thing new out of curi­os­ity on the mat­ter.”

	“In­deed. I was laugh­ing to my­self at how stu­pid Gabil-san was and told him not to do such a silly ex­per­i­ment, try­ing to stop him. But I was the ig­nor­ant one. I was too ac­cus­tomed to com­mon sense that I for­got my pur­pose as a re­searcher.”

	Vesta, with a smile, poured the full heal­ing po­tion on the broken sword. And soon, while only just a bit, the sword was re­act­ing.

	“ “ “—!” ” ”

	“This is the an­swer. While it is not com­plete re­gen­er­a­tion, the broken sword does show signs of res­tor­a­tion.”

	“H-how could this be…”

	“Un­be­liev­able. So, heal­ing po­tion can be ap­plied in this way—”

	The guests couldn’t hide their shock, as was to be ex­pec­ted. Their com­mon sense had just been dev­ast­ated. It was hard not to feel sur­prised—I was shocked as well.

	I didn’t ex­pect them to con­duct such an ex­per­i­ment. Neither of the two per­sons re­spons­ible re­por­ted it to me, lead­ing to my un­ex­pec­ted and un­ne­ces­sary shock right now.

	“How­ever, this only ap­plies to gear that has grown to a cer­tain ex­tent. The ba­sic re­quire­ment for the weapon is that it is made of ‘Ma­gisteel’. In ad­di­tion, if the owner has not used the weapon for a long time, there will be no re­ac­tion.”

	I see, in other words, it does not work if it does not pos­sess will.

	“—What promp­ted your in­terest in the mat­ter?”

	Gazel opened up quite ser­i­ously and asked Gabil.

	“It’s not any­thing spe­cial, to be hon­est. I used to think that wild plants and grass had no will, but after ex­per­i­ment­a­tion, I dis­covered that heal­ing po­tion works on them as well.”

	Since full heal­ing po­tions were already be­ing mass-pro­duced, there was a sur­plus in terms of pro­duc­tion. That’s why they were able to spray plenty of it on dif­fer­ent ma­ter­i­als as an ex­per­i­ment.

	In­deed, curi­os­ity is the first step to new dis­cov­er­ies. I re­called a sim­ilar ex­per­i­ment done at a sci­ence lab when I was in primary school. I also wanted to chal­lenge my­self a bit due to bore­dom. Gabil was the same, any­thing would come after the ac­tion.

	The po­tion was ef­fect­ive to­wards plants. It was said that it could re­vive an al­most dead tree and grow new branches over the broken ones.

	“This re­minds me of the dry­ads in this world. Could the seem­ingly weak plants be­fore us not grow to power­ful mon­sters in the fu­ture? On second thought, I be­lieve there must be some other con­di­tions.”

	As the ex­plan­a­tion reached this point, at least half of the crowd be­came in­trigued. Nor­mally speak­ing, such re­search res­ults should have been kept secret. That fact must’ve been in the back of every­one’s mind.

	Should I let Gabil and Vesta con­tinue the present­a­tion? This thought quickly went through my mind be­fore I dis­missed it and con­tin­ued to listen to the ex­plan­a­tion with the rest.

	“Any en­tity that re­acts to heal­ing po­tion pos­sesses ma­gicule. And items without ma­gicule do not re­act at all… This means that will is some­thing that ex­ists in ma­gicule—or the two are closely con­nec­ted.”

	“Yes. I’ve changed my mind since Gabil-san showed me the files. It was then that a ques­tion came to mind—‘What is ma­gicule?’”

	Ma­gicule—one of the unique sub­stances of this world that, like oxy­gen, ex­is­ted in every corner of this world. It was the source of all amaz­ing powers in this world, and to some ex­tent it could con­trol free will…

	“Here’s a sample of a cer­tain plant. Let’s switch to a dif­fer­ent loc­a­tion and have a close-up im­age.”

	After be­ing hur­ried by Vesta, we moved on to a dif­fer­ent venue.

	This was a large room with lines of chairs set up. This seemed more like a mul­ti­me­dia room. An ex­per­i­men­tal pro­jector was set up there in front of a wall with a white cloth as a screen.

	Gazel was ob­serving the pro­jector ex­citedly, but he seemed to know that it wasn’t the fo­cus at hand, so he kept his mouth shut. As ex­pec­ted of Gazel, a ma­ture adult that read the room.

	After con­firm­ing that all guests had been seated, Gabil began op­er­at­ing the pro­jector. The device pos­sessed light-ma­gic en­grav­ings. It was a treas­ure that could pro­ject colored im­ages. The room turned dim as im­ages emerged on the white cloth.

	Some people were very sur­prised to see this, but Vesta ig­nored them and con­tin­ued the ex­plan­a­tion.

	“Then, please take a look at this im­age. This is the dis­sec­tion of the afore­men­tioned plant, and there is an­other dis­sec­tion graph of a ran­dom grass—”

	The two en­larged dis­sec­tion graphs were dis­played next to each other.

	He didn’t men­tion what type of plant it is on pur­pose, what is Vesta’s goal here?

	“—Aren’t these two the same thing? I couldn’t tell the dif­fer­ence…”

	“Uh—same here, I can’t tell the dif­fer­ence.”

	Many people agreed.

	While some poin­ted out that “Here’s some­thing dif­fer­ent,” “No, over there,” but I guessed none of them were right.

	“Al­right, so what’s the cor­rect an­swer?”

	“Then let us en­hance the im­age fur­ther.”

	“How about now, does it still look the same?”

	Vesta and Gabil gave off a rather de­vi­ous smile.

	It was then that they began to re­veal their ace in the hole.

	“The first im­age is the plant known as hi­pok­ute herb. The second is a ran­dom grass we picked by the road. How about it then, do they look the same?”

	As Vesta fin­ished, people with per­tin­ent know­ledge began to dis­agree with him.

	“They do look dif­fer­ent. You can see the dif­fer­ence if you pay at­ten­tion!”

	“How de­vi­ous of you Vesta-san. It’s so hard to see the dif­fer­ence between the im­ages like this!”

	The audi­ence began to ex­press their views.

	The hi­pok­ute herb was rare. It was the grass that I ate in­side the sealed cave of Vel­dora. It was also the fam­ous in­gredi­ent that pro­duced heal­ing po­tion.

	The dis­sec­tion graph looked very sim­ilar to that of the grass. How could that be pos­sible—that’s prob­ably the av­er­age per­sons’ re­ac­tion. In­clud­ing me, some had be­come shaken by the words of Vesta. Gazel was among them, his face looked quite shocked.

	The dis­sec­tion graphs of the hi­pok­ute herb and grass were the same—this sug­ges­ted that both were the same thing. Then, what even was a rare herb? The com­mon sense of this world had been com­pletely sub­ver­ted…

	While the de­vi­ous smile still hung on Vesta’s face, he spread his arms to have every­one’s at­ten­tion.

	“Please, every­one, calm down, calm down.”

	Vesta and Gabil com­for­ted the guests and quieted them down. As the room was back to si­lent, they con­tin­ued to play the im­ages.

	“The li­quid ex­trac­ted from hi­pok­ute herb mixed with ma­gicule will be­come heal­ing po­tion. The nature of the re­fined li­quid de­term­ines the rate of the fu­sion, that is a fact that every­one knows. Re­gard­ing the point, while I can’t give you the de­tails, we’ve man­aged to ex­tract li­quid with pur­ity up to 99%. The medi­cine made from it is the full heal­ing po­tion.”

	They were dis­play­ing a series of im­ages while hid­ing the key tech­no­logy. Vesta also ex­plained the pro­duc­tion pro­cess of heal­ing po­tions.

	“Then there’s the leaves of the hi­pok­ute herbs. When you grind them up and mix in ma­gicule, you can pro­duce oint­ment that can be ap­plied on wounds. How­ever, its ef­fect is not as ob­vi­ous. Be­cause it is con­sidered the re­mains of the re­fined ex­trac­tion. You will ob­vi­ously get such a con­clu­sion from a cer­tain point of view.”

	A pic­ture of the leaf was pro­jec­ted on the screen.

	When you ground up these leaves and mixed them with the re­fined ex­tract, you could make oint­ment. When he showed the steps of pro­duc­tion, there wasn’t any­thing odd, I wasn’t sure what Vesta was up to now.

	“Next, I’ll dir­ect every­one to look at this im­age.”

	The screen showed some or­din­ary grass that looked like the hi­pok­ute herb grown in the cave. Its ap­pear­ance looked com­pletely dif­fer­ent, so how come the pic­ture of its dis­sec­tion was the same…

	But after switch­ing to a few dif­fer­ent pic­tures, the im­age of hi­pok­ute herb began to change.

	“Has any­one no­ticed yet? I found it purely by ac­ci­dent. While I was grow­ing hi­pok­ute herbs un­der Rimuru-sama’s or­der, I came by some leftovers of the herb’s re­fine­ment waste. Even if we make them into herbs, as soon as our pre­ser­va­tion method is not good enough, its ef­fect would dis­ap­pear. Moreover, com­pared to the juice of the heal­ing po­tion, its ef­fect is very low. Since these leftovers have al­ways been pre­pared in one way, I’ve not paid any at­ten­tion to it in the past. But back then, I thought care­fully and real­ized that there’s really no need to spe­cific­ally make it into oint­ment. I kept on pon­der­ing as I ob­served the leftovers—”

	It was then that Gabil dis­covered some­thing.

	That was the shape of the leftovers’ leaves. They were dif­fer­ent from the hi­pok­ute herb they grew. Gabil was shocked and de­cided to keep a de­tailed re­cord of it, which were the im­ages he show­cased.

	“—First, in terms of the­ory, tech­nic­ally speak­ing, there is no such plant as hi­pok­ute herb. It was the high con­cen­tra­tion of ‘ma­gicule’ near its sur­round­ing that caused this par­tic­u­lar plant to mutate—”

	“In­deed! It was not that hi­pok­ute herb grows in areas with high ma­gicule con­cen­tra­tion, but that only in areas with high enough ma­gicule con­cen­tra­tion can its muta­tion take place. That is the true iden­tity of the hi­pok­ute herb!”

	As Gabil con­cluded his ex­plan­a­tion, Vesta con­tin­ued ex­citedly. No won­der he was so thrilled. The audi­ence was riled up as well after hear­ing their speech.

	“T-this is a ma­jor dis­cov­ery!”

	“Some­thing like that, how can you pub­lish that in a p-place like this, Vesta! Y-you need to find a more ap­pro­pri­ate venue… You need to con­tact the uni­ver­sit­ies and pub­lish some­thing like this by formal pro­ced­ure!”

	Noises ab­rup­ted at the scene and the situ­ation was al­most chaotic. Even those who were lack­ing in in­terest could not keep si­lent. As for the people who were in­trigued from the start, the im­pact on them was even greater. The con­tent of this show­case was bey­ond their ima­gin­a­tion. From their ex­clam­a­tion that “You shouldn’t have pub­lished it in a place like this—” alone could you de­duce just how shocked they felt. Even Gazel’s eyes were pop­ping out in awe. Em­peror Elme­sia was also whis­per­ing with Duke Elalude.

	I was scared as well. I hadn’t paid much at­ten­tion to it un­til now, and was im­me­di­ately brought to speed by their present­a­tion. Now that I thought about it, this made a lot of sense. I didn’t think that there was all that hi­pok­ute herb in Vel­dora’s sealed cave from the start. If it were muta­tion—the plant it­self evolved—then it would have made sense.

	These plants re­turned to their ori­ginal state as or­din­ary grass when all of its ma­gicule was ex­trac­ted through the re­fine­ment pro­cess. When it is com­pletely de­pleted of ma­gicule, its dis­sec­tion graph nat­ur­ally looks just like your garden vari­ety grass.

	I see, that’s why Gabil thought of us­ing a heal­ing po­tion to fix the sword. Just as any or­din­ary grass could be turned into hi­pok­ute herb, min­er­als could be turned into ma­gisteel ore. These ores could then be re­fined into “ma­gisteel” and could be used to craft weapons. There­fore, he would nat­ur­ally ques­tion whether heal­ing po­tions could be ef­fect­ive on swords or not.

	The res­ult of which was the de­mon­stra­tion at the start of the present­a­tion.

	“As for my ques­tion ‘What is ma­gicule?’, there has not been any clear an­swer. Mon­sters and majins are also af­fec­ted by ma­gicule. That is a known fact. But what about demi-hu­mans? Is it pos­sible to make them hu­man by ex­tract­ing all the ma­gicule from their body? Ques­tions sim­ilar to these star­ted pour­ing into our heads, but prov­ing any of these would prove to be ex­tremely dif­fi­cult.”

	“With that said, we will carry on with our re­search. There are many re­search­ers gathered on this land, we prom­ise to con­tinue our search for the an­swer. And with that, our tech present­a­tion today is con­cluded.”

	“Thank you—”

	“ “—for listen­ing, every­one.” ”

	Gabil and Vesta con­cluded the present­a­tion to­gether. It seemed that they had pre­pared the present­a­tion very dis­creetly. They ac­ted very nat­ural as if they’d done this many times.
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	Moreover, the con­tent of their present­a­tion was fas­cin­at­ing.

	Even though there was no clear con­clu­sion, the con­tent was worth pon­der­ing over. They man­aged to an­nounce some­thing so im­port­ant without re­veal­ing any of the core in­form­a­tion on the mat­ter.

	The most im­port­ant point was that through a present­a­tion, you couldn’t really steal any of our tech­no­logy.

	Ma­gicule could cause changes to plants—that was some won­der­ful in­form­a­tion, but other na­tions may not have been eas­ily able to re­search the mat­ter. Per­haps they could run ex­per­i­ments, but even with the know­ledge at hand, they couldn’t pro­duce hi­pok­ute herbs in mass. Our na­tion would still take the lead.

	Moreover, ex­per­i­ments con­duc­ted in our na­tion would be con­tin­ued. There would be many re­search­ers and in­tel­lec­tu­als gathered on this land—just as Gabil said, we will have many schol­ars gathered here to study. Be­cause of our abund­ance of ma­gicule, we could do how­ever many ex­per­i­ments as we pleased.

	This tech present­a­tion had landed quite the im­pact on our audi­ence. In the morn­ing they were en­joy­ing amus­ing sen­sa­tions through mu­sic, and in the af­ter­noon, the tech present­a­tion ex­cited their de­sire for ex­plor­a­tion. As for which of the two was more mem­or­able, that would be up to each per­son’s own judge­ment. But with both events stir­ring up such at­ten­tion, it meant that we were very suc­cess­ful in hold­ing them both.

	And I was think­ing that people may find it bor­ing and the ar­range­ment was all wrong… Looks like it was for noth­ing.

	This was the way to keep our guests’ at­ten­tion on our na­tion—this goal was suc­cess­fully reached.

	I really wanted to praise those two without re­ser­va­tion.
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	After the present­a­tion, it was free-roam­ing time. Some went to the salon for a rest, some snuck out to the mar­ket dis­trict. Some went to en­joy the hot spring or visit one of our en­ter­tain­ment fa­cil­it­ies. We did send re­cep­tion­ists along­side guests so they could move at will.

	As for what the guests were dis­cuss­ing, it was all about the con­cert and the tech present­a­tion. Their praise was spread­ing around the town.

	I went around and checked on the nobles for fun. It was then that Arno and Bac­chus caught up to me nervously. They whispered to me “We have some­thing to dis­cuss with you.” I sus­pec­ted it was some­thing ur­gent, so I re­turned to the guest hotel along­side Ben­i­maru, Sh­ion and them to one of the rooms.

	The one wait­ing there was Ru­mi­nas.

	I had half guessed that it was her, hav­ing seen how nervous Arno and the oth­ers looked. Looks like my guess was right. She was cross­ing her leg while sit­ting on a chair in her maid suit. The black stock­ings on her pale legs looked very sexy. Arno and Bac­chus stood up straight be­hind Ru­mi­nas without a flinch. This scene of mas­ter and ser­vants looked very strange, but I sup­pose it was ac­cept­able. It prob­ably had to do with how majestic Ru­mi­nas looked.

	“Well, though I did make a non­ag­gres­sion pact with you…that was far from suf­fi­cient,” Ru­mi­nas im­me­di­ately said as she saw me.

	I didn’t even get the chance to re­spond—or rather, I didn’t get the chance to even sit down. I knew that she was an acute per­son, I didn’t know just how acute she was. While some­what dumb­foun­ded, I sat down without ask­ing. And I im­me­di­ately ques­tioned Ru­mi­nas back.

	“Far from suf­fi­cient of what ex­actly?”

	“Do I really have to spell it out? Ex­change! Don’t you see that we can’t have much ex­change at all now with the non­ag­gres­sion pact?”

	“No, I don’t think that’s really a prob­lem…?”

	I tried to fig­ure out what Ru­mi­nas was ac­tu­ally try­ing to say while try­ing to clear the situ­ation. Holy Em­pire Ruberios and Tem­pest Fed­er­a­tion had in­deed signed a non­ag­gres­sion pact just as Ru­mi­nas poin­ted out. The West­ern Saints Church that served un­der Ruberios would also help with our status among the West­ern Na­tions. This had given us much con­veni­ence, but in terms of ex­changes, we were in­deed not in any al­li­ance. Since the two na­tions were too dis­tant from each other any­way, there was no trade between our na­tions. The flow of goods was left to the op­por­tun­it­ies in the mar­ket, de­term­ined by the mer­chants and the strength of the na­tions. How­ever, it’s not that we were not mak­ing any deals at all. I had ac­tu­ally re­ques­ted My­our­miles to send trav­el­ling mer­chants to them.

	Not to wait for their at­tempt, in­stead, we were go­ing to strike first.

	Ba­sic­ally, we had to do some in­vest­ig­a­tion of the mar­ket there. Right now, I had got­ten the in­vest­ig­a­tion re­port for the spe­cial­ties of the Holy Em­pire Ruberios. I learnt that Ruberios was a huge ag­ri­cul­tural na­tion. They mainly pro­duced wheat-based crops. They seemed to also be ex­por­ted to the West­ern Na­tions. I also ran in­vest­ig­a­tions of the products them­selves; the qual­ity was good and the taste was de­li­cious.

	That was our cur­rent situ­ation.

	I hoped to have some deeper ex­change with them, but if you asked me what to do now, I really couldn’t come up with any­thing.

	“Are you ser­i­ously that stu­pid or are you try­ing to bait me?”

	“No no no, that’s not what I meant.”

	I im­me­di­ately denied it. Ru­mi­nas sighed rather anxiously.

	“Speak­ing of ex­change, how about we try cul­ture first? Ser­i­ously, I have really un­der­es­tim­ated you guys. The people un­der the pro­tec­tion in Ruberios lacked artistic tal­ent, so I didn’t have much ex­pect­a­tion at first, but the con­cert just now was truly won­der­ful. With the whole day’s tour, I’ve changed my view on you guys.”

	Haha, and she gave us a five-star re­view. She did also praise us when passing by me just now, it looked like she really liked the things we had. Moreover, I had got­ten an idea of what Ru­mi­nas was go­ing for. She re­cog­nized our abil­ity after hear­ing the con­cert today. There also seemed to be a band un­der Ru­mi­nas’s rule, per­haps she wanted the two bands to have some ex­change to en­cour­age each other.

	“Some vam­pires also pos­sess artistic val­ues. They’ve in­her­ited mu­sic from an­cient times and have been work­ing to in­nov­ate on new songs. Lately they’ve been stag­nant in that re­gard, so I think it would give them some good stim­uli in the form of an ex­change with your people.”

	As ex­pec­ted, her pro­posal was ac­tu­ally hugely be­ne­fi­cial to us as well. Ex­per­i­ence can ful­fill one’s mind. If we wanted to host even bet­ter cul­tural events, the best way for us to grow and learn was through ex­change with oth­ers with the same pro­fes­sion.

	“That sounds good! Ex­actly what we want in fact.”

	I had no reason to re­fuse and agreed without hes­it­a­tion. Con­sid­er­ing the fu­ture re­la­tions between our na­tions, there was more boon than bane.

	“Um, let’s dis­cuss more in that dir­ec­tion.”

	Ru­mi­nas nod­ded with sat­is­fac­tion.

	It so happened that an old but­ler came forth to serve Ru­mi­nas and me some red tea. His name seemed to be Gun­ther. He was just as strong as Louis, but also an ex­per­i­en­ced but­ler. Al­though our Di­ablo cer­tainly wasn’t any in­ferior, I did have to say that the but­lers in this world ser­i­ously couldn’t be un­der­es­tim­ated.

	Ser­vants also began to pre­pare drinks for Ben­i­maru and Sh­ion be­hind me. But they were mov­ing too slowly, and Ru­mi­nas anxiously opened on the topic be­fore they could serve any­thing.

	Ru­mi­nas’s eyes turned coldly at the ser­vants; and just when I thought to my­self “Talk about an ab­so­lute mas­ter-ser­vant re­la­tion­ship”—

	“How won­der­ful, now you guys can have some fun too,” She told her ser­vants ar­rog­antly.

	The ser­vants re­spon­ded with “All thanks to your grace,” “I am look­ing for­ward to it!” They seemed genu­inely joy­ful about the fact. I sensed that they were not afraid of Ru­mi­nas, but hold­ing great re­spect to­wards her.

	Con­fused, I checked more care­fully and dis­covered that these were all vam­pires. Every one of them sup­pressed their strength and youki to ap­pear no dif­fer­ent than hu­mans. They were no doubt highly evolved vam­pires, al­most at Ru­mi­nas’s level. Surely by the few people at the scene now alone, they could take down a na­tion with ease. And to think that these people were her ser­vants, this was enough proof as to how un­fair power came into play in this world.

	“Then Gun­ther, help me with the pro­ced­ure back at Night Garden.”

	“Yes ma’am.”

	Ru­mi­nas nod­ded as she sipped on her red tea.

	She el­eg­antly did so without mak­ing any sound, her beauty and el­eg­ance could be a model for roy­alty.

	“By the way, that tech present­a­tion was very in­ter­est­ing as well. What an in­triguing thought to ana­lyze the ef­fects of ma­gicule on things. I’ve got some weirdos who en­joy re­search­ing as well, is it okay to send them your way?”

	As I was mes­mer­ized by her el­eg­ance, Ru­mi­nas sud­denly said so pleas­antly.

	I fur­ther in­quired about the mat­ter.

	Ac­cord­ing to Ru­mi­nas, the civil­iz­a­tions dwell­ing on the sur­face had a re­l­at­ively low level of tech­no­logy, while their na­tion dwell­ing un­der­ground seemed to have some high tech.

	“How sur­pris­ing, I thought you guys would have a higher pro­file with those…”

	“I want to stay away from trouble. We may be found by that an­noy­ing liz­ard if we were too eye-catch­ing. Moreover, I didn’t want the an­gels to in­ter­fere with us. Be­fore we can ex­term­in­ate those things, all im­port­ant re­search would be con­duc­ted un­der­ground,” she said proudly.

	I didn’t ex­pect that the strongest na­tion ruled by a de­mon lord would be Ru­mi­nas’s.

	Vam­pires were dif­fer­ent from hu­mans, and they pos­sessed un­dead char­ac­ter­ist­ics that al­low them to live even longer the elves. The more highly evolved in­di­vidu­als didn’t even need to feed, in­stead, they could main­tain their life force by tak­ing small doses of hu­man spir­itual vi­tal­ity… Vam­pires were no doubt at the top of the eco­sys­tem. How­ever, they also had weak­nesses. The reason why vam­pires were called the rulers of the nights was not only due to their im­mense power wiel­ded dur­ing night­time. It also was due to the fact that they could be elim­in­ated by sun­light.

	This was the type of race that the vam­pires were, to have such a huge weak­ness while still main­tain­ing high levels of leth­al­ity.

	And among the highly evolved, in­di­vidu­als with great power, these vam­pires were sub­jects of Ru­mi­nas and were con­sidered noble within their na­tion. Some of these seemed to have over­come their weak­ness against sun­light. These people were called the “Sur­moun­ters”. It seemed that they were able to op­er­ate wherever they went. Al­though they were few in num­ber, vam­pires without weak­ness were still night­mares to hu­mans. Even though these people were not as strong as Louis and Gun­ther, they were already at the gates of Calam­ity-class.

	By the way, all these ser­vants next to us were “Sur­moun­ters”. Ap­par­ently, they only be­came Ru­mi­nas’s ser­vants out of per­sonal in­terest. But you could eas­ily fig­ure out that there was more to their in­ten­tion than just en­sur­ing Ru­mi­nas’s safety. “Sur­moun­ters” were a bunch of idlers without any weak­nesses. And given how idle they were, they de­ve­loped in­terests in design­ing all kinds of things. Some of them even star­ted design­ing some out of fash­ion a.k.a. hip­ster ob­jects in an at­tempt to earn Ru­mi­nas’s fa­vor.

	“Ser­i­ously, they are really an­noy­ing. I ordered them to de­ve­lop some­thing more present­able, but they may be too tightly bound by es­tab­lished ideas. These people have no clue what pro­gress is. I hope that you will at least edu­cate them a bit when they come here.”

	That was Ru­mi­nas’s re­quest.

	“Um—well, we can do that…”

	But I was wor­ried as to whether they would cause any trouble or not.

	These so-called “Sur­moun­ters” were the rul­ing elites. To have them do re­search in our na­tion, who knew what type of prob­lem may emerge.

	No­ti­cing my hes­it­a­tion, Ru­mi­nas fur­ther sug­ges­ted:

	“But of course, I’ll give you a re­ward! I’ll grant you a Skill for your troubles.”

	“A Skill?”

	“Yes. I shall grant you the “Ul­ti­mate Secret of faith and grace”.”

	What is that, it sounds su­per strong! As op­posed to a tech­nique for get­ting drunk, this ac­tu­ally soun­ded very power­ful. She seemed to be for real.

	“What would that be then?”

	“To put it simply, it’s a Skill that al­lows your be­liev­ers to carry part of your strength,” Ru­mi­nas said so to me with an evil smile.

	Oi oi oi, are you ser­i­ously an­noun­cing a Skill so power­ful in front of every­one’s faces—

	<<An­swer. In­di­vidual “Ru­mi­nas” has ap­plied “Di­men­sion Sev­er­ance”.>>

	Raphael-sen­sei’s in­struc­tion re­as­sured me. With it poin­ted out, I fi­nally real­ized that ex­cept me, no one else seemed able to hear Ru­mi­nas’s voice. As ex­pec­ted from one of the strongest de­mon lords, her ex­e­cu­tion of such a Skill was so nat­ural.

	“You’ll teach me that Skill, and we are sup­posed to take in re­search­ers from your na­tion to re­turn the fa­vor. Is that so?”

	“Yep. Even with only the mu­sical ex­change alone, I would already be sat­is­fied. If I have to be hon­est, con­sider this my ap­pre­ci­ation gift for you.”

	Ru­mi­nas seemed to be genu­ine.

	“Fine, I’ll ac­cept your pro­posal.”

	“Heh heh, then we have a deal.”

	And so, I ac­cep­ted Ru­mi­nas’s pro­posal, fol­lowed by her teach­ing me the “Ul­ti­mate Secret of faith and grace”.

	This Skill, to put it simply, was the prin­ciple of “Holy Ma­gic”. This secret tech­nique al­lowed me to use my “name” as a me­dium to help people cast ma­gic. Hinata and the Holy Knight there­fore could cast “Holy Ma­gic” in the name of Ru­mi­nas. In other words, they were us­ing part of Ru­mi­nas’s power.

	Now that she had taught me the prin­ciple of it, the people un­der me who would be able to use “Holy Ma­gic” would, surely, in­crease. This was a re­ward greater than I had ex­pec­ted. I couldn’t help but feel shocked.

	But then again, Ru­mi­nas was not born yes­ter­day either. She had planned things very care­fully be­fore ne­go­ti­at­ing with me.

	“I’m grate­ful for this op­por­tun­ity, but is it really okay?”

	“No wor­ries. You prob­ably would fig­ure out the truth of the Skill with your own strength in a couple years or so. One should al­ways util­ize in­form­a­tion like that more when it still re­tains some value.”

	<<……>>

	—I see.

	Based on the up­set look of Raphael-sen­sei, I could prob­ably learn the Skill my­self within a few years’ time. In­deed, with re­search to dis­cover the true nature of ma­gicule as well as the in­form­a­tion I learned about “Spirit-particles” dur­ing my battle with Hinata, if I was to put this in­form­a­tion to­gether to dig to the root, the truth of the mat­ter would have been re­vealed in no time. While I per­son­ally was un­able to do it, Raphael-sen­sei was still cap­able of it.

	Ru­mi­nas merely real­ized this and gave me the in­form­a­tion as a fa­vor.

	“I still need to thank you re­gard­less, Ru­mi­nas.”

	“Well, as long as you do what you prom­ised.”

	I am still too na­ive to strike deals with Ru­mi­nas. Al­though the con­tent of our deal this time posed no big is­sue, I needed to be more cau­tious.

	As I thought so to my­self, I shook hands with Ru­mi­nas.

	And with that, our or­ches­tra was in­vited to the Night Garden. On the other hand, the “Sur­moun­ters” un­der Ru­mi­nas’s rule—in other words, high-rank­ing noble—would be do­ing re­search in our na­tion.

	As Ru­mi­nas dis­abled “Spa­tial Sev­er­ance”, it was as if noth­ing had happened. Peace fell again at the scene.

	I tasted the red tea cas­u­ally while I listened to Ru­mi­nas ac­count­ing for her ex­per­i­ence dur­ing the con­cert. As op­posed to the ex­change of tech­no­logy, the mu­sical ex­change amused Ru­mi­nas more. She had mostly talked about when our na­tion’s or­ches­tra should set off.

	Near the end of our con­ver­sa­tion—

	“By the way, Rimuru. Among the guests that were in­vited, someone was giv­ing off an un­pleas­ant aura, did you no­tice it?” Ru­mi­nas asked cas­u­ally, without the slight­est change in tone. I wasn’t able to re­spond for a second be­fore I real­ized that this was a warn­ing from her.

	This would mean that I wasn’t just overthink­ing things…

	“Hmm, you mean ‘those two’?”

	“In­deed. I’m glad you didn’t lower your guard. Be very cau­tious. Do not dis­grace the repu­ta­tion of the Oc­ta­gram.”

	With these words spoken, the meet­ing con­cluded.

	I nod­ded to­wards Ru­mi­nas be­fore leav­ing the place.
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	Some­thing in­ter­est­ing took place later on—after my talk with Ru­mi­nas, it was din­ner time.

	For some reason, circ­ling around a round table, it was Yuuki and Hinata who dined with me. Those two were very friendly to each other as they were eat­ing the set meal and chat­ting about the in­ter­est­ing things they’d been through in the day.

	I also listened to their thoughts dur­ing the meal.

	The set meal was di­vided into two kinds, Ja­pan­ese and west­ern. You could eat either one. Yuuki and I were eat­ing the west­ern meal while Hinata chose the Ja­pan­ese.

	“Ahh, that con­cert was really amaz­ing. If Hinata hadn’t gone shop­ping, then we could have en­joyed it to­gether.”

	“Shut up already, I’m al­ways free-spir­ited, so what if I didn’t go?”

	Moreover, that takoy­aki place was sur­pris­ingly de­li­cious—Hinata muttered as she tried to find ex­cuses. But when Hinata men­tioned someone was us­ing an alias—I couldn’t help but turn my eyes away.

	“With that be­ing said, the mu­sic con­cert was really worth a shot. I knew the songs they played, but the com­pos­i­tion was really top-notch.”

	Nice job, Yuuki. Thanks to him prais­ing Takt­stock and the band’s per­form­ance, Hinata’s at­ten­tion was drawn else­where.

	“Fine, since you’ve put it that way, I guess I’ll bring the kids to watch it to­mor­row,” she replied half-heartedly.

	Hinata seemed to have had plenty of fun dur­ing the fest­ival, also spend­ing a lot of money. I heard that she bought a ton of ex­clus­ive clothes, gear and ma­gic items sold at the fest­ival. She was also eat­ing the whole time as she went to the shops. I was start­ing to sus­pect that her tak­ing care of the chil­dren was just an ex­cuse.

	But they did seem to get along fine and had a lot of fun. I couldn’t be hap­pier about that out­come. She also seemed to be con­tinu­ing her babysit­ting to­mor­row as well, so I shouldn’t com­plain.

	“As op­posed to that, I’m more in­ter­es­ted in the re­search to dis­cover the truth about ma­gicule. Be­cause heal­ing po­tion doesn’t work on me, my body would in­stantly dis­solve any ma­gicule sub­stances. As a mat­ter of fact, the ef­fect­ive­ness of ‘heal­ing ma­gic’ also de­pends on the user…” Hinata said, while lower­ing her volume.

	I heard that she’d done much re­search to see whether there was a heal­ing po­tion that could help heal her.

	Ma­gic Nul­li­fic­a­tion soun­ded use­ful in name, but if you gave it any closer thought, it would re­veal its many in­con­veni­en­ces.

	“To my re­col­lec­tion, I’ve not really thought care­fully about those things un­til now, after all, I do get af­fec­ted by ma­gicule as well—”

	“When we trav­elled to this world, we ab­sorbed a huge amount of ma­gicule. This will be re­flec­ted in terms of Skill on some people im­me­di­ately, but to someone like you, you may also not have any Skills. But you must have been af­fec­ted to some ex­tent. Like ser­i­ously, you didn’t seem to have aged one day—”

	“Uh, can you not make com­ments about me like that? My body did stop grow­ing, but I’ve done plenty of work by my­self non­ethe­less!”

	“I know, I know. You’re still the same, so easy to get pissed. I was just jok­ing around.”

	Ehh, per­haps Hinata thought she was jok­ing…but her look wasn’t jok­ing around at all. It was all be­cause of how ser­i­ous Hinata looked when she spoke. There was no trace of a smile on her face. And her tone didn’t sound like a joke either.

	“Never mind, I won’t quar­rel fur­ther with you. By the way, I heard that Rimuru-san has had someone to re­search the mat­ter, what an in­ter­est­ing fo­cus.”

	Even though Yuuki praised me like this, he had over­es­tim­ated my abil­ity.

	“There’s no such thing! They did that re­search by them­selves. Even I only heard about the mat­ter today.”

	“Eh?”

	“Weren’t you who ordered them to con­duct the re­search? So you just let them pub­lish in­form­a­tion like that in front of all the na­tions’ fig­ure­heads without even know­ing the con­tent of their present­a­tion?”

	Yuuki and Hinata looked at me, dumb­foun­ded.

	AH, this soup tastes so nice—apart from es­cap­ing from real­ity, I could only try to find an ex­cuse.

	“You can’t blame me for that! I al­ways en­cour­age in­de­pend­ence!”

	Since I couldn’t find any­thing more suit­able, I de­cided to just make up an ar­gu­ment.

	But neither were fooled by me, and both were giv­ing me the eyes.

	“—I have re­flec­ted a bit now. Even though I was busy, I should have learnt what the con­tent was…”

	But these were af­ter­thoughts.

	“Rimuru-san, why are you so good at your job?”

	“Truly, you really have the im­press­ive at­ti­tude of a great man at times.”

	They were def­in­itely not prais­ing me, yet I couldn’t do any­thing about it. I did, in fact, also feel that I was act­ing too cas­u­ally.

	The con­tent of the present­a­tion was in­deed nice, but halfway through it did kind of make me worry. Gazel also had things to say about it, so it was best that I be care­ful about it. I didn’t ex­pect to get nit­picked by Yuuki and Hinata…

	The night gath­er­ing pro­ceeded with us fi­nally chan­ging the topic and be­gin­ning some ran­dom chat­ter.

	As such, the first day of the Found­ing Fest­ival con­cluded with much praise. It was so good that I had garnered a lot of con­fid­ence that this fest­ival would turn out to be very suc­cess­ful.

	How­ever—

	I would quickly be proven to be too na­ive to have such a thought.
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  Intermission 2

	Problems Emerging

	


	In or­der to do our routine re­port, every­one gathered at the con­fer­ence room.

	Was My­our­miles the only one yet to ar­rive?

	It was nine in the even­ing and the night feast had just ended…

	You could still hear the sound of flutes and taiko from the on-go­ing cel­eb­ra­tion. I per­mit­ted people to party un­til ten in the even­ing, so it was totally le­git­im­ate to con­tinue their cel­eb­ra­tion now.

	The build­ing provided for the guests to stay overnight could be com­pletely sound proofed with the win­dows shut. There had been pre­par­a­tions done so that, no mat­ter how noisy the towns­folk were to get, no one would com­plain.

	Al­though I wanted to visit the night mar­ket as well, I re­called keep­ing every­one un­til late last night. So in­stead, I de­cided to hear the re­ports early today.

	“Shuna, Sh­ion, thank you both for the ef­fort. The per­form­ance was fant­as­tic, it really sur­prised me.”

	“Heh heh, that’s be­cause we have been prac­ti­cing in secret. I’m already good at singing, and the in­stru­ment called pi­ano also suited me. But in real­ity, I only knew how to play those two songs,” Shuna said hap­pily.

	I figured that if she could play that well hav­ing just learnt it, surely, she must have some tal­ent in mu­sic. But she was busy all the time and could only prac­tice dur­ing break times dur­ing work. So, it wasn’t sur­pris­ing that there were lim­its to the songs she could per­form. And given that to be the case, Sh­ion was prob­ably the same.

	“I have also been prac­ti­cing in secret with Shuna-sama to give Rimuru-sama a sur­prise. Looks like it worked!”

	Sh­ion’s face was full of joy. She looked really beau­ti­ful while play­ing the vi­olin, giv­ing off the aura of a cold beauty. She de­served genu­ine praise.

	“You were su­per cool. Will you be per­form­ing in the fu­ture as well?”

	“Of course! I will prac­tice more di­li­gently and re­cre­ate all the songs mem­or­ized by Rimuru-sama!” ex­claimed Sh­ion.

	“Um, um. I have a lot of songs that I want to hear, I’ll be look­ing for­ward to your per­form­ance!”

	I had never real­ized just how com­pet­ent Sh­ion could be un­til today. She al­ways had some faults that made people second guess her achieve­ments, but today, Sh­ion looked par­tic­u­larly dazzling.

	Next, I spoke with Gabil.

	“Gabil, your present­a­tion was really well re­ceived—even Yuuki was amazed by it. King Gazel was also very im­pressed by you. Al­though he men­tioned that we’ve given too much in­form­a­tion, I felt it was just fine.”

	“Yes sir! Thank you for the com­pli­ment! Even though Vesta-san helped out a lot, I worked really hard too. When I was ex­per­i­ment­ing, I ful­filled my de­sire to learn, so I wanted to re­lay the sen­ti­ment to every­one in the audi­ence… But I may have over­done it a little.”

	“No no no, I wasn’t blam­ing you. I was very sur­prised that you were do­ing that kind of ex­per­i­ment. The con­tent was very in­triguing, and also sparked the in­terest of the guests. It was a very suc­cess­ful event.”

	Hear­ing my words, Gabil sighed with re­lief, eras­ing his pre­vi­ous nervous­ness.

	“Send my re­gards to Vesta as well.”

	“Yes sir!”

	Vesta was out drink­ing with Gazel at this mo­ment. Per­haps he could even be get­ting scol­ded, but that was prob­ably a form of praise for Vesta. Since to Vesta, Gazel had al­ways been his idol.

	After all, this was a cel­eb­ra­tion, it was fine to have fun no mat­ter your status.

	I also asked Di­ablo about the mar­tial tour­na­ment.

	“There have been six formal par­ti­cipants elec­ted. If I were to par­ti­cip­ate, none of them would be qual­i­fied enough. I’ve seen that chosen hero as well, kukuku, an in­ter­est­ing tal­ent in­deed, should I take care of him first?”

	“Didn’t I strictly for­bid that!?”

	“Your wish is my com­mand. I’ll prob­ably ruin Rimuru-sama’s mood if I am to con­tinue the re­port.”

	From Di­ablo’s point of view, none of them would raise a prob­lem. With the in­clu­sion of Gobta and Geld, there were eight con­test­ants in total.

	Since there was no prob­lem, I didn’t want to hear the rest of it.

	With the right pair­ing, I should be able to see some in­ter­est­ing battles. So, I did as Di­ablo said, to keep the fun for to­mor­row.

	Souei also re­por­ted some­thing to me. I heard that the chil­dren were hav­ing fun at the ce­re­mony. They’d gone to the se­lec­tion match of the mar­tial tour­na­ment as well to cheer for Masay­uki. They also seemed to have eaten a lot of food.

	Hinata-san… What kind of a guard­ian were you?

	I was wor­ried that the chil­dren would get a bad stom­ach. Would the same prob­lem oc­cur to­mor­row? I couldn’t help but worry. And so, I chat­ted with every­one as we waited for My­our­miles. If there were no prob­lems, we would be done in thirty minutes.

	As if jinxed, I saw My­our­miles en­ter­ing the room shak­ing, his face look­ing blue. I couldn’t help but think “We have a prob­lem.”

	“S-sorry to have kept you wait­ing.”

	By the looks of him, we may have run into some ser­i­ous trouble. Nor­mally he al­ways looked thick-skinned and fear­less, yet today he couldn’t help him­self from shak­ing.

	“Did some­thing hap­pen?”

	Shuna served some cool tea to My­our­miles. After My­our­miles had the time to catch a breath, I asked him.

	“I’m truly sorry, there has been a huge prob­lem. Here’s the deal—”

	My­our­miles said that we didn’t have enough money. The re­tail­ers had all come to ask for pay­ment for their goods and he’d been des­per­ately try­ing to solve the is­sue.

	No no no, how can that be? There were a lot of dec­or­at­ive pieces of art at Clay­man’s base. We had also re­covered his treas­ury. Moreover, Di­ablo also claimed 1,500 star gold coins as part of the re­par­a­tions paid by the Far­mus King­dom. Even if we held this type of cel­eb­ra­tion one hun­dred times, there would still be sur­plus.

	Upon think­ing so, I turned to ask My­our­miles with doubts over my face.

	“Re­gard­ing that, it is not a mat­ter of budget, but that De­mon Lord Clay­man’s leg­acy can­not be used as cur­rency. That’s be­cause they are not uni­ver­sal cur­ren­cies used by the world. The gold coins of the an­cient king­dom may be highly valu­able from an artistic view and some even used as cur­rency in the East­ern Em­pire, how­ever…”

	Even though some coun­tries may still have used them dir­ec­tly as cur­rency, they were not ap­proved by the rest of the world, and thus not a uni­ver­sal cur­rency. It should have been re­solved through ex­chan­ging the coins, but the mer­chants seemed un­able to ac­cept them. They were de­mand­ing us to pay them with the of­fi­cial cur­rency—the gold coins is­sued by the Dwar­ven King­dom.

	“At first, I even made a prom­ise to pay them with gold coins, but halfway through I real­ized that some­thing was odd. But it was already too late.”

	When the coins in the treas­ury had been ex­hausted, My­our­miles had star­ted pay­ing the mer­chants from his own pocket. Yet there was a limit to his abil­ity to pay; that was why he had to ex­plain the situ­ation to the mer­chant that he had been ac­quain­ted with. My­our­miles then dis­covered a shock­ing fact. He didn’t know that these shop own­ers had ac­tu­ally been do­ing busi­ness with these new re­tail­ers and the re­tail­ers only took uni­ver­sal cur­ren­cies.

	If it were trade between na­tions, they could al­ways use goods to af­ford the debts. Or when cash was not used in a trans­ac­tion, mer­chants in­stead util­ized cer­ti­fic­ate doc­u­ments. Even­tu­ally the debt would be paid, but it would not be done for the time be­ing. There was no concept of in­terest in this world, so un­der these cir­cum­stances, neither side would en­dure any losses. This was a com­mon way of trad­ing in this world.

	How­ever, our na­tion had no cred­ib­il­ity at our dis­posal.

	Right now, we had no choice but to agree to oth­ers’ de­mands of pay­ment in cash. My­our­miles was well aware of this too, which was why he’d man­aged the budget dis­creetly and se­lec­ted trad­ing part­ners care­fully. Ac­cord­ing to his cal­cu­la­tions, there should have been many large-scale trans­ac­tions. In that way, there would be change when us­ing the star gold coin. The gold coins re­turned could then be used to pay off every­one.

	Even if that was not the case, he and the own­ers of the ma­jor shops had de­ve­loped deep ties over the years. And it wasn’t a stretch for My­our­miles to think that they would give him a pass one way or an­other. He thought that they might ac­know­ledge a cer­ti­fic­ate of proof, or even ac­cept pay­ment through the gold coins of the an­cient king­dom. Yet those re­tail­ers re­fused to ac­cept, and even the mer­chants with a good re­la­tion­ship with My­our­miles were troubled by it.

	“I see. No mat­ter how you look at it, it seems that someone has been pulling the strings be­hind this.”

	Di­ablo, stand­ing be­hind me, con­cluded without hes­it­a­tion upon hear­ing My­our­miles’s words. My­our­miles nod­ded in agree­ment.

	“I thought so as well, I just didn’t ex­pect them to draw us back in this way…”

	So My­our­miles also be­lieved that someone was try­ing to drag us down?

	But, who could it be…?

	“I’m really sorry, My­our­miles-san. This is all be­cause I didn’t no­tice your con­cern earlier—” Rig­urd sighed.

	He was too busy re­ceiv­ing guests be­fore, yet he still wanted to hold him­self re­spons­ible, be­liev­ing that it was not just My­our­miles’s prob­lem. In­deed, My­our­miles shouldn’t be the only one to be held ac­count­able.

	“In other words, someone try­ing to cause us to lose cred­its?”

	“That’s more or less the case. Ac­cord­ing to the in­ter­na­tional charter settled by the West­ern Na­tion Coun­cil, we must use gold coins pro­duced by the Dwar­ven King­dom to pay for the goods. Even though each king­dom has their own reg­u­la­tions, the re­tail­ers’ de­mands stand in ac­cord­ance with just the West­ern Na­tions…”

	If it were mer­chants from the Free­dom As­so­ci­ation, they’d prob­ably take our cir­cum­stances into con­sid­er­a­tion and reach an agree­ment with us due to the dis­counts we’d given them in terms of tar­iffs among other things. We’d already built a level of trust. But the people that were caus­ing prob­lems were formal mer­chants un­der the Coun­cil State Al­lies. They were all cit­izens of these na­tions and there­fore could ar­gue that they were act­ing ac­cord­ing to in­ter­na­tional laws.

	Even if we told them that it was the spe­cial reg­u­la­tion of our na­tion, surely, they would not yield so eas­ily. That aside—

	These people pos­sibly just all con­spired to cre­ate prob­lems on pur­pose. If so, ap­ply­ing an un­com­prom­ising at­ti­tude could lead to ad­verse con­se­quences. In that sense, we had reas­on­able sus­pi­cion that this was ex­actly the out­come that our ad­versary wanted.

	“If we in­sist on them obey­ing the reg­u­la­tions of our na­tion, per­haps the coun­cil will also op­pose us.”

	“It would have been dif­fer­ent if we were already part of the coun­cil, but since we in­tend to join in the fu­ture, this may cause the situ­ation to be tense.”

	Nor­mally there wouldn’t be any is­sue, pay­ing with the an­cient king­dom’s gold coins. But if their in­ten­tion were to des­troy our na­tion’s in­teg­rity… Per­haps they wanted to see if our king­dom would be will­ing to obey in­ter­na­tional reg­u­la­tions or not.

	“Could the coun­cil mem­bers be be­hind this?”

	“The mer­chants came from all over the world. They must have done it by ar­ran­ging re­tail­ers into the mass of mer­chants in secret. Al­though I don’t know who our en­emy is, this is not as simple as we thought. By plot­ting this way, it shows that they were not afraid to take on some losses and have put their own cost and be­ne­fits out of the pic­ture. I be­lieve that they only have one goal, that is to des­troy our na­tion’s repu­ta­tion.”

	Des­pite My­our­miles’s ap­pear­ance and the size of his past coun­try of res­id­ence, he was a re­spec­ted in­di­vidual in the un­der­world. If even My­our­miles be­lieved that our op­pon­ent was prob­lem­atic, not to men­tion that we were un­able to find any de­tails about them, this en­emy must in­deed be hard to deal with.

	“Can’t we just force them to com­ply with our king­dom’s rules?”

	I ap­proved of Sh­ion’s words.

	“In­deed, we can; you’ve be­come smart, Sh­ion. But if we force people to obey our coun­try’s reg­u­la­tion, the West­ern Na­tions may no longer wish to wel­come us. We want to be on friendly terms with hu­mans, so we have to avoid such a thing at all cost.”

	“But, ac­cord­ing to Rimuru-sama’s plan, there are already Sarion, Blum­und, Dwar­gon, Far­mus—I meant Farmenas—as well as De­mon Lord Milim-sama’s ter­rit­ory. Shouldn’t these na­tions already co­ex­ist in prosper­ity? If we are to fo­cus on de­vel­op­ing Tem­pest, shouldn’t our loss at hand be greater?”

	Was this girl really Sh­ion? Hon­es­tly, she sur­prised me.

	She very ac­cur­ately in­ter­preted my thoughts. I al­most sus­pec­ted that she was an im­poster. The point she made was on the spot with our prob­lem.
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	“Ku­fu­fufu, as ex­pec­ted from the first sec­ret­ary, Sh­ion-san. You are right.”

	“Right? Then why are they both­er­ing us? If they can’t ig­nore us, shouldn’t they just co­oper­ate and work with us to pro­mote our im­age any­way??” Sh­ion con­tin­ued.

	How sur­pris­ing, Sh­ion’s words were not just any lucky guess, but she seemed to have genu­inely un­der­stood to give the re­sponse. And the point she gave was also the point of my doubt, to which Di­ablo then gave the an­swer.

	“Creatures such as hu­man be­ings are truly in­cred­ible. They can­not sur­vive without co­oper­a­tion, yet they caste among them­selves to de­term­ine each per­son’s status. Moreover, when two or more groups en­counter each other, they also start ar­guing again to see which one is more power­ful. The weak and pathetic are al­ways afraid that their own rights and prop­er­ties are dam­aged, and as for this time—”

	“Hmm, per­haps our op­pon­ents are wor­ried that Rimuru-sama will threaten the circle of co-ex­ist­ence within the coun­cil?”

	“In­deed.”

	Di­ablo’s ex­plan­a­tion was very straight­for­ward. I also felt the same after hear­ing Ben­i­maru’s com­ment. The lieu­ten­ants all began to real­ize the is­sue, some even began to feel an­ger. Di­ablo, on the other hand, was smirk­ing joy­fully while mak­ing some rad­ical speech:

	“How laugh­able. These ig­nor­ant rulers have no clue of re­straints and do not wish to ac­cept the com­pas­sion­ate love of Rimuru-sama. It is best to kill them all.”

	And of course, Sh­ion was the one to agree. The two seemed to be on the same page on this.

	“Hehe, I see that the second sec­ret­ary shares the same view.”

	There went all my praise for her. Looks like Sh­ion’s nature was not altered that much after all.

	“I’m not per­mit­ting any of this.”

	The two seemed very re­gret­ful. You guys sure were ta­cit at the wrong time.

	“Any­how, we can­not leave this un­at­ten­ded. Shall I run an in­vest­ig­a­tion on the pre­vi­ous em­ploy­ers of these mer­chants in de­tail?” Souei asked for my or­der.

	Per­haps we could get some dirt on them. This ap­peared ne­ces­sary. But that would have to wait un­til after the Found­ing Fest­ival fin­ished. As of yet, we were un­able to make a move without cau­tion, just to deal with any emer­gency. After resolv­ing the prob­lem at hand, we would ex­pose the en­emies in time.

	“That’s also im­port­ant, but we should sit on it for now. By the way, My­our­miles, what’s the dead­line of the pay­ment? Have you come up with any good ideas?”

	First, we needed to show every­one that we are will­ing to fol­low the reg­u­la­tions of the Coun­cil. If we were still un­able to break the stale­mate, we would have to see about it then. After all, I re­fused to let it come to war or af­fect people’s lives. I doubted the situ­ation was that dire.

	“In­deed. They seemed to also en­joy the cel­eb­ra­tion and said that they were will­ing to wait un­til the next day after the end of the Found­ing Fest­ival. My friends also tried to help per­suade them, but they said that it is as much time as they can spare—”

	The next day after the end of the cel­eb­ra­tion—it was the first day today, so there were two more days at our dis­posal. We would have to pay up after three days.

	“Right now, my friends are gath­er­ing money for us. Al­though we will take more or less some loss, they are tak­ing the an­cient king­dom’s gold coins in ex­change for dwar­ven gold coins. But whether we can mo­bil­ize the cash in time is un­known…”

	That was rough… But that was to be ex­pec­ted. Es­sen­tially, trans­port­a­tion alone would be dif­fi­cult.

	The lieu­ten­ants could use “Di­men­sion Trans­port­a­tion” to re­duce time, but to run around look­ing for gold coins that may not even be settled would be far too in­ef­fi­cient. While un­likely, it was pos­sible that the en­emies might try to dis­tract and trans­fer my lieu­ten­ants out of town. It was best not to make a hasty move.

	I got it! I re­called that the Beast King­dom had given us some gold bars—so why not just cre­ate some coun­ter­feit coins with that? Through the rep­lic­a­tion abil­ity of my ‘Ana­lyze and As­sess’, I would be able to make coun­ter­feit coins. It was im­pos­sible for dwar­ven tech­no­lo­gies to see the dif­fer­ence, right?

	<<An­swer. The vi­ab­il­ity of said solu­tion is zero. Each dwar­ven gold coin is en­chanted with En­grave­ment Ma­gic. They are rig­or­ously reg­u­lated with serial num­bers, and the mer­chants would be able to in­stantly de­tect real coins from coun­ter­feits.>>

	Ah, so that’s how it is…

	I took out a coin from my ‘Stom­ach’ to ob­serve. There really were num­bers en­graved on them. It def­in­itely wasn’t hard to cre­ate coins that looked like the real deal. But if there were two gold coins that looked ex­actly the same, it would be proof that one of them was fake.

	Surely there was no need for them to use such pre­cise tech­no­logy. To me, it felt like in the past, no mat­ter which coun­try it was, coun­ter­feit­ing cur­ren­cies would al­ways res­ult in pun­ish­ment with the equi­val­ent to death. In this world, people had even com­bined ma­gic and tech­no­logy to ap­ply ab­so­lute reg­u­la­tion. Since if they wanted to unify the cur­rency used, they nat­ur­ally would not want people to be able to make coun­ter­feits eas­ily.

	“If we can’t coun­ter­feit, there’s prob­ably no way we can buy back…”

	The crowd agreed.

	“Then, even though we will be tak­ing some losses, can’t we use the massive amount of gold bars we have already to start off with?”

	Surely the mer­chants would ac­cept these as pay­ment?

	“Any smart mer­chant will likely agree to the pro­posal, but I’m totally against it!”

	While I thought it was a good idea, My­our­miles pro­tested it fiercely. He then gave me the reason.

	“It will be­come our weak­ness. In fu­ture trad­ing with other na­tions, they will use this as an ex­ample. They will think that ‘Even if we in­ten­tion­ally make things dif­fi­cult for this coun­try, they are still will­ing to take losses just to keep a clean re­cord’. By that point, they will just con­tinu­ously trade un­fairly and will never treat us as equal trade part­ners. Al­though they will prob­ably cover it up on pa­per…”

	My­our­miles gave a wry smile and ex­plained it in a way that we could un­der­stand. If the mer­chants were able to find any weak­ness in our na­tion, we would be de­voured clean. My­our­miles, be­ing the same kind of mer­chant, would totally do that him­self, and so his con­clu­sion was very likely to hap­pen.

	At this point, I had no choice but to ac­cept.

	“There are still two days left. We will use this time to gather the coins. The people who joined the cel­eb­ra­tion are not the type to be con­ser­vat­ive with spend­ing, let’s all work hard to get their cash!”

	“Thanks for the ef­fort.”

	In con­clu­sion, we couldn’t find a solu­tion.

	But I had de­cided to go all out: If we couldn’t reach a com­prom­ise, we might as well just force them into obey­ing our na­tion’s reg­u­la­tion. We didn’t al­ways have to obey oth­ers’ rules. This is the Tem­pest Fed­er­a­tion. We have our own rules.

	But of course, while it was best to stay in their lane, we in­sis­ted on mak­ing equal and just de­mands for both sides. Re­gard­less of the out­come, they wouldn’t be the only ones to suf­fer losses. Even if they were not happy with the an­cient king­dom’s gold coins, nor ac­cept proof cer­ti­fic­ates or com­plain about us­ing goods to trade goods, they didn’t have enough to bad­mouth us.

	“Any­way, let’s not worry about them too much. This is our king­dom, if we really are at a loss of way, we will just tell them to obey our king­dom’s rule. Let’s not worry too much and just do our best!”

	“Un­der­stood.”

	My­our­miles seemed to have got­ten a huge bur­den off his back, as his ex­pres­sion be­came much more joy­ful.

	The Coun­cil may have an im­pres­sion on us, but we would be able to know who the foes were at least. I had to look at things op­tim­ist­ic­ally. Per­haps they weren’t even foes to be­gin with, just people try­ing to test us. It was too early to make that as­sump­tion.

	“That’ll be all, let the meet­ing end today! Good work every­one!”

	After my ex­clam­a­tion, the routine re­port ses­sion of the night con­cluded. The is­sue had been put aside, though I ex­pec­ted that, “Things may turn out to be chal­len­ging…”

	But wor­ry­ing too much was not good for your health. My­our­miles-kun seemed to have put down a lot of work for it, so now I de­cided to share it with him.

	“Let’s go then, My­our­miles-kun. You are com­ing with us too.”

	The male mem­bers did not ob­ject. Ben­i­maru had already changed into his yukata, ready to party all night.

	“Eh, I thought I’m sup­posed to be gath­er­ing money now—”

	“There’s no use wor­ry­ing about that now! You can’t come up with things that don’t ex­ist. If you fall ill from wor­ry­ing too much, that will be a big­ger prob­lem.”

	My­our­miles gave a wry smile hear­ing my words.

	“I’m totally de­feated, young mas­ter. Then al­low your humble ser­vant My­our­miles to ac­com­pany you!”

	And so, I suc­cess­fully in­vited (forced) My­our­miles to join the night cel­eb­ra­tion. This way he could turn his mood around. I vaguely heard some­thing along the lines of “Rimuru-sama, don’t play too hard now, that goes for you too, big brother—”

	We threw these words be­hind us and marched to­wards the vi­brant city.

	—Some­thing off-topic:

	Earlier today, when I men­tioned to Hinata about the prob­lem­atic Takoy­aki stand, I saw a sil­ver-haired girl ar­guing with the owner.

	“An in­tel­li­gent man won’t stand be­side a col­lapsing wall”—It was not the first time I’ve said this, but by fol­low­ing such a prin­ciple, you wouldn’t ever run into any fatal crisis. You in­stead get to avoid prob­lems en­tirely.

	And as you can ima­gine, I fled from the meet­ing el­eg­antly and had a fun night out with the boys.
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  Chapter 3

	Martial Tournament

	


	I had a hangover.

	I couldn’t get drunk be­fore, but by tun­ing down my ‘Poison Nul­li­fic­a­tion’, I was able to over­come the is­sue and fi­nally get sloshed. It was the tech­nique Ru­mi­nas taught me, and I had treas­ured it ever since. Yes­ter­day I used it be­hind Raphael-san’s back and drank some fine wine whilst already slightly drunk. As a res­ult, my head­ache worsened dra­mat­ic­ally.

	Could you do some­thing about this situ­ation?

	<<…How un­for­tu­nate, the ef­fect of ‘Pain Nul­li­fic­a­tion’ has also been sup­pressed. You will feel the pain for a while>>

	Oi oi oi, aren’t you just tar­get­ing me on pur­pose…? It was angry last time as well, and it’s even more—

	<<An­swer. That fact could not be found.>>

	No no no, that is a fact. Be­cause drink­ing has noth­ing to do with ‘Pain Nul­li­fic­a­tion’ not work­ing—that would just be bizarre!

	But my comeback was no use against Raphael-san. I was very blatantly ig­nored, leav­ing me to battle the head­ache on my own.

	“I need to re­flect and pay at­ten­tion next time,” is what I would tell my­self every single time, but I’d prob­ably end up do­ing the same thing when the op­por­tun­ity popped up again.

	<<……>>

	I will re­flect! I am re­flect­ing right now in fact, please help ease my head­ache now!

	<<………>>

	Raphael-san seemed to be ig­nor­ing me.

	The head­ache las­ted a while be­fore eas­ing down a bit. I would really need to be care­ful in the fu­ture.

	Ser­i­ously, eat­ing is like do­ing drugs. You need food to keep go­ing, but if you have too much, it would ruin your body. And by that ana­logy, it’s the same thing for drink­ing—wait…that didn’t really make that much sense.

	Ul­ti­mately, I could just en­joy the sen­sa­tion of be­ing drunk. I didn’t really have to force my­self to drink un­til I was com­pletely wasted… I just happened to have too much fun with the boys. After vis­it­ing the night mar­ket with My­our­miles and the rest, I went to visit the VIP Only Elven Cab­aret at level 95 of the labyrinth for an in­spec­tion.

	It was the top cab­aret of our na­tion, de­signed and in­ten­ded for VIP guests ex­clus­ively. How­ever, for the sake of pro­mot­ing our na­tion, we also opened it up for the other guests.

	And there it went. In the morn­ing, people were still ex­cited, un­able to for­get their con­cert ex­per­i­ence. Some lost them­selves in en­thu­si­as­tic dis­cus­sions re­gard­ing the cap­ab­il­it­ies of the heal­ing po­tion.

	Gazel and Vesta were there too. We, of course, couldn’t hide away from them and were forced to stay with them for quite a while. In the end, we had a great con­ver­sa­tion and chat­ted un­til late over bottles of al­co­hol.

	It felt great to be hear­ing com­pli­ments about my com­pan­ions and hav­ing been over­joyed, I couldn’t help but want to get drunk. I was in­deed re­flect­ing at this point; I hope you guys can un­der­stand how I felt at the time. Be­sides, I wasn’t the only per­son who got wasted, so were the guests.

	All in all, they spent a lot of money at the cab­aret. All the bet­ter for us. More good news: I had been dis­cuss­ing the mat­ter of in­suf­fi­cient coins with a drunk Gazel when Duke Elalude joined in, to which they agreed to con­sider aid­ing us. I sup­posed that was the power of al­co­hol.

	<<……>>

	—Some­thing like that.

	Already worn down a bit, we braced for the morn­ing of the second day of the fest­ival.
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	The re­cently fin­ished Co­los­seum was a huge build­ing. It was large enough for 50,000 people and had a roof that stuck out over the audi­ence seats, which was used for sun-screen­ing. It had a semi-cir­cu­lar shape, much like a ptero­saur’s wing mem­brane over the wing bone.

	To be hon­est, this design was mainly due to my per­sonal pref­er­ence. I wanted to make the at­mo­sphere a bit creepier and de­lib­er­ately de­signed it this way. The in­ten­ded pur­pose of it was to block out the sun, but no one really be­lieved that.

	People cried out, were scared, and raised their heads to see it. But there were non­ethe­less some weirdos who seemed very ex­cited. The audi­ence was crowding all over the place and all of the seats were oc­cu­pied. The sheer turnout was all thanks to My­our­miles’s in­vit­a­tions. He was truly amaz­ing. While there was much dis­ap­point­ment and stress last night, the man was still very re­li­able.

	The audi­ence seats sur­roun­ded an empty area, which we had pre­pared as the stage for battle. After pro­cess­ing a se­lec­tion of gi­ant rocks, we em­bed­ded them in this empty lot. We first com­pressed the hard rock into a cube, two meters in length. We then ar­ranged them care­fully as a base. The slits between the blocks were filled with a sticky buf­fer ma­ter­ial, mak­ing them, as a whole, look like one gi­ant, flat rock plate.

	Since there wasn’t enough time, I also con­struc­ted a part of it. Nor­mal, hard rocks were already three hun­dred times harder than ce­ment, and with ma­gicules in­fused into the rock base of the co­los­seum, it be­came ten thou­sand times that. It was two meters thick alone, and its hard­ness put nuc­lear blast shel­ters to shame.

	I hadn’t done any real test­ing, but I was cer­tain it should sur­vive a dir­ect nuc­lear ma­gic strike without a crack. Not to men­tion that the phys­ical layer was also re­in­forced by a ma­gical en­chant­ment.

	Bey­ond that, we’d set up a double-layer de­fense bar­rier. The first layer covered the en­tire ground. It went all the way to the spec­tator seats in a large-scale ma­gic circle. In or­der for it to with­stand Hinata’s fu­ture battle train­ing, I made sure it was im­pen­et­rable from the get-go.

	The second bar­rier stretched around the in­ner cir­cum­fer­ence of the seat­ing, right in front of the first row of benches where the audi­ence sat, ex­tend­ing in a dia­meter of around fifty meters. The battle­ground was above the two ma­gic circles.

	The double bar­rier was meant to pro­tect the venue and pre­vent the audi­ence from be­ing im­pacted by the event. The first bar­rier would halt ma­gicules from flow­ing through, but posed no re­stric­tions on Skill us­age. There­fore, if someone were to launch a power­ful ma­gic at­tack, it could still im­pact the sur­round­ings. So just in case, we set up the second bar­rier. And, worst-case scen­ario, I could just launch ‘Ab­so­lute De­fense’ of ‘Cov­en­ant King Ur­iel’.

	While I didn’t want any­one to see me us­ing the Skill, it was bet­ter than hav­ing my guests get hurt. I would ac­tiv­ate it the in­stant there was an is­sue, so no one would find out. There def­in­itely wasn’t gonna be a prob­lem since we did it so dis­creetly.

	Hon­es­tly, I was pretty sure the double-layer bar­rier alone would do the trick. It was one thing if my lieu­ten­ants were to join in the battle, but the abil­it­ies of the con­test­ants alone were hardly enough to wreck the place. At least that’s what I thought, but I didn’t ex­pect the “Chosen Hero” Masay­uki to have joined in…

	The venue was packed with ex­cited on­look­ers. Go fig­ure.

	In this world, there weren’t a lot of en­ter­tain­ment events, so some­thing like this would ob­vi­ously cause a ruckus.

	The mar­tial tour­na­ment held in In­gra­cia King­dom was already su­per pop­u­lar. Every year, they would have ad­ven­tur­ers of dif­fer­ent ranks at­tend­ing the tour­na­ment to fight for the cham­pi­on­ship.

	How­ever, our tour­na­ment differed slightly, as spect­at­ing it was open to av­er­age cit­izens as well. In In­gra­cia, only the wealthy got to par­take as the audi­ence, while the com­moner had to wait for the res­ults to be un­veiled. Some people would climb atop roofs or poles, try­ing to catch a glimpse from above the ground. But they prob­ably couldn’t see much given the long dis­tance.

	By con­trast, the Co­los­seum in our na­tion had rings of benches in­stalled in in­cre­men­tal heights along a slope, which al­lowed for a lar­ger num­ber of spec­tat­ors. As a bo­nus, we had in­stalled gi­ant screens to live stream the battle for people in the audi­ence to view from all four dir­ec­tions.

	With the light ma­gic en­grav­ings, it was ex­tremely easy to en­large a pro­jec­tion of the match. Some guests seemed to re­cog­nize the same device that was used dur­ing yes­ter­day’s tech present­a­tion. They did seem pretty in­ter­es­ted in the device, so I pre­dicted that it would have a pretty de­cent pro­mo­tional ef­fect.

	In this way, we could slowly move to­wards suc­cess by at­tract­ing cli­ents and build­ing a strong found­a­tion. This was the same tech­nique I used when I was do­ing a nine-to-five job.

	That was why the guests were able to see the stage clearly. They could also view the en­larged im­age on the screens. The audi­ence would surely be sat­is­fied.

	The par­ti­cipants began to enter the cen­ter of the stage. All eight men stood in a line fa­cing the VIP booth. All screens were show­ing the con­test­ants’ faces, and even their ex­pres­sions were clearly vis­ible. These in­di­vidu­als all looked very dis­tinct. By the way, some of these eight seemed quite fa­mil­iar. Ob­vi­ously, I had seen Gobta and Geld, but…

	Des­pite my be­ing shocked by this, the in­tro­duc­tions began without delay. As planned, we in­tro­duced the con­test­ants one by one. I also in­struc­ted people to switch up the screen view and show the con­test­ant’s face, re­spect­ively.

	Souei’s sub­or­din­ate, the dragonewt Souka, was the an­noun­cer of the event. Start­ing with the six people who man­aged to emerge from the elim­in­a­tion rounds, the first was the “Chosen Hero” Masay­uki.

	“FIRST OF ALL,” Souka began, “AL­LOW ME TO IN­TRO­DUCE THE MOST POP­U­LAR MAN IN THE HOUSE! THE DOM­IN­ATOR OF THE ELIM­IN­A­TION ROUND, HE IS THE CHOSEN HERO, MA~SA~YU~KI!!!”

	Oi, this girl sure was en­joy­ing her­self. Was it really okay for her to show up in front of the con­test­ants so free-spir­itedly? Wouldn’t it cause prob­lems for her “cov­ert agent” work?

	I asked Souei next to me.

	“No prob­lem. Souka is good with the ‘In­vis­ib­il­ity Spell’, and she will dis­guise her­self dur­ing mis­sions any­way. Moreover, we need someone on stage whose face has never been seen by the pub­lic be­fore,” he said.

	Since Souei said it was fine, I had noth­ing to worry about. Souka con­tin­ued the broad­cast ef­fort­lessly.

	“NO ONE HAS EVER SEEN HIS EX­CEL­LENT SWORDS­MAN­SHIP! THAT’S BE­CAUSE THE IN­STANT HE DE­CIDES TO UN­SHEATHE HIS SWORD, THE OP­PON­ENT WILL ALREADY BE DE­FEATED!”

	So how had he been able to win all this time? It made sense for un­of­fi­cial tour­na­ments, but hadn’t Masay­uki also par­ti­cip­ated in large-scale tour­na­ments in the past?

	Even if he did take his op­pon­ents down in one swift slash, there was no way he could hide his moves in front of the en­tire audi­ence.

	“How did the match go yes­ter­day?”

	“About that, we really have no way of know­ing—”

	Ac­cord­ing to Souei, Masay­uki didn’t seem to have un­sheathed his sword even once. It turned out that Masay­uki’s com­pan­ions were also part of the com­pet­i­tion yes­ter­day. They beat around fifty con­test­ants and pur­pose­fully lost to give their res­ults to Masay­uki. In the end, Masay­uki didn’t get to show his skills at all…

	The ad­mir­a­tion he re­ceived alone showed that he was power­ful—but I also sus­pec­ted that he was just bluff­ing. Whatever. Whether he was truly cap­able or not—we would see about that in today’s tour­na­ment.

	“HIS IM­MENSE POWER IS KNOWN THROUGH­OUT THE SEVEN SEAS, MASAY­UKI, THE YOUNG PRODIGY, THE ‘CHOSEN HERO’! MORE AND MORE PEOPLE ARE FALL­ING FOR HIS HAND­SOME AP­PEAR­ANCE; RU­MOR SAYS THAT WO­MEN WILL FALL IN LOVE WITH HIM AFTER MERE EYE CON­TACT. MA~SA~YU~KI! HOW MOST FOR­TU­NATE FOR US TO BE ABLE TO WIT­NESS HIM ON THE FI­NAL STAGE—!”

	As Souka fin­ished, people shouted out in awe, cheer­ing loud enough to over­whelm any other sound.

	He sure was pop­u­lar. Think­ing of it, really? How could he be so pop­u­lar? Did Souka im­pro­vise the whole an­nounce­ment? If she did, she had some un­ex­pec­ted but not un­wel­come tal­ent. I figured that most of her speech was prob­ably ex­ag­ger­at­ory and in­ten­ded to praise Masay­uki ex­tra hard. Also, what was that “MA~SA~YU~KI” thing all about? After listen­ing care­fully to her pro­mo­tion, I sup­posed that some­thing might be wrong with Souka’s head.

	Masay­uki sure had his share of bad luck. If he lost after be­ing pro­moted this way… It would just be em­bar­rass­ing. In some sense, this could be her set­ting up trouble for him. Souka must have been sar­castic, how clever. As ex­pec­ted from Souei’s right-hand wo­man, she sure was de­vi­ous.

	The next con­test­ant, titled “Crazed Wolf”, was a man called Jin­rai. He seemed like an ex­per­i­en­ced war­rior, and while his gear ap­peared sub­par, he gave off the aura of someone power­ful. He also seemed to be one of Masay­uki’s com­pan­ions. This man, at first glance, didn’t seem to be even close to Rank A, but for some reason, I felt that he should not be un­der­es­tim­ated. There seemed to be some­thing hid­den about him.

	Upon think­ing so, I de­cided to watch the match closely.

	The third con­test­ant was Kai, the “Spl­en­da­cious Sword Fighter”. This Kai guy’s selling point seemed to be fancy sword­play.

	“BEAU­TI­FUL LIKE DAN­CING, ANY­ONE WOULD BE CHARMED BY HIM! IN TODAY’S CON­TEST, WILL HE PER­FORM HIS AMAZ­ING DANCE AMIDST THE BLOOD­SHED—?”

	How hor­ri­fy­ing! Dan­cing in a blood­bath, wouldn’t that be scary as hell. He didn’t look as strong as Jin­rai phys­ic­ally, but con­sid­er­ing his swords­man­ship, per­haps he was ranked A? Al­though he wouldn’t pose much of a threat, he seemed pretty strong for an ad­ven­turer. The fourth and fifth con­test­ants were people I had met be­fore.

	They were the lead­ers of the Gozu and Mezu. I asked Souei, “Why are they par­ti­cip­at­ing?”

	“About that, it seems that the news has spread…”

	“The news?”

	“Right, that. You said that the cham­pion could be part of the ‘Four Heav­enly Kings’—”

	“—Huh?”

	It was prob­ably Gobta run­ning his mouth with the ru­mor. And now, some­how, the cham­pion of the tour­na­ment would get to be­come one of the “Four Heav­enly Kings” un­der my reign. Be­cause of this, a bunch of mon­sters had joined up the day be­fore for the elim­in­a­tion rounds. In the end there were over three hun­dred signups and the place was crowded.

	The heads of Gozu and Mezu hadn’t hes­it­ated to join either. They were prob­ably just lucky to have got­ten into the fi­nal. But I sup­posed it wasn’t just luck. Des­pite their looks, they were fe­ro­cious fight­ers with strength equi­val­ent to Rank A. No won­der some ran­dom ad­ven­tur­ers couldn’t stand against them. That be­ing said—I didn’t ex­pect both to enter the fi­nal.

	In their group of the elim­in­a­tion round, there seemed to be sev­eral mon­sters ranked A, yet just as I men­tioned, they had man­aged to de­feat all of them. I even heard that their fight against the mon­sters around them had been a com­plete mas­sacre. They were un­stop­pable. As ex­pec­ted from a higher evolved spe­cies, but to be fair, the truth was—

	“—HE IS THE WIN­NER OF ROUND FOUR YES­TER­DAY, GOZER—!”

	—Yep, I had given the ‘Name’ “Gozer” to the leader of the Gozu. I felt that I shouldn’t play fa­vor­ites and then also named the Mezu leader “Mezer”.

	………

	……

	…

	The reason went without say­ing: I wanted them to be bosses in the labyrinth. I de­cided to send one of them to be the boss of floor 50, and I told them that they could al­tern­ate the role by tak­ing shifts.

	Since they’d sworn loy­alty to me, I there­fore, very un­gen­er­ously, gave them a bunch of work, the re­ward of which was their names. Nowadays, I’d be­come quite good at this, I was able to limit the ma­gicule con­sump­tion dur­ing nam­ing to be as low as pos­sible. But even with that be­ing the case, they had un­der­gone some amaz­ing evol­u­tions.

	Gozer evolved to an ox de­mon (Gy­uki) while Mezer be­came a horse de­mon (Baki). They were already ranked A as a higher spe­cies, but with this they be­came far stronger than my ini­tial ex­pect­a­tions.

	Moreover—

	<<Ques­tion. Ap­ply ‘Grant Abil­ity’ on the in­di­vidual “Gozer”? YES/NO>>

	Wis­dom King Raphael-sama—no, sen­sei asked me ex­citedly. It seemed that be­sides ‘Fu­sion’ and ‘Abil­ity Change’, it could also re­verse ‘King of Glut­tony’ and ‘Food Chain’ to grant in­di­vidual abil­it­ies. How­ever, the con­di­tions were ap­par­ently very strict, as it took ad­apt­ab­il­ity into ac­count, among many other things. That be­ing said, Raphael-sen­sei still wanted to do an ex­per­i­ment.

	Sure, I nod­ded and answered “YES” in my heart, and then…

	<<Re­port. Grant­ing of Ex­tra Skill ‘Ul­tra-fast Re­gen­er­a­tion’ to in­di­vidual “Gozer”—Suc­cess­ful.>>

	An­other fine job by Raphael-sen­sei with the ex­per­i­ment. The ori­ginal Ex­tra Skill ‘Auto­matic Re­gen­er­a­tion’ ob­tained by Gozer after his evol­u­tion had been changed by Raphael-sen­sei through ‘Abil­ity Modi­fic­a­tion’.

	I was quite im­pressed. It also gran­ted Mezer the Ex­tra Skill ‘Ma­gic In­ter­fer­ence’. Now both of them had their own unique fea­tures.

	Gozer had evolved to be­come spe­cial­ized in phys­ical at­tack while Mezer be­came spe­cial­ized in ma­gical at­tack.

	But there was more. They were even gran­ted Unique Skills—spe­cific­ally, the Skill called ‘Lim­iter’. It was a skill that could cre­ate a space used to limit your op­pon­ents. In simple terms, it was like an in­ferior com­bin­a­tion between ‘In­fin­ite Prison’ and ‘Space Dom­in­a­tion’ from my Ul­ti­mate Skill ‘Cov­en­ant King Ur­iel’. If people were to try to res­ist and sup­press the Skill, said spe­cial space would no longer be ef­fect­ive. Its abil­ity to con­trol wasn’t par­tic­u­larly great, so it was not a very use­ful power.

	But if the two con­front­ing parties had a cer­tain dif­fer­ence in strength, they could force­fully drag the op­pon­ents into a new space to gain an edge against them. But that really de­pen­ded on how the users ap­plied their skills. On the other hand, it also de­pen­ded on their op­pon­ents’ abil­ity. It wouldn’t work if they were on par with them­selves, but they could try to trick their op­pon­ents, non­ethe­less.

	If they were to cre­ate a spe­cial space with rules such as re­strain­ing ma­gic use—hmm, that would make an in­ter­est­ing idea of ap­ply­ing it. In that way, it could be used as a ‘De­fens­ive Bar­rier’ to lower the at­tack power of the en­emies as well.

	Since they would be work­ing in­side the labyrinth, they could also ne­go­ti­ate with the ad­ven­tur­ers by adding con­di­tions such as giv­ing ad­di­tional treas­ure, etc. Now that they had even mastered skills like this, the two were be­com­ing more and more like dun­geon bosses. Yet I didn’t ex­pect both of them to par­ti­cip­ate, just to re­ceive the su­per­fi­cial role of the “Four Heav­enly Kings,” of all reas­ons…

	I heard that the two even made a bet between them­selves that the win­ner would be the “Heav­enly King” while the loser would be the boss at level 50.

	………

	……

	…

	While this ru­mor con­tin­ued to give me a head­ache, the speech to hype up this match was as ex­pec­ted.

	“THE NEXT OP­PON­ENT IS THE AR­CHRIVAL OF GOZER, MEZER!! THERE HAS YET TO BE A CON­CLU­SION TO THEIR HUN­DRED YEAR DUEL! WILL THEY FI­NALLY BE ABLE TO DE­TERM­INE THE STRONGEST BETWEEN THE TWO IN THIS MATCH? A WHIRL­WIND OF STRENGTH IS STIR­RING IN THE CO­LOS­SEUM—!”

	Souka sure was into it. She was really suited for the job. She was also cute, so the audi­ence would prob­ably ad­ore her as well. Even with a tail, wings, and horns, she was still con­sid­er­ably “cute”.

	“MOREOVER, BOTH MEZER AND GOZER WILL ALSO BE AMONG THE BOSSES IN THE DUN­GEON OPEN­ING TO­MOR­ROW! DO WIT­NESS THEIR STRENGTH! FOR THOSE WHO HAVE THE CON­FID­ENCE AND COUR­AGE TO DE­FEAT THEM, SEEK FOR­TUNE AND GLORY IN THE DUN­GEON!”

	Su­per into it. She even shilled for the labyrinth on top.

	We planned to open the labyrinth to­mor­row, and since many people were still un­aware of its ex­ist­ence, we would make sure to re­veal it now. Ad­di­tion­ally, after wit­ness­ing Gozer and Mezer’s strength, some may just come to chal­lenge the labyrinth…

	There were many people in this world who ten­ded to be de­term­ined yet over­con­fid­ent. This in­cluded many, if not most, of the ad­ven­tur­ers. I could only hope that they would ac­tu­ally use their brain and think for a mo­ment be­fore run­ning in­side, blinded by the prize they could re­ceive for chal­len­ging the labyrinth. My­our­miles also spent plenty of time plan­ning, so there prob­ably wouldn’t be any is­sues.

	Right, let’s see who would win now. Based on the res­ults of the draw, the two would be con­front­ing each other soon enough. Now that they’d been praised so highly, it would be em­bar­rass­ing to have any of them lose too fast. Their repu­ta­tion would be based on their per­form­ance in the first round. They might even get looked down upon if they un­der­per­formed. We would see when the time came. Per­haps be­ing looked down upon may ac­tu­ally work in our fa­vor; we would fig­ure out a plan then.

	There was no need to rig the game for that. We could just wait for the res­ults. With that be­ing said, Mezer was the fifth one.

	There were three more con­test­ants, mean­ing there was one more win­ner from yes­ter­day’s elim­in­a­tion rounds.

	“NEXT ON THE LINE, GIVE IT UP FOR THE MYS­TER­I­OUS MASKED MAN WHO PUT ON A SHOW YES­TER­DAY! IS THE MYS­TER­I­OUS LION-MASKED CON­TEST­ANT A SEEKER OF JUSTICE OR THE DEVIL’S HENCH­MAN? AND WHAT SORT OF BATTLE WILL HE GIVE US TODAY?”

	I turned to the Lion-masked man (TL Note: Lion-Mask for short, reason9) and—PEWWW! My juice went every­where.

	“S-Souei! That’s—”

	“In­deed. Your guess is as good as mine. That’s def­in­itely him…”

	While neither of us said his name, Souei seemed to be con­vinced about the iden­tity of this Lion-Mask. Oi oi oi, wasn’t it Di­ablo who said: “These guys aren’t enough for a show”?

	What’s wrong with that guy’s judge­ment?—wait, that’s not the is­sue. That idiot has no concept of hu­mil­ity to be­gin with… Ahh, let’s put this deal aside for now.

	I saw a fa­mil­iar-look­ing trio in the crowd cheer­ing for the Lion-Mask. All three seemed to be cheer­ing re­luct­antly, with tears in their eyes. One of them, a slim, gentle-look­ing man with an ear­ring. One of them, a mus­cu­lar, fit man with a nose ring. One of them, an obese, short man with a mouth ring. All three had bizarre and col­or­ful hair above their heads—these folks were, no doubt, Da­gruel’s sons. The clothes they wore had “We are Sh­ion’s body­guards!”, “I ❤ Sh­ion” and stuff like that writ­ten on them. They were def­in­itely the three broth­ers, al­right.

	They had been very close to Sh­ion after the in­cid­ent where she beat them up. Per­haps the event had awakened the mas­ochists within them… But, ul­ti­mately, that was none of my busi­ness.

	I didn’t wanna get into that stuff.

	While I wanted to ask if they were okay, I also knew that Sh­ion was usu­ally seen as very at­tract­ive and sens­ible beauty. But that was a mis­judg­ment, a mis­take I had also made at the be­gin­ning. But since I’m no fan of trouble, I de­cided to let them keep think­ing that way. Sooner or later, they would dis­cover the real­ity and in turn dis­il­lu­sion them from that no­tion. But that was their choice.

	“By the way, Souei, why are those three cheer­ing for Lion-Mask?”

	“—Be­cause dur­ing yes­ter­day’s match, he de­feated the three of them.”

	You don’t say…

	Des­pite how the trio presen­ted them­selves, their ma­gicule con­tent still al­most rivaled some of the older de­mon lords. Sh­ion had eas­ily taken them down be­cause of their poor fight­ing tech­niques, but they def­in­itely weren’t weak­lings. They were prob­ably stronger than the evolved Gozer and Mezer. To fight the trio and tri­umph, it seemed that the true iden­tity of Lion-Mask was sealed at this point.

	“How use­less. Those idi­ots really need more ex­er­cise.”

	Sh­ion was pissed though. I felt a bit sorry for them.

	It was a bad matchup. Those three had al­ways been pretty out­rageous, but to fight an ex-De­mon Lord who wor­shipped mar­tial prowess, it was like pitch­ing a fight between an adult and a child. There was no easy vic­tory in that.

	Moreover… All three of them happened to be grouped in the same di­vi­sion with such a mon­ster along­side them. They were really down on luck. Had they been as­signed to a dif­fer­ent di­vi­sion to com­pete in, they might’ve had a chance to win.

	But any­way, since Sh­ion was so pissed, to the point of want­ing to re­train them, I looked for­ward to their fu­ture per­form­ance.

	“—NEXT, SOMEONE LEFT AN AN­ONYM­OUS MES­SAGE. ‘PLEASE DO YOUR BEST IN MY STEAD! YOU SHOULD KNOW THE DRILL, AB­SO­LUTELY DO NOT RE­VEAL YOUR TRUE IDEN­TITY. BEST OF LUCK IN YOUR CON­QUEST!’ THAT’S THE MES­SAGE! WHAT DOES THAT MEAN? I’VE GOT NO CLUE, BUT IT’S PROB­ABLY TO EN­COUR­AGE OUR CON­TEST­ANT, LION-MASK!”

	No, she knew well enough. Souka was mak­ing fun of him. In other words, she must have been in con­tact with Milim at some point.

	Milim had been work­ing hard to make some fi­nal ad­just­ments to the labyrinth—or so she said. But it was bet­ter than her com­ing to meddle with things, so I took her by her word. I didn’t ex­pect her to in­ter­fere in the match in this way.

	For that mat­ter, I didn’t in­vite Vel­dora either. At that mo­ment, he was prob­ably hap­pily build­ing the labyrinth with Milim and Ramiris, with all his mind fo­cused on it. We would be in trouble if he came and des­troyed the tour­na­ment out of ex­cite­ment, this be­ing just one of the reas­ons why I didn’t in­vite him.

	While I didn’t ex­pect Milim to send someone in her place, Vel­dora didn’t have any sub­or­din­ates, so I wouldn’t have to worry about him send­ing someone to join. But the ques­tion now is, who was go­ing to come out on top…

	The dif­fer­ence in strength was a bit too over­whelm­ing. I figured there was no way the power­ful Lion-Mask would be backed into a corner by oth­ers, so I sup­posed the only per­son cap­able of rival­ing him would be Geld?

	I hoped Geld would win, but I may be push­ing my luck. But ul­ti­mately, even if Lion-Mask won, it was fine. I was ac­tu­ally more afraid of them beat­ing each other too badly. Moreover, I was curi­ous about what would hap­pen if Masay­uki en­countered him. If he wanted to win, then surely, he would fight ser­i­ously. Any­how, best of luck to him.

	The six con­test­ants had been in­tro­duced. And now for the spe­cial con­test­ants:

	“OUR NEXT CON­TEST­ANTS ARE THE REAL, AU­THEN­TIC POWER­HOUSES! THE PROUD LIEU­TEN­ANTS OF THE TEM­PEST FED­ER­A­TION—THEY HAVE COME TO JOIN IN THE TOUR­NA­MENT. THEIR POWER IS THAT OF A THOU­SAND MEN, AND IF YOU WIN AGAINST THEM, YOU CAN BE­COME ONE OF RIMURU-SAMA’S ‘FOUR HEAV­ENLY KINGS’—!”

	The ru­mors had already spread far and wide. There was no use try­ing to amend the mat­ter. But still, hear­ing someone shout­ing out the title “Four Heav­enly Kings” made me cringe. Or at least I thought so, Sh­ion seemed to be very proud of it. The mon­sters watch­ing the match also gave Gobta and Geld a look of ad­mir­a­tion.

	It seemed that people thought that the role of the “Four Heav­enly Kings” was much more valu­able than it really was, much more than I had ex­pec­ted.

	“OUR FIRST CON­TEST­ANT, GO~BU~TA! MANY LOOK UP TO THIS ELITE SOL­DIER WITH A CRUEL AP­PEAR­ANCE! THIS IS THE YOUNG PRODIGY THAT HAS ACHIEVED THE PO­S­I­TION OF CEN­TUR­ION. WHAT SORT OF FIGHT WILL HE GIVE US?”

	Cruel, how? Are you sure you un­der­stand what that word means? I could al­most feel Gobta shout­ing in­tern­ally, “Stop that!”

	His eyes looked life­less. But that was no won­der. No mat­ter how it was framed, Lion-Mask next to Gobta looked way stronger than him.

	If they ended up matched against each other, even if Lion-Mask were to cut Gobta some slack, he may still end up worse than just beaten up… Sorry, Gobta. I didn’t ex­pect things to end up this way. If you had to blame someone, blame Milim who sent out her sub­or­din­ate just for fun.

	But per­haps—Gobta might ac­tu­ally show some of his true strength if pushed hard enough. He may even awaken some ex­traordin­ary, un­fore­seen power.

	<<……>>

	I looked for­ward to it. Gobta’s battle was only just start­ing now.

	Mov­ing on, the last con­test­ant was Geld.

	“WITH THE AP­PET­IZER OUT OF THE WAY, WE STILL HAVE TO IN­TRO­DUCE THE ACE IN THIS TOUR­NA­MENT! HE IS THE SA­VIOUR OF THE HIGH ORCS, GELD-SAMA!! WITH HIS IN­DES­TRUCT­IBLE BODY, HE IS ALSO THE GUARD­IAN DEITY OF THE TEM­PEST FED­ER­A­TION!”

	Woah, Souka. She ser­i­ously just called the other con­test­ants “Ap­pet­izer”. She even changed her tone to give a ser­i­ous in­tro­duc­tion.

	Geld was in­deed one of the vet­eran lieu­ten­ants… But that be­ing said, Gobta was also a vet­eran. Though I sup­pose that was a clear dif­fer­ence in “levels”. If Gobta ac­tu­ally won, Souka may change her view on him.

	“AL-RIGHT, NOW THEN, ALL EIGHT CON­TEST­ANTS HAVE GATHERED! WHO AMONG THEM WILL EMERGE VIC­TORI­OUS? THE MO­MENT OF TRUTH IS COM­ING!”

	Oh yeah, after the con­test­ants’ in­tro­duc­tions, I needed to give a speech in front of the eight of them. I al­most for­got about it en­tirely. But it’d be awk­ward if I pan­icked right be­fore­hand.

	Rig­urd had left to go at­tend to the guests and I had Ben­i­maru act as his body­guard. I ordered Souei to over­see the situ­ation and stood up.

	I walked to­wards the stage. While pre­tend­ing to be care­free, I used ‘Spa­tial Dom­in­a­tion’ to open a ‘Portal’ between the VIP booth and the tour­na­ment stage. With Sh­ion by my side, I entered the arena with the audi­ence cheer­ing loudly.

	“WHOOOO—!”

	Cit­izens of our na­tion and tour­ists from neigh­bor­ing king­doms alike seemed to be very ex­cited to see me. I ac­know­ledged them back.

	I couldn’t help but feel a bit shy, but I was try­ing my best to main­tain the ar­rog­ant at­ti­tude that a de­mon lord was sup­posed to hold. I gazed to­wards the con­test­ants as I took the mi­cro­phone from Souka’s hand.

	“Well then, every­one. If you emerge vic­tori­ous from today’s tour­na­ment and in to­mor­row’s fi­nal, I shall grant the vic­tor the spe­cial honor of cit­izen­ship to our na­tion.”

	Was that okay? Any­how, I spoke slowly while act­ing like a su­per­ior. Then I pro­ceeded to ad­dress the con­test­ants in­di­vidu­ally.

	“‘Chosen Hero’ Masay­uki. If you win, I shall per­mit you to chal­lenge me.”

	That was a prom­ise. Al­though, hear­ing so, Masay­uki didn’t look happy at all. In­stead, it looked like the dis­cerned face of “What good is that?”

	My guess was right, he didn’t want to fight me per­son­ally. I was really strug­gling to find a reason to dis­like the guy.

	Next, I turned my eyes to the next con­test­ant.

	I re­called that he was “Crazed Wolf” Jin­rai, Masay­uki’s com­pan­ion.

	“You must be ‘Crazed Wolf’ Jin­rai. What is your wish?”

	As I asked, Souka handed the mi­cro­phone to Jin­rai.

	“Ho, I didn’t ex­pect you to speak to me. I have only one wish: to aid Masay­uki-san. Sorry, I ain’t gonna be cham­pion, but Masay­uki-san will beat you for me!”

	Ah, I see. It seemed that if Jin­rai got matched up with Masay­uki, he would just give up without a fight. Then there was no way for him to be­come the cham­pion.

	“I see. In light of your noble cause, re­gard­less of the res­ult, I shall or­der my people to pre­pare new gear for you. Con­sider this my re­spect to­wards a brave war­rior. Do take it gen­er­ously.”

	It’s a rare oc­ca­sion, so I might as well give him some­thing. Thanks to Masay­uki’s team’s par­ti­cip­a­tion, we’d man­aged to gather a much lar­ger audi­ence. On one hand, I was thank­ing him, but more im­port­antly—I wanted to give every­one a good im­pres­sion by show­ing my kind and com­pas­sion­ate nature.

	That was the only reason.

	“Hmm, since you are giv­ing it for free, I’ll take it. But don’t think you can bribe me with that.”

	Jin­rai said rather con­temp­tu­ously be­fore hand­ing the mi­cro­phone back to Souka.

	This guy’s got some back­bone, but he also seemed okay to ac­cept my hos­pit­al­ity. Oth­er­wise he wouldn’t have ac­cep­ted the gift. He prob­ably con­sidered it a par­ti­cip­a­tion prize.

	Al­right, next one. As I fin­ished talk­ing with Jin­rai, I turned to­wards Kai, the “Spl­en­da­cious Sword Fighter”. The next mo­ment—

	“Oi, De­mon Lord. I’m even stronger than that ‘Chosen Hero’! Won’t you fight me as well when I win?”

	Eh? How was I sup­posed to re­spond to that kind of ques­tion…

	I wasn’t great at im­pro­vis­ing… I had no idea what to say in re­sponse. In­stead, someone else spoke for me. It was Di­ablo.

	“How dare you of­fend Rimuru-sama? Since you have the nerve to ask, I shall be the one to waltz with you if you win. If you are able to win against me, I shall re­lay your re­quest to Rimuru-sama for you.”

	As the ref­eree, Di­ablo stood by the side of the stage with a smirk as he re­spon­ded in my place.

	I’ve been saved. Since I pre­ferred to stay out of trouble, hav­ing Di­ablo fight him for me was much more con­veni­ent. I took the mic:

	“The Chosen Hero and I made an ar­range­ment prior to this, but, if any­one wishes to fight me, then they must first de­feat the ‘Four Heav­enly Kings’ to prove this abil­ity. Only then shall I per­mit you to chal­lenge me!”

	“Four Heav­enly Kings” sure was con­veni­ent—I could use this.

	I’ve learnt a new trick.

	Souka fi­nally passed the mic back to Kai.

	“Hmph, nice dodge just now. Fine then, I don’t care if it’s the ‘Chosen Hero’, or that ‘De­mon’ or some ‘De­mon Lord’—none of them can rival me!”

	What the heck, what’s this guy’s deal with his self-right­eous, ar­rog­ant at­ti­tude? Please, try again after you win.

	It was best to fin­ish the con­ver­sa­tion be­fore Di­ablo lost his tem­per.

	“… Kai, the ‘Spl­en­da­cious Sword Fighter’, if you are vic­tori­ous then I shall be gra­cious enough to grant you per­mis­sion to chal­lenge me. Will that work?”

	How trouble­some, next one already, next. This kind of people wouldn’t win any­way, so I might as well just ac­cept the chal­lenge cas­u­ally.

	Heh, don’t you for­get about that—while ig­nor­ing Kai who just said this to play cool, I turned my eyes to Gozer and Mezer. Upon re­ceiv­ing my at­ten­tion, Gozer and Mezer knelt.

	“I’m look­ing for­ward to your per­form­ance. Even if you can’t win the con­test, you should have the aware­ness, as a labyrinth boss, to not lose too badly.”

	That was enough, right? While the mes­sage was mixed with a hint of a threat, I didn’t want my labyrinth bosses to flee for their lives in front of so many people. It wouldn’t mat­ter if they lost, though I hoped they would be able to show their mar­tial prowess be­fore ex­it­ing.

	“Un­der­stood! I shall gamble my name of ‘Gozer’ to fight with all my heart and soul for the sake of Rimuru-sama.”

	“To not taint your glory, I, ‘Mezer’, prom­ise to fight with pas­sion as a mem­ber of this na­tion!”

	Nice, nice. Al­though they both seemed a bit too ser­i­ous, they ap­peared to have made their re­solve to battle.

	Even if both of them lost in the end, we would still carry out, as pre­vi­ously prom­ised, to have them take turns in guard­ing the 50th floor of the labyrinth. I per­son­ally felt that neither would make it to the fi­nal, but all I needed was for them to fight hard and not em­bar­rass our na­tion.

	Next, mov­ing on to the trouble­maker.

	“Eh—Lion-Mask. If any­thing, please re­strain your­self.”

	“Oi oi oi, is that all ya gotta say to me?”

	“That’s not the is­sue. Just be sure to keep that prom­ise!”

	I had noth­ing more to say to this guy. Any­thing else, like telling him to quit or en­cour­aging him, would just sound weird.

	I might cheer him on, de­pend­ing on the op­pon­ent he was matched against, but if someone like Gobta was matched up with him…well it would be tra­gic. It would be best if he got to fight Masay­uki—but there was no way things would go that smoothly.

	While I wanted to cheat and as­sign an op­pon­ent to him, I gave up that thought even­tu­ally. If we got ex­posed some­how, we would lose cred­ib­il­ity for the fore­see­able fu­ture. That would be an even big­ger loss, so, for now, we would play fair and leave the res­ults up to the draw.

	And that was that, mov­ing on.

	“Gobta-kun! Good job fight­ing your way up here!”

	“Huh, but I’m the spe­cial con­test­ant—?”

	“I be­lieve you’ll win in the end!”

	Ig­nor­ing Gobta’s words, I en­cour­aged him. Now Gobta couldn’t back down any­more. Surely, he’d try his best to win.

	Al­right, next was Geld.

	“Geld, you are strong. Show off your strength in the tour­na­ment as much as you want!”

	“Yes sir!”

	I had high ex­pect­a­tions for Geld, and I wanted him to be at his best.

	How come we are treated so dif­fer­ently—I ig­nored Gobta’s com­plaint again and con­cluded my words to Geld. The usu­ally quiet Geld wouldn’t say much more any­way. His ac­tions would speak louder in­stead.

	Hav­ing in­tro­duced all of the con­test­ants, it was time to de­cide the match­ups. Since these were the pro­mo­tion rounds, we would have six matches straight in one day. To­mor­row we’d go straight to the fi­nal, so we aimed to get to the semi-fi­nals be­fore the end of the day. Since there was no award for third place, there would only be one match to­mor­row.

	It was time for the draw.

	The num­bers were as fol­lows: Masay­uki num­ber three, Jin­rai num­ber four, Kai num­ber five, Gozer num­ber one, Mezer num­ber two, Lion-Mask num­ber eight, Gobta num­ber six and Geld num­ber seven.

	As their num­bers were an­nounced, their names began to fill up the list of pro­mo­tion matches.

	As a res­ult:

	Round 1 - Gozer VS Mezer

	Round 2 - “Chosen Hero” Masay­uki VS “Crazed Wolf” Jin­rai

	Round 3 - “Spl­en­da­cious Sword Fighter” Kai VS Gobta

	Round 4 - Geld VS Lion-Mask

	Those were all of the duel groups. Even though the draw res­ults were def­in­itely fair and square, so I couldn’t really com­plain… Masay­uki really was a nat­ural D20. He had already won his first match. In com­par­ison, Geld’s luck was the op­pos­ite. In the first match, Geld was im­me­di­ately pit­ted against that guy—Lion-Mask.

	Would he be able to win?

	I was very curi­ous. I sup­posed these matches would be in­ter­est­ing, but I just couldn’t make my­self feel ex­cited about it. If I really wanted someone to test out Masay­uki’s abil­ity, this was pos­sibly the worst com­bin­a­tion.

	Since Masay­uki’s second op­pon­ent would be the win­ner of the first round, even though Mezer and Gozer’s match may be en­ter­tain­ing, they would prob­ably end up fight­ing each other so fiercely, they would end up ex­hausted be­fore the match with Masay­uki.

	There was an­other reason. The win­ner of the third and fourth matches would also enter the fi­nal…

	Gobta would face Geld, which meant that they wouldn’t be able to test out Masay­uki’s strength.

	There was also Lion-Mask in their di­vi­sion. If Gozer and Mezer’s fight was go­ing to be en­ter­tain­ing, so would Geld and Lion-Mask’s. In my opin­ion, the two matches would be ex­traordin­ary.

	Kari—I mean, if Lion-Mask really were to get ser­i­ous, I had no clue either, how strong he would be. But Geld was, no doubt, an ex­tremely power­ful fighter as well. It was quite bizarre how the two got matched up in the first fight. It was al­most as if fate were play­ing tricks on us; the com­bin­a­tion of their matches all worked in Masay­uki’s fa­vor.

	But any­how, there was no use com­plain­ing. Put­ting my pre­dic­tions aside, there was no way of know­ing the res­ult, as of yet.

	And at that mo­ment, the first round was about to start—
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	Be­fore the first round, the other con­test­ants left the arena to go to the rest­ing lounge. Only Gozer and Mezer re­mained at the cen­ter of the stage. Other than a couple of scath­ing taunts, they merely stared in­tently at each other.

	“Oi, Mezer. We are sup­posed to duel each other to de­term­ine the stronger one already. Let our long-stand­ing rivalry end today—pre­pare to lose.”

	“Cut the bull­shit, Gozer. The one who’s go­ing to be one of His Majesty Rimuru’s glor­i­ous ‘Four Heav­enly Kings’ will be me, Mezer-sama! You can go and en­joy your re­tire­ment in the labyrinth.”

	“Ri­dicu­lous! You don’t de­serve the majestic title of the ‘Four Heav­enly Kings’!”

	With that, the duel between the two sud­denly erup­ted.

	Both of them be­ing melee type, they clashed with shield and axe, shield and lance. As op­posed to ma­gic or sor­cery, a purely phys­ical brawl was much more suit­able for them. Gozer slammed his great axe into Mezer’s shield be­fore Mezer sent the force back in a heavy block.

	As Gozer was about to lose his bal­ance, Mezer raised his lance to at­tack. But Gozer backed away and eas­ily dodged the shot. It had been twenty minutes since the match began and the two were still go­ing at each other hard. Their strength seemed to be on par with each other. As ex­pec­ted from a hun­dred-year long struggle; they still had yet to de­term­ine a win­ner.

	The blood-boil­ing battle of the two mon­sters also kept the audi­ence en­rap­tured and en­thu­si­as­tic. After all, there hadn’t been a lot of op­por­tun­it­ies for them to wit­ness mon­sters of such great strength bat­tling each other. It was un­der­stand­able—they prob­ably wouldn’t have the op­por­tun­ity to wit­ness an­other Rank A against Rank A battle for the rest of their en­tire life. Be­cause the two’s power levels were about the same, a vic­tor had yet to be de­cided.

	What a fine duel.

	How­ever, the mo­ment of vic­tory sud­denly came without much warn­ing.

	“THIS IS IT!”

	Gozer de­cided to gamble on one move.

	He threw out his great axe with all his strength in a strike that would surely be able to crush even a boulder; the op­pon­ent would cer­tainly crumble if he took on the weapon. Mezer’s left hand ex­ploded and flew through the air. By sac­ri­fi­cing his left hand, he’d stopped Gozer’s great axe!

	In the wake of this, Mezer grinned vic­tori­ously. This op­por­tun­ity was ex­actly what Mezer was look­ing for. In a blink of an eye, Mezer closed in on Gozer. Think­ing that Mezer would dodge, Gozer had no time to re­act. Mezer had already ap­proached him.

	“The match is settled! Die, Ma Chao Ul­tra Lance Strike10!”

	Mezer ap­peared right in front of Gozer and sud­denly began stabbing his lance into Gozer’s chest once, twice—there was no way for him to dodge—

	A couple of large holes were vi­ol­ently drilled into his torso. Mezer would even sac­ri­fice his own left hand to achieve vic­tory. Mezer had won—

	“You are too na­ive! Thun­der Horn—!” someone roared.

	Gozer thrust his horns to­wards Mezer. His horns were wrapped in light­ning, and their length had in­creased sev­eral times over. Their wickedly sharp points were fo­cused on Mezer and tore away at his right eye and arm.

	That sealed the match. Mezer could no longer hold his lance with his right arm mangled. Moreover, Gozer’s at­tack had burnt Mezer badly through the light­ning strike, mak­ing even his blood boil.

	Mezer pre­vi­ously gained the Ex­tra Skill ‘Auto­matic Re­gen­er­a­tion’ dur­ing his evol­u­tion, but even so, the light­ning strikes kept spread­ing faster than his re­gen­er­a­tion could mend.

	In com­par­ison, with the aid of his Ex­tra Skill ‘Ul­tra-speed Re­gen­er­a­tion’, Gozer had the gi­ant hole in his chest and stom­ach fully healed in an in­stant—he was the win­ner.

	Un­der nor­mal cir­cum­stances, those would have been in­stantly lethal wounds, but they posed no threat in the face of the Ex­tra Skill ‘Ul­tra-speed Re­gen­er­a­tion’. Mezer also had a Skill with sim­ilar ef­fect, and so his arms and right eyes had be­gun to heal. By the time Gozer and Mezer had left the stage, both had re­covered to their ori­ginal state.

	I’ll def­in­itely win next time! Mezer shouted with de­term­in­a­tion.

	How very mo­tiv­ated. How­ever, the match had already ended.

	Our first win­ner was Gozer.

	Hav­ing wit­nessed their in­cred­ible fight, the audi­ence gave them their ap­plause and cheers. It was a beau­ti­ful duel, a most ap­pro­pri­ate ap­pet­izer for the early matches.

	—Speak­ing of which, it just made me real­ize how broken of a Skill ‘Ul­tra-speed Re­gen­er­a­tion’ was, once again.

	If fol­low­ing the rules of his pre­vi­ous matches, Mezer prob­ably would have won. Nor­mally speak­ing, his ul­tra lance strike would have settled the match. But it was Mezer’s mis­cal­cu­la­tion to have not sus­pec­ted any trick­ery. I hoped he would be more cau­tious in de­du­cing his op­pon­ents’ ace in the hole in the fu­ture.

	[image: *]

	The second round began.

	The fight was between the “Chosen Hero” Masay­uki and “Crazed Wolf” Jin­rai. But as I ex­pec­ted, Masay­uki won without a fight. The two simply shook hands in the cen­ter of the stage.

	Upon see­ing this, people not only ap­plauded, but even cheered out loud.

	I couldn’t un­der­stand it. It was just a hand­shake, how come the crowd got all riled up like that?

	“As ex­pec­ted from Masay­uki-sama!”

	Some were even shout­ing ex­citedly. His pop­ular­ity was truly baff­ling.

	…Never mind. Think­ing about it too much was trouble­some. Mov­ing on.

	Round three.

	Kai the “Spl­en­da­cious Sword Fighter” versus Gobta. Well, what would the res­ult of this match be?

	I was ac­tu­ally look­ing for­ward to this duel. This man called Kai, he barely looked like a Rank A. He was wear­ing a full set of rare equip­ment, mean­ing that he was a top-tier ad­ven­turer.

	On the other hand, all of Gobta’s own equip­ment was spe­cial-ranked and tailored for him. While in hind­sight, the former seemed to far out­match the lat­ter, but in terms of strength alone, this would be an in­ter­est­ing duel.

	“Get ready, set, battle!”

	As Souka shouted, the match began.

	As Kai whispered: “Make haste!”11 he un­sheathed his blade and moved out.

	What a sharp hit. His repu­ta­tion as a “Spl­en­da­cious Sword Fighter” def­in­itely wasn’t just for show. He was quite skilled. How­ever, the sword was stopped by Gobta’s ar­mor.

	“Huh? You’re noth­ing but some goon, how dare you wear such un­be­fit­ting ar­mor—!”

	“Eyy, eyyyyy! That was way too fast—!”

	Since Kai’s at­tack landed prac­tic­ally the in­stant after Souka star­ted the match, Gobta didn’t even have time to un­sheathe his ko­da­chi.

	You were too care­less, idiot! I cursed in­tern­ally. This at­tack was blocked by ar­mor hand­craf­ted by Garm, but next time he would not be as lucky.

	He only man­aged to sur­vive be­cause Kai was over­con­fid­ent with his abil­it­ies, but it was ob­vi­ous that he would be tar­get­ing joints next time.

	“Hmph, how about this then?”

	Kai sent a series of slashes des­cend­ing upon Gobta, who was barely dodging them, and his face looked rather des­per­ate and ex­hausted.

	Judging from his ex­pres­sion, he seemed to be plan­ning to run out of the arena to for­feit him­self. He had already given up, only want­ing to save his own life. While that was in­deed the right choice now, I was hop­ing for him to hold on a bit longer. I had been ex­pect­ing great things from them, fore­most an en­ga­ging battle, but Gobta’s per­form­ance left a lot to be de­sired, dis­ap­point­ingly enough.

	This match was prob­ably about to end—or so I thought…yet the vic­tor still hadn’t been settled after so long. Could it be that Gobta wanted to sneak out of bounds, but Kai was chas­ing him all over the place, not want­ing him to es­cape…?

	“Does that guy ac­tu­ally want to murder Gobta?”

	“It seems that this man has a pretty dis­gust­ing char­ac­ter. Even though Gobta isn’t really up­right either, this man’s ac­tions are far more un­pleas­ant to watch.”

	Sh­ion seemed to agree with me.

	Umm—… With things turn­ing out like this, at this point, I wished Gobta would win no mat­ter what.

	“Ahahaha! Keep run­ning like a rat, you piece of trash!”

	In his right hand, Kai held a longs­word fit for both single and double-handed com­bat. On the left, he wore brass knuckles that he used to beat up his op­pon­ent. It was a strange fight­ing style.

	As soon as he saw an op­por­tun­ity to strike, he would use both hands to hold his sword and slash, so it was dif­fi­cult to pre­dict his moves.

	Gobta had only stud­ied formal swords­man­ship un­der Hak­urou, and his op­pon­ent was def­in­itely giv­ing him a hard time. But even with that be­ing the case, Gobta had yet to sus­tain any fatal wound. He had only been cut once at the start of the match.

	“Gobta sure has sharp eyes. If he couldn’t see the path of his at­tack, he wouldn’t be able to flee for long,” Sh­ion praised Gobta.

	That was my thought ex­actly. Even though he got punched a few times, Gobta man­aged to block all of Kai’s sword strikes with his ko­da­chi.

	“Al­right—! Gobta, nice job! That’s the spirit! Let every­one see what you can do and beat that guy! I’ll give you more pocket money! And—if you win—I’ll give you the new pro­to­type fish­ing pole that you al­ways wanted!”

	“Ser­i­ously!? Then I’ll use my ul­ti­mate move!”

	If you had an ul­ti­mate move, you should have used it earlier…

	Hear­ing my verbal sup­port, Gobta seemed to be­come more mo­tiv­ated. Us­ing items as bait seemed in­ap­pro­pri­ate, but when fa­cing someone as lazy as Gobta, there was no other way. But hon­es­tly, it was be­cause I wasn’t put­ting much ex­pect­a­tion on Gobta since we had Geld to hold our ground. But if things went as I ex­pec­ted, I would have to make Gobta work harder.

	“GA­HAHAHA, quit bluff­ing, you trash! I am the strongest, you stand no chance!” Kai laughed ma­ni­ac­ally as he chased after Gobta. He had no guard against Gobta what­so­ever, be­liev­ing that he had already won.

	No mat­ter what Gobta could do, he wasn’t cap­able of turn­ing the tide—such un­der­es­tim­a­tion of his op­pon­ent would be­come Kai’s down­fall.

	“Sum­mon! Come, come to me!”

	Right, Gobta was the cap­tain of the gob­lin rider troops. Of course he could sum­mon Star Wolves.

	Moreover, he had the ul­ti­mate move: ‘Uni­fic­a­tion’ with the star wolf.

	His ma­gicule con­tent would rise to around A-, and with Hak­urou’s swords­man­ship train­ing to boot—lo­gic­ally speak­ing, it would be more than suf­fi­cient to handle Kai.

	Then you should have done it from the start, I thought to my­self. This guy Gobta, when he first par­ti­cip­ated, he only wanted to lose.

	But now Gobta surely would be­come ser­i­ous—eh? How strange.

	“Eh?”

	“Tsk, sum­mon spell I see. But those dire­wolves are no match for me—”

	Kai was in­ter­rup­ted vi­ol­ently as the dark wolf summoned by Gobta bolted to­wards him at ul­tra-high speed. He had drastic­ally un­der­es­tim­ated the threat. The mon­ster summoned by Gobta was no Rank C or D mon­ster like a dire­wolf. The dark wolf wag­ging its tail on the stage—no mat­ter how you looked at it, it was Ranga.

	“Ranga… What are you do­ing?”

	“Tsk, I didn’t ex­pect that. As ex­pec­ted from Ranga, he’s got his own game as well…”

	No, there was no way. That’s not the point, right?

	Gobta was sur­prised too, I figured that he didn’t ex­pect this to hap­pen. In other words, it was all Ranga’s do­ing…he pur­pose­fully in­ter­vened in Gobta’s sum­mon­ing. And I thought he was sleep­ing si­lently in my shadow. I didn’t ex­pect him to be plan­ning any­thing like this…

	I said that I wouldn’t al­low him to par­ti­cip­ate and I thought that Ranga would ac­cept such an ar­range­ment as well. I didn’t ex­pect this from him. Souka rushed to Kai and turned to Di­ablo.

	“HE HAS KNOCKED OUT CON­TEST­ANT KAI. WHAT A GREAT SHOT. IT SEEMS THAT THE VIC­TOR HAS BEEN DE­TERM­INED.”

	Di­ablo, the act­ing ref­eree, ob­vi­ously took the res­ult for gran­ted, judging the at­tack just now to be ef­fect­ive. Even though Ranga had dis­guised him­self to look like a smal­ler wolf, Di­ablo would be able to see that it was ac­tu­ally Ranga.

	I mean, I guess it was be­cause Di­ablo and Ranga were on good terms with each other.

	“AND THE WIN­NER IS, GO~BU~TA!”

	Souka’s an­nounce­ment echoed loudly in the arena. The audi­ence pro­ceeded to give Gobta a round of ap­plause and cheers. It ap­peared that every­one agreed with the ad­ju­dic­a­tion. The sum­mon­ing this time was not con­sidered foul play.

	“No way…”

	Gobta’s mum­bling was over­whelmed by the loud cheer­ing of the crowd. No one was gonna hold him ac­count­able.

	“Is this really okay?”

	“In my humble opin­ion, sum­mon spells are within the rules, so I be­lieve it’s fine.”

	If even Rigur said so, I’d let it pass. Then again, Ranga entered the tour­na­ment.

	Uh—should that be a foul re­gard­less…?

	Prior to that, Gobta would’ve had no chance in sur­viv­ing the fourth round of the tour­na­ment. But with Ranga fight­ing along­side him, it had be­come far more dif­fi­cult to pre­dict the out­come. But upon re­call­ing my ori­ginal in­ten­tion of test­ing out Masay­uki’s abil­ity, things could ac­tu­ally be head­ing in a dir­ec­tion that I ori­gin­ally wanted.

	Al­right! Let’s not think too much about it. I had de­cided to ad­opt a more open-minded spirit and let things flow.
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	Round four.

	Geld versus Lion-Mask, the fight I was per­son­ally look­ing for­ward to.

	“Kukuku, looks like I fi­nally get to have a fun all-out brawl!”

	Lion-Mask looked ec­static.

	“I never ex­pec­ted to have the chance to duel such a great war­rior, I am in­deed lucky. Do in­dulge me to battle against you, and please al­low me to fight with all I have,” Geld fin­ished, as he took off the ar­mor on his up­per body and raised his fists.

	“Ho, ya wanna fight me bare­han­ded? Al­right, I’m good at un­armed com­bat any­way.”

	Agree­ing to Geld’s in­vit­a­tion, Lion-Mask pre­pared him­self as well. A duel that would prob­ably go down in his­tory as one of the most ex­cit­ing to date, un­fol­ded.

	There was a clash of fists.

	That alone caused a huge shock­wave that stirred up a whirl of wind on the stage. Geld was not even us­ing his legs, but in­stead re­lied on grap­pling and throw­ing punches to fight his op­pon­ent. He was main­tain­ing bal­ance by slid­ing his feet along the ground to take steps, un­shaken by whatever blows he re­ceived.

	That was the thing. I had seen it in box­ing manga, the crouch­ing stance where you raise both fists in front of your face to pro­tect your head. Such a de­fens­ive style can be com­pared to an iron wall.

	Moreover, you can strike when the op­pon­ent is least pre­pared. Not only is it a method to stall the en­emy, but you also keep the po­ten­tial to strike with ex­plos­ive force. If you con­sider the lower half of the body to be the tur­ret, the mo­mentum of the en­tire body is ac­cu­mu­lated at the fist be­fore a strike is un­leashed. The fists were not the only threat, Geld could also use his shoulder to bash the en­emy, and com­bin­ing cer­tain at­tacks could lead to a suplex. He was like a heavy tank.

	On the other hand, Lion-Mask was the all-rounder with at­tacks that var­ied in style. His physique was every bit as strong as Geld’s, de­liv­er­ing equal amounts of brute force. But in this world, the amount of ma­gicule one pos­sessed was much more im­port­ant than phys­ical ap­pear­ance. That was why Lion-Mask out­matched Geld.

	But even still, he was un­able to take down Geld. That went to show just how out­stand­ing Geld’s de­fense was. A cres­cent kick, that could shat­ter a boulder into pieces, con­nec­ted with Geld’s arm. His op­pon­ent was ap­par­ently try­ing to knock him down, but Geld didn’t seem to budge. It was al­most as if he was say­ing “Go ahead, bring on a new at­tack”. Lion-Mask then launched a bar­rage of hand chops and punches from al­most every angle, these were also ac­com­pan­ied by a flurry of round­house kicks and axe kicks, among other things. Strike after strike, he was so fast that it al­most ap­peared like he had doubles.

	Those con­sec­ut­ive at­tacks landed fast, yet none seemed to be hit­ting home while Geld was on guard.

	“Huh! You’re pretty good! My at­tacks landed on ya like a gentle breeze!”

	“Hehehe, I should be the one to com­plain. You leave me ab­so­lutely no chance to coun­ter­at­tack. All of your at­tacks seem to be thrown out in dis­ar­ray, yet every one of them is so skill­fully ex­ecuted—” Geld replied to him with a sense of re­gret in his tone. Right now, he was still able to hold up, but he would even­tu­ally get beaten down if this were to con­tinue.

	As ex­pec­ted from Lion-Mask, his strength was as au­then­tic as it gets. Moreover, I had yet to see the depths of his power… It was as if he were re­lent­lessly fir­ing at­tacks from out­side of Geld’s range, aim­ing to pen­et­rate his de­fense—like an at­tack heli­copter. It was ob­vi­ous which side had the ad­vant­age, but vic­tory was not solely de­term­ined by strength, some­times it came down to luck. So, who would Lady Luck fa­vor this time—

	This duel had boos­ted the at­mo­sphere within the arena to max­imum hype.

	“S-so strong—!”

	“Holy shit, this is in­sane, yo!” someone hollered while grasp­ing a hand­ful of fries. Oth­ers were scream­ing ex­citedly, their faces beet-red from all of the beer. The audi­ence had also real­ized how strong the two truly were. Roar­ing cheers thundered through­out every corner of the co­los­seum.

	Geld had the style of a hand­some prodigy, while Lion-Mask gave off a dom­in­at­ing aura that, alone, was enough to at­tract the audi­ence’s at­ten­tion. It seemed that the two had now be­come the most pop­u­lar con­test­ants of the tour­na­ment. Their duel raged on for sev­eral rounds more, yet a vic­tor had yet to be de­term­ined.

	As one at­tacked and the other de­fen­ded—the match pro­ceeded with both sides hold­ing up on equal ground. The stale­mate per­sis­ted for an­other thirty minutes. Souka was also brim­ming with ex­cite­ment, broad­cast­ing the battle between the two vig­or­ously. The ref­eree, Di­ablo, on the other hand, mon­itored their battle with an in­tently ser­i­ous eye.

	An­other twenty minutes passed—

	“I didn’t ex­pect you to last so long against me. You have my ap­proval.”

	“Ahe, hehe, t-this is, is my honor. To be praised by a great man such as you—”

	“Let’s skip the form­al­ity. By the way, I’ve got a ques­tion for ya.”

	“—Ask away.”

	“Why didn’t you use any Skills?”

	“There was no need. Since your High­ness won’t show your true form either.”

	“Hehe, hahahahahahaha! Al­though you just called me a great man, are you ser­i­ously in­tend­ing to win this match? How in­ter­est­ing. It’s true that I can’t re­veal my true iden­tity to the out­side world, so I guess I’ll just have you wit­ness what I’m good at in­stead!”
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	They con­versed while keep­ing up their un­waver­ing at­tacks and de­fense. The gen­eral audi­ence couldn’t hear a thing, but I had heard their en­tire con­ver­sa­tion as clear as day through Di­ablo’s ears.

	I had in­deed been won­der­ing why Geld wasn’t us­ing Skills this en­tire time—so this was the reason. While bat­tling Lion-Mask, Geld wanted to make a point of win­ning while re­strained un­der the same con­di­tions.

	Lion-Mask—ac­tu­ally Karion—could’ve shown off his true skill through ‘Beast­il­iz­a­tion’. But be­cause he was in dis­guise, he prob­ably wouldn’t fight with all of his heart.

	Geld was aware of this, that’s why he had re­frained from us­ing his Unique Skills ‘Guard­ian’ and ‘Gour­met’, in­stead, re­ly­ing purely on his body. How­ever, per­haps an­other reason for that, was that he didn’t want to re­veal his abil­it­ies in front of the crowd. After all, a cer­tain an­onym­ous mes­sage also men­tioned the same thing. Karion had seem­ingly agreed to keep his true abil­ity con­cealed, so as not to re­veal his real iden­tity. With that be­ing said, Karion was still very strong. An or­din­ary mon­ster or majin couldn’t hope to match him. His power had already ex­ceeded even the likes of greater spir­its.

	Karion, who already pos­sessed such strength, ap­par­ently de­cided to show a glimpse of his ac­tual skills.

	“Get ready, here it comes!”

	“Aye!”

	A flood of golden youki emerged, con­cen­trat­ing around Karion’s right fist. There was an af­ter­im­age of it pier­cing through both of Geld’s arms. Its power was in­cred­ible.

	Geld’s hands were in­stantly flung apart in op­pos­ite dir­ec­tions, leav­ing his body wide open. Karion’s right fist went straight to Geld’s chest—one of his vi­tals. The shock ran up and down through Geld’s en­tire body, form­ing a de­struct­ive tor­rent of phys­ical dam­age.

	“Im­press­ive—looks like this is as far as I can go,” Geld wheezed, be­fore stum­bling.

	But he didn’t fall, man­aging to tot­ter to­ward the edge of the arena. Di­ablo went forth to sup­port Geld while sig­nal­ing Souka with his eyes.

	“The match is over! Con­test­ant Lion-Mask—has won!”

	The Co­los­seum erup­ted in thun­der­ous cheers and, moreover, they were joined by deaf­en­ing ap­plause. People weren’t hold­ing back their ad­mir­a­tion for their duel.

	“That move was called the Roar­ing Lion Punch. You should feel proud, Geld. Not only did you sur­vive be­ing hit by one of my ul­ti­mate moves, you even man­aged to stay on your feet and kept mov­ing.”

	“He, hehehe… I do hope that one day I’ll be able to fight you ser­i­ously.”

	“Just what I was think­ing. I haven’t had a good fight like this in ages.”

	Geld and Karion ex­changed their feel­ings with their eyes. It seemed that the two of them not only now ac­know­ledged each other, but they also cher­ished the ex­per­i­ence. To both of them, that was no real duel.

	In­deed, had the two both been ser­i­ous and used their full set of skills, the match may have res­ul­ted dif­fer­ently. How­ever, this time, it was Karion’s vic­tory and Geld’s de­feat.

	I still wished to praise Geld for a job well done. The re­sound­ing cheers were proof of that, it was a truly mag­ni­fi­cent match, after all.

	I ap­plauded along­side the rest and saw Geld off the stage.
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	All four matches had ended, and it was time for the in­ter­mis­sion. When the mid­day break was over, we would pro­ceed to round two.

	The win­ners of round one would be fight­ing each other, but the fa­tigue they ac­cu­mu­lated from be­fore would likely af­fect the out­come of the match. We did give the con­test­ants heal­ing po­tions, and their phys­ical wounds would be healed, but the amount of ma­gicule they had left couldn’t be judged purely by their ap­pear­ance.

	People were still en­tranced by the ex­cite­ment of the morn­ing matches as the fifth battle of the day was about to start on the cen­ter stage.

	There, gambling over the right to par­ti­cip­ate in the fi­nal, “Chosen Hero” Masay­uki would battle Gozer. Now then, we shall see whether Masay­uki really has what it takes, in this match.

	I got the im­pres­sion that Masay­uki’s feet were shak­ing. Could this be the battle ex­cite­ment they talk about? When look­ing care­fully, you could see that his neck was drenched in sweat as well. Is Masay­uki really as strong as Hinata? I don’t feel like that’s the case, no mat­ter how I see it.

	Halfway through my ob­ser­va­tion, Gozer, with a mi­cro­phone in his hand, began to speak.

	“So, you are the ‘Chosen Hero’ who wants to go against His Majesty Rimuru? Your ig­nor­ance and ar­rog­ance are truly pathetic.”

	This was his at­tempt to taunt him. But Masay­uki only re­spon­ded with a cold smile—but, to put it bluntly, his month was twitch­ing—he ig­nored Gozer’s words and reached his hand out to­wards Souka.

	As re­ques­ted, Souka passed the mic to Masay­uki.

	“Heh, you fought pretty well—”

	“S-so?”

	Not only did he re­main un­pro­voked by the taunt, Masay­uki de­cided to praise his op­pon­ent. It seemed he was more ma­ture than I ima­gined.

	“—That be­ing said, this is very re­gret­ful.”

	“Re­gret­ful? What’s re­gret­ful?”

	Masay­uki had made the an­nounce­ment to Gozer with a tone that held no in­ten­tion of fight­ing.

	Hmm—what is he try­ing to say?

	“Had you been in your op­timal state, I would have wanted to fight you ser­i­ously. But after the fight just now, you must have used up most of your strength, didn’t you? That is truly a shame.”

	So, it turned out that be­fore the fight even began, he had an­nounced that he wouldn’t fight ser­i­ously. Al­though his tone soun­ded genu­ine, could those just have been ex­cuses…?

	“What are you try­ing to say—”

	“Noth­ing really. I simply feel that I wouldn’t be con­tent, even if I won against you right now.”

	“…”

	“Is it true, what I heard, that you’ve been ap­poin­ted as the labyrinth boss by De­mon Lord Rimuru? You seemed to dis­like that and wanted to be among the ‘Four Heav­enly Kings’—”

	“That’s not true at all! His Majesty wanted Mezer and I to be the bosses of level 50 of the labyrinth. That was, of course, an hon­or­able role! We simply wished to pur­sue a higher goal, that is all…”

	“Really? Un­for­tu­nately, in my opin­ion, that man called Geld just now was sup­posed to be the one strong enough to re­ceive the title of the ‘Four Heav­enly Kings’—”

	“That’s, uhhh…”

	He first praised his op­pon­ent be­fore look­ing down on him.

	What’s Masay­uki’s game?

	“If you fight me now, I’ll be the one who wins. But if I fight you at your peak strength, who­ever emerges vic­tori­ously, may be up in the air. You may even have the up­per hand in an en­vir­on­ment such as the labyrinth. I simply feel that ob­tain­ing a hol­low vic­tory from fight­ing you here would be a down­right pity.”

	“Ehhh?”

	Oi oi oi, could it be that Masay­uki isn’t plan­ning to fight him at all…

	“I want to chal­lenge the dun­geon here as well. How­ever, these are two sep­ar­ate mat­ters, com­pared to fight­ing the De­mon Lord. So how about it? Shall we wait un­til then, to de­cide who’s the bet­ter, where you could face me when you are at your best and more pre­pared?”

	There was no other way. Masay­uki was act­ing as if he had vast power to spare, but in my opin­ion, he was afraid of fight­ing Gozer. Was he really try­ing to con­vince Gozer not to fight by talk­ing his way out of it…

	I ordered Gobta and Geld to test Masay­uki’s strength, yet Gozer was not aware of this. That’s why he might just—

	“Ku, kuu-hahaha! I’ve got­ten a taste of your gen­er­os­ity already. You read that cor­rectly, right now I’ve got no more strength to spare. My battle with Mezer was a nar­row vic­tory. Fine then, I’ll take your word for it and await you in the labyrinth!”

	WOW—It ser­i­ously turned out like this!

	This Gozer, he ser­i­ously just ac­cep­ted Masay­uki’s pro­posal and even went on to shake hands with him while sport­ing a pla­cid smile. Upon see­ing this, the audi­ence re­ac­ted with ex­cite­ment as well.

	Gen­er­ally speak­ing, when people leave the stage without fight­ing, the audi­ence would usu­ally start curs­ing and com­plain­ing. But, for some reason, this time they were met with ap­plause and cheers. Some were prais­ing Masay­uki for be­ing gen­er­ous, oth­ers were laud­ing Gozer for re­cog­niz­ing Masay­uki’s hon­or­able char­ac­ter. An in­cred­ible out­pour­ing of solid­ar­ity flooded the en­tire Co­los­seum.

	I don’t get it. I hon­es­tly don’t get it.

	No mat­ter how I looked at it, Masay­uki was just bluff­ing. Yet in the eyes of the audi­ence, it some­how be­came a noble act. Masay­uki seemed to have that kind of charm—no, hold on? If I thought of it that way, maybe even I would’ve been fooled. Could all of this have been an act? He must have been afraid that I would see his true abil­ity, and made sure to keep it hid­den. This would ex­plain why he tried to avoid fight­ing Gozer. Now I couldn’t be care­less at all.

	Since Masay­uki had made it through this match, he would be the one to enter the fi­nal. The next match was between Gobta and Karion—Lion-Mask. No one would be sur­prised by that match’s out­come.

	Against this ex-de­mon lord, how far would this young kid, that called him­self the “Chosen Hero,” be able to take it?

	Hmm, now that I think about it, the way this has de­ve­loped may not even a bad thing.

	I re­as­sured my­self with those words and sent Masay­uki off along­side bursts of ap­plause.
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	And now, the last match of the day—Gobta versus Lion-Mask. You could tell the res­ult without even watch­ing the match. And for that reason, I wanted to root for Gobta.

	Even though I just said that I would re­ward him with that fish­ing pole, that was ac­tu­ally one of my finest works. I made this new pole with im­proved string wind­ing ef­fi­ciency, all to best Gobta in fish­ing.

	No way I was just giv­ing him that for free.

	Des­pite it be­ing rather trivial to make the rod, this was a mat­ter to de­cide fu­ture vic­tor­ies! The idea of get­ting the fish­ing pole as a re­ward was em­in­ently al­lur­ing to Gobta, he seemed to be highly mo­tiv­ated. I was glad to see that, so I’d at least cheer for him…since we all knew how this would go down.

	Lion-Mask, a.k.a. Karion, had this in the bag. He had already got­ten this far, surely Karion wanted to win as well. Or else he would have for­feited long ago, after his sat­is­fy­ing duel with Geld. And so, my wor­ries sub­sided, and the only linger­ing con­cern was re­gard­ing Masay­uki.

	Hav­ing Karion there to gauge the strength of Masay­uki was ex­actly what I wanted. Even though it was not within my right to have Milim’s sub­or­din­ate do­ing it. Karion was a laid-back kind of guy, so he might’ve for­feited at some point—these kinds of things con­cerned me a great bit.

	By now all of that worry was for naught, and since Karion and Geld didn’t end up severely wound­ing each other, my anxi­ety had dis­sip­ated as well. I could leave the rest for Karion to handle—or so I planned.

	How­ever, it was as if Gobta had be­come aware of my little plot, as he seemed to have gone su­per saiyan.

	He really likes to go against the grain. Why don’t you work that hard when people ac­tu­ally rely on you…

	Ac­tu­ally, no. I should root for Gobta prop­erly. Karion was gonna win any­way, I shouldn’t mock Gobta’s per­sonal ef­forts. I de­cided to turn my eyes to­wards him and saw that he had summoned Ranga from the start, even rid­ing on him.

	Oi, you’re look­ing to Ranga for help again!

	What seemed to be fuel­ing Gobta’s con­fid­ence, was his in­ten­tion to have Ranga fight this battle. As long as it didn’t vi­ol­ate any reg­u­la­tions, it was fair game. And if Gobta in­ten­ded to win, it was the right thing to do.

	In my opin­ion, Ranga was stronger than Geld. Un­less Karion ac­tu­ally got ser­i­ous, if he con­tin­ued to fight like he just had, Ranga’s chances of win­ning were ac­tu­ally very high.

	Eh, how odd? What would be­come of this situ­ation if things really turned out that way? Wait, how else could it even be?

	If…if Gobta ac­tu­ally won, we…we should just have Gobta lure out Masay­uki’s true self.

	I sup­pose that fits in line with the ori­ginal plan. Let’s just say that no mat­ter which side wins, it would be fine. Al­though task­ing Gobta with the job un­nerves me quite a bit, let’s just go with the flow for now.

	Upon mak­ing up my mind, I star­ted to cheer for Gobta—

	The match began.

	“I’m not like my usual self today!”

	Then what was that em­bar­rass­ment dur­ing the last match—I wanted to ask him.

	“Quit jok­ing around, kiddo. I’m telling you this for your own sake, you should for­feit quickly—”

	“Ranga-san, I’ll be count­ing on you!”

	“Emm, I un­der­stand!”

	Ig­nor­ing Karion’s sug­ges­tion, Gobta and Ranga lashed out first. These two had prob­ably used the in­ter­mis­sion to do some plan­ning, as there was no hes­it­a­tion in their move­ment.

	Gobta was ser­i­ous, he really wanted to win.

	That be­ing said, it was noth­ing more than his in­ten­tion…

	“Eagle talon and Ti­ger foot!”

	Sharp claws ex­ten­ded from the tips of Karion’s feet, then un­leash­ing a light­ning-fast round­house kick, swip­ing at both Gobta and Ranga. His claws were strong, and their reach was chal­len­ging for oth­ers to gauge. Suc­cess­fully dodging them wasn’t even enough, as the tip of the claws would cast some­thing akin to a va­cuum wave, tear­ing up any op­pon­ents in that dir­ec­tion.

	To Karion, such a move was prob­ably mere child’s play. But for Gobta, it had al­most spelt the end for him.

	“AHH!” Gobta cried out, be­fore tum­bling off of Ranga.

	Of course, he was barely hold­ing on to life. Gobta was re­duced to clum­sily crawl­ing away, try­ing to sneak out of Karion’s line of sight. No one here was en­titled to laugh at him, des­pite the audi­ence ap­par­ently find­ing it amus­ing, but that was be­cause they didn’t have the faintest idea of just how ter­ri­fy­ing Karion was. For the mere act of con­front­ing him face to face, Gobta’s cour­age was com­mend­able. And Karion also chose not to pay at­ten­tion to the flee­ing Gobta. Ac­tu­ally, he couldn’t ex­actly spare any of his at­ten­tion.

	Ranga, without Gobta rid­ing him, was now re­lieved of the weight on his back and went on to take a big bite out of Karion. At the time, Ranga had trans­formed to the size of a large can­ine, yet his teeth and claws were, non­ethe­less, still razor-sharp.

	“Tsk.”

	Karion sac­ri­ficed his left arm to Ranga’s fangs and used the lever­age to slam him firmly on the ground. How­ever, Ranga wasn’t about to give up either. He turned around and slipped away after the im­pact.

	“Oh, oh oh… That wolf sure was some­thing.”

	“Right, to my memory, isn’t the most evolved ver­sion of the dire­wolf only around Rank C?”

	“That must be the mon­ster men­tioned by Kai-san. Though, is it really a dire­wolf?”

	Ranga’s move­ments had people in awe, and the crowds began to rile up. Among them were some folks with more per­tin­ent know­ledge, which had led to people spec­u­lat­ing about Ranga’s ac­tual spe­cies.

	In­deed, he is ac­tu­ally a Tem­pest Star Wolf; a rare, Spe­cial Rank A mon­ster, far from your av­er­age wolf—I answered in­tern­ally.

	“Stam­pede of Chaos!12”

	Karion had struck, he con­cen­trated his fight­ing spirit be­fore rain­ing down vol­leys of at­tacks from mid-air.

	You would nor­mally be able to flee with suf­fi­cient free space, but this was a stage, and es­cap­ing would mean step­ping out of bounds. So you could only sit and take it—or so Karion thought. How­ever, it turned out that Ranga de­cided to bolt out of the ring without a mo­ment of hes­it­a­tion.

	“What?” Karion ex­claimed.

	He must not have ex­pec­ted Ranga to for­feit and turn tail right then and there. Per­haps he was simply too shocked to re­act, but for a second, there was an open­ing on him.

	“Now!”

	Ah! It was Gobta. At the same time, a dark shadow emerged. It was Ranga, the same Ranga who had just dashed out­side of the ring, sud­denly emerged from Gobta’s shadow as if noth­ing had happened.

	“Weren’t you just out of bounds—” Karion shouted, but—

	“Ku­fu­fu­fufu, sum­mon­ing him again does not vi­ol­ate any rule,” Di­ablo cut him short.

	Ah, this was a total mis­step on Karion’s part. It’s true that Ranga was much stronger than Gobta, so nat­ur­ally, Karion would have paid more at­ten­tion to Ranga.

	But the con­test­ant was Gobta, and as long as he didn’t step out of bounds, the match was not for­feited.

	And cun­ning as Gobta was, he fled near the bound­ary line from the start of the match, which was just what he had planned. Pre­tend­ing to be a lame-duck was also a part of his plan. All of this out of his greedy fix­a­tion on win­ning the match, by any means ne­ces­sary.

	The tide of battle had now been turned, as Ranga’s fangs scraped past Karion’s head. He at­tacked when Karion was least pre­pared, yet that guy man­aged to dodge the im­pact by a mil­li­meter.

	—Ac­tu­ally, that wasn’t true.

	Karion, des­pite nar­rowly avoid­ing the strike un­scathed, was press­ing his hand on his mask. Ranga’s ploy had met its mark—he had suc­cess­fully dam­aged Karion’s mask.

	Karion must have seen this angle of at­tack com­ing from the very start, which was to be ex­pec­ted, con­sid­er­ing Karion was on guard the en­tire time. How­ever, he must have also been con­fid­ent in his abil­ity to take on whatever was thrown at him, if he avoided a dir­ect hit. He didn’t go for messy dodges, but in­stead main­tained bal­ance in his body and chose to use a crouch stance, in or­der to con­vert de­fens­ive ac­tion into at­tacks. To a ruler such as Karion, such a choice wouldn’t cause much harm re­gard­less.

	He al­ways had a care­free at­ti­tude and fought with the prowess of a king. That’s just the way Karion thought, for which he also had the strength to back it up, so there was no reason why he shouldn’t do the same dur­ing this sneak at­tack.

	How­ever, Ranga’s at­tack was not meant for Karion in the first place, it was aimed at the mask on his face. Karion chose to dodge in close quar­ters due to his un­usu­ally good in­stincts and pre­ven­ted him­self from get­ting harmed. Ac­tu­ally, his re­flexes kicked in and he did it ac­ci­dent­ally, which was why Ranga man­aged to cut open the mask with his claw.

	Gobta cracked a cun­ning smile.

	“Al­right, al­right, al­right, all ac­cord­ing to plan!”

	He shouted ex­citedly and raised his ko­da­chi to launch his gi­ant icicle lance.

	“Here I come!”

	“Tsk, smar­tass!”

	Gobta’s goal seem­ingly wasn’t to de­feat Karion phys­ic­ally, but in­stead to take off his mask.

	Upon real­iz­ing this, Karion con­tin­ued to fight with both hands cov­er­ing his face. That af­forded Ranga the open­ing to at­tack at will. It was as if both of Karion’s hands were tied, mak­ing it ex­tremely dif­fi­cult to handle Ranga.

	“S-such a dirty tac­tic…”

	“This is such a des­pic­able way to fight…”

	“Fight ser­i­ously now!”

	The audi­ence began to com­plain. But Gobta didn’t mind at all.

	“Shut up already! In this world, the win­ner is al­ways right. Rimuru-sama used to say so too!” he re­spon­ded right­eously to the audi­ence.

	Please don’t drag me into this…

	“Tsk, it should be ex­pec­ted from someone want­ing to be among the “Four Heav­enly Kings” un­der the de­mon lord. He doesn’t even feel shame when mak­ing use of such tac­tics.”

	“That’s right, and not only that, he even seems to feel him­self be­ing pretty jus­ti­fied in do­ing it.”

	“Des­pite hav­ing a fool’s face, he’s good at dirty tricks. Ser­i­ously, he must have planned all of this from the start.”

	“Ap­par­ently it was the de­mon lord’s idea. Look at his stu­pid face, there’s no way he’s that smart.”

	“How ter­ri­fy­ing, a de­mon lord that ma­nip­u­lates “Four Heav­enly Kings” like pawns—”

	Why am I be­ing judged!? I don’t want any “Four Heav­enly Kings” that can’t think for them­selves, yet the audi­ence can’t read my mind, how sad.

	The situ­ation had flipped in Gobta and Ranga’s fa­vor.

	In the end, Karion stepped out of bounds vol­un­tar­ily, and con­cluded the match.

	“Damn it, I only lost be­cause of your scheme.”

	On the sur­face, Karion seemed to main­tain calm judge­ment, des­pite how pissed he must’ve been. Rather than con­tinu­ing to em­bar­rass him­self with that match, he might as well just for­feit. It would be trouble if people knew that an ex-de­mon lord lost in this type of match. That was the right call. And the reason for his loss came down to a cer­tain un­ne­ces­sary mes­sage left by someone who shall not be named.

	Had that per­son not done said thing, Gobta would prob­ably never have come up with a plan like that.

	“What a sur­pris­ing end­ing, truly sur­pris­ing—”

	Souka’s an­nounce­ment riled up the crowd as well. Some were shout­ing an­grily, some were cheer­ing, both mixed with laughter. But des­pite all of the com­plaints, the audi­ence seemed to have had fun watch­ing, non­ethe­less.

	“That dude with the mask was be­ing way too dra­matic about keep­ing his face hid­den, big deal…”

	Many such com­ments were tossed around openly. But at the end of the day, Gobta seemed to have been labeled as the bad guy. That be­ing said, with his like­able mug as well as funny antics com­bined, you just couldn’t paint him as a hated fiend. All in all, the people in the audi­ence were all very sat­is­fied.

	The duel between Geld and Karion was com­mend­able enough. Gobta, on the other hand, would prob­ably be lauded for his in­ter­est­ing be­ha­vior.

	This was a world heav­ily lack­ing in en­ter­tain­ment. As op­posed to the heav­ily reg­u­lated tour­na­ments in In­gra­cia, plenty of bizarre things were hap­pen­ing in our king­dom’s tour­na­ment, which seemed to be more at­tuned to cap­tur­ing the hearts of the audi­ence. This was in spite of our matches be­ing in a state of com­plete dis­ar­ray by com­par­ison, but the res­ult was plenty in­ter­est­ing.

	Af­ter­wards—

	“You par­ti­cip­ated in the fights without my per­mis­sion, there­fore I’m dis­al­low­ing you to stay in my shadow as pun­ish­ment for now!”

	Ranga came back wag­ging his tail as I was an­noun­cing my judge­ment to him. He had ap­par­ently an­ti­cip­ated that I would praise him, but in­stead was shaken by my ver­dict…

	I’m the one who should be ask­ing why you thought that I would praise you. How­ever, look­ing into Ranga’s sad puppy eyes, my heart in­ev­it­ably star­ted melt­ing.

	“Ranga, al­though I just said that I would pun­ish you, this will be mod­er­ated de­pend­ing on the res­ult of to­mor­row’s fi­nal.”

	“—!”

	“You have to work hard from now on, after all, you were con­sidered a summoned beast. You must listen nicely to Gobta’s com­mands and not overdo things.”

	“I un­der­stand!”

	Ranga was good friends with Sh­ion and would some­times take things too far when heated. If I didn’t warn him now, I feared that he would cause some ma­jor trouble the next day. As long as he re­membered that he was still Gobta’s summoned beast, then there should be no is­sue. He at least wouldn’t do any­thing too ex­cess­ive to Masay­uki.

	“Gobta, you and Ranga need to work hard to­gether dur­ing to­mor­row’s fi­nal!”

	“Yes sir!”

	Now I could rest as­sured. Gobta would do his job to­mor­row and help me eval­u­ate Masay­uki’s true strength. Since the worst-case scen­ario would be Ranga show­ing off his ac­tual abil­it­ies in front of the crowd, and still los­ing to Masay­uki. That would end in me get­ting forced on stage, by which time it would be dif­fi­cult to re­solve things through ne­go­ti­ations. Stay­ing in the dark about Masay­uki’s abil­it­ies was wor­ri­some, but if pos­sible, I would like to avoid con­flict. If Gobta and Ranga achieved a clear vic­tory, the is­sue would be re­solved.

	In any case, everything would be de­term­ined by to­mor­row’s fi­nal show­down.
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	And so, al­though an­other un­planned epis­ode in­ter­rup­ted the second day as well, the cel­eb­ra­tion ended smoothly and ac­cord­ing to plan. Six of the matches had been fought out, with the re­main­ing fi­nal tak­ing place to­mor­row.

	Masay­uki versus Gobta—a sur­pris­ing match-up. Thank­fully, the ex­cited audi­ence flooded the night mar­ket, skyrock­et­ing sales.

	Masay­uki’s groupies were singing his praises, and some self-ap­poin­ted ex­perts were com­mend­ing Geld and Karion. On the other hand, some fan­at­ics gave Gobta their ap­proval too. Folks joy­fully chat­ted about their ex­pect­a­tions for to­mor­row’s match.

	Din­ner time was no dif­fer­ent.

	The guests were di­vided into sev­eral tables where they would en­joy their meals. The top­ics of dis­cus­sion were nat­ur­ally all re­lated to today’s matches. That man named Kai seemed to be quite fam­ous, and Gobta hav­ing de­feated him be­came quite the hot topic. In ad­di­tion, people were also look­ing for­ward to to­mor­row’s fi­nal show­down.

	It was the same at our table.

	“It was awe­some—! Sure enough, Masay­uki-sama looks hand­some even while just stand­ing!”

	“Is that so? I like sen­sei more tho—!”

	“Geld-san really got some moves; he was so rad.”

	“Um, um, he didn’t even flinch when de­fend­ing against the fe­ro­cious at­tacks of Lion-Mask!”

	“That’s true! He was able to take on that Lion-Mask’s at­tacks!”

	“They were so strong. Lion-Mask got so many cool look­ing moves; I want to learn them too.”

	“Gale wants to learn it as well? Me too!”

	“Yes, yes, me too!”

	Alice only loved Masay­uki; Chloe had no in­terest in him; the teen­age boy le­gion led by Kenya seemed to think Geld was quite cool, but Karion seemed to be more pop­u­lar.

	I sup­posed it was only nat­ural, after all, Lion-Mask was like a su­per­hero.

	While I was learn­ing much from the chil­dren’s be­ha­vior, I placed down the dishes for the meal today. We weren’t eat­ing any set meals this time, in­stead we were hav­ing a fried shrimp spe­cial. The main dishes were ham­bur­ger meat, cro­quettes, and fried shrimp. These were dishes spe­cific­ally served for chil­dren.

	In truth, I really en­joyed it as well.

	A no­ble­man would nat­ur­ally have ser­vants, but there was no need to worry about such a thing here. That was be­cause we set up screens that provided fairly good sound­proof­ing around each table. It was very tir­ing to fol­low the strin­gent table etiquette, so I had ordered people to ap­ply such meas­ures from the second day on­ward.

	That’s why we were just go­ing to have fun, eat, and chat.

	The kids were all riled up after watch­ing the day’s matches, whereby their cheer­ful mood stood to prove how well our en­ter­tain­ment had worked.

	Al­though I was un­easy about the match to­mor­row, wor­ry­ing too much wouldn’t help things either.

	Karion, sit­ting at the next table, was grin­ning, likely after over­hear­ing the chil­dren’s con­ver­sa­tion.

	There was also a severely un­happy Milim.

	A sound-proof screen was prob­ably little more than a pa­per cloth to these people. Whatever we said here, they heard clear as day. Al­though, I could hear their voices as well.

	“Hehehe, looks like they were charmed by me. These kid­dos have good taste.”

	“What are you talk­ing about?! You couldn’t even win a match like that.”

	“Ahh, don’t put it that way, Milim. I was per­form­ing quite well already, even with much of my strength held back.”

	“How dis­ap­point­ing. Did you lose your pride as an ex-de­mon lord?”

	“HAHAHA, there’s no such thing. I already had some good fun with someone I wanted to fight, so I had no in­terest in win­ning af­ter­wards.”

	“That makes me jeal­ous.”

	“Yeah, I prob­ably should have par­ti­cip­ated with a dis­guise as well—”

	These voices be­longed to Karion, Mid­ley, and Milim, re­spect­ively. If Milim were to par­ti­cip­ate, I would have pulled all of the stops to in­ter­vene.

	“Hold on, that ain’t it, chief.”

	“That’s true, Milim-sama. I can’t be­lieve someone as noble as Milim-sama would want to par­ti­cip­ate in such a tour­na­ment with a dis­guise.”

	Karion and Mid­ley felt the same as they began to calm Milim down.

	What noble qual­ity does she have any­way? Never mind, I won’t hold a grudge against them for that.

	“Let’s put that aside, we should go watch the fi­nal to­mor­row!”

	“Oh? Are you already done with the labyrinth?”

	“Everything’s fool­proof, I’ll join Rimuru to­mor­row!”

	“Should I ac­com­pany you?”

	“I won’t be go­ing. I got in­vited by my sub­or­din­ates to go out. It’s quite re­gret­ful that I won’t be able to at­tend the fi­nal, but I’ve de­cided to take a stroll around town to­mor­row.”

	Milim was go­ing to watch the match to­mor­row as well. Karion in­ten­ded to travel with the Beastket­eers, leav­ing Frey alone to watch over Milim.

	Thank god the only thing left was the fi­nal.

	Milim seemed to be look­ing for­ward to more of the labyrinth de­mon­stra­tion later, so I shouldn’t worry about her.

	“Speak­ing of it, had I known how in­ter­est­ing the tour­na­ment was, I should have par­ti­cip­ated my­self.”

	“Haha, by the way, what were you do­ing all day?”

	“Hehe, Mid­ley-san spent the day at the op­era house,” Frey re­marked, it looked like she had been there as well. She knew that Mid­ley stuck around at the op­era house, so that must’ve been what she was up to.

	Know­ing that someone en­joyed it that much, our na­tion’s band mem­bers would prob­ably be de­lighted.

	“Huh? You mean the stuff that bored me to sleep yes­ter­day?”

	“Karion… A sav­age man like you prob­ably doesn’t un­der­stand art—”

	“Frey, for cry­ing out loud, do you have to put it that harshly?”

	“Which one was that sup­posed to be?”

	“The con­cert, Milim. It was the type of band that Clay­man would’ve been proud of, they played beau­ti­ful mu­sic. This coun­try is train­ing a band as well.”

	“I fig­ure that, as op­posed to Clay­man’s band, the one here was bet­ter.”

	“Ho—I didn’t know you had that level of un­der­stand­ing.”

	“That didn’t sound like a com­pli­ment, oi!”

	“That’s no sur­prise, since it wasn’t one any­way.”

	“Ya still gotta be just as mean to me as be­fore…”

	“In any case, even Ru­mi­nas felt that way. For the en­tire af­ter­noon, the best seat of the op­era house had been taken by her. I don’t think you can really com­pre­hend those mu­sic pieces with your level of artistic taste.”

	“Ser­i­ously, that Ru­mi­nas?! Did she ac­tu­ally come as well?”

	“Heh, I like mu­sic too, you know!”

	Their en­thu­si­as­tic chat­ter car­ried on like that without end. It was so nice that they were hav­ing such a fun chat. And so, I listened to every­one chat­ting on and on—

	“By the way, what would you do if you were to fight that boy called Masay­uki?” Hinata asked me out of the blue.

	She cut to the chase without a warn­ing.

	“If that were the case, I guess I’d just have to fight him then?”

	“Eh—Rimuru-sen­sei is go­ing to fight with Masay­uki-sama? Sen­sei is really strong, but I think Masay­uki-sama is stronger.”

	“How? I think sen­sei is stronger!”

	Hear­ing my con­ver­sa­tion with Hinata, the chil­dren began to ar­gue over which of us was stronger. Alice and Kenya were de­fend­ers of Masay­uki, the rest were sup­port­ing me. Since I had one more per­son on board, I felt that I had won at that mo­ment.

	“Right, but hon­es­tly speak­ing, even I couldn’t tell how strong that Masay­uki guy is. You must treat him cau­tiously, there’s no mis­take about it,” was the ad­vice Hinata gave me.

	It had to do with Hinata’s Skill, and al­though she couldn’t give me too much in­form­a­tion right now, she seemed to have in­vest­ig­ated Masay­uki for me. It turned out that Masay­uki seemed to be an op­pon­ent that even Hinata had trouble read­ing…

	“Al­though, most likely he would get de­feated by me—” Hinata uttered in pro­voca­tion, with a smile at the end. What fol­lowed was a lot more wor­ry­ing.

	“That’s true, I think big sis Hinata won’t lose to any­one.”

	“Um, though I don’t want to ad­mit, big sis Hinata is su­per strong.”

	“I don’t think any­one can win against big sis Hinata.”

	“Um, I think so too…”

	“That’s right, even that Lion-Mask would def­in­itely be no match for Hinata-san.”

	I didn’t ex­pect the chil­dren to come to the un­an­im­ous con­clu­sion that Hinata was stronger than Masay­uki. They had a dis­agree­ment when dis­cuss­ing me and Masay­uki, yet they had a con­sensus on Hinata…

	A flash of an­noy­ance over­came me in that in­stant.

	“B-But Masay­uki, un­like a cer­tain per­son, would prob­ably want to talk to me first, so I don’t have to worry too much about it.”

	Feel­ing a bit sour, I care­lessly let that out in front of Hinata—

	“—What’s that sup­posed to mean?”

	That one sen­tence changed the at­mo­sphere im­me­di­ately. I had stepped on a ma­jor mine­field. And it’s an ob­vi­ous mine that I stepped on.

	“Ah, noth­ing really, don’t mind me.”

	“I’m right here if you want to fight.”

	Hinata-san, why are you so im­puls­ive!

	By hand­ing over my pud­ding, I man­aged to quench her an­ger after this slip-up. That was a huge cost for an un­ne­ces­sary line of words.

	“But, just as you said, Masay­uki can in­deed be eas­ily reached. Yuuki also said that he’s Masay­uki’s guard­ian. At most I can come out and ask for a fa­vor, though that is very un­likely.”

	“Eh?”

	“Masay­uki will prob­ably lose dur­ing to­mor­row’s match.”

	“Um—I can’t deny the pos­sib­il­ity. How­ever, his op­pon­ent will be Gobta… That guy al­ways fails dur­ing cru­cial mo­ments—”

	More of­ten than not, he could wield his strength, if he just fol­lowed his usual com­bat routine, yet this is the type of scen­ario where he would come up with bone­headed ideas and mess things up. That’s the type of per­son Gobta was. He would prob­ably do the same dur­ing the fi­nal—

	<<……>>

	Huh? How strange, did Raphael-sen­sei want to say some­thing—or was I think­ing too much?

	Never mind, it prob­ably wasn’t any­thing im­port­ant. Moreover, by con­trast, the more im­port­ant thing was the battle between Gobta and Masay­uki.

	Gobta could sum­mon Ranga, by any lo­gic, he had the up­per hand. If we as­sumed that Masay­uki were to win against Ranga, he would def­in­itely be a threat to us.

	Al­though, per­son­ally, I didn’t feel even the slight­est bit threatened by him.

	“In my opin­ion, that child called Gobta had some out­stand­ing qual­it­ies as well.”

	“Yeah, I’ll ad­mit, Gobta does have some fight­ing tal­ent, but this is Gobta we are talk­ing about here…”

	As long as he fought nor­mally, he could win the match. But Gobta of­ten did un­ne­ces­sary things that messed with his fights.

	“Al­right, I’m look­ing for­ward to to­mor­row’s match.”

	Hinata stopped dis­cuss­ing the topic at that point and in­stead went on to hap­pily bring the chil­dren to the night mar­ket.

	Please don’t spoil the kids—I asked Hinata in­tern­ally.

	While Hinata had her flaws, she prob­ably really cared for me. I ap­pre­ci­ated her in­ten­tions greatly.

	If Gobta were to lose, we would have to fig­ure some­thing out. I had already made up my mind re­gard­ing that out­come, so noth­ing worse would prob­ably hap­pen.

	Com­pared to that, I should en­joy the fest­ival at hand. There were still tons of prob­lems and much work to at­tend to. Still, I felt very ful­filled every day.

	With this happy feel­ing, I re­ad­jus­ted my mood and de­par­ted to meet with Gazel and the oth­ers for our nightly gath­er­ing.
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  Intermission 3

	Midnight Conference

	


	Along­side Ben­i­maru, Sh­ion and Di­ablo, I entered the con­fer­ence room. My­our­miles was already wait­ing nervously. Shuna was in charge of re­ceiv­ing the guests. Upon real­iz­ing our ar­rival, she began to pre­pare drinks for every­one.

	“Gazel-sama said he’s on his way.”

	As soon as Shuna said that, the door swung open as Gazel entered the room.

	“Have I kept you all wait­ing?”

	“No, we only just ar­rived as well.”

	Now that we’d had our greet­ing, every­one was seated.

	“Let’s start with the con­clu­sion. I con­tac­ted HQ this morn­ing to have them gather the re­main­ing gold coins. So far, we were able to gather one thou­sand five hun­dred coins. It’s not much, but we can’t have the people pay for it. Moreover, we have to pre­pare it by to­mor­row morn­ing, this is our limit.”

	If we were talk­ing about gold coins in cir­cu­la­tion, it wouldn’t be so dif­fi­cult to get enough. But if Gazel was to with­draw gold coins without caus­ing neg­at­ive ef­fects to the Dwar­ven King­dom, this was as much as he could get. It went without say­ing that Gazel was only will­ing to help be­cause I re­ques­ted him to ex­change gold coins with our star gold coins.

	“I’m really sorry, the amount seemed to be greater than I ima­gined. Thanks a lot.”

	“Hmm, I’ll have someone carry it over by pe­gasus, it should ar­rive by next even­ing.”

	One thou­sand five hun­dred gold coins are quite heavy, I feel bad hav­ing them trans­port it here, I should use “Di­men­sion Dom­in­a­tion” to get the money. It’s prob­ably safer and more en­sured.

	“It’s me who re­ques­ted you guys, I’ll be the one to get it.”

	“…I see, you seem to know ‘Di­men­sion Trans­port­a­tion’, that’s in­deed more se­cure. I un­der­stand, I’ll in­form them about this. That aside, let’s talk busi­ness, will this be enough to pay the mer­chants?”

	“Hmm—about that…”

	Un­for­tu­nately, we were still short by a bit. This Found­ing Fest­ival was the first of its kind, so the budget we planned was huge. There­fore, the amount of gold coins re­quired was pretty in­cred­ible—with three thou­sand coins and more. This would be three hun­dred mil­lion yen in the eco­nomy of my past life. Con­sid­er­ing the eco­nomic scale of this world, that’s an al­most hor­ri­fy­ingly waste­ful sum of money.

	This was simply how rich our treas­ury was. We had 1,500 star gold coins, which could be ex­changed to roughly 150,000 gold coins. That’s why we didn’t spare their us­age, after all, it was just two to three thou­sand coins. It wasn’t that our na­tion had no money, we could man­age to pay if ex­change were pos­sible. But since the people at the re­ceiv­ing end were all re­tail­ers and small busi­nesses, this did not work. And so we had to find gold coins from our treas­ury…

	Our na­tion just man­aged to get into cur­rency eco­nomy, the flow of gold coins at this point was still lim­ited. Even though we’d gathered all sorts of sil­ver coins, there were less than a hun­dred gold coins of the Dwar­ven King­dom.

	This, plus my own money, made three hun­dred gold coins. My­our­miles man­aged to gather around one thou­sand coins. This ad­ded up to ap­prox­im­ately one thou­sand four hun­dred coins. Even with the ad­di­tion of Gazel’s part, we still didn’t have three thou­sand coins.

	“Not enough, still?”

	“I’ve cal­cu­lated a bit; we are still a couple of hun­dred coins short.”

	“Even if your budget short­age was cal­cu­lated so cas­u­ally, how on earth did you man­age to hold this type of cel­eb­ra­tion…”

	“I just came up with the idea. The dur­a­tion is short any­way, so I can’t really help my­self not to.”

	“…I don’t even know where to start my griev­ances with you.”

	Gazel sighed greatly, look­ing at me dumb­foun­ded. But, that’s be­cause… Every­one was for it. No one ob­jec­ted… I wanted to ar­gue back loudly, but do­ing that may have caused Gazel to lose his tem­per com­pletely. A sober Gazel was pretty scary, and I was a smart guy, so I de­cided not to say any­thing re­gret­ful.

	“If that’s the case, shall I pay the re­main­ing por­tion?”

	Halfway through our con­ver­sa­tion, someone sud­denly cut in. Curi­ous who it was, I turned to­wards the dir­ec­tion. It turned out to be the em­peror of Sor­cerer’s Dyn­asty Sarion—Elme­sia.

	Gazel sit­ting next to me showed an ex­pres­sion of dis­gust upon see­ing Elme­sia. It was for a brief second, but enough for people to no­tice the change. I had my guard up too, but at the same time, ques­tioned Elalude:

	“How strange, Elalude-san… Why has the em­peror come as well?”

	“Umm, about that—Rimuru-sama, I went to dis­cuss it with the em­peror, and she agreed to provide aid without hes­it­a­tion—”

	Elme­sia had a big smile on her as Elalude ex­plained. Elalude, on the other hand, looked de­pressed. I see what’s hap­pen­ing here, the em­peror must have forced him to do it. Best not to poke around for trouble now.

	“I see, ac­tu­ally, we should handle this prob­lem our—”

	“Hmm—aren’t you lament­ing about not enough money? I only pro­posed to help with the hope of cre­at­ing a found­a­tion for the mu­tual friend­ship of our na­tions.”

	Her face was filled with a smile, but it didn’t reach her eyes. My in­stinct told me—things are get­ting messy.

	“No, I mean…”

	I trus­ted my in­stinct and de­cided to re­ject her some­how. It was true that we wished to ex­change some gold coins, but I was more afraid of ow­ing Elme­sia a fa­vor.

	We were only short by a few hun­dred coins, we would at most in­tim­id­ate those mer­chants a little. We simply had to avoid them look­ing down on us, as long as our rival did not suf­fer losses, they wouldn’t go as far as to hate us to the bone. Based on this con­sid­er­a­tion, I had made the judge­ment, how­ever—

	“Give it a rest now. Once this wo­man has spoken, she will per­sist un­til the end. It’s far worse deal­ing with her, than a whole group of mer­chants. You’d be bet­ter off ac­cept­ing her help nicely now,” Gazel com­men­ted un­im­press­ively while switch­ing to the same de­pressed ex­pres­sion as Elalude.

	How sur­pris­ing, it seems that even the great Hero King Gazel finds it dif­fi­cult to deal with Em­peror Elme­sia.

	“Ara, Gazel-chan, are you speak­ing for me? I am so happy!”

	Elme­sia smiled as she couldn’t hide her joy. She called Gazel “-chan”, the re­la­tion­ship between the two could be re­flec­ted in that sense.

	“Please don’t call me that. Doesn’t mat­ter, what do you really want?”

	“You are still so ser­i­ous, not a free-spir­ited man like your grandpa was.”

	“It’s be­cause of the type of per­son my grand­father was, that my father worked so hard. Let’s put that aside and get to the point now.”

	Gazel’s per­son­al­ity was pretty free-spir­ited in real­ity, but he of­ten played the role of a rig­or­ous ruler. This was largely due to him ob­serving the hard work of his father as he grew. While the former king still ruled the na­tion, Gazel was hav­ing the time of his life dur­ing the last free period of his life. Ap­par­ently, it was then that he met Elalude and Elme­sia. It was also around the time when he be­came an ap­pren­tice of Hak­urou.

	Elme­sia would still bring up old tales about Gazel. She was like a close re­l­at­ive to him that kept on men­tion­ing his past stor­ies. No won­der Gazel got a head­ache just see­ing her alone.

	“How im­pa­tient, were you al­ways so im­petu­ous be­fore?”

	Gazel hid it well enough that people couldn’t tell, but he was in fact ex­tremely ir­rit­ated. I couldn’t see it, but that was not the case for Elme­sia. Pick­ing up on people’s ac­tual feel­ings was a piece of cake for the royal court. That’s why they were con­stantly wear­ing masks and de­ceiv­ing each other cau­tiously… Looks like I needed to call Gazel my mentor in that re­gard, yet Elme­sia was still treat­ing him like an in­fant. No won­der why Gazel’s face was filled with dis­gust.

	Elme­sia then ex­claimed, “Let me have a drink as well,” as she took a glass of fruit wine from Shuna. She non­chal­antly sat down, seem­ingly in no hurry to leave.

	Gazel and Elalude ex­changed looks as both re­leased a sigh. The two looked quite ta­cit, but they were both no dif­fer­ent than chil­dren in Elme­sia’s eyes, per­haps that’s why they were sim­ilar.

	But of course, also my­self, who’s in­ex­per­i­en­ced had no chance of win­ning in a ne­go­ti­ation with Elme­sia. That’s why Gazel told me to for­get about it.

	“Ara, this tastes good as well.”

	“You are too kind.”

	The fruit wine poured by Shuna seemed to have fit her ap­pet­ite, filling her face with an even brighter smile. That was Shuna’s per­sonal col­lec­tion that tasted dif­fer­ent with every sip. If she were to dis­like it, it would be dif­fi­cult to pre­pare any­thing bet­ter. I was a little re­lieved as Gazel spoke up once more with em­phasis.

	“Al­right, that’s enough. Time is pre­cious, I’m afraid there’s none to waste on your little hob­bies.”

	After his hur­ry­ing again, Elme­sia was fi­nally will­ing to talk busi­ness.

	“Al­right. If you want my help, I have some­thing in mind for you to do as well. If you are to or­gan­ize this type of cel­eb­ra­tion again, please in­vite me. If you are will­ing to in­vite me to any fu­ture events, I’m happy to ex­change the money for you.”

	You dare to or­gan­ize such an in­ter­est­ing event be­hind my back? Un­for­giv­able—that was Elme­sia’s ac­tual mes­sage.

	Elalude began to hold his head as he looked to­wards the sky. Gazel looked troubled as well.

	“I am happy to do that,” I answered without hes­it­a­tion.

	Elme­sia smiled joy­fully hear­ing my re­sponse. The con­trast of her be­ha­vior seemed to be too drastic, per­haps I had mis­judged her. But since she liked the lively time of cel­eb­ra­tion and talk­ing about par­ti­cip­at­ing in said pro­jects, it was right down my al­ley.

	“Roy­al­ties are not slaves to the people. If roy­al­ties live care­freely, so will the people be joy­ful. I am happy too; every­one will be happy!”

	“It makes sense, and it’s my thoughts ex­actly. I am glad that someone is on my side, I’ll be look­ing for­ward to en­coun­ter­ing you in the fu­ture.”

	I shook hands with Elme­sia with a smile. Now Elme­sia was my com­rade. Aside from me and My­our­miles, with the ad­di­tion of Elme­sia, the “Bad Idea Trio” was sud­denly formed. Even though Gazel and Elalude were shiv­er­ing, seem­ingly sight­ing omens, we simply did not care.

	And then Elme­sia took out her ma­gic wal­let.

	“I only have some pocket changes with me, at most one thou­sand gold coins. But if you want more, I can re­quest more to be brought here.”

	“No, that should do for now. Al­low me to ex­change it with ten star gold coins,” I answered rather cas­u­ally as well, but what on earth was this per­son think­ing?

	She’s been wan­der­ing about with a thou­sand gold coins. I can only say that her concept of money is a bit weird. Looks like she’s an au­then­tic bil­lion­aire, it was the right choice to listen to Gazel’s words and not make her an en­emy.

	“Al­right, just re­mem­ber to ful­fill your prom­ise.”

	“Of course!”

	I nod­ded with a smile at Elme­sia’s re­sponse. She then im­me­di­ately began to ex­change money with me on the scene.

	Now we just had to wait for the one thou­sand five hun­dred gold coins ex­changed at the Dwar­ven King­dom and we would have enough money. The prob­lem had fi­nally been re­solved. I was re­lieved of a huge bur­den.

	Di­ablo com­men­ted, “This is great, Rimuru-sama,” as he poured me some tea. I hap­pily drank it as he then poured some for Gazel and Elme­sia as well.

	“Al­though someone wanted to make Rimuru-sama a laugh­ing-stock to see to your in­ab­il­ity to fol­low rules, their plan now has com­pletely failed.”

	Ben­i­maru also gave a fear­less smile. Someone tried to out­smart me, to pre­vent me from gain­ing renown, now their plan had been ex­posed and de­feated. We didn’t need to apo­lo­gize to the vendors and had saved face. It was as though I’d re­lieved a boulder from my heart, my mood gradu­ally be­came bet­ter. At that mo­ment, Elme­sia sud­denly com­men­ted some­thing worth pon­der­ing on.

	“But I figured, even if you didn’t have time to pre­pare the gold coins, someone would be will­ing to as­sist you.”

	“Hmm, what do you mean by that?”

	I didn’t un­der­stand and asked straight away.

	“In or­der to make a sub­ject obed­i­ent, rather than us­ing sticks to co­erce or in­tim­id­ate, it is bet­ter to just do them a fa­vor. It is sim­pler and has a higher chance of suc­cess.”

	Elme­sia gave a smile as she fin­ished her sen­tence. There was no doubt about it, that was the smile of a ruler. Di­ablo was sud­denly in­spired by her words.

	“I see, you are say­ing that someone will enter un­in­vited to try to amend things?”

	“Yes, it is very likely. How­ever, even if such a per­son shows up, my guess is that he will be someone else’s pup­pet.”

	“Ku­fu­fu­fufu, what an in­ter­est­ing thought. They first caused the prob­lem and they tried to do us fa­vors by help­ing us. That’s cer­tainly a plaus­ible plan, but—”

	“Even if they have no coins with them, they can just take out some proof cer­ti­fic­ate. To let the high-ranked of­ficers of the na­tions see how un­trust­worthy you all are while also de­mon­strat­ing their own cred­ib­il­ity. In that way, they would be selling you a fa­vor.”

	“How greedy, that’s truly the thought pat­tern of hu­mans. I’ve learnt a new les­son.”

	Eh, could that mean? In or­der to sell us a fa­vor, will the per­son try­ing to get close to us ap­pear and con­vince the re­tail­ers? And that this per­son is only a pawn that is fol­low­ing or­ders and can be dis­carded at any mo­ment?

	I see—if we trust the per­son, they will be get­ting close to us, and if we raise our sus­pi­cion, will they aban­don the plan? But of course, per­haps they only want us to lose face, yet… I had a feel­ing that Elme­sia’s pre­dic­tion would come true. Di­ablo seemed to think such a pos­sib­il­ity was high as well. He had been pon­der­ing with a chilling smile.

	“I don’t really un­der­stand some­thing that com­plic­ated, but do you know who is be­hind all this? Could it be—a mem­ber of the West­ern Na­tion Coun­cil is try­ing to test us?” Ben­i­maru asked.

	His rude tone did not up­set Elme­sia as a smile emerged on her face.

	“I’m not sure about it either. After all, our dyn­asty was never part of the coun­cil. But—if it’s that mis­ter over there, surely, he has learnt some­thing, hasn’t he?”

	Elme­sia turned her eyes to a cer­tain dir­ec­tion, in her line of sight was My­our­miles who had been pon­der­ing by him­self.

	“Eh, were you talk­ing about me?”

	He seemed rather nervous upon be­ing ap­poin­ted. Soon enough though, he re­gained com­pos­ure and spoke up in a rather troubled tone:

	“I did hear some ru­mors. Ap­par­ently in private, there is a sub-com­mit­tee that runs the en­tire west­ern na­tions. They seem to be some high-ranked ruler among the coun­cil… But that’s just a ru­mor. After all, each coun­cil mem­ber is rep­res­ent­at­ive of their na­tion, all of them are nobles and all of their iden­tit­ies are veri­fied.”

	Ac­cord­ing to My­our­miles, there seemed to be some ru­mor among the mer­chants. They claimed there to be a group of dom­in­at­ors at the cen­ter of power. My­our­miles said that such ru­mors were no dif­fer­ent from con­spir­acy the­or­ies, and that he per­son­ally did not be­lieve them…

	“—If any sus­pi­cious per­son­nel come up to me­di­ate… I shall in­vest­ig­ate his activ­it­ies and ex­pose his back­ground,” Souei kneel­ing next to me said.

	I didn’t even real­ize he was there…

	I sup­pressed my shock and nod­ded rather pre­ten­tiously.

	“You scared me. You didn’t even make a sound.”

	“I’ve told you be­fore, your Majesty. The res­id­ents here are far too in­hu­man, vis­it­ing here your­self is far too dan­ger­ous.”

	“Kukuku, but that was quite the in­triguing ex­per­i­ence. By the way, Rimuru-san, could I ask you a ques­tion?”

	Hmm? What does she want to know at this point?

	“Right, ask away?”

	“I would like to form an al­li­ance with you, but be­fore that, I would like to hear your thoughts—”

	The aura emit­ted by Elme­sia sud­denly changed. She was look­ing straight at me without any in­ten­tion of hid­ing her prowess as a ruler. An im­mense pres­sure en­sued that was al­most suf­foc­at­ing for every­one at the scene, even Gazel was no match for her. This was—‘Hero’s Haki’.

	“Do tell—”

	Given this to be the case, I began to use my ‘De­mon Lord’s Haki’ against her as well. We stared at each other to battle it out with our sights. I wished to con­front her dir­ec­tly, so I did not flinch as I looked right at Elme­sia.

	“What do you plan to do with that de­mon? That most dan­ger­ous prim­or­dial—”

	Prim­or­dial? Al­though I’m not sure what Elme­sia is on about, was the de­mon re­fer­ring to Di­ablo? He’s in­deed strong, but he’s def­in­itely not “most dan­ger­ous,” right…

	“Noth­ing, I’m not plan­ning to do any­thing. Di­ablo has been very sat­is­fy­ing work­ing un­der me, is there a prob­lem?”

	“…Al­low me to ask dif­fer­ently then. If that de­mon loses con­trol, how do you plan to take re­spons­ib­il­ity?”

	Lose con­trol? He did con­cern me with that. Even this had been seen through by Elme­sia, you could tell just how con­cerned I had been. In­deed, it wouldn’t be strange for Di­ablo to lose con­trol at any time. But that wasn’t just a prob­lem unique to Di­ablo. Des­pite my un­will­ing­ness to ad­mit, I also have the troubled child that is Sh­ion. She seemed to be con­cerned about me, but that was prob­ably no prob­lem for Elme­sia-san to take care of.

	“Well, about that, I will stop him be­fore he loses con­trol. That’s all I can do to pre­vent cas­u­al­ties, isn’t it?”

	If there’s any other way, please en­lighten me. I could only try to in­ter­vene be­fore he lost con­trol. Di­ablo seemed rather happy that I said so.

	No, you are just one of my prob­lem­atic chil­dren. What should I do now that you are so happy… I wasn’t the only one con­fused.

	“Huh? Eh—hold on? Ig­nore my ac­ci­dental trans­form­a­tion back to my own self, but did you just say you are go­ing to stop that de­mon? And take re­spons­ib­il­ity?”

	“Right. He’s in­deed quite prone to los­ing con­trol, but lately he’s been listen­ing to my words and has been bet­ter be­hav­ing lately,” I answered with con­fid­ence.

	Di­ablo and Sh­ion, if they kept where they were right now, there shouldn’t be any­thing to worry about. Al­though Sh­ion said so seem­ingly ex­clud­ing her­self, it made me un­easy… But all in all, there shouldn’t be any con­cern. Hear­ing my an­swer, a girl­ish smile emerged on Elme­sia’s face.

	“Eh, Elalude-chan, did you hear? De­mon Lord Rimuru’s got some bear­ing, he’s got a lot more grandeur than you!”

	Elalude’s wrinkles in­creased sev­eral-fold. Surely you had your share of hard time as well, serving a mas­ter so free-spir­ited—I com­for­ted him in­tern­ally.

	“Isn’t this enough, Elme­sia-dono. Rimuru has spoken, he has my sup­port as well. If any­thing hap­pens, I, Gazel Dwar­gon prom­ise to lend Rimuru my aid.”

	Show­ing a sense of re­li­ance I had not seen for a long time, Gazel verbally sup­por­ted me.

	Elme­sia peeked at us pleas­antly. And next—

	“I’ve un­der­stood your view on the mat­ter. But if you are to stand against hu­man­ity, I shall stop you with all I have. I hope that we will be able to main­tain a good re­la­tion­ship and deepen the bond between our na­tions. Elalude—”

	“Yes ma’am!”

	“I’ve ap­proved the al­li­ance between Sor­cerer’s Dyn­asty Sarion and Jura Tem­pest Fed­er­a­tion. Go handle the rest of the pro­ced­ure.”

	“Yes ma’am—!”

	As ex­pec­ted from an em­peror. The way she ordered Elalude was filled with majesty. I need to pick up a thing or two from her.

	“Then, if any­thing goes wrong, just come find me or Gazel-chan. Don’t you lose con­trol now~” Elme­sia said to me.

	I don’t get it. Weren’t we just talk­ing about Di­ablo and Sh­ion los­ing con­trol? And some­how the topic landed on me. Telling me not to lose con­trol… How rude.

	“I mean, des­pite how I look, I’m very con­sid­er­ate when do­ing plan­ning! Don’t put it that way as if I’m gonna lose con­trol that eas­ily—”

	“Rimuru, who was it that star­ted this fest­ival?”

	Gazel was star­ing at me. If you asked me, I could only an­swer, “Me of course”.

	“I think it’s My­our­miles-kun?”

	“Huh, that’s not true at all!”

	He didn’t want to com­ply…

	“Okay, fine. I get it, I’ll ne­go­ti­ate with people prop­erly next time.”

	“That’s the spirit, I’ll be count­ing on you.”

	“Nor­mally this is not some­thing we’d say to a king of an­other na­tion, but you are an ex­cep­tion. So don’t blame us.”

	If they talked too much, it would in­ter­fere with our polit­ics, Gazel claimed. But I really didn’t seem to agree with many ideas in this world, I hoped I’d be able to dis­cuss these with them. This was not a mat­ter of good or bad tim­ing, but de­pend­ent on whether Gazel and the rest felt ne­ces­sary. It was noth­ing bad for me. I was lucky to get the two na­tions’ sup­port against the cul­tural de­struc­tion of the an­gels.

	After solv­ing the money is­sue, the con­fer­ence some­how be­came a gath­er­ing to scold me. But I’d let it pass. The hard topic was over. Now that I’d had my agree­ment with Elme­sia, we would be build­ing a good re­la­tion­ship between our na­tions in the fu­ture. I had no in­ten­tion of dis­cuss­ing it with her, yet this un­ex­pec­ted en­counter yiel­ded great pro­gress.

	I was go­ing to dis­miss the con­fer­ence just be­fore Elme­sia wanted to con­tinue. She looked at me very ser­i­ously, seem­ingly in a hurry. Un­sure as to what she wanted, I asked nervously as well.

	“Eh, is there any other prob­lem?”

	“No no no, no prob­lem at all! It’s a per­sonal re­quest… Please in­tro­duce me to Mas­ter Yoshida!”

	“Hold on, your Majesty, what are you on about now! That’s just shame­less to ask right now!”

	And I thought she had some ter­ribly chal­len­ging fa­vor. I see how it is. See­ing how pan­icked Elalude looked, I ima­gined it was noth­ing severe. Yoshida-san came to our na­tion at the re­quest of Shuna. Right now, he was con­trib­ut­ing his culin­ary abil­it­ies for us, and I had not asked him what he planned to do after the fest­ival, either. I per­son­ally hoped that he would re­main in our na­tion, but that ul­ti­mately de­pen­ded on Yoshida-san. If it was just in­tro­du­cing him to Elme­sia, that shouldn’t be a prob­lem.

	“Easy peasy. But, please don’t force Yoshida-san to do any­thing,” I answered Elme­sia without hes­it­a­tion.

	“That is most cer­tain!”

	Elme­sia was happy to ac­cept as well, we would in­tro­duce them after the cel­eb­ra­tion.

	And so, the “Meet­ing of the Big Three” quietly con­cluded.
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  Chapter 4

	Tournament Final and the Dungeon Opening

	


	On the third morn­ing of the Found­ing Fest­ival, I set off to the Dwar­ven King­dom in or­der to ex­change our star gold coins for gold coins.

	Now that our prob­lem had been re­solved, we would have to see how the con­spir­at­ors would re­act. With this done, I had noth­ing else to worry about, so I could just en­joy the cel­eb­ra­tion.

	We would be start­ing the day with the fi­nal battle between Masay­uki and Gobta. The stands were packed with an­ti­cip­a­tion and people were all en­thu­si­as­tic about mak­ing their pre­dic­tions about who would be the win­ner and some even opened up a bet­ting pool.

	My­our­miles was hop­ing to make the most of this by mak­ing the only win­ning play—be the guy run­ning the busi­ness. No mat­ter your pre­dic­tion, you’d still make money. This is the secret to any gambling op­er­a­tion.

	I put my money on Gobta, mainly to make some more pocket change, not be­cause I ex­pec­ted to win, how­ever. Yeah, nah. I only put money in due to the enorm­ous re­turn in the event that he was ac­tu­ally suc­cess­ful.

	*Cough*, that was ir­rel­ev­ant. The im­port­ant thing was to give Gobta my sup­port.

	“NEXT—WE ARE FI­NALLY EN­TER­ING THE FI­NAL! WHICH CON­TEST­ANT WILL BE CROWNED THE CHAM­PION? WILL IT BE ‘SHIN­ING’ MASAY­UKI, OR THE CHIBI WAR­RIOR GOBTA, WHO’S FIGHT­ING FOR HIS PLACE AMONG THE ‘FOUR HEAV­ENLY KINGS’?”

	Souka’s broad­cast was on point as well.

	She was prais­ing Gobta re­lent­lessly, mak­ing it im­pos­sible for him to es­cape. I wasn’t sure if Souka was aware of this her­self, but push­ing people like this was truly cruel. It was then, that Di­ablo raised his hand and the arena fell into com­plete si­lence.

	What the? Even some fe­male audi­ence mem­bers looked mes­mer­ized… It was best to just not think about it and pre­tend I saw noth­ing. If Gobta beat Masay­uki, all the prob­lems would be re­solved.

	But if Masay­uki turned out to be just as strong as Hinata, Gobta would have no chance of win­ning. Ul­ti­mately, no mat­ter the out­come, I would be able to ob­tain some in­form­a­tion about that swords­man. If Masay­uki fell into a hard battle against Gobta, I could at least con­firm that he was not go­ing to pose any threat.

	Moreover, Gobta’s nat­ural good luck was com­bined with the pres­ence of Ranga. This was ac­tu­ally quite the ideal cir­cum­stance for test­ing out Masay­uki’s strength.

	On­stage, Souka fin­ished in­tro­du­cing the two con­test­ants smoothly. With that, the match began. Al­right, time to see what per­cent­age of Masay­uki’s strength Gobta was go­ing to force him to re­veal.

	With that thought in mind, I watched in­tently—
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	Masay­uki’s head was burn­ing with anxi­ety.

	After watch­ing the battle between Gozer and Mezer yes­ter­day, and know­ing that he had to fight against the win­ning con­test­ant of that match—

	I’m done for. F-fight­ing against a mon­ster like that. I’m gonna get slaughtered!

	The very thought of the up­com­ing match made the blood drain from his face.

	When he man­aged to trick Gozer with his speech and got him to give up the match, Masay­uki really wanted to praise him­self. But upon see­ing the match af­ter­ward, Masay­uki was plunged into des­pair yet again.

	How am I sup­posed to win?! What the hell, are all the par­ti­cipants in this mar­tial tour­na­ment ac­tual mon­sters?

	He felt the urge to curse im­puls­ively again. The people he would be fight­ing against dur­ing the fi­nal were all mon­sters even stronger than Gozer. He’d lost his ap­pet­ite last night, and in­stead spent the night like a death row in­mate await­ing his ex­e­cu­tion.

	Now that I think about it, everything went all too smoothly.

	The con­stant praise as a hero—a ‘Chosen Hero’ no less—and his over­con­fid­ence in his com­pan­ions’ abil­it­ies, had led him into a com­pla­cent mind­set. And as a res­ult, Masay­uki thought he could have an easy life, with min­imal ef­fort, and eas­ily elim­in­ate any hurdles in his way.

	To this day, he’d been able to get through all tough situ­ations like that, giv­ing him no reason to ques­tion his strength.

	—No, he just never bothered to put much thought into it.

	Without much proof, he just went around ar­rog­antly be­liev­ing his squad was in­vin­cible and that they could de­feat whatever en­emies they en­countered. It was this thought that kept Masay­uki com­posed in­tern­ally.

	But…how the hell can I hold on to such an ig­nor­ant de­lu­sion now? …I want to run. I want to run away from this place!

	The thought of mak­ing a run for it had ac­tu­ally crossed his mind mul­tiple times…

	“Yo, Masay­uki-san. After win­ning to­mor­row’s tour­na­ment, are you go­ing to duel the de­mon lord right after?” Jin­rai asked cas­u­ally, which made Masay­uki want to ar­gue back, “What kind of joke was that?”

	It was all De­mon Lord Rimuru’s fault. It was all be­cause of the de­mon lord’s gentle and fra­gile ap­pear­ance, that Masay­uki let his guard down. Or else he would have ac­ted more cau­tiously for the sake of self-pre­ser­va­tion.

	“It’s only a mat­ter of time. Masay­uki-sama will de­feat the de­mon lord and save this king­dom.”

	“Be­fore fight­ing the de­mon lord, should we per­haps dis­cuss this with Yuuki-san? We should, non­ethe­less, re­main vi­gil­ant, des­pite the easy win today. We don’t want to lose to­mor­row’s match out of care­less­ness.”

	“Bon­nie, my man, how is that even pos­sible?”

	“Lion-Mask might have been dan­ger­ous, but that hobgob­lin named Gobta should be a piece of cake. The match will be over be­fore he can sum­mon that trouble­some beast.”

	Easy my ass. Masay­uki had ab­so­lutely no clue how to fight these en­emies. All he could think about was how he was go­ing to get crushed. But after see­ing the faith his com­pan­ions had in him, he couldn’t bear to tell them his genu­ine thoughts. With that be­ing the case, he forced out a simple: “I’ll just try my best.”

	The be­gin­ning of the fi­nal ap­proached re­lent­lessly. Masay­uki went to the toi­let sev­eral times to avoid piss­ing him­self dur­ing the match. He had to make sure his blad­der was empty be­fore go­ing on stage.

	UH­H­H­HHH, what do I do? How can I make it back alive??

	The fighter in front of him was daunt­ing. The an­noun­cer had called him Gobta earlier. Even Kyu said that the Hobgob­lin was noth­ing, but Masay­uki begged to dif­fer.

	Hobgob­lin? That’s a total lie! Aren’t gob­lins sup­posed to be the weak­est kind of mon­ster? How did he evolve to be­come so strong?!

	“And now! We will wit­ness the very first Tem­pest Mar­tial Tour­na­ment fi­nale! On one side, we have the fierce war­rior, lieu­ten­ant of De­mon Lord Rimuru and young cap­tain of the gob­lin riders, Gobta! His op­pon­ent, the hero of the west­ern na­tions, the ‘Shin­ing Chosen Hero’, Masay­uki! What sort of match will they show us—? Turn your sight to the cen­ter of the stage—what an in­tense stare­down! The match will be­gin in—”

	Masay­uki knew that as soon as she fin­ished her an­nounce­ment, the match would kick off.

	Dam­nit, I don’t have much time left.

	Even though Masay­uki had just re­lieved him­self, he was still on the brink of piss­ing his pants out of anxi­ety. If he had had any nerves to spare, he would have kept listen­ing—mainly be­cause he wanted to see what the an­noun­cer lady’s tail looked like. But right now, Masay­uki had neither the time nor spirit.

	He in­stead con­tem­plated his own powers. He con­sidered his Unique Skill ‘Chosen One’—this bizarre abil­ity. He re­called hear­ing a stone-cold voice ringing in his mind, telling him of his Skill. He’d only figured it out re­cently, but his Skill did seem to have a vari­ety of ef­fects on the people around him.

	He found that people would speak in fa­vor of him or praise him without any of his own in­put, to the point that he was even wor­shipped as a hero. His en­tire repu­ta­tion and title were due to his it. But at the same time, this Skill was com­pletely pass­ive and un­al­ter­able, lead­ing him to where he was now—stand­ing be­fore his in­ev­it­able doom.

	—Right. Yes­ter­day, when I talked to that mon­ster Gozer, my power worked on him too. Best case scen­ario, I just gotta make it through this match in one piece and this one might just give up…

	From Masay­uki’s un­der­stand­ing of it, his Skill made people auto­mat­ic­ally ad­mire him—he was so con­fid­ent in this abil­ity, that he would wager his life yet again.

	Now hav­ing fi­nal­ized his plan calmed him down a bit. Masay­uki then turned to­wards his op­pon­ent. One should call it a co­in­cid­ence per­haps, but the two happened to cross eyes. Upon close in­spec­tion, Masay­uki found that his op­pon­ent was also sit­ting anxiously.

	Eh? By the looks of it, maybe I still have a chance…?

	His op­pon­ents dur­ing the mar­tial tour­na­ment held in In­gra­cia were also like this. They be­lieved that Masay­uki was stronger than them, and ul­ti­mately let that lead to their own de­mise. Masay­uki had dueled tons of people like that.

	Think­ing of it that way, per­haps Masay­uki had a chance to win this time as well. Upon think­ing so, his legs stopped shak­ing.

	If things go smoothly, per­haps I can win without fight­ing once again.

	After re­claim­ing some of his en­ergy, Masay­uki hatched a plan. But he would soon real­ize that this thought was way too na­ive—
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	“Now then, let the match be­gin!”

	On Souka’s com­mand, Gobta was the first one to rush for­ward.

	“Woah—here I come!”

	Earlier, I was wor­ry­ing that Gobta would at­tempt to for­feit be­fore get­ting wounded or some­thing, but it seemed such wor­ries were for noth­ing.

	The fish­ing pole as a re­ward was a great mo­tiv­ator to Gobta. His face-to-face con­front­a­tion with Masay­uki was more ser­i­ous than ever, as he smoothly moved to­wards the out­skirts of the arena, al­most slid­ing. From what I could see, he was plan­ning to use the same tac­tic from his fight with Karion yes­ter­day, by po­s­i­tion­ing him­self near the edge of the arena.

	In con­trast to Gobta’s ex­treme cau­tion, Masay­uki didn’t make a single move. He merely slowly turned to­wards Gobta and made a “Heh,” sound, with a cold smile on his face.

	“Ho—so it’s true that be­ing more at­tract­ive also means that you’re stronger! In the face of Gobta’s funny antics, Masay­uki proves this with his in­ef­fable serenity—”

	What hurt­ful words. Hear­ing this broad­cast, not just Gobta, any self-con­scious folk would start cry­ing. Masay­uki was in­deed quite hand­some, but she was def­in­itely ex­ag­ger­at­ing.

	“Heh, hehe, just as I thought… From your re­ac­tion, I can tell that, no mat­ter what I do, it would be fu­tile. Al­though I really would like to try and fight you with my strength alone, to see how far I can go… I can see that it prob­ably won’t hurt you. So let me try this, my newly ac­quired ul­ti­mate power—!”

	Ah, this brat… He was about to be reck­less again.

	That guy was def­in­itely go­ing to mess things up.

	At this point I’d grown tired of stop­ping him from do­ing dumb things. But ser­i­ously, I really hoped he wouldn’t mess around dur­ing such formal cir­cum­stances.

	<<Re­port. Last night the in­di­vidual “Gobta” ac­quired Unique Skill ‘Ma­gic Wolf Sum­mon (Give Strength)’. De­duced reason be­ing that the in­di­vidual “Ranga” in­ter­vened force­fully. Ex­tra Skill ‘Uni­fic­a­tion’ there­fore was com­bined, and it now seems to be cap­able of sum­mon­ing a Ma­gic Wolf to per­form Skill ‘Uni­fic­a­tion’—>>

	What? So Gobta learned the Skill ‘Ma­gic Wolf Sum­mon­ing’ and is now cap­able of mer­ging with Ranga? How in the world…? Eh, now that I think about it, Wis­dom King Raphael-sen­sei seemed to be hes­it­ant in say­ing some­thing, could it have been this?

	<<Re­gard­ing the mat­ter—>>

	Re­gard­ing what mat­ter? Raphael-sen­sei was stut­ter­ing, mean­ing things weren’t as simple as they seemed. It was already very strange that Gobta had sud­denly gained some power­ful abil­ity. It prob­ably came to Gobta’s aid and gran­ted him a new Skill.

	Con­fron­ted with my doubts, Raphael-sen­sei re­mained si­lent. It wouldn’t lie to me, but this time it was also un­will­ing to tell the truth. I could try to force it to an­swer, but there was no need to go that far.

	All in all, things were go­ing in our fa­vor, so I de­cided to just quietly ob­serve.

	“Al­low me to de­mon­strate! Ma­gic Wolf Uni­fic­a­tion13—!”

	As the space around him dis­tor­ted, Ranga was summoned be­hind Gobta. Then, Ranga fused with Gobta’s body and “Merged” with him. The res­ult­ing creature looked noth­ing like Gobta. To put it simply, they be­came a bi­pedal Ranga. Hon­es­tly…it looked su­per cool.

	Dam­nit, Gobta, of all people, ac­tu­ally got to trans­form!—I pro­tested in­tern­ally.
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	“WOAH, WOWWW—! So cool, what is that, that’s su­per-duper cool!” Milim shouted next to me.

	She was very ex­cited to see Gobta’s trans­form­a­tion. Uh, I mean, I totally un­der­stood—I never ex­pec­ted someone like Gobta could look so in­tim­id­at­ing…

	“T-this-! Con­test­ant Gobta’s ap­pear­ance has changed dra­mat­ic­ally…?”

	“Yes, this is a rare abil­ity that al­lows one to bor­row the power of a summoned beast.”

	“In other words, Gobta has taken the power of the summoned beast we saw yes­ter­day as his own? That’s one im­press­ive skill! This is truly in­cred­ible!”

	Even Souka’s broad­cast was full of ex­cite­ment and joy. Di­ablo, on the other hand, seemed ex­tremely calm as he answered Souka’s ques­tions.

	“Does that mean that Gobta can freely util­ize Ranga’s power?”

	“If he can, I’d be im­pressed. Ranga seems to have handed his autonomy to Gobta, so the two might be­come an in­cred­ibly strong duo.”

	“Ehhh, but that’s Gobta we are talk­ing about.”

	“Kukuku, Gobta is my dis­ciple after all. While his physique may not be as strong as oth­ers, he has fought against majin stronger than him­self in the past. Now that he has full reign over Ranga-san’s power, he may un­lock more of his po­ten­tial—”

	As I muttered, many lieu­ten­ants watch­ing the match next to me made their own com­ments. In ad­di­tion, the audi­ence were watch­ing nervously.

	“Hehe, my turn now!”

	Weren’t you the one who struck first? I thought to my­self spite­fully. Masay­uki didn’t even get to do any­thing.

	Be­fore my eyes, Gobta sud­denly van­ished.

	—Cor­rec­tion, I ob­vi­ously saw him move, but to the eyes of the or­din­ary per­son in the crowd, it really looked like he dis­ap­peared.

	“C-con­test­ant Gobta van­ished! Where did he go—?” Souka ex­claimed for the audi­ence.

	She could see it as clearly as I could; what a drama queen. It was right in front of her—

	BOOOOM!

	The battle stage ex­ploded. The im­pact struck the wall right be­neath the audi­ence’s seats, the side where our VIP booth happened to be situ­ated, which was also why I got to see things very clearly.

	—Gobta spared his op­pon­ent a few words be­fore—look­ing mighty fine in his new form—char­ging to­wards him. He was un­stop­pable—so much so that he man­aged to sail past Masay­uki and run straight into the wall. All of this, I saw with my very own eyes—

	It was be­cause of this that I op­posed Gobta be­ing so reck­less. Even if he hadn’t done any­thing yet, I knew that there was a good chance that things would go badly.

	“Ara, con­test­ant Gobta isn’t get­ting up, is he al­right?”

	Gobta was de­feated by the wall and passed out in­stantly. Not to men­tion, dash­ing off the stage like that was equi­val­ent to for­feit­ing any­way, and so he had lost the match.

	Gobta didn’t know how to con­trol the ex­tent of his strength. He did gain amaz­ing power after mer­ging with Ranga, but he failed to ma­nip­u­late it com­pet­ently. Simply speak­ing, Gobta’s “run and stop” fight­ing style was based on his old physique and didn’t ac­count for Ranga’s power-up. One second to Gobta was com­pletely dif­fer­ent from one second to Ranga. In other words, Gobta didn’t man­age to “stop” him­self be­fore be­ing slammed into the wall—

	And just as Souka said, Gobta hadn’t got­ten up. It wasn’t be­cause he was in­ca­pa­cit­ated by the phys­ical im­pact, but in­stead he had passed out due to shock. Not sure what I should say about him…

	The hand­some look he just gave off, fol­lowed by the ut­ter em­bar­rass­ment on dis­play now. From a cer­tain per­spect­ive, the situ­ation could only be de­scribed as “A Gobta Thing”.

	“…”

	I ser­i­ously was at a loss for words.

	“That idiot…” Ben­i­maru yawned.

	“That’s the Gobta I know,” Sh­ion was barely hid­ing her laughter.

	“—” and there was Hak­urou, sit­ting there without a word, as the veins on his fore­head were throb­bing.

	“Hmm—so this is what father dear’s dis­ciple is like,” Mom­iji’s words only made Hak­urou even an­grier.

	The situ­ation turned su­per awk­ward.

	All of this was the do­ing of Gobta him­self. The audi­ence in the arena seemed to have only just real­ized it as well. Among them, some had no idea what had happened and at­temp­ted to ra­tion­al­ize Gobta’s ac­tions. There was mut­ter­ing along the lines of:

	“Was that a shad­ow­less body slam?”

	These words were ex­tra loud in the stunned si­lence of the arena.

	“Y-you have a point. That’s the only pos­sib­il­ity.”

	“He sure got some moves, as ex­pec­ted from Masay­uki-sama!”

	“WOAH, WOOOOAH, so strong, soooo strong!”

	“We didn’t even see a thing, that was just way too power­ful!”

	Every­one had praise for Masay­uki, and soon the phe­no­menon spread across the Co­los­seum. And in the end, people just seemed to take that as the truth, as the arena was filled with thun­der­ous cheers. Even without Souka and Di­ablo’s judge­ment, the whole place was already cel­eb­rat­ing Masay­uki’s vic­tory—

	Next to me, a cer­tain someone was furi­ous to the point of shak­ing.

	“T-that guy… Was he mock­ing me? How did this hap­pen after he man­aged to turn into some­thing so cool!?”

	For Gobta to have such a cool trans­form­a­tion, yet still turn out to be a ma­jor dis­ap­point­ment—it turned all of Milim’s pre­vi­ous ex­cite­ment into mur­der­ous rage, all to be un­leashed on Gobta.

	“C-calm down, will you. Des­pite how he looks, he has already worked very hard,” I offered as de­fense.

	“Rimuru, it does him no good to keep spoil­ing him like this!”

	“In­deed, Rimuru-sama. I have been too loose with Gobta. I shall train him more strictly in the fu­ture,” Hak­urou agreed with Milim.

	Maybe it was just me, but the news that Hak­urou had “spoiled” Gobta was a first.

	“Al­right! I shall train him per­son­ally. Rimuru, give Gobta to me and I will make him an in­cred­ible war­rior!” Milim’s eyes shone be­seech­ingly. It hon­es­tly soun­ded more like she was ask­ing me for some rare Poké­mon.

	If I nod­ded and gave my ap­proval, Gobta would suf­fer in his own brand of hell… On that thought, I re­called some­thing.

	“I have some­thing else to en­trust you with, ac­tu­ally. If you are will­ing to ac­cept, I might con­sider your first of­fer.”

	“Okay, shoot.”

	“The thing is, there are ru­ins loc­ated be­neath Clay­man’s base. I don’t think it should be ex­plored in a care­less man­ner. How­ever, they may hold some valu­able in­form­a­tion about the an­cient times. That’s why I ordered people to main­tain them in their ori­ginal state.”

	“Umm.”

	“I want to in­vest­ig­ate that ruin; I hope you can give us the green light.”

	“Why ask me for it?”

	Be­cause it’s your ter­rit­ory now—I thought to my­self.

	“Milim, who ex­actly is run­ning that land right now?” Frey calmly asked Milim, be­fore I could tease her about it.

	Promp­ted by Frey, Milim sud­denly straightened her spine and nervously said, “O-oh yeah, that land be­longs to me now. Umm, of course I re­mem­ber some­thing like that!”

	At least she re­membered that the land was hers.

	“Then—”

	“Of course it’s okay!” she agreed promptly.

	Per­haps Milim just wanted to change the topic, but to me, verbal con­firm­a­tion was good enough; noth­ing else mattered that much.

	Al­though I did feel a little sorry for Gobta, a good deal is a good deal, I was very sat­is­fied. He was com­pletely use­less. He went on to elim­in­ate him­self be­fore test­ing even a single thing on Masay­uki, so at least he was use­ful in this re­gard. Moreover, Gobta got to be trained by someone, that’s one idiot gob­lin for the price of two.

	“By the way, Rimuru. When you go for the in­vest­ig­a­tion, will you bring me along?”

	“Umm—that de­pends. I’ve ac­tu­ally in­vited an ex­pert from the Free­dom As­so­ci­ation. If you think it’s fine, you can come along.”

	“Yeah, I’ll look for­ward to it!”

	“Is that so? It may be quite te­di­ous if there turns out to be noth­ing of in­terest.”

	While wait­ing for the ref­eree’s judge­ment to be pro­nounced, I dis­cussed the is­sue with Milim.

	A few minutes passed. Souka and Di­ablo fi­nally fin­ished their dis­cus­sion.

	“The res­ults are in! While it is wor­ri­some that con­test­ant Gobta has yet to re­cover, the win­ner of the match is—”

	It was pretty ob­vi­ous. I was ready for Souka to an­nounce the out­come and for this to be over—
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	“I’ll give you a taste of it! Ma­gic Wolf Uni­fic­a­tion—!” Gobta shouted to Masay­uki dur­ing the stan­doff.

	In that in­stant, Masay­uki real­ized he had been hope­lessly ideal­istic.

	Hold up! What the hell is that? I’ve never heard about that skill be­fore!

	With Masay­uki un­able to stop the sum­mon, Gobta had already turned into a dif­fer­ent form.

	Masay­uki could not have pre­dicted that. His op­pon­ent ex­uded a power­ful aura. Even an am­a­teur such as Masay­uki could tell that his op­pon­ent was the real thing. Even though he heard that there were heal­ing po­tions pre­pared for the con­test­ants, he still had no chance.

	Oi! If I get scratched by gi­ant claws like that, my garbage ar­mor will turn straight to scrap. If I’d known this would hap­pen, I wouldn’t have turned down wear­ing that full set of heavy ar­mor…

	That be­ing said, Masay­uki was still pretty sure that wear­ing ma­gisteel over his en­tire body wouldn’t save him any­way, even if it was ap­peal­ing.

	It was then that Gobta shouted, “Heh hehe, my turn now!”

	Not wait­ing for any re­sponse from Masay­uki, he began to draw en­ergy.

	Hold up, I want to for­feit—! Masay­uki tried to shout. Given how things had de­ve­loped, Masay­uki real­ized that he needed to put his dig­nity aside and save his ass first and fore­most. Against someone like the trans­formed Gobta, vic­tory was un­im­port­ant for Masay­uki. Yet the situ­ation just kept go­ing down­hill for him.

	Masay­uki didn’t even get the chance to ut­ter: “I want to for­feit”—

	There was already a loud “BOOOOM!” echo­ing in the arena.

	Gobta knocked him­self out.

	Masay­uki didn’t even have time to re­act. He stood there dumb­foun­ded. There was a massive gust of wind and the shock­wave sent shrapnel from the stone walls fly­ing every­where, sting­ing Masay­uki’s cheeks. The sense of pain dis­pelled any il­lu­sions that this may have been a dream.

	N-no way… I couldn’t have dodged that hit. People seem to be ex­plain­ing this in my fa­vor, no mat­ter what I do, no one would be­lieve my ac­count of what ac­tu­ally took place. What should I do…

	If this were to con­tinue, Gobta would be dis­qual­i­fied and Masay­uki would be the win­ner. He thought to him­self: What’s good about that though?

	What good was win­ning in a tour­na­ment like this?

	Earn­ing the right to chal­lenge a de­mon lord? Are you kid­ding?? That would be sui­cidal!

	Masay­uki wasn’t dumb. He un­der­stood that if he won, he would have to fight De­mon Lord Rimuru. Masay­uki was no match for the dark wolf that just shot past him, or Lion-Mask among the other con­test­ants. Yet De­mon Lord Rimuru was the head of all these majins. To pick a fight with that kind of char­ac­ter would only res­ult in him get­ting beaten to a pulp.

	Or I will most def­in­itely get killed!

	It was not a mat­ter of whether his Skill worked or not; the two of them were on com­pletely dif­fer­ent levels. How could Masay­uki beat a de­mon lord?

	Per­haps I should just ad­mit de­feat—Masay­uki made up his mind, con­clud­ing that this would be the most ap­pro­pri­ate.

	What shad­ow­less body slam? The chat­ter from the crowd was really an­noy­ing.

	If he did noth­ing, Gobta would be dis­qual­i­fied and lose the match.

	Masay­uki thought hard—it was the first time in his life that he’d used his brain this much.

	What can I do to lose the match—

	“The res­ults are in! While it is wor­ri­some that con­test­ant Gobta has yet to re­cover, the win­ner of the match is—”

	Shit. Masay­uki im­me­di­ately took ac­tion.

	“—Hold on,” he in­ter­rup­ted.

	He was dy­ing of panic in­side, yet from the out­side, he looked as calm and fo­cused as al­ways.

	“What’s the mat­ter…?”

	Masay­uki reached out quietly, to which Souka ac­qui­esced and passed him the mi­cro­phone.

	“For this match, wasn’t I the one who lost?” Masay­uki posed the ques­tion while try­ing his hard­est to sup­press his stut­ter­ing voice.

	“Eh—but, Masay­uki-sama,” Souka im­plored rather con­fused, “no mat­ter how you judged that, it was con­test­ant Gobta who knocked him­self out.”

	“That may be the case. How­ever, I failed to see through his at­tack. I feel that I still have room for im­prove­ment. It is a bit too early for me to chal­lenge the de­mon lord now—”

	Masay­uki spoke slowly to avoid fum­bling his words while also hold­ing back the nervous sweat. His tone was cas­ual in a way that made his force­ful ex­cuse sound nat­ural, in or­der to be more con­vin­cing. Then, Masay­uki handed the mi­cro­phone back and left the stage without a word. He wouldn’t reply to any ques­tions. He simply left in si­lence.

	My power will be at play now. No mat­ter what I say, the audi­ence will make sense of it all by them­selves and come up with some ex­plan­a­tion. My pri­or­ity now is to es­cape the scene…

	This was the first time in Masay­uki’s life that he fo­cused this much on simply mov­ing his feet. And so, Masay­uki el­eg­antly es­caped from his life’s greatest crisis yet.
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	Masay­uki sud­denly an­nounced his own de­feat after Gobta’s clearly self-in­duced KO.

	“What’s this guy think­ing?”

	“Uh—no idea.”

	“There’s no way he would ac­tu­ally be afraid of Gobta. Could there be some other motive?”

	Ben­i­maru and Sh­ion were en­trenched in con­fu­sion as they watched Masay­uki leave the stage.

	Was this kid bluff­ing? Or did he have some other plan?

	Alas, I wouldn’t get any an­swers even if I used up all of my brain juice. But since Masay­uki gave up the chance to fight me, everything worked out fine in the end.

	The spec­tat­ors were also per­plexed. People star­ted speak­ing up in con­fu­sion:

	“…Does he plan to hide his real strength in front of the de­mon lord?”

	“No no no, he did just use the in­cred­ible shad­ow­less body slam skill.”

	“Al­though he said that he didn’t man­age to see through the at­tack, he didn’t even get a scratch—!”

	“No, he ac­tu­ally got a scratch on his face…”

	“What did you say? Did Masay­uki-sama’s face get cut—!?”

	The crowd erup­ted into dis­cus­sion.

	“I see, I fi­nally got it!”

	It was then that a cer­tain man shouted and turned the situ­ation around.

	“Was Masay­uki-sama giv­ing the de­mon lord some time to de­cide?”

	“What does that mean?”

	“De­mon Lord said that he wanted to live with us in peace, doesn’t every­one know about this?”

	“That goes without say­ing.”

	“Of course!”

	“With that be­ing the case, surely Masay­uki was do­ing it to warn De­mon Lord Rimuru,” that man said smugly. His sur­pris­ingly con­vin­cing speech kinda pissed me off. Yet prob­ably be­cause of that, more and more people star­ted to sup­port the idea.

	And in the end—

	“I see, I fi­nally un­der­stand, now that you’ve put it this way. Masay­uki-sama did not draw his sword this time either.”

	“You’ve got sharp eyes, that’s right. Masay­uki-sama must have wanted to re­lay the mes­sage that he could have won this kind of tour­na­ment at any mo­ment!”

	“I see! Surely, he also made the im­plic­a­tion to the de­mon lord that he wouldn’t sit idly by in the face of any wrong­do­ing, right?”

	“That’s it. How­ever, even if he were really fight­ing the de­mon lord, he would prob­ably spare his life, even after de­feat­ing him.”

	“He doesn’t even mind the im­pact on his repu­ta­tion… H-he is truly a mag­ni­fi­cent man!”

	“That’s rad! As ex­pec­ted from Masay­uki-sama.”

	“Right, he’s so hand­some!”

	Much like this, people began to jus­tify his ac­tions with all these bizarre ex­plan­a­tions.

	At some point, for some reason, every­one began to praise Masay­uki.

	“MA~SA~YU~KI, MA~SA~YU~KI—!”

	Why were they chant­ing? What was this? Some sort of re­li­gion?

	This kind of creeped me out.

	In re­sponse to their sup­port, Masay­uki raised an arm as he left. His move­ment was very ri­gid, which caught my at­ten­tion.

	But hon­es­tly, this Masay­uki guy was really some­thing else. Why was he praised by every­one like that?

	<<An­swer. It is pos­sible that the in­di­vidual “Masay­uki Hon­jou” pos­sesses the ef­fect of a Unique Skill.>>

	Just as I was con­vinced of the fact that some un­ex­plain­able phe­no­men­ons just hap­pen in this world, Wis­dom King Raphael-sen­sei pro­ceeded to set me straight. It was ex­per­i­en­ced enough at this point that it ana­lyzed Masay­uki for me.

	Masay­uki’s Skill seemed to be the kind that had spe­cial ef­fects on people. People un­der its in­flu­ence would be ma­nip­u­lated both in terms of thought pro­cess and emo­tion.

	The reason as to why Masay­uki had given up the cham­pi­on­ship must have been be­cause he had wit­nessed Gobta’s power. This was just my guess, but since he was able to trick and con­vince Gozer to give up, based on that alone, it was likely that Masay­uki didn’t think he was able to win against Gozer.

	Based on this, now that I re­called Masay­uki’s fight­ing style, would it even be pos­sible for him to re­act to his en­emy’s move at all? No won­der he never drew his weapon. In con­clu­sion, Masay­uki’s own com­bat abil­ity must not have been that great to be­gin with, or at least some­thing along those lines. Even Hinata wasn’t able to tell how strong Masay­uki was, which was nat­ural, con­sid­er­ing how weak he was any­way.

	With that be­ing said, he still should not be un­der­es­tim­ated. After all, he had a huge amount of in­flu­ence, and ant­ag­on­iz­ing him would just bring trouble. These kinds of people simply couldn’t be over­looked, and thus I felt the need to es­tab­lish a good re­la­tion­ship with him.

	In or­der to achieve this goal, I planned to say some­thing along the lines of, “Kukuku, I know your little secret,” to threaten Masay­uki—just kid­ding. Masay­uki was likely wrack­ing his brain on how to deal with Gozer dur­ing their match, es­pe­cially since he couldn’t run away in front of his com­pan­ions. I’d talk to him later, and com­fort him about his hard work. After which I would pro­pose fu­ture co­oper­a­tion.

	I could clev­erly ad­vert­ise Masay­uki as a chosen hero and use him to pro­mote the labyrinth.

	“Souei! Please send a mes­sage to Masay­uki. Tell him that I wish to meet him.”

	“Un­der­stood!”

	“Please be very cau­tious about this, in­vite him to have lunch with me af­ter­ward.”

	I did want to speak with him, mainly be­cause we were both Ja­pan­ese. I also planned to ask Hak­urou to make us some sushi. Hope­fully, things would go well.

	While I was think­ing about Masay­uki, Gobta seemed to have re­gained con­scious­ness. Souka and Di­ablo re­newed their judge­ment and de­cided to ac­cept Masay­uki’s pro­posal.

	“Al­though there were a series of un­ex­pec­ted in­cid­ents through­out, due to the for­feit of con­test­ant Masay­uki, the win­ner of the tour­na­ment is Gobta!”

	The arena was awash with dis­sat­is­fac­tion. No won­der. The fi­nal that every­one had been so hyped for, ended up with Gobta’s self-elim­in­a­tion. In ad­di­tion, Masay­uki quit after the match. It was only nat­ural that these pay­ing cus­tom­ers would want their money back.

	But they were the minor­ity after all. Since Masay­uki him­self ac­cep­ted the res­ult, the crowd didn’t really have many com­plaints against me.

	Gobta’s abil­it­ies were already re­cog­nized by most people. I sup­posed that this was also one of the reas­ons why there weren’t waves of com­plaints at the scene. That be­ing said, the bad rap Gobta had for a con­niv­ing per­son­al­ity didn’t fade. Every­one seemed to think that he was a des­pic­able man.

	“Come, con­test­ant Gobta! How do you feel right now?”

	“Eh, eh? Is this real? Am I really the cham­pion?”

	“In­deed. Gobta’s act­ive in­volve­ment in the match has truly been phe­nom­enal!” Souka praised, in­flat­ing his ego.

	…You were ser­i­ously able to say that with a straight face. All Gobta did was charge into a wall and get him­self knocked out.

	All in all, the fi­nal match ended.

	I per­son­ally came on­stage and com­mem­or­ated each con­test­ant. I spoke with all eight of them and com­men­ded their ex­cel­lent per­form­ance.

	As for Masay­uki’s com­pan­ion Jin­rai, as prom­ised, I re­war­ded him with the newly made ar­mor. Kai, upon see­ing this, grumbled that he wanted one too. But since I never made such a deal with him, I pro­ceeded to ig­nore him.

	Masay­uki’s an­swer to Souei, on the other hand, was “I’ll come.” He looked quite de­term­ined (to face his de­mise)—did he mis­un­der­stand some­thing?

	Any­how, I’d re­solve the mis­un­der­stand­ing when we sat down and talked.

	The last Con­test­ant was Gobta.

	“Nice job, Gobta. From now on, I of­fi­cially ap­point you as one of the ‘Four Heav­enly Kings’!”

	While I was sur­prised by the way the matches had de­ve­loped, a win was still a win. And as prom­ised, Gobta would be­come one of the “Four Heav­enly Kings”.

	He was prob­ably the best can­did­ate for a pin-up. Even if he lost a fight, all we had to say was: “Kukuku, this guy is the weak­est of the Four Heav­enly Kings, the dis­grace of the Four Heav­enly Kings!”

	He was so fit for that role. The thought of it gave me shivers.

	“Thank you! I’ll work hard in the fu­ture as well!”

	And so, the first Tem­pest Mar­tial Tour­na­ment con­cluded smoothly.

	—I wish.

	Gobta’s per­sonal hell had only just be­gun.

	“Are you done yet? Hand him over! We need to train!” Milim crowed at me with a sharp smile after re­turn­ing to the VIP booth.

	“Um, just re­mem­ber to hold back a little.”

	“Re­lax, we’ll be in the labyrinth. He’ll be re­sur­rec­ted after death!”

	Milim’s face was a par­ody of a smile.

	Oh yeah, that was a thing… I wasn’t sure if that was of any com­fort to Gobta though. But there’s one thing I could say for cer­tain, that is, he was gonna die very hor­ribly—he couldn’t even get away after death; that thought alone was chilling.

	“Gobta, how about we have a little chat over there?”

	Milim walked straight up to Gobta and lif­ted him with a single hand.

	“AHH!”

	That vice grip of hers was pretty in­tense, enough to bring out a squeal.

	Milim’s con­tin­ued smil­ing, though it didn’t reach her eyes.

	“I con­grat­u­late you for your vic­tory, but it looked so lame, so I don’t ap­prove of it. That’s why I’m train­ing you per­son­ally!”

	Gobta’s trans­form­a­tion must have really blown her away, but his awk­ward dis­play later made her furi­ous.

	YOU AB­USED MY EX­PECT­A­TIONS AND EX­CITE­MENT—I could al­most hear her an­ger.

	“Don’t worry. I’ll per­son­ally fight against you; you’ll get stronger right away!”

	“Huh, Milim-sama? I never asked you for the fa­vor!” Gobta pan­icked.

	But I doubted that Milim cared about his opin­ion.

	“Gobta, this is a fine op­por­tun­ity, so you should train hard with Milim-sama.”

	Hak­urou gave Gobta the ul­ti­matum with an ex­tremely charm­ing smile.

	“M-mentor, you ser­i­ously sold me—”

	“Shut up already!”

	Gobta was about to com­plain be­fore he was si­lenced by Milim’s iron fists.

	How bru­tal.

	“Hehehe, let’s not say some­thing like that. It could be mis­un­der­stood. Gobta, this is all for your own good,” Hak­urou told him. I doubt Gobta was listen­ing though.

	No mat­ter how you see it, this was prob­ably all be­cause Gobta em­bar­rassed Hak­urou in front of Mom­iji, driv­ing Hak­urou to re­tali­ate. It def­in­itely was not for Gobta’s own good.

	And so, Gobta was taken away by Milim.

	Oh and there was the other one.

	“My mas­ter, I’ve aided Gobta-san in achiev­ing vic­tory with style!”

	Ranga rushed to me, hav­ing aban­doned Gobta al­most im­me­di­ately. This re­ac­tion was all too nor­mal, after all, Ranga didn’t want any part in what was in store for Gobta.

	But un­for­tu­nately, he wasn’t able to es­cape Milim’s grasp either.

	“Hold on, are you the one called Ranga? Without you, Gobta’s train­ing won’t be com­plete!”

	“!” *Sad puppy eyes.*

	Sorry, when Milim makes a de­cision, she re­fuses to listen to any­one else’s ad­vice. In ad­di­tion, Ranga entered the match be­hind my back; I sup­pose he did this to him­self. That’s why there was no need for me to in­ter­vene.

	“WA­HAHAHA! I’m not gonna hurt you, just re­lax!”

	With this, Milim dragged both Ranga and Gobta away.

	Ser­i­ously, Gobta re­lied on luck too much some­times. And Ranga as well, he was too used to fight­ing with his in­stincts. If they both trained hard to syn­er­gize with each other, that “Trans­form­a­tion” would prove to be quite an amaz­ing power.

	Milim must have real­ized, spark­ing her de­sire to train them both. I hoped they would abide by their train­ing and learn some ac­tual skills. I looked for­ward to Gobta hav­ing a de­cent per­form­ance by the end of it.

	I would have Milim train them in the fu­ture.

	So long, Gobta.

	So long, Ranga.

	I’ll forever re­mem­ber your mar­tial prowess!

	Rest in peace in the other world.
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	Next up was lunch time, and my chance to dine with Masay­uki did come to fruition.

	That would be an ex­ag­ger­a­tion: I just wanted to talk with him and so I ordered the oth­ers to wait in the other room. Al­though Masay­uki’s com­pan­ions were re­luct­ant, Masay­uki was able to con­vince them per­son­ally.

	“N-nice to meet you, is that the right greet­ing to use? I am Masay­uki Hon­jou, and I get called ‘Shin­ing’ or ‘Chosen Hero’…”

	Masay­uki called him­self a ‘Chosen Hero’ while blush­ing.

	Hmm, based on the vice of my ori­ginal world, there was noth­ing more shame­ful than call­ing your­self a ‘Chosen Hero’ (Yuusha). It was al­most as em­bar­rass­ing as call­ing him­self an empty-headed single-cell creature to be mocked and laughed at.

	Moreover, Masay­uki seemed to be really con­cerned about my re­ac­tion when we first met. Even though it was mostly his com­pan­ions who were adding to the ten­sion at the time, he did ar­rog­antly claim to be able to de­feat me. For this reason, he seemed quite em­bar­rassed now.

	I was the de­mon lord, after all. Masay­uki must have been filled with fear at the thought of fa­cing off against an op­pon­ent he knew he was no match for.

	Con­sid­er­ing this, the cur­rent mood was rather com­plic­ated. But wor­ry­ing about this would be un­ne­ces­sary. I per­son­ally de­cided to let the past go.

	As long as he was will­ing to eat the food I ordered for this oc­ca­sion, we would be able to settle this grudge.

	“About that, I’m not meet­ing you for the first time any­way. You don’t really have to say ‘nice to meet you.’ I’m De­mon Lord Rimuru, my ori­ginal name was Satoru Mi­kami. I used to be a salary-man,” I con­fessed openly. It was mainly to help Masay­uki re­lax a bit since he was still un­able to touch his food. It has been a long time since I’d last used this dis­carded name. I felt sur­pris­ingly calm about it. I had no in­ten­tion of hid­ing this, how­ever, it was just that I hadn’t had much chance to use that name since.

	“—Eh? Could it be…that you were Ja­pan­ese?” Masay­uki looked un­con­vinced.

	That’s pretty nor­mal, I sup­pose. I look like a cute girl, so he had little reason to be­lieve me.

	“I guess. We should talk about it while we eat.”

	Fol­low­ing my prompt, Masay­uki fi­nally picked up his chop­sticks.

	“Eh, this…can I really eat it?”

	“Of course. I spe­cific­ally asked the chefs to pre­pare some Ja­pan­ese cuisine for you.”

	Today’s dishes were sushi and tem­pura—the dishes that even Hinata was moved about eat­ing, and I hoped that Masay­uki would be pleased by it as well. He didn’t at­tend the night gala, so I guessed that he hadn’t seen any sushi for a long time.

	“Could this be my last sup­per—”

	“Not at all. You seem to be quite easy-go­ing. I want to be friends with you.”

	Masay­uki seemed con­fused about the del­ic­acies in front of him, fear­ing that this may be his last meal. Even after I told him that I was Ja­pan­ese, he still seemed to have his doubts.

	“T-then, thanks for the meal—”

	“Please eat, thanks for the meal.”

	Masay­uki fi­nally began to dine with me. With one scoop of rice in his mouth, Masay­uki sud­denly fell si­lent. His ex­pres­sion changed and he began shov­el­ing food out of his bowl with the chop­sticks as if he’d been starving for days.

	Since Masay­uki was busy eat­ing, it wasn’t the best time for me to in­ter­ject. I had to wait for him to fin­ish lunch.

	As soon as he fin­ished, how­ever, Masay­uki ex­claimed: “I get it now. Please let me be Mi­kami—no, Rimuru-san’s sub­or­din­ate!”

	What did Masay­uki get? I had no clue. But, from what I could tell, he just wanted to eat Ja­pan­ese cuisine. I didn’t even say any­thing, but Masay­uki prob­ably had thought about it him­self.

	“My sub­or­din­ate? I mean…”

	“No, it’s okay. I don’t miss the title of Chosen Hero at all. I used to hear people call­ing me ‘Chosen Hero Masay­uki’ and things like that all the time; it was so em­bar­rass­ing. Like, ser­i­ously, I was wor­ried about how to get my­self out of this bad spot any­way.”

	And so he re­vealed the big scoop to me. Masay­uki pro­ceeded to share his story, and I listened in­tently, quietly drink­ing tea.

	Masay­uki, in the ori­ginal world, was a top stu­dent in a fam­ous school known for its high gradu­ation rate. He also had some lesser known hob­bies, such as read­ing manga and light nov­els. Masay­uki thought that all of this (isekai) happened be­cause he was too much of an otaku.

	“My power seems to be some Unique Skill called ‘Chosen One’? Ser­i­ously, what kind of joke is that…”

	It seemed that he de­sired be­ing a hero too strongly and ended up in this world.

	Masay­uki’s Unique Skill ‘Chosen One’ had a pretty ob­vi­ous ef­fect. It had the abil­ity to in­duce sug­gest­ive ideas on the sur­round­ing crowd, akin to brain­wash­ing. The ul­ti­mate goal of the Skill was to make Masay­uki the hero char­ac­ter. It also ig­nored Masay­uki’s own wishes, so even if he begged it to stop, the ef­fect still re­mained.

	Should I call it use­ful or use­less…

	“But your power is truly strong. If you hadn’t for­feited, you would have been the cham­pion.”

	The ef­fect it had dur­ing the tour­na­ment was the real deal. The win­ner was sup­posed to be Masay­uki.

	“That’s right, but that is also what’s been bug­ging me. I didn’t do any­thing to be­gin with, yet every­one star­ted to mis­un­der­stand… That’s how I won in In­gra­cia too,” Masay­uki ex­plained him­self—that was why he got in over his head.

	Dur­ing the de­feat of the crime syn­dic­ate, ‘Slave Trade Union’, he was also only there to re­ceive the credit and didn’t do any­thing him­self. Masay­uki had no choice in the mat­ter, even if he tried. I sup­pose liv­ing this way seemed easy enough, yet this time Masay­uki re­cog­nized that one mis­step could get him killed. Which was why he de­cided to change strategy tem­por­ar­ily.

	In my opin­ion, it was the right choice, mainly be­cause the ef­fect of ‘Chosen One’ would prob­ably be—

	<<An­swer. When con­fron­ted with an Ul­ti­mate Skill, most lower Skills will be rendered in­ef­fect­ive.>>

	In­deed. It would be rendered use­less against me.

	I had planned on giv­ing him a chance from the start, but I didn’t ex­pect him to be such an am­a­teur. I could have eas­ily sent Masay­uki to king­dom come with just one punch.

	“You made the right choice. I think you should be proud of that!”

	“Really? I didn’t even ex­pect that guy, Gobta, to be able to trans­form—es­pe­cially into some­thing that vi­cious. I could tell just by com­mon sense that I didn’t stand a chance.”

	I didn’t be­lieve that was fully ac­cur­ate. After all, many people with un­dis­puted strength sought to chal­lenge Masay­uki in the past. But with that be­ing said, Masay­uki did make the right choice this time.

	We con­tin­ued to chat about vari­ous top­ics, learn­ing about each other’s cir­cum­stances. Even though I only men­tioned a bit about my own life, I learnt a lot about Masay­uki’s story from then on.

	Masay­uki’s com­pan­ions treated him like a god, so he couldn’t talk to them frankly or genu­inely. If he wanted to com­plain about any­thing, he would have to find Yuuki. But the lat­ter was a busy per­son after all, and the two couldn’t find time to make an ap­point­ment. So the pres­sure and dis­pleas­ure grew with time.

	Even though I didn’t ask, he still re­told his story from start to fin­ish in de­tail.

	“Right, I wanted to talk with you a bit more, but the lunch break is about to end. Al­low me to ask, what do you plan to do next?”

	“Plan for what?”

	“Noth­ing much, but didn’t you prom­ise Gozer to battle him again? How about you go and chal­lenge the dun­geon?”

	“AH!”

	By the looks of it, Masay­uki had for­got­ten all about that prom­ise. He was plan­ning to just pre­tend the whole or­deal had not tran­spired…

	“W-what should I do?”

	“Re­lax. Gozer is in charge of guard­ing un­der­ground level 50. The dun­geon is massive, just walk­ing there would take a couple of days alone.”

	“I-I see your point, so I should just pre­tend to chal­lenge the labyrinth and just get a pass for today, right?”

	“That’s right. Since the in­vited guests are ex­pec­ted to re­turn to their home coun­try to­mor­row.”

	The cel­eb­ra­tion was es­tim­ated to last three days. We pre­dicted that the streets would be filled with people to­mor­row, and that, by that time, our main job would be to dir­ect the traffic. We’d be wrap­ping things up the day after to­mor­row. We would start clean­ing up by the time we guessed all the guests would have left.

	We were only plan­ning to show the pub­lic sec­tion of the dun­geon for the sake of our guests, a.k.a. a pre­view open­ing. It wasn’t avail­able for the pub­lic un­til it was of­fi­cially opened. That meant that it would only be open for a mere few hours un­til night­fall. That should only be enough to take care of the up­per levels.

	In ad­di­tion, I did have some ideas for the duel between Gozer and Masay­uki. While it may suck for Gozer, it would be trouble­some if Masay­uki were de­feated. This was a rare op­por­tun­ity after all; I wanted to ex­ploit Masay­uki as a tour­ist at­trac­tion. In lead­ing the ex­ped­i­tion team to the labyrinth, Masay­uki would be able to rile up chal­lengers, pro­vok­ing their fight­ing spir­its.

	“At least, that’s how I think. I would like you to help us ad­vert­ise. What do you think?”

	“I see, that does sound very re­as­sur­ing. Is that why you gave Jin­rai that god-tier ar­mor? As long as I won’t die if I fail, that sounds in­ter­est­ing!” Masay­uki agreed without hes­it­a­tion to help me out.

	In all hon­esty, I didn’t ac­tu­ally have this in mind when I gif­ted Jin­rai the ar­mor, but it was more con­veni­ent like this any­way, since go­ing into the labyrinth without chest ar­mor would no doubt be sui­cidal.

	“I’ll sneak some walk­through guides to you, so you can get through quickly and eas­ily. Moreover, if you find any­thing that needs chan­ging or any­thing like that, please tell me.”

	I had gone through the fifty lower levels’ design me­tic­u­lously, which was why I was not go­ing to give any in­form­a­tion about the lower levels. I re­minded Masay­uki of this and that he should be mind­ful of it. That be­ing said, if they had their items in hand, they wouldn’t die. So there shouldn’t be an is­sue.

	“I get it! I’m like a beta tester.”

	“Uh… Now that you’ve men­tioned it, yes you are. Any­how, you don’t have to force your­self too much, let’s go for five levels today.”

	Video games. That’s an in­ter­est­ing point of view.

	“Okay. It was so nice to fi­nally talk to you, Rimuru-sama. I don’t feel as nervous any­more, and I don’t feel that the world is that bad now after all,” Masay­uki said with a re­lieved smile.

	He seemed to be quite re­li­ant on his Skill, but still held his doubts. My prom­ising aid would help al­le­vi­ate those wor­ries.

	After all, our king­dom was at the fore­front in terms of cul­ture. We had es­tab­lished high-qual­ity bath­houses and toi­lets, and the com­fort level of our ho­tels was also far su­per­ior to other na­tions. Even Masay­uki seemed shocked by the vari­ety and de­li­cious­ness of the food.

	“We have a mu­sic band and paint­ing classes for who­ever’s in­ter­es­ted. I’ve also planned to in­tro­duce drama shows later on. I look for­ward to these my­self as well, so I’m not lim­it­ing the budget on it.”

	“Rimuru-san, I’m really im­pressed by you! Do you hap­pen to have manga as well—?”

	“Kukuku, of course, Masay­uki. Al­though you still have a long way till reach­ing that part, so if you give up mid­way, it’s game over for you!”

	“UWO­WOWO! I will fol­low Rimuru-san to the end of the earth!”

	In the end, Masay­uki de­cided to stay longer. I planned to stay in con­tact with him in private and share in­form­a­tion. I noted that I should go chat with him more in the fu­ture. I wanted to hear more stor­ies about the other world that I missed.

	I also prom­ised him to dig memor­ies of manga from his head as well. Masay­uki was also very in­ter­es­ted in my col­lec­tion; I was cer­tain we could be good friends in the fu­ture.

	And with that, I got a new com­pan­ion.
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	We were fi­nally de­mon­strat­ing the dun­geon to the pub­lic.

	As a pre­cau­tion, I went to con­firm some things be­fore it went pub­lic. After reach­ing the lobby at the bot­tom of the labyrinth, Ramiris, cur­rently full of en­ergy, flew and res­ted on my shoulder.

	“We are go­ing live in a mo­ment, how’re the pre­par­a­tions?”

	“Hmph! Who do you take me for?” Ramiris scoffed.

	From the next room, a smug-look­ing Vel­dora entered as well.

	“GA-HAHAHA! Don’t worry, Rimuru. I’m as re­li­able as it can get!”

	Oh shit, that made me nervous.

	“Oi oi oi, are you guys really al­right? We can’t make any mis­takes dur­ing today’s pub­lic tour!”

	“Hehehe, chill out~! You can count on me! We are switch­ing on all sorts of safety meas­ures.”

	“Kukuku, but! Today is the day that the de­monic labyrinth awakes!”

	Ramiris and Vel­dora grinned evilly at each other.

	Were there really no is­sues? For some reason I felt un­easy…

	“I’ll say this one more time, very ser­i­ously. The labyrinth will be shut down again soon.”

	“W-what!?”
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	Ser­i­ously, what kind of re­ac­tion was that?

	I’d ex­plained this sev­eral times, but Vel­dora still hadn’t caught up.

	I planned to over­see the situ­ation and ad­just the dif­fi­culty ac­cord­ingly. That was why the labyrinth would be shut down for two to three days be­fore re­open­ing again.

	We also hadn’t settled on cer­tain is­sues for the labyrinth. This in­cluded pri­cing of entry tick­ets, as well as items such as the ‘Labyrinth Card’ to per­mit entry into the labyrinth. We also had yet to em­ploy trained staff to run the fa­cil­ity.

	Given how busy we were lately, we had no time to train such work­ers. I only planned to dis­cuss such prob­lems with My­our­miles in the af­ter­math of the fest­ival.

	Now that I really thought about it, hand­ing con­trol of the labyrinth to those two wasn’t such a good idea. I was ori­gin­ally go­ing to do it my­self, but Ramiris and Vel­dora were hav­ing fun run­ning it and I was too busy. They weren’t listen­ing care­fully dur­ing the meet­ing either.

	I could feel and re­late to their anxi­ety to­wards the fest­ival, which is why I wasn’t mad at them.

	“It’s al­right, just stay calm, you guys. I’ll do what I can to get it run­ning of­fi­cially soon. You can en­joy yourselves when that hap­pens.”

	“Okay!”

	“I have faith in you, Rimuru!”

	This should do it.

	It looked like we could make it through today just fine.

	Oh yeah, I al­most for­got.

	“By the way, did Milim drop by?”

	“She did.”

	“Hmm, she came back and force­fully took two un­lim­ited ‘Re­vival Brace­lets’.”

	“Is that so? I heard that she was pre­par­ing levels 96 to 99. Those were the ma­gic dragon cab­ins with geo­graphic ef­fects.”

	“Yeah, she really put a lot of thought into it.”

	“Um um, there were also those dragons Milim caught—she gave me all their com­mand­ing rights! She told me that if I take care of them well enough, they will even­tu­ally evolve into dragon lords, which means they will have enough in­tel­li­gence to un­der­stand my or­ders!”

	Ramiris seemed to be quite happy, to the point of claim­ing: “Turns out Milim does have some merit after all—”

	Some time ago, Milim came back with dragons and scared the liv­ing day­lights out of every­one. The first two times, people com­plained, but from the third time on­ward, they got used to it. The res­id­ents no longer pan­icked over it, but in­stead ac­cep­ted it as part of their daily routine.

	Milim caught four dragons in total—a fire dragon, ice dragon, wind dragon and earth dragon. They were sup­posedly ele­men­tal arch­dragons, but they had the in­tel­li­gence of live­stock. Ap­par­ently, they could be raised like pets and even com­mu­nic­ate with people.

	“Oh—do those four also wear neck braces?”

	“For now, they are my ad­or­able ser­vants; I’ll so­lid­ify the mas­ter-ser­vant re­la­tion­ship with them in the fu­ture too!”

	I see, Ramiris had already planned it all out.

	Then it was settled. Back to the main is­sue.

	“Milim is stay­ing at the Dragon’s Den14, right?”

	“Um, she’s afraid that my ser­vants won’t get enough ex­er­cise, so she got them some play­mates!”

	“She brought that lad we went fish­ing with, I think. Not sure why he’s play­ing with dragons though.”

	You’re bet­ter off not know­ing.

	I only wanted to learn Milim’s loc­a­tion. As long as she stayed at the bot­tom of the labyrinth, she’d pose no threat to the de­mon­stra­tion.

	“Got it. Then she won’t come med­dling with things, so that’s al­right. We are open­ing the labyrinth soon, you com­ing to the VIP room?”

	“Um! I want to go.”

	“I’m gonna pass. It is the duty of the king of the Labyrinth to await his chal­lenger!”

	…I mean, of course it’d be great if someone got here in one day! You won’t get any guests for a couple of days even.

	—Okay, it’s not as nice to say it out loud.

	“Is that so? I un­der­stand. Good luck with that then!”

	I en­cour­aged Vel­dora and ‘Tele­por­ted’ with Ramiris to the VIP room.
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	With the lunch break over, a huge crowd re­turned to the audi­ence seats.

	Ramiris and I hur­ried to the VIP booth as well.

	“Wel­come back, Rimuru-sama,” Di­ablo wel­comed me with a smile.

	His du­ties as a ref­eree had con­cluded, and it seemed that he had been search­ing for me for a while. I nod­ded lightly in re­sponse, already ready to con­firm whether all mat­ters were in place.

	Soon we would be open­ing the dun­geon to the pub­lic, and there were many last-minute plans to work out after this. This was one of our biggest pro­jects, that would even­tu­ally be­come one of the pil­lars of our na­tion. We hoped it would be able to at­tract even more guests in the fu­ture.

	Luck­ily, no one had gone back to their home coun­try after the noon break. The VIP booth had also al­most filled up, so we had suf­fi­cient pub­li­city.

	Look­ing at the guest hotel, Souka and My­our­miles were stand­ing there. My­our­miles and Di­ablo were tak­ing shifts as re­cep­tion­ist and broad­caster.

	It was time. I signaled the two dis­creetly.

	At the cen­ter of the stage, My­our­miles stood with a mi­cro­phone. He looked a bit more ri­gid as op­posed to Souka, but still put up quite the show. The con­tent of his broad­cast was—

	“Al­right, the time is now! There is one last activ­ity that we wish to in­tro­duce to you all dur­ing our three-day Found­ing Fest­ival.”

	“Ladies and gen­tle­men, sorry to have kept you wait­ing. The fa­cil­ity that we are about to de­mon­strate is the pride of the Tem­pest Fed­er­a­tion, the ex­tremely chal­len­ging dun­geon. It will be the most dif­fi­cult un­der­tak­ing opened by his Majesty, De­mon Lord Rimuru to fel­low ad­ven­tur­ers. Will any­one be able to suc­cess­fully break through this labyrinth—?”

	While it was okay to hold a de­mon­stra­tion meet­ing, the dun­geon by it­self was too dan­ger­ous for a bunch of hu­mans to enter.

	There were sev­eral hun­dred no­ble­men alone. In ad­di­tion to the res­id­ents from the neigh­bor­ing town, there were more than one thou­sand people in total. With all these people com­ing in, we didn’t have enough per­son­nel to guide them prop­erly.

	There­fore, I came up with the idea to use a gi­ant screen to broad­cast the walk­through pro­gress of mul­tiple teams.

	How­ever, there were prob­lems on the tech­nical level—

	The live feed of the mar­tial tour­na­ment was viewed clearly by the audi­ence with the help of the gi­ant view­ing screen. The screen was set up with a pro­jector that played the foot­age on the screen. It was a device de­ve­loped by Vesta and Gabil and could be used on many dif­fer­ent oc­ca­sions. The re­cent battles had also been pro­jec­ted on the screen. It used a crys­tal ball within the pro­jector that had pho­to­graphic prop­er­ties. The crys­tal ball also had en­grav­ings for ma­gic com­mu­nic­a­tion. This way, when it took videos from far away, it could pro­ject it live at the scene.

	In this way, the spec­tat­ors were able to watch the chal­lengers’ every move from a safe dis­tance as en­ter­tain­ment. Things would de­volve quickly if any prom­in­ent fig­ures here were to get hurt. In light of this, we made sure that only rep­res­ent­at­ives cap­able of safely ex­plor­ing the labyrinth were able to ex­per­i­ence it.

	“Now then, we shall be re­cruit­ing chal­lengers here! Which war­ri­ors wish to chal­lenge our na­tion’s pride, the Dun­geon?” Souka an­nounced, ec­static. As she called for chal­lengers, we began to move as well.

	Ramiris fol­lowed suit, fly­ing off my shoulder and sum­mon­ing the il­lu­sion gate lead­ing to the labyrinth at the cen­ter of the stage. All you ac­tu­ally needed to do was just walk down the stairs, but our de­mon­stra­tion was all about dram­at­iz­ing things.

	“ “ “OHOH—!” ” ”

	See, just as we pre­dicted, the audi­ence was en­thused as well.

	At the same time, while many spec­tat­ors were very ex­cited, the ad­ven­turer vis­it­ors were all ob­serving each other’s next move.

	This time we were only open to vo­lun­teers, but still we hoped to use the op­por­tun­ity to ac­cu­mu­late in­trigue. Even if no one wanted to vo­lun­teer, we still had Masay­uki’s squad to back us up. That was the main reason why I in­vited Masay­uki to lunch: in or­der to con­vince him to be one of the chal­len­ging parties. Masay­uki had since con­vinced his com­pan­ions and were wait­ing to come up on stage.

	In or­der to pre­vent any ac­ci­dents, I gave him the map of floors one to five. Hope­fully, he was a com­pet­ent pro­pa­gand­ist.

	The ques­tion was if there would be any other chal­lengers—

	“Hehe, this de­mon lord’s labyrinth prob­ably ain’t real, we’ll show you! And that over-ex­ag­ger­ated mar­tial tour­na­ment as well, all those matches must have been pre-planned. You think you can trick us into bow­ing down to ya—I won’t stand for that!”

	“That’s right! Bas­son-aniki has a point!”

	“If the street wasn’t as crowded then, Bas­son-aniki would have def­in­itely won the tour­na­ment!”

	“Hehehe, did you for­get about me?”

	“Don’t say that, Gomez. These people know you’re strong as well. With us work­ing to­gether, our team ‘Heavy Thun­der’ is in­vin­cible!”

	Huh? I was won­der­ing who came forth. They were chal­lengers?

	It seemed that this man called Bas­son missed the tour­na­ment be­cause he ar­rived late. But in real­ity, he could prob­ably tell the con­test­ants’ abil­it­ies just by watch­ing the matches… Al­though the qual­ity of each match greatly differed, given that some con­test­ants for­feited.

	There were prob­ably more people like Bas­son who thought they were the strongest. But hon­es­tly, that was fine. There were al­ways people who just couldn’t ac­cept real­ity. These people would be our fu­ture cus­tom­ers (as fat sheep to be slaughtered).

	“‘Chosen Hero’ Masay­uki wasn’t that big a deal after all. I re­cog­nize his strength, but he wasn’t man enough to fin­ish his op­pon­ent and gave the de­mon lord of this na­tion some time to think over, how in­cred­ibly na­ive. He makes me sick!”

	Ah, um, tech­nic­ally, he did re­cog­nize Masay­uki’s “strength”…

	“This whole labyrinth is just a joke; Bas­son and I will show you what really lies be­neath!” Bas­son and his party guf­fawed ar­rog­antly.

	“How dare you of­fend Rimuru-sama like that; un­for­giv­able.”

	“Al­low me to go si­lence them—”

	“Stop it!”

	How very care­less of me.

	Sh­ion was already pissed off, Di­ablo, on the other hand, was on the brink of los­ing con­trol.

	I stopped them im­me­di­ately, though it was already worth cel­eb­rat­ing that they didn’t men­tion any­thing about killing these people.

	“They’re just over-con­fid­ent. These kinds of people will make things more fun.”

	Al­though I felt that they were pretty mor­onic my­self, we just needed them for a little longer—hear­ing this, both Sh­ion and Di­ablo ac­cep­ted. I was get­ting bet­ter at deal­ing with them.

	The bald war­rior Bas­son.

	The black-cloaked mage Gomez.

	Plus an­other four goons.

	I de­cided to let these six be the first batch of chal­lengers.

	What fol­lowed was a group of un­ex­pec­ted char­ac­ters.

	A trio jumped out and shouted, “We want to chal­lenge it as well!”

	Where have I seen them be­fore—? Eh, was that Elen’s party?

	I thought those three were help­ing Youm re­build his coun­try. I told them to re­port to the Free­dom As­so­ci­ation at the old Far­mus and help out Youm.

	B-Ranked ad­ven­tures already pos­sessed quite a lot of au­thor­ity, and Elen’s party had, in fact, leveled up to Rank B+. They were au­thor­ized to take on mis­sions, re­gard­less of bor­ders. They hadn’t come along with Youm, so I thought they must have gone back to their ho­met­own…

	I didn’t ex­pect them to have planned such things. It must have been done in secret, fear­ing an ob­jec­tion from Duke Elalude.

	“Are we ser­i­ously gonna do it?”

	“Of course we are. We haven’t done much ad­ven­tur­ing lately—this is our chance!”

	“Speak­ing of it, do I, the cap­tain, get to de­cide any­thing? Any­thing at all?”

	“Of course not, it’s already settled!”

	How reck­less. Poor Cabal.

	I could just about hear Duke Elalude scream­ing from the next room, fol­lowed by a thump sound be­fore everything fell si­lent again. It wasn’t hard to ima­gine what happened there, but I won’t. I hoped Elen and her friends could exit the scene be­fore Elalude threw an­other tan­trum.

	The third to enter was our Masay­uki-kun. He walked onto the stage cas­u­ally and smiled to­wards the audi­ence.

	“MA~SA~YU~KI, MA~SA~YU~KI—!” There was a wave of cheers.

	Enough already, we get it. He’s pop­u­lar.

	Count­ing Masay­uki, his squad had four people in total. Jin­rai had switched out of his shoddy ar­mor into the set I gif­ted him. It was a ma­gical sil­ver ar­mor that covered his whole body, craf­ted by Garm. It was high-end rare ar­mor.

	While it was heav­ier than the skel­eton full-body ar­mor Youm wore, it had lower qual­ity and dur­ab­il­ity. How­ever, it was fancy enough to have a poison gas puri­fic­a­tion ef­fect.

	I also gif­ted Masay­uki a rapier. When I asked him why he never drew his sword, Masay­uki cas­u­ally ex­plained, “Be­cause…it was too heavy…” Even I got scared for him, hear­ing that. Was he ser­i­ously all talk no walk?

	Ap­par­ently, he had prac­ticed Kendo be­fore, but a real sword was al­ways much heav­ier. Es­pe­cially in this world, sword-fight­ing trends were un­like the slashes of a katana. In­stead, the main­stream use of swords was to ex­ecute heavy chops. Thus there needed to be some weight to the swords. It was already very tir­ing for Masay­uki to hold a sword in a fixed po­s­i­tion for a long time.

	I told him to at least prac­tice a little bit, so I handed him a re­l­at­ively light rapier. It was a failed re­cre­ation when I was pre­par­ing a gift for Hinata. Its weight and tenacity were al­most as good as the ori­ginal rapier, how­ever, it was un­suc­cess­ful in re­cre­at­ing the spe­cial abil­ity of “killing the op­pon­ent in the sev­enth at­tack”.

	It was already dif­fi­cult for him to lift this sword, so even if it didn’t have any high-end skills, it would be fine. The sword did, how­ever, have the abil­ity to re­duce fa­tigue. Masay­uki only needed to swing it around for show. That rapier was more than suf­fi­cient.

	Speak­ing of which, no one else no­ticed that they’d changed their gear, and in­stead all four were just showered in ap­plause.

	The time limit was three hours. From my cal­cu­la­tions, they could, at most make it to the fifth level.

	Masay­uki’s party also had maps, so they had an edge over the other teams. They had all the sup­port needed to help ad­vert­ise.

	Fi­nally, we had three teams.

	Al­though I felt that this num­ber was small in size, con­sid­er­ing that the task was to in­vest­ig­ate a sus­pi­cious labyrinth of the de­mon lord, a lot of people were prob­ably hes­it­at­ing.

	We’d have to rely on today’s pro­mo­tional event to get rid of their un­ease.

	Then, it was about time—

	“Hold on, I’m par­ti­cip­at­ing too.”

	As these words were spoken, a man in black ap­peared on the stage.

	It was Kai the ‘Spl­en­da­cious Sword Fighter’.

	“You made me fall for your tricks with your bor­ing feints and shame­ful schemes. Fu­fufu, that’s all you’re cap­able of as a de­mon lord’s lackey and one of those des­pic­able ‘Four Heav­enly Kings’. I know you are afraid of my true power, how very na­ive of you to try and trick me. No mat­ter what kind of con­spir­acy you have, I’ll crush it!”

	I was just won­der­ing why he came. How per­fectly timed.

	It seemed that he was un­able to ac­cept the fact that he was knocked out by Ranga and thought he’d fallen into some sort of trap. He prob­ably also thought that I had some ul­terior motive for open­ing the labyrinth and had come out to stop me.

	I did have some other in­ten­tion, but not what he thought.

	“This time al­low me to give him a thor­ough—”

	“Um, go ahead, Di­ablo.”

	“To do what? Also, Sh­ion, stop try­ing to im­it­ate my tone!” I huffed.

	These two… Ser­i­ously, why were they act­ing like this?

	They ser­i­ously didn’t hold back against people who spoke neg­at­ively about me. Sh­ion’s tricks had been pil­ing on at this point; I really needed to start fig­ur­ing out some coun­ter­meas­ures.

	Any­how, that aside, Kai had ac­tu­ally chosen to go solo ap­par­ently. Was that okay…?

	There was no use for me to worry any­way.

	From an­other point of view, I could also make him an ex­ample for people want­ing to go into the labyrinth alone.

	And so, Kai was our fourth chal­lenger.
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	With the chal­lengers gathered on sched­ule, it was time to get star­ted.

	The highly an­ti­cip­ated dun­geon had fi­nally opened.

	We didn’t have a lot of time, so we would stream the labyrinth walk­through with mul­tiple parties ad­van­cing at the same time. Souka would stay back and broad­cast the livestream with feeds of dif­fer­ent teams.

	The Dry­ads were per­fect for the role of re­cep­tion­ist in­side the labyrinth. They would also serve as the ma­gic com­mu­nic­at­ors (cam­era crew), mov­ing with each team.

	Apart from Treyni’s sis­ters Trya and Triss, there were also other dry­ads, al­beit few in num­ber. They were still young and in­ex­per­i­en­ced in battle. How­ever, they still pos­sessed highly abund­ant mana. Now, with Ramiris in charge, they were the best can­did­ates to man­age the labyrinth.

	“Then—these four will be the man­agers of the labyrinth. Nor­mally you won’t be as­signed with any chal­lengers, how­ever, you will need to re­lay in­form­a­tion about every­one’s walk­through pro­gress, so every team will be as­signed with one as fol­lower.”

	Souka read out their names as they began to greet every­one.

	They were Al­pha, Beta, Gamma and Delta. It was in­con­veni­ent for them not to have names, so I named them ran­domly. That be­ing said, it didn’t con­sume any of my ma­gicules. Since Dry­ads were higher mon­sters, they only con­sumed their own ma­gicules. These people were Ramiris’s sub­or­din­ates after all, I only needed to help name them.

	By the way, these sis­ters looked quite sim­ilar to each other, it was hard to dif­fer­en­ti­ate them by eye­sight alone.

	Mon­sters, sur­pris­ingly enough, used the wavelength of their mana to dif­fer­en­ti­ate in­di­vidu­als, which was dif­fi­cult for hu­mans. Partly due to this reason, I had to name them in or­der to make it easier to re­cog­nize them.

	“If you run into any dif­fi­culty, just ask them for help~! Now we are go­ing to talk about rules! First of all, here is some­thing for every­one!”

	Souka held up a few items to de­mon­strate to every­one as Al­pha dis­trib­uted the same things to each per­son.

	“These are the items that will be sold when people enter the labyrinth. Has every­one got their items?”

	Fol­lowed by Souka’s words, each item was shown and en­larged on the screen. In times like this, hav­ing a pro­jector was also par­tic­u­larly con­veni­ent.

	The items shown were ten high-grade heal­ing po­tions, one full heal­ing po­tion, a ‘Re­vival Brace­let’ and a ‘Re­turn Whistle’.

	Since we wanted every­one to have a taste, we of course had to give them out for free. We were ask­ing them to help us test out the labyrinth, so they could even take these items back with them as re­wards.

	Just in case, we also equipped the Dry­ads with the same items. If there was a prob­lem, they could get back ASAP.

	Given the sheer size of the labyrinth floors, it was un­likely for them to make it out of the first level. Even if they got to the stairs without get­ting lost, it was still over two kilo­met­ers’ walk in terms of dis­tance. Since we made the floor into a maze, it would take even more time to com­plete.

	For the next three hours, it’d be best if they tried their hard­est and en­ter­tained the audi­ence. When the es­tim­ated time was reached, we would pull them back out us­ing the items.

	There were, of course, other forms of re­wards.

	For pro­mo­tional pur­poses, we also pre­pared treas­ure chests with de­cent equip­ment as gifts for every­one. When the labyrinth of­fi­cially opened, these chests would only be found on the second floor and be­low, but this time they were up for every­one to grab.

	We wouldn’t be men­tion­ing these in­side-deal­ings of course; Souka only ex­plained what was ne­ces­sary. Near the end, she began to ex­plain the most im­port­ant things.

	“Well then, please have a look at this par­tic­u­lar item. This is called a ‘Re­vival Brace­let’. For any­one en­ter­ing our na­tion’s labyrinth, you must pur­chase this item. After all, this has an im­port­ant abil­ity—it can re­sur­rect the dead!” s Souka ex­plained, there was a wave of gasps from the crowd. How is that pos­sible—and com­ments along those lines were uttered.

	“Please rest as­sured~! This is very im­port­ant in­form­a­tion, so please pay at­ten­tion! This item only works in­side the labyrinth of our na­tion! It’s use­less out­side, so please re­mem­ber that or you will end up pretty dead if mis­used. I do hope every­one can un­der­stand that it is in­ef­fect­ive out­side!”

	That was the most im­port­ant point.

	If someone ac­ci­dent­ally tried to use it out­side… That was not some­thing that you could just get away with an, “Oops, that didn’t work”. Moreover, it’d be prob­lem­atic if they pushed the re­spons­ib­il­ity onto us, even though it was totally the fault of the user him­self.

	With that be­ing said… There were also cer­tain kinds of people in this world called middle aged house­wives dif­fi­cult cus­tom­ers.

	In or­der to get it through their thick skulls, we had to cla­rify this point. We had to be thor­ough when go­ing through things, in case any­one mis­took its use and thought that it could work out­side of the labyrinth. We had to en­sure that even an idiot knew that it wouldn’t work out­side to re­vive people. By that point, even if an ac­ci­dent did hap­pen, it wouldn’t be our prob­lem.

	I didn’t want any of that un­ne­ces­sary re­spons­ib­il­ity.

	In my pre­vi­ous life, I found that people would al­ways make the seller ac­count­able for any is­sues, even if it was their own fault. In this way, to me, idi­ots who in­ten­tion­ally broke the rules and ended up dy­ing was totally their own do­ing.

	But either way, mak­ing sure every­one was well-in­formed was still our re­spons­ib­il­ity. We had to be ex­tra cau­tious in that re­gard.

	“—And that’s all! I once again urge every­one to not use it out­side at all!”

	Souka’s ex­plan­a­tion was very clear for every­one to un­der­stand.

	There we go. Done.

	The only prob­lem left was for someone to ac­tu­ally ex­per­i­ence us­ing it. Nor­mally, people would hes­it­ate when con­fron­ted with such a thing. How­ever, with Ramiris’s modi­fic­a­tion of the ‘Re­vival Brace­let’, any pain and agony could be filtered out when a per­son was con­firmed dead.

	In ad­di­tion, there was ap­prox­im­ately a ten second gap between dy­ing and be­ing tele­por­ted back to the sur­face. We in­ten­tion­ally made it this way so people could use ap­pro­pri­ate means to re­vive them­selves.

	With that be­ing said, there were very few higher ma­gic users that could per­form the mir­acle spell ‘Re­sur­rec­tion’.

	By the way, even though a full heal­ing po­tion was un­able to re­vive the soul of a per­son, within the labyrinth, the soul would re­main in the body. In other words, it was ac­tu­ally pos­sible to re­sur­rect people by re­pair­ing their body us­ing the full heal­ing po­tion.

	How­ever, I feared that this again might cre­ate some mis­un­der­stand­ings in the out­side world—which was why we de­signed it so that if no proper means of re­sur­rec­tion was ap­plied within ten seconds, the body would be tele­por­ted to the sur­face.

	Just as Masay­uki said, chal­len­ging the labyrinth was like play­ing a game.

	With that, the ex­plan­a­tion part was con­cluded.

	Now we would have someone test out the ‘Re­vival Brace­let’ right here.

	“Then, does any­one want to try it out now—?”

	I doubted any­one would, yet Souka asked away any­way. She was a lot bolder than I ex­pec­ted.

	“Hmph, you won’t die in the labyrinth? That’s some real funny shit. I’m not gonna fall for your bull­shit rhet­oric!”

	The bald, strong man—Bas­son—ex­claimed as the oth­ers nod­ded in agree­ment, as if say­ing, “Sure, sure, much agreed”.

	Elen’s party also didn’t want to vo­lun­teer.

	“Isn’t that simple enough? Mis­ter over there, how about you step up for the de­mon­stra­tion,” Kai the ‘Spl­en­da­cious Sword Fighter’ poin­ted at My­our­miles.

	He didn’t want to do it him­self, and in­stead poin­ted at someone else to try—but fine, I sup­pose that was reas­on­able.

	The way he spoke, how­ever, was not as re­spect­able.

	“Me? Your pro­posal does make sense, so I shall ac­cept.”

	My­our­miles, now ap­poin­ted, seemed to have an­ti­cip­ated how things would de­ve­lop. He didn’t look par­tic­u­larly moved by it.

	Es­pe­cially since we ac­tu­ally had people ex­per­i­ence it in real life already.

	Sh­ion’s sub­or­din­ate, ‘Yomig­aeri’, had been sub­jec­ted to that ex­per­i­ence many times, so My­our­miles also be­lieved that it was com­pletely safe. There was no need to fear given the past ex­per­i­ments. My­our­miles calmly put on the brace­let and entered the labyrinth. At the same time, many chal­lengers also entered with him.

	“Then, I shall at­tack Mis­ter My­our­miles here—” Souka said as she un­sheathed her sword with one hand and pre­pared her­self to at­tack My­our­miles. Yet Kai in­ter­rup­ted her by tak­ing ac­tions of his own.

	“Don’t think you can fool me now, HYA!”

	As he fin­ished, he went on to swing his sword and cut off My­our­miles’s arm.

	“—Wait!” Souka shouted to in­ter­vene, but it was too late.

	“ARGH!” My­our­miles cried out as he held his wound.

	Since pain was re­duced in the labyrinth, he wouldn’t die from shock, but it was non­ethe­less un­pleas­ant to have your arm chopped off.

	“HAHAHAHAHA! Look at your­self. Time to die!”

	That bas­tard dares to mock My­our­miles…

	I al­most lost con­trol, yet I saw a smirk on My­our­miles’s face. I im­me­di­ately calmed down at the scene. At the same time, Kai sliced his sword through My­our­miles’s neck—My­our­miles’s body sud­denly turned into beams of light be­fore dis­ap­pear­ing. It was like noth­ing had happened. He re­ap­peared at the sur­face, near the tem­por­ary en­trance at the cen­ter of the stage. Even all of My­our­miles’s clothes turned into light and he re­vived with his ori­ginal ap­pear­ance.

	These scenes were all re­cor­ded by the Dry­ads us­ing the crys­tal balls and passed onto the pro­jector as the foot­age was shown on the large screen.

	“Please have a look every­one, all my limbs are fine as be­fore!”

	My­our­miles was stand­ing there cas­u­ally, un­harmed. His cut arm was re­stored to its ori­ginal state, bring­ing us the best per­form­ance of the day.

	“OHOHOH—!”

	The crowd gave off waves of loud cheers, some even shout­ing, “That was a mir­acle!” Our goal was reached most ex­cel­lently. It would be trouble­some if people sus­pec­ted that it was some kind of a trick, yet Kai’s over­re­ac­tion proved to have con­vinced people even more so.

	For people who still didn’t be­lieve at this point, we would just have to in­vite them to ex­per­i­ence it for them­selves. How­ever, at the end of the day, these mech­an­isms were for the worst-case scen­ario. We would still prefer it if people ac­ted cau­tiously. Be­ing un­able to die was all well and good, but it was best if they didn’t have to ex­per­i­ence it in the first place.

	That’s why we only needed to wait for ad­ven­tur­ers who vis­ited the labyrinth to leak such news. Some nut-job chal­lengers would prob­ably want to try it out them­selves. But that wouldn’t be a prob­lem either.

	The point was to en­cour­age people to chal­lenge the dun­geon. Thanks to My­our­miles, our scheme came into fruition. As ex­pec­ted from My­our­miles, he had balls of steel. This was ex­actly the out­come I wanted, which was also why I tol­er­ated Kai’s ac­tions.

	It cost My­our­miles to en­dure such hor­rible things; I would have to go give him my thanks later, I thought to my­self while watch­ing the screen.
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	“Now then, you may start ex­plor­ing the labyrinth! Once you step in­side, you will find your­self in a world of un­knowns. What will these brave ad­ven­tur­ers en­counter there—”

	Souka began to broad­cast the foot­age on stage. The large screen began to show the status of each group. As the broad­cast pro­ceeded smoothly, it also re­vealed the in­terior design of the labyrinth.

	Souka’s com­ment­ary was highly im­mers­ive. I was think­ing: “She sure pays at­ten­tion to de­tails,” as I also tracked each team’s move­ment.

	Let’s look at Bas­son’s team.

	The labyrinth walls were de­signed to have uni­form stone­work.

	Bas­son’s party was mov­ing on the first floor. I thought they would at least have someone sketch down maps, yet it seemed that none of them had the slight­est in­ten­tion of tak­ing notes, nor were they put­ting mark­ers on the walls. All they were do­ing was cas­u­ally strolling down the aisles while shoot­ing the breeze and laugh­ing.

	Is this really okay?

	Cave ex­plor­a­tion was a thing in this world, and stuff like tak­ing con­tracts by people to ex­term­in­ate mon­sters deep in the forests wasn’t un­com­mon. In times like this, how did they man­age to achieve their goals? Could it be that they had hired people to lead the way every single time…

	“Tsk, why are we al­ways walk­ing down the same road! What the hell, these are all quad­ri­lat­er­als!”

	“Boss, didn’t we just walk along this road as well?”

	Be­fore my wor­ries could have been re­layed to them, these people were already lost. We did men­tion that the area was ex­tremely wide dur­ing the ex­plan­a­tion, weren’t they listen­ing?

	“Bas­son, this is bad! This labyrinth is lar­ger than we ima­gined…”

	Ah, I get it.

	The first floor of the labyrinth alone was around 250 meters long on each side. We did men­tion that it was big, but these people seemed to have thought it would be smal­ler. It is likely that they didn’t think the area was all that large when they heard that the labyrinth was a man-made fa­cil­ity un­der­neath the co­los­seum.

	I sup­posed that was fine, as long as they helped with the pro­mo­tion, it would be okay. But we couldn’t let them die on the first floor right out of the gates. If they ended up mak­ing it look like the labyrinth was so un­fairly dif­fi­cult, then no one would want to chal­lenge it.

	I hoped that they could at least pro­gress to a cer­tain ex­tent. They could come back if killed any­way, the brace­let had the sa­vior func­tion. Us­ing that mech­anic, they could es­cape from the labyrinth, but they would be con­sidered killed. Al­pha and the other dry­ads would then go to as­sist.

	This time they were even ac­com­pa­ny­ing all of the con­test­ants, so the dry­ads could force­fully tele­port them back to the sur­face, if need be. That’s why I hoped they would re­lax a bit and pro­gress through the labyrinth care­fully, and maybe even start tak­ing it ser­i­ously from now on…

	Be­ing in­und­ated by his com­pan­ions’ woes had made Bas­son look dis­gruntled.

	“Are your heads full of shit? There’s no way any labyrinth is that big. These are all tricks of the de­mon lord; he’s try­ing to send us off the trail with ma­gic.”

	“Y-yeah!”

	“As ex­pec­ted from Bas­son-aniki!”

	“In­deed, there’s a dense layer of ma­gicule here. As you have said, this is likely some hal­lu­cin­a­tion or il­lu­sion ma­gic at work.”

	“That’s right, Gomez. From the start, we have al­ways taken right turns at the in­ter­sec­tions, in other words, we can eas­ily turn around and go back the way we came.”

	No way, the prob­lem was not the dif­fi­culty. Their plan soun­ded very com­pre­hens­ive, but in real­ity, that wasn’t the case. It’d be okay for them to have taken notes on pa­per or other items, how­ever, since the hall­ways all had sim­ilar look­ing walls along them, they couldn’t pos­sibly re­mem­ber every single one of them. There were also cross­roads and T-in­ter­sec­tions, as well as dead ends. There was com­plex ter­rain com­bined with al­most identical scenery. Not even the first floor could be beaten by turn­ing to the right every time.

	The chal­lengers were just too stu­pid. Looks like I best not put too much hope into these people…

	But just as I thought so—

	Bas­son’s party van­ished, or rather, they fell down to the next floor.

	“A-are—! Did they just fall into a trap?” Souka asked, shar­ing my same con­fu­sion. Was there a fall trap set on the first floor?

	“Ramiris—”

	“U-umm, w-what?”

	“—Noth­ing ser­i­ous, it’s just that I was the one who de­signed that floor. I don’t re­call little tricks like that, could it be you who made the change without my per­mis­sion?”

	My eyes nar­rowed as a smile hung on my face. This was to not scare Ramiris. Al­though, I had also locked my hands around her body in a vice grip to pre­vent her from es­cap­ing, be­fore ask­ing her the ques­tion.

	“A-about that, it was be­cause we wanted to fur­ther the com­ple­tion of the labyrinth…” Ramiris answered with an in­gra­ti­at­ing smile.

	After some more per­sist­ent in­ter­rog­a­tion, she ad­mit­ted to hav­ing set up an enorm­ous amount of fall traps her­self.

	I an­grily cursed as Ramiris, “You idiot!”

	Missy, do you know that we don’t need fall traps on a wide-area floor? The point of them is to get people lost in or­der to re­duce their stam­ina. Hav­ing fall traps that gave them short­cuts would serve the op­pos­ite ef­fect. A trap is only use­ful if its pur­pose aligns with the in­ten­ded goal of a floor.

	“B-but there are more vi­cious fall traps down in the lower floors. So I really was just won­der­ing if you had for­got­ten to set one up in that area or some­thing, my in­ten­tion was all good.”

	She just loved pok­ing her nose around other people’s busi­ness.

	While it was bad to have set that trap up in the first place, the least you could’ve done was pre­pare a pit of needles at the bot­tom. Ramiris, Vel­dora, Milim; I knew these three would mess up when lay­ing the traps. That’s why I per­son­ally de­signed the first floor…

	I hur­ried to con­firm the status of the other teams.

	First was Elen’s party.

	Cabal was ori­gin­ally the leader, but right now Elen had taken con­trol. These people all had a ter­rible sense of dir­ec­tion, my guess was that they would have dif­fi­culty in even get­ting through the first floor. But my guess was only half right.

	Elen’s party wasn’t tricked by the fall traps, in­stead they were pro­gress­ing very care­fully. Sur­pris­ingly, they were neatly writ­ing down rel­ev­ant in­form­a­tion about their pro­gress on pa­per; it’s the clas­sic dun­geon walk­through strategy.

	“Ho? Elen and the boys are so care­ful. They haven’t stepped on any traps, even avoid­ing ones that I’ve set. They’ve also found their third treas­ure chest. They are pro­gress­ing way too smoothly…”

	“—Ehehe.”

	What the heck? Some­thing about this seems off.

	Why are they do­ing so well?

	There was also one more thing that had caught my at­ten­tion, Ramiris seemed to be try­ing to hide some­thing with her smile right now.

	“…Oi, Ramiris.”

	“W-what!?”

	“I have a lot of faith in you, but could there be any­thing that you are hid­ing from me?”

	“O-of course, Rimuru!”

	“Then let me ask you this, did you do some­thing with Elen’s party?”

	Judging by this screen alone, there was noth­ing out of the or­din­ary. How­ever, their cur­rent re­cord seems way too sus­pi­cious. Re­gard­ing the treas­ure chests set by me, most of them, nat­ur­ally, were empty, yet they had found items in­side them three times in a row. There was a good chance that they had been cheat­ing.

	“A-about that…”

	Again?

	“What did you do?”

	“Ah, I did. Elen and her com­pan­ions sent some gifts, so we were just chat­ting and hav­ing a good time! And then—”

	…

	It hurt my head just listen­ing.

	While Ramiris and the oth­ers were busy build­ing the labyrinth, Elen sent a bunch of cakes to them. They were ex­per­i­men­tal products made by Yoshida-san, which must have been de­li­cious. As Elen was send­ing the gifts, she be­came ac­quain­ted with the dry­ads, and through them, she man­aged to ex­tract a bunch of in­form­a­tion about the first floor.

	Halfway through, Ramiris also found it odd, but the charm of the cakes was too ir­res­ist­ible for her…

	“You can’t blame me this time! It wasn’t just me, even Mentor and Milim said it was fine!”

	And she got des­per­ate and began to ar­gue how she was right. I was dumb­foun­ded at this blatant act of bribery. I didn’t ex­pect her to be­come cor­rup­ted so quickly.

	But with that be­ing said, it wasn’t as severe as I had ima­gined.

	I did lower the dif­fi­culty of pro­gres­sion dur­ing the fest­ival, and they only got in­form­a­tion on one floor any­way. The really good treas­ure chests were not on that floor any­way.

	“Cabal’s team has been suc­cess­fully ac­quir­ing treas­ure chests from the start.”

	“In­deed, ac­cord­ing to His Majesty Rimuru, there will be treas­ure chests placed in vari­ous loc­a­tions, such as small rooms. There are also traps mixed in with them, so you have to be care­ful.”

	“I see~! Are there any pre­cious items in­side as well?”

	“There will be on lower levels. Eh—speak­ing of it… The treas­ure chests are ap­par­ently cat­egor­ized with three dif­fer­ent vari­ations. Those be­ing bronze, sil­ver and gold col­ors. I heard that only the bronze ones may be laden with traps.”

	The three dif­fer­ent treas­ure chests con­tained dif­fer­ent re­wards, and there would only be bronze chests on the first floor. In­side these, you would, at most, find high-grade items, usu­ally things such as a heal­ing po­tion or sil­ver coins. The rest would be failed cre­ations from Kur­o­bee’s dis­ciples, a.k.a. run-of-the-mill gear. If this was what ad­ven­tur­ers wanted, we weren’t los­ing much through that pro­cess.

	“Surely, their goal would be the golden chests, right?”

	“That’s likely the case. How­ever, golden chests will ex­clus­ively ap­pear in boss rooms, which are found on every tenth floor.”

	“What does that mean?”

	“Let me put it this way. I’m sure that every­one already knows Gozer-sama, who’s the guard­ian of the 50th floor of the dun­geon. By that de­duc­tion, there are sim­ilar rooms on the 40th, 30th, 20th and 10th floors, guarded by a “Floor Guard­ian”. Only by de­feat­ing these strong foes, will you be able to open the golden chests. They are said to even have rare-grade gear in­side them!” My­our­miles ex­plained while read­ing off the note that I had given him.

	Our goal this time was to ad­vert­ise, so we had to util­ize op­por­tun­it­ies like this. Al­though, those words did sound highly sus­pi­cious, like some pro­mo­tion on a late-night TV show. Even I, the writer of the note, felt a bit shame­ful hear­ing them, though those words were meant to stim­u­late people’s de­sire.

	It did have a tre­mend­ous ef­fect how­ever, “rare-grade gear” caused quite the dis­turb­ance at the venue.

	“Every­one has wit­nessed Gozer-san’s abil­ity. That strong man is await­ing fel­low chal­lengers, to those who are con­fid­ent in your abil­it­ies, you should try to chal­lenge him!”

	“There’s one more thing. As every­one has seen, the floors are quite vast; I hope that people will be men­tally pre­pared for a single walk­through tak­ing up sev­eral days,” My­our­miles answered, provid­ing an­swers to Souka’s doubts. The two were a fant­as­tic duo, as both the live broad­casters and com­ment­at­ors.

	I con­firmed once more that there were only bronze chests on the first floor.

	“—Are you sure you haven’t touched the con­tents of the treas­ure chests?”

	“That, you can rest as­sured!”

	Okay then.

	After all, their method of pro­gress­ing was al­most a clas­sic strategy, it would be great for pro­mo­tion. Al­though I did mind the fact that Elen’s party was play­ing tricks, I might as well just let them have those trinkets as a re­ward. It was def­in­itely foul play to have ob­tained a map as well as the trap loc­a­tions, but I’d close one eye for them this time. I already knew that Elen’s party would be fine now.

	Time to check on Masay­uki, who I had leaked in­form­a­tion to…

	“OH OH—okay, now this is epic. They are already en­ter­ing the fourth floor—! The team known as “Shin­ing” is as the name sug­gests. They’re zip­ping through at the speed of light.”

	—PEW!

	How was that pos­sible? They had only star­ted the walk­through less than thirty minutes ago, and they had some­how already got­ten to the fourth floor! Masay­uki’s party must’ve in­ten­tion­ally stepped on fall traps and cheesed their way to the lower levels.

	As for the audi­ence’s re­ac­tion—“MA~SA~YU~KI, MA~SA~YU~KI—!”

	Could’ve guessed that from a mile away.

	The same audi­ence that had mocked Bas­son’s party for fall­ing down the trap, in­stead gave Masay­uki their ap­proval and praise. This was a bit too ri­dicu­lous, but it was Masay­uki’s power.

	I figured that Masay­uki must’ve been ter­ribly pissed at me right now, think­ing that the in­form­a­tion I gave him was bogus… Sorry, that’s not my fault. But any­thing soun­ded like an ex­cuse at this point.

	After reach­ing the fourth floor, mon­sters began to patrol the roads. Re­ly­ing on an in­com­plete map, that was miss­ing a bunch of fall traps, must’ve been fright­en­ing. I still prayed to my­self that he would do his best.

	Let’s check on the last guy—Kai.

	This man was sprint­ing through the labyrinth, mak­ing good use of his phys­ical prowess. Delta was fly­ing around tire­lessly try­ing to catch up with him. She was a semi-spir­itual life form (half spirit, half liv­ing be­ing), able to use ‘Tele­port­a­tion’ via the ve­get­a­tion. How­ever, do­ing so would dis­rupt the live video feed she was sup­posed to re­lay. That must’ve been why she was try­ing so hard to keep pace with Kai by fly­ing after him. Her ded­ic­a­tion and en­thu­si­asm to­wards her work was truly com­mend­able. Des­pite Delta strug­gling, with the fear of fall­ing be­hind, Kai couldn’t have cared less, in­stead keep­ing up his steady pace while dash­ing through hall­way after hall­way. He kept on sprint­ing to­wards the stairs without ever get­ting lost, he ap­peared to be us­ing ma­gic or other means to gain know­ledge of his sur­round­ings.

	<<An­swer. It is the ef­fect of Ele­men­tal Ma­gic “Map Gen­er­a­tion”.>>

	So, you could also do that when you didn’t have a map at hand. It seemed to be the type of ma­gic used by ‘Great Sage’ in the past. Ma­gic like that could gen­er­ate in­form­a­tion about loc­a­tions in his brain, that is, if he could cast the ma­gic con­sist­ently. It seemed that not only was he skilled in the sword, he was also good with ma­gic. He sure had some tricks up his sleeve.

	I did in­quire about him from Fuze, and it turned out that Kai was in­deed the rare A Rank per­son­nel. No won­der he had abil­it­ies like that.

	He was cur­rently tear­ing through the second floor and would be reach­ing the stairs soon. At this rate, it would take him an­other two hours be­fore he reached the fifth floor. That was a lot faster than I ex­pec­ted, I never an­ti­cip­ated their pro­gress to be so fast.

	There’s some­thing else that was both­er­ing me how­ever—it was Kai’s un­usual ex­pres­sion. His mouth was twis­ted grot­es­quely, and his eyes were blood­shot…

	By the time he reached the third floor, he hadn’t shown any signs of slow­ing down either. But un­like the first and second floors, he wasn’t even skip­ping a single small room—he was check­ing for treas­ure chests. Or per­haps it was the op­pos­ite case—he seemed to know where the treas­ure chests were at and was able to find the rooms with treas­ure chests ef­fort­lessly.

	He was also only pick­ing the sil­ver chests.

	“This guy… How’s he do­ing that?” I muttered to my­self. Raphael-sen­sei didn’t re­spond. Looked like even sen­sei didn’t know.

	“I feel that this Kai guy has an es­pe­cially strong de­sire. Is he per­haps the type that can even sniff out money?” Ramiris com­men­ted coldly, while I un­der­stood some­what.

	In any case, Kai was def­in­itely not any or­din­ary per­son. What he did to My­our­miles was also un­pleas­ant, so if pos­sible, I hoped that we wouldn’t be deal­ing with such a char­ac­ter any longer.

	In this way, Kai’s labyrinth strategy also made rapid head­way.
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	An­other two hours had passed.

	Bas­son’s party dis­covered an­other hid­den room.

	“Bas­son-aniki! There’s an­other room here as well.”

	One of his com­pan­ions dis­covered the door on ac­ci­dent.

	“Could this be an­other trap?” Bas­son asked, his face filled with doubts.

	Just now, they had been bat­tling the trapped treas­ure chests filled with para­lyz­ing toxin and sleep­ing gas. There was also a rather weak mimic they fought. They had de­ve­loped PTSD from treas­ure chests.

	“Oi, Ramiris. What’s in the room of that treas­ure chest? If this con­tin­ues, it won’t have any good pro­mo­tional ef­fect, even I am start­ing to feel sorry for them, so it’s about time for them to get some­thing good…”

	How should I put it, see­ing how these people were get­ting tricked re­minded me of the gacha game I played, and the sour memory of ten rolls of ab­so­lute garbage. After get­ting all that trash be­fore, their mis­for­tune weighed even on me. If they ended up los­ing their mo­tiv­a­tion, they wouldn’t be com­ing back in the fu­ture… That’s why I thought it was about time to give them some grand prize.

	“D-don’t worry. It was be­cause those chal­lengers sucked… Al­though it’s not fair for me to say so, I really didn’t ex­pect them to be that reck­less. B-but that room has one mon­ster and a sil­ver chest. I don’t re­mem­ber what was in it, but they will def­in­itely get some­thing good this time!”

	Fine, that should do it. I hope they will en­counter at least some­thing nice today—

	“AHH! It’s a trap again, there’s even a mon­ster in here!”

	“Tsk, how about we re­treat for now?”

	“We can’t, Bas­son. It’s already onto us!”

	“It’s a great-bear! It won’t be easy for us to es­cape…”

	The two sides were already star­ing at each other, ob­serving what sort of move they would be mak­ing.

	—Eh, what is this?

	Only one mon­ster ap­peared, there’s no way you needed to panic like that. There was only a slim chance for a mon­ster to already ap­pear on the first floor, and there wouldn’t be any strong ones on the second floor either. Yet this hid­den room had a sil­ver chest con­tain­ing some qual­ity re­ward. A strong mon­ster was de­ployed to guard this chest… This hid­den grand prize on the second floor.

	Yet it only had a great-bear, a measly Rank C mon­ster. Bas­son’s team, with a com­bined strength of Ranked B, could eas­ily take care of them. Des­pite this, Bas­son and Gomez were shocked upon see­ing the great-bear.

	“Bas­son-aniki, there’s a treas­ure chest there!”

	“It’s sil­ver.”

	“It may be trapped again, but all we can do now is fight. Al­right every­one, get ready!”

	“Copy that!”

	“Let’s go, let’s go!”

	It seemed that Bas­son’s six-man team fi­nally made up their mind to fight. As they were star­ing at the great-bear, the team care­fully raised their weapons.

	“I’ll be the bait; you guys take the chance and at­tack!”

	Bas­son really had the com­pos­ure of a leader, he’d de­cided to be a com­pet­ent tank. He rushed into the room and shouted, di­vert­ing all of the great-bear’s at­ten­tion to him.

	Bas­son and the great-bear con­fron­ted each other face-to-face.

	“Oh! Bas­son’s party ap­pears to be en­ga­ging a mon­ster in battle! Their op­pon­ent is a great-bear? I heard that one swing of its gi­ant paw can eas­ily take someone’s life—”

	I fi­nally real­ized my mis­take after hear­ing Souka’s ex­plan­a­tion.

	Right, this isn’t ac­tu­ally a video game.

	Bas­son and his men were, after all, pro­fes­sional ad­ven­tur­ers. They didn’t want any of their men to be in­jured. Even the slight­est mis­step could have cost them their lives, and so they would most def­in­itely avoid fight­ing mon­sters that yiel­ded no profit. Even though they didn’t really need to worry about dy­ing in there, it would take some time for people to ac­tu­ally ac­cept such a mind­set.

	With that in mind, per­haps I should re-eval­u­ate how I’ve been try­ing to pro­mote the labyrinth…

	And soon, the battle began.

	Bas­son lunged for­ward to take on the great-bear’s at­tack. A look of des­per­a­tion was etched on his face. The only thing between him and the mon­ster was a worn-out piece of leather ar­mor. A piece that didn’t cover up his en­tire body and left his hands and lower sides com­pletely ex­posed. He found him­self in quite the pre­cari­ous situ­ation des­pite con­front­ing an op­pon­ent weaker than him­self. His great axe could land heavy chop­ping blows, yet it was not suit­able to de­fend against a bear’s claws. That’s why Bas­son had been us­ing his round shield to de­flect the great-bear’s paw.

	His com­pan­ions, on the other hand, were cov­er­ing for Bas­son. To keep them­selves safe, they were tar­get­ing the eyes and feet of the great-bear when launch­ing at­tacks. The ma­gi­cian named Gomez, mean­while, launched the great-ma­gic spell Wind Slash to take its life.

	“And it’s at this mo­ment that their battle to the death with the great-bear con­cludes! An ex­cel­lent fight!”

	“In­deed. Their ac­tions were very lo­gical and devoid of un­ne­ces­sary com­plic­a­tions. That was the style of ex­per­i­en­ced fight­ers.”

	As I listened to Souka and My­our­miles’s broad­cast, I mulled over the fight just now. In­deed, their team­work was flaw­less. In the end, there were no cas­u­al­ties in Bas­son’s team, and they took around five minutes to take down the great-bear.

	But I couldn’t shake off the troubles as new prob­lems star­ted to emerge.

	“Oi oi oi, I didn’t ex­pect them to fight so cau­tiously against an en­emy far weaker than them­selves…”

	“Um—I was sur­prised too. But shouldn’t that nor­mally be the case?”

	“I sup­pose. Al­though not hav­ing drawn a map is in­dic­at­ive of poor per­form­ance, we seem to have un­der­es­tim­ated their abil­it­ies.”

	“That’s true, maybe it will take three days just to break through the first floor alone…”

	“Um—if that’s the case, we should really think about quan­ti­fy­ing the ra­tions…”

	I didn’t ex­pect our pro­ject to be dis­rup­ted by some­thing like this.

	Bas­son’s team had team­mates of vary­ing ranks, but their over­all strength was the equi­val­ent of Rank B. As for Bas­son and Gomez, with their good equip­ment, they may have been around Rank B in terms of skill. Yet we couldn’t have an­ti­cip­ated that such a six-man team had to struggle in a fight on the second floor already.

	In terms of res­ults alone, it was their com­plete vic­tory, though tak­ing five minutes was per­haps way too long. How­ever, as pro­fes­sional ad­ven­tur­ers, they might also value safety more…

	Maybe they should be taught to ad­apt dif­fer­ent fight­ing strategies, per­haps they could ad­here to the strategy of “Use heal­ing po­tions even if it’s only a scratch” to im­prove their com­bat ef­fi­ciency.

	Not sure why I was wor­ried, but right now Bas­son’s party was ap­proach­ing the treas­ure chest.

	“It looks like the room con­tained a treas­ure chest, it looks sil­ver as well, what could pos­sibly be in­side…?”

	Souka’s words had tensed up the audi­ence. While the other teams had opened treas­ure chests sev­eral times by now, people were still highly in­ter­es­ted in the in­stant that they were opened.

	One of Bas­son’s team­mates went up and im­me­di­ately threw the lid open.

	Oi oi oi, shouldn’t you at least check for traps?

	Sil­ver chests weren’t set with traps, but Bas­son’s team had no clue of that. Just be­fore this, they had got­ten poisoned with para­lysis and en­vel­oped with sleep­ing gas. They also seemed to be tak­ing turns when open­ing chests, but this wasn’t a pun­ish­ment game… Their crude way of open­ing the chest even put me, as a spec­tator, on edge.

	In this re­gard, in the eyes of me, an epic gamer, I could only call them am­a­teurs.

	Hav­ing treas­ure chests in­side labyrinths was a for­eign concept to people here… is that why they were so quick to do some­thing so reck­less? From this point of view, Elen’s party was at least some­what bet­ter. Their team had Gido, who, so far, had en­sured that they wouldn’t trig­ger any traps while ex­tract­ing items from treas­ure chests.

	Bas­son’s team’s is­sue prob­ably came down to them not hav­ing a thief. Pro­fes­sional ad­ven­tur­ers that ex­term­in­ated mon­sters were prob­ably the buff type who weren’t suited for situ­ations like this. They should have hired team­mates spe­cial­iz­ing in ex­plor­a­tion.

	Hold up?

	It may be that the dif­fi­culty of the labyrinth was higher than we ex­pec­ted. I thought that the is­sue was Bas­son’s party not be­ing pro­fes­sional enough, but it would seem that a lot of people were simply not good at ex­plor­ing a labyrinth. Their walk­through couldn’t be made faster.

	I needed to re­flect on the is­sue.

	“OH, WO­WOWO! Bas­son-aniki, it’s a sword!”

	NICU!

	They seemed to have hit the jack­pot. Moreover, the rare-grade jack­pot de­luxe. There were many dif­fer­ent types of re­wards, such as high-grade heal­ing po­tions, an­cient gold coins, or fine qual­ity gear etc. We also de­signed it so that, start­ing from level two, there would be a very low chance of the re­ward be­ing a rare-grade item.

	What Bas­son got was a rare-grade sword.

	“By the way, Mentor said that all of the treas­ure chests were de­signed to have higher re­ward drop rates!”

	“I-is that so? But so far they have been get­ting shit re­wards all around…”

	It was rare for Vel­dora to be so gen­er­ous, yet it was ruined by Bas­son’s bad luck. No, had Vel­dora not raised the prob­ab­il­ity, they could have been get­ting shit gear even now.

	With that be­ing said, ob­tain­ing this rare-grade sword was a game-changer for them. This would be great for pub­li­city. Bas­son’s team would prob­ably also want to test their luck even more. Upon think­ing so, I had to com­pli­ment Vel­dora with a “Good job”.

	“For Vel­dora, this de­cision has been amaz­ing. If you failed to leave these folks with some good memor­ies, it would af­fect the fu­ture of the labyrinth ex­plor­a­tion.”

	I’ll thank Vel­dora later.

	Bas­son’s men whistled upon lay­ing eyes on the sword.

	They seemed to be very fond of the treas­ure.

	“You guys, let’s keep on go­ing at this pace!”

	Bas­son sheathed his great axe and changed his weapon to the sword.

	In the next room, three Rank D bats ap­peared, all cut down by him in one smooth slash. The qual­ity of the sword had per­haps ad­ded a bo­nus to their over­all ef­fect­ive­ness, they seemed to have be­come faster in deal­ing with en­emies.

	This was a sword craf­ted by Kur­o­bee’s dis­ciple. It barely made it to the level of rare-grade, how­ever, to Bas­son’s party, it was a mighty sword, non­ethe­less.

	Kai was no ex­cep­tion in this re­gard. I heard that even the elite of Rank A had dif­fi­culty in gath­er­ing a full set of rare-grade gear. No won­der why Bas­son and his boys were so happy.

	As if they were mak­ing up for their pre­vi­ous losses, the party pushed for­ward con­fid­ently. In ad­di­tion, they also seemed to have ob­tained many “Ma­gic Crys­tals” from the mon­sters.

	“This sword is really nice, now we’re mak­ing some profit. We may make more money than we ex­pec­ted.”

	“That’s right, when this labyrinth is of­fi­cially opened, we gotta come back for more!”

	They chat­ted joy­fully.

	And so, Bas­son’s party con­tin­ued their walk­through—

	Let’s have a look at Elen’s team.

	They were stay­ing on the first floor, where it was dif­fi­cult to find rare-grade gear. These folks were op­er­at­ing cau­tiously with safety in mind. One could say that they were overly cau­tious. But for that same reason, they were also able to pick all the treas­ure chests clean on the first floor, with the smoothest pro­gres­sion. Yet to their sur­prise, there was a turn of events.

	“Have we farmed enough?”

	“Are we really go­ing there now?”

	“Uh… Aren’t you go­ing to ask me about it…?”

	“Of course we are go­ing! We’re gonna make it big this time—!”

	Cabal’s opin­ion was com­pletely ig­nored as Elen’s party star­ted mak­ing their way down­stairs. With less than an hour left, they seemed to have set their minds on achiev­ing their goal.

	Their reason for stay­ing on the first floor for that long was ap­par­ently to col­lect po­tions. They had also made full use of the in­form­a­tion that Ramiris gave them, set­ting their tar­get at the tenth level.

	“Oh, Cabal’s party seems to be on the move. Switch­ing gears from the con­ser­vat­ive strategy and de­cid­ing to go all the way down.”

	“Hmm—per­haps they’ve changed their strategy in or­der to find bet­ter treas­ure chests? How­ever, re­ly­ing on luck alone to find them won’t be an easy task…”

	“But just like Bas­son’s team back there, won’t sil­ver chests also give you a rare-grade item?”

	“That’s not some­thing you can get just by wish­ing for it. Look at Kai-san, he’s opened more than twenty sil­ver chests, yet his cur­rent rare-grade item count is still zero.”

	“Does that mean the only way to en­sure you get a rare-grade drop is through a golden chest?”

	“That’s right. How­ever, golden chests only ap­pear in spe­cific loc­a­tions within the boss room, oth­er­wise it will be…”

	“There are other places?”

	“Uh—… There seem to be areas where you may stumble upon large re­gional mon­sters. It is said that a room guarded by this type of mon­ster will also have a golden chest.”

	Upon hear­ing Souka and My­our­miles’s con­ver­sa­tion, I had an idea of what Elen in­ten­ded to do.

	“Oi, Ramiris.”

	“I’m here.”

	“Did you leak in­form­a­tion about the spawn point of the re­gion boss?”

	“About that…”

	“Did you or not?”

	“—UH! It seems to have been a part of it!”

	Wow. Ac­tu­ally, I should think pos­it­ively.

	An en­ter­tain­ing re­gion boss would add to the pro­mo­tional ef­fect—I thought to my­self. I re­called put­ting it near the fourth floor. Once it got beaten, it would change po­s­i­tion, so right now it should still be there…

	In this ma­lig­nant mon­ster room, you would have to deal with sev­eral Rank C+ vam­piric bats first. People en­ter­ing without any know­ledge would be swarmed by mon­sters, how­ever, they could handle it if they were aware of the situ­ation. How­ever, there may be the red her­ring that tricked people into think­ing that they had already figured out what awaited them in­side. That would lead them into a world of hurt.

	—While I was wor­ried up un­til that point, it turned out that this was all for naught.

	Elen’s party in­ten­tion­ally used the trap to fall straight to the fifth floor. They pre­ten­ded to be in­jured in or­der to shill the ef­fect of the heal­ing po­tion. Later, with the ex­cuse of find­ing a rest­ing place, they moved to­wards their ac­tual des­tin­a­tion.

	They’ve done everything per­fectly, what fine act­ors.

	“Big bro, big sis, there’s a room just around the corner, let’s go rest when we get there.”

	“Al­right! By the way, are you al­right, Cabal?”

	“Um, uhhh. This heal­ing po­tion sure is ef­fect­ive. Al­though I think I’m already fully re­covered, let’s go rest up be­fore earn­ing an­other pile of fat loot.”

	Cabal was the only one that gave a ri­gid de­liv­ery, yet the audi­ence didn’t no­tice. They were mes­mer­ized by the events tak­ing place on the screen. It was then that Gido opened the door of the room.

	“WOH! There are vam­piric bats here!”

	“Don’t worry. Cabal, we’ll be count­ing on you!”

	“…But I don’t want to get my blood sucked.”

	Cabal’s res­ist­ance was fu­tile, the battle began.

	He raised his scale shield and hid be­hind it, tak­ing on the at­tack of the vam­piric bats by him­self. While the situ­ation looked dire to the un­ini­ti­ated, Cabal was un­fazed. Since the vam­piric bats couldn’t really break through the tough­ness of the shield, he stopped the at­tack without break­ing a sweat.

	While Cabal was at­tract­ing the at­ten­tion of the mon­sters, Elen pre­pared to cast ma­gic.

	“Here I come—! Gi­ant Ma­gic Icicle Shot­gun—!”

	A salvo of tiny shards of sharp ice rained down on the vam­piric bats. The small room they were in made it im­pos­sible to es­cape the bar­rage. Elen’s ma­gic power was en­hanced by her dryad staff. The vam­piric bats were ex­term­in­ated without a trace.

	“Eh—this looked a bit too simple.”

	“Yeah, had this been Bas­son’s team, it would be a battle of life and death…”

	“We seem to be run­ning at a de­fi­cit by giv­ing them the golden chest that eas­ily.”

	“But it’s a bit of a stretch to view Elen’s party as the norm.”

	In­deed, Ramiris had a point.

	Upon second thought, it was only made this easy due to them cheat­ing. Nor­mally, there was no way things could have gone that smoothly. If any­one ended up find­ing the golden chest by run­ning around in the labyrinth, we should def­in­itely give them our con­grat­u­la­tions and call them the lucky ones.

	“That was a beau­ti­ful fight.”

	“In­deed, as ex­pec­ted from an ex­per­i­en­ced ad­ven­turer team. They have already held back much dur­ing the fight. Oh, Gido-san is open­ing the chest now.”

	“Oh oh! It’s a golden chest, will it really have a rare-grade item?”

	As I listened to the com­ment­ary, I turned my eyes to Gido’s hands.

	It was def­in­itely go­ing to be a rare-grade item, what would he get though?

	“This is…a sword…”

	“But I wanted de­fens­ive gear for ma­gi­cians~”

	“Did you just say sword? Won­der­ful, I guess the old man above knows how hard I’ve been work­ing!”

	The three all had dif­fer­ent ex­pres­sions. Gido seemed rather per­plexed, Elen looked up­set, and Cabal’s pre­vi­ous un­mo­tiv­ated ex­pres­sion had been ejec­ted out of his sys­tem. Each of their re­ac­tions was in­ter­est­ing.

	“Oh oh, there really was a weapon, My­our­miles-san!”

	“Aha, that is for cer­tain. The golden chests all have good stuff in them, that is the mes­sage Rimuru-sama wished me to re­lay to every­one.”

	I didn’t re­mem­ber re­quest­ing him to re­lay any­thing like that, though My­our­miles was pretty good at play­ing the crowds.

	The item from the golden chest was a storm long sword.

	Every­one seemed to think that it was a rare-grade item, yet it was in fact an au­then­tic spe­cial-grade weapon. Just like the storm short saber I gif­ted Gido, it was a mighty sword craf­ted by Kur­o­bee us­ing a scale of Charyb­dis. It was likely due to the fact that Vel­dora had raised the prob­ab­il­ity of the re­ward rolls, that Elen had got­ten the one-in-a-hun­dred chance to get the top-tier item.

	With their goals ac­com­plished, Elen’s party im­me­di­ately re­turned to the sur­face.

	Should I call these fel­lows too real­istic…

	“We seemed to have given away too big of a prize this time, but never mind.”

	Due to the cour­ageous act of Elen’s party, I could only an­swer with a wry smile.

	And so, Elen’s party re­turned early, be­fore the time limit.

	On the flip side, let’s check on Masay­uki’s squad and Kai.

	The two parties were pretty much ra­cing each other to the bot­tom floors. How­ever, their dif­fer­ence was ob­vi­ous.

	Masay­uki’s party was mov­ing at a ter­ri­fy­ing speed. Two hours had passed, and they had already made it to the ninth floor.

	“These guys were way too fast…”

	“Sorry, I didn’t ex­pect some­thing like fall traps to be used by people in that way…”

	“But I don’t ac­tu­ally think Masay­uki and his men were ex­ploit­ing them on pur­pose.”

	When I was talk­ing to Ramiris, Masay­uki was already tak­ing down the ninth floor. With around fif­teen minutes left on the clock, they were already on the tenth floor. As a res­ult of tak­ing a short cut with the fall trap, they had landed onto a per­fect spot near the deep­est room on the tenth floor.

	It must have been this way due to Masay­uki’s good luck as well.

	“Less than three hours and they man­aged to reach that place…”

	In light of such in­cred­ible speed, I was ut­terly baffled.

	Upon ar­riv­ing on these floors, there will be mon­sters ap­pear­ing on the roads. Some­times they may even ap­pear in packs, but Masay­uki’s com­pan­ions were quite strong. They didn’t face any sig­ni­fic­ant obstacles and elim­in­ated the mon­sters with one hit.

	Apart from the fall traps, all the other in­form­a­tion I gave matched up with real­ity. That’s why Masay­uki’s party con­tin­ued on­ward down the cor­ridor while read­ing the map.

	They fi­nally reached the deep­est room.

	The stairs lead­ing to the el­ev­enth floor would only ap­pear after de­feat­ing the Level Boss in this hall. The floor guard­ian here was a great-spider with a dif­fi­culty level of Rank B.

	Its majesty was truly fear­some—

	“HEWH!”

	As Jin­rai swung his saber with tre­mend­ous force, the great-spider was sent to hell.

	W-what a pity. How can a single great-spider stand against Masay­uki’s party? If only there had not been any fall traps, they would at least have got­ten stalled for a while on their way here…

	Masay­uki’s party man­aged to open the golden chest and got hold of a rare-grade short sword. They also shrewdly loc­ated the save point.

	Upon see­ing this, I de­cided to re­move all fall traps. After de­feat­ing the Level Boss, Masay­uki’s party wasted no time in us­ing ‘Re­turn Whistle’ to re­turn to the sur­face. They were the second team to ree­m­erge on the sur­face.

	When Masay­uki’s party van­ished from the hall, the once shut door was opened again.

	“Masay­uki-san and his team­mates have re­turned. This time it will be Kai-san who’s gonna chal­lenge the Level Boss.”

	“Kai-san has man­aged to pro­gress so far by him­self. He didn’t step on any trap or fall into any pits and made it through the pas­sages with in­cred­ible speed.”

	“His speed was so fast, that by the time the trap had triggered, he was already far and away. That is a rather sur­pris­ing strategy, not one that any av­er­age per­son could ad­apt.”

	Hear­ing My­our­miles’s words, some ad­ven­tur­ers in the audi­ence nod­ded in agree­ment. That’s how fast you’d get through solo farm­ing, how­ever, it prob­ably wouldn’t be the same with a team.

	Kai at least didn’t dis­honor his place as an elite ad­ven­turer. There was no way he’d fall into a chal­len­ging battle in the lower floors. For un­known reas­ons, he even farmed a bunch of sil­ver chests. This guy’s gotta be the worst beta tester in his­tory.

	But those were just my thoughts, I couldn’t really do any­thing about him un­der these cir­cum­stances.

	“Tsk, did that shitty chosen hero get ahead of me? Never mind, re­vive the Level Boss at once!” Kai com­man­ded ar­rog­antly.

	While I may be angry, I am a ma­ture adult after all, so I’m bear­ing it.

	“By the way, My­our­miles-san. What will hap­pen when an event like this plays out?”

	“Umm, the Level Boss seems to take around thirty minutes to be re­vived.”

	“That must also in­clude the golden chest, right?”

	“That’s what I heard. Other than that, there may be situ­ations where ad­ven­tur­ers come into con­flict over the chance to fight against the boss. Rimuru-sama seemed to have had wor­ries about that.”

	“I see. Then Kai-san won’t have enough time~”

	“Most likely. There is not much time left, surely this will mark the end of his at­tempt.”

	There were fif­teen minutes left on the three-hour time limit. Hear­ing that there wasn’t enough time, Kai him­self began to com­plain ob­nox­iously.

	“Quit jok­ing around! Are you giv­ing me an or­der? I know you’re in­com­pet­ent, so there’s no need for me to co­oper­ate with you. Re­vive the Level Boss at once!”

	Kai’s blood­shot eyes were burn­ing with de­sire as he talked to him­self. Delta was listen­ing to him rather in­dif­fer­ently, mostly ig­nor­ing his words, that is, un­til Kai’s next line of rants caused her to twist her ex­pres­sion.

	“Hmph! In­com­pet­ent ruler is in­com­pet­ent after all. These are rules set by you losers. I don’t have to fol­low jack­shit!”

	Ah, he fi­nally said it.

	He shame­lessly said, in front of the labyrinth man­ager no less, that he was gonna ig­nore the rules. No mat­ter how much Kai shouted, the rules wouldn’t change. But whether the labyrinth man­ager would let him off the hook for that one, well, there was only one an­swer to that.

	“Your speech has clearly vi­ol­ated the rules set by our na­tion. We won’t pur­sue fur­ther re­spons­ib­il­ity if you are will­ing to apo­lo­gize. But if you con­tinue to ut­ter such hate­ful words, I will not sit by without ac­tion.”

	“What did you say? How dare a mere re­cep­tion­ist be so pom­pous, don’t be ri­dicu­lous!”

	Delta had calmly given him the warn­ing. Kai, on the other hand, took her for a fool and laughed her words off.

	“There has been a clear vi­ol­a­tion of the rules. Pro­ceed to ex­e­cu­tion.”

	“Hmph, did you just say ex­e­cu­tion? What the fuck do you think you can do to me—”

	The next in­stant, vines emerged from the ground and en­snared Kai’s body.

	“—What!”

	“The pain res­ist­ance of the ‘Re­vival Brace­let’ has been de­ac­tiv­ated, will you apo­lo­gize now?”

	Small spikes emerged from the vines bind­ing Kai’s body and had found their way through the gaps in his ar­mor to pierce his flesh. He ap­peared to be in un­bear­able agony. Delta had cast Spirit Ma­gic “Vine Bond­age” without Kai’s no­tice.

	“D-dam­nit! Do you think you can de­feat me with this?”

	“This is the last warn­ing. Will you apo­lo­gize now?”

	“Don’t un­der­es­tim­ate me! That kind of lame ma­gic can only—”

	Kai sud­denly lost his voice mid­way. That’s be­cause Delta had severed Kai’s head from his body with her slim fin­ger.

	Kai really had picked the wrong op­pon­ent when choos­ing to fight against Delta. He was in­deed of Rank A abil­ity, but Delta was a dryad. Al­though she didn’t have com­bat ex­per­i­ence, by her ra­cial in­stinct alone, she had already ex­ceeded Haz­ard-class. With more ex­per­i­ence ac­cu­mu­lated in the fu­ture, surely, she would be­come Calam­ity-class like Treyni and the other dry­ads. There was no way someone like Kai could win.

	The audi­ence couldn’t help but feel shaken to see that Kai, the act­ive par­ti­cipant dur­ing the tour­na­ment, was taken down by the nice lady Delta. They deeply be­lieved that Kai was a strong man, yet he was killed in­stantly, without be­ing given the chance to even res­ist. There was no way they wouldn’t feel sur­prised to wit­ness such a scene with their own eyes.

	Read­ing the cur­rent mood, My­our­miles began to com­ment calmly.

	“By the way, the words of the labyrinth man­ager are equi­val­ent to the rules of the labyrinth. If you dis­reg­ard the rules like just now, you will be ad­ju­dic­ated.”

	Ac­cord­ing to My­our­miles, as long as you fol­lowed the rules, you’d be just fine.

	“H-how ter­ri­fy­ing. Then what will hap­pen to Kai-san?”

	“Not any­thing severe. They will only con­fis­cate the items he ob­tained in the labyrinth. But the pain res­ist­ance func­tion of the ‘Re­vival Brace­let’ was also de­ac­tiv­ated, surely he would have felt im­mense pain.”

	While there was a pun­ish­ment for vi­ol­at­ors, it wasn’t much in real­ity. The only pun­ish­ment be­ing, that all of the achieve­ments by the per­son in ques­tion would be for­feited, noth­ing else. If the per­son in ques­tion be­haved too poorly, we may ban him from en­ter­ing the labyrinth… But that would have to be done after some in­vest­ig­a­tion.

	“Ah! Kai-san is out­side. But un­like My­our­miles-san just now, he seems to have passed out.”

	Kai’s body turned into beams of light as his head was chopped off, but a new one re­gen­er­ated on the ground. How­ever, he had been in a coma since. After all, the pun­ish­ment this time had a lot more punch to it. Delta util­ized her spe­cial au­thor­ity to re­strict the func­tion of the “Re­vival Brace­let”. It’s cer­tain that Kai would be fine even after be­ing pun­ished, but it would prob­ably take some time for him to re­cover from the shock of dy­ing.

	Con­sid­er­ing the way he had treated My­our­miles, as well his ar­rog­ant at­ti­tude to­wards Delta, Kai really was an an­noy­ing man. That’s why I felt avenged by what had tran­spired.

	Kai would more or less re­flect on him­self now.

	“As long as you fol­low the rules, the safety mech­an­ism of the ‘Re­vival Brace­let’ will be in­tact. But Kai-san de­cided to ig­nore the rule. In this es­tab­lish­ment, ad­ven­tur­ers are barred from in-fights. You will also have to listen to the ad­vice of the labyrinth man­agers. There are many de­tailed reg­u­la­tions. We will be re­leas­ing a pamph­let re­gard­ing the must-know after our of­fi­cial open­ing. The re­cep­tion­ist will ex­plain it to those who are il­lit­er­ate. In or­der to pre­vent any­one from get­ting Kai-san’s treat­ment, I hope all will abide by the reg­u­la­tions.”

	“And with the out­come like this, it is quite a shame for Kai-san. But after the of­fi­cial open­ing, if you wait for a while, the floor boss will be re­vived! Fights among ad­ven­tur­ers are also for­bid­den. Please ad­here to the rules and ex­plore the labyrinth prop­erly!” Souka an­nounced loudly.

	What do you mean by ex­plor­ing the labyrinth prop­erly? She didn’t an­swer this ques­tion.

	The at­mo­sphere amidst the audi­ence had be­come a bit awk­ward, but Souka man­aged to swing the mood back around.

	Dur­ing that period, Kai also re­gained con­scious­ness, and upon re­call­ing what had happened to him, he was both shocked and re­gret­ful.

	See­ing Kai re­cov­er­ing, the audi­ence gradu­ally re­gained com­pos­ure.

	This is great, this is great.

	It looked like the audi­ence had real­ized that My­our­miles’s com­ments were ac­cur­ate as well. While Kai was in­deed an­noy­ing, ob­serving him did yield us some use­ful in­form­a­tion.

	As long as we re-ex­amined our strategy and em­ployed coun­ter­meas­ures to pre­vent high-grade ad­ven­tur­ers from only com­ing in to loot treas­ure chests, we wouldn’t suf­fer too much loss. On the other hand, this mo­ment served to edu­cate people on what would hap­pen if you didn’t ad­here to the rules.

	And so, I was per­son­ally rather sat­is­fied by the out­come of Kai’s run.
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	The cur­rent situ­ation was that most teams had fin­ished ex­plor­ing the labyrinth, with Bas­son’s party still re­main­ing. There were around ten minutes left on the clock be­fore the sched­uled dead­line. It was about time to have Bas­son’s party end this round.

	As I thought about it, I heard a scream, “YAAAA—!” as one of Bas­son’s com­pan­ions fell. He was prob­ably am­bushed by the mon­sters in the room, res­ult­ing in his right eye get­ting pierced by an ar­row.

	That’s why I said that open­ing a door without a care in the world was dan­ger­ous.

	There was a skel­eton archer snip­ing any­one who wished to enter the room. The second per­son to fall was shot right between the eyes, and, un­like Kai, his body only van­ished after ten seconds. The labyrinth event was about to end, he picked the right time to die so as to ex­per­i­ence death in the labyrinth.

	The skel­eton sol­diers were taken down by the re­main­ing four.

	“W-what! There had been no cas­u­al­ties un­til now, yet two had just been killed. But rest as­sured every­one, the people who just died would soon be safely re­sur­rec­ted on the sur­face!” Souka gave her live com­ment­ary on the state of Bas­son’s squad. My­our­miles also helped to fill her in.

	Bas­son’s party had a highly im­mers­ive fight­ing style, the audi­ence couldn’t peel their eyes off them. Or more pre­cisely, the rather en­ga­ging fight, vis­ible on the big screen, had made them im­merse them­selves in the scene as well. Every time a mon­ster showed up, it was met with screams and yelps from the audi­ence. Such re­ac­tions were quite in­ter­est­ing.

	Per­haps it was like watch­ing a hor­ror movie. When someone died, there were even people lament­ing, as if they were at the scene.

	It may be just as in­ter­est­ing of an event to broad­cast the ex­plor­a­tion of the labyrinth it­self. Al­though play­ing any foot­age would prob­ably cause some is­sues, we should per­haps try to ne­go­ti­ate with ad­ven­tur­ers chal­len­ging the labyrinth re­gard­ing the rights to play their foot­age.

	And just like that, I came up with this small idea.

	By the time I snapped out of my thoughts, the time was al­most over. The ex­per­i­ence it­self was suf­fi­cient enough. With Bas­son’s party, the at­mo­sphere was un­ne­ces­sar­ily nerve-rack­ing. In terms of the out­come, they were very won­der­ful ad­ven­tur­ers.

	At the start they were still pom­pous enough to mock Masay­uki, say­ing that they would un­veil the truth about the labyrinth, and that its vast land­scape was but some trick­ery. Com­pared to their ar­rog­ant words from be­fore, they seemed to have com­pletely for­got­ten those things and lost them­selves in the ex­plor­a­tion of the labyrinth.

	These people were shed­ding their manly tears and call­ing the names of their fallen com­rades. Not only did they wal­low in de­lu­sional ideas, they also liked to ig­nore other people’s ad­vice. But that did seem to be how a lot of ad­ven­tur­ers be­haved. Per­haps it would prove highly valu­able to use these people as a case study.

	“Well then, every­one, it’s about time to get back.”

	Al­pha, who was in charge of Bas­son’s party, an­nounced, clearly not read­ing the air.

	Bas­son was frus­trated by Al­pha’s at­ti­tude, yet she ig­nored him and force­fully ac­tiv­ated every­one’s “Re­turn Whistle”.

	“Son of a—!” the curse words slipped out of Bas­son’s mouth.

	But as soon as they got back to the sur­face, he im­me­di­ately ate his words.

	“Ah, Bas­son-aniki, I really do seem to have been re­vived.”

	His fury fizzled out as his con­fused com­pan­ions came to wel­come them.

	“This is rad—! Did you really get re­vived?”

	“Yeah, I thought I was done for as well. But it didn’t hurt as I ima­gined; the re­vival was very suc­cess­ful.”

	“What are you on about, there’s no way that’s true. There’re not many people who know re­vival ma­gic, it’s all be­cause of this brace­let!”

	Bas­son’s party shared their joy as they chat­ted to con­firm whether their re­vived com­pan­ions were safe or not.

	“Shit, my right eye—”

	“Why don’t you try this?”

	The man whose right eye was shot by an ar­row, was fully healed through the po­tion.

	“This is really awe­some. For guys like us, who rely on the strength our body de­liv­ers, this is the per­fect en­vir­on­ment.”

	“Is that so? We gotta try harder next time!”

	No no no, you were try­ing too hard from the get-go. The danger of po­ten­tial traps didn’t even cross your minds, so I can’t ima­gine how you could pos­sibly make it to the lower levels filled with them.

	I man­aged to hold back all the things I want to point out about them.

	The audi­ence’s re­ac­tion was the im­port­ant part. They had taken in the en­tirety of Bas­son’s party’s walk­through and also got to learn just how safe the dun­geon was.

	The pro­mo­tional event was ar­gu­ably a huge suc­cess.

	The chal­lengers stood to­gether on the stage. I also walked on stage and stood be­fore them. This would be my fi­nal ad­dress to­wards this pub­lic de­mon­stra­tion of the dun­geon.

	“I’m not sure how every­one else felt, did you all have fun? This dun­geon is planned to be open in the near fu­ture. It’s guar­an­teed to be safe, and we wel­come those who are in­ter­es­ted to chal­lenge it. For those who made it to the 100th level un­der­ground, you will have the right to chal­lenge me!”

	The mi­cro­phone in hand, I ended the event with this line.

	That was pretty good. The fi­nal match just now also ex­cited every­one, the view­ing of the in­terior of the labyrinth also gave the audi­ence an im­mers­ive ex­per­i­ence.

	And with that, the pub­lic de­mon­stra­tion of the dun­geon con­cluded peace­fully.

	—If it had ended there, it would’ve been per­fect.

	“Rimuru, what’s the situ­ation? How long do I have to wait un­til the chal­lengers ar­rive?”

	He has ob­vi­ously not listened to any of my words, this Idi­otic King of the Labyrinth Vel­dora had con­tac­ted me through ‘Tele­pathy Net’.

	My good mood was com­pletely ruined.

	“So noisy, how many times do I need to tell you! Listen, there won’t be any chal­lenger go­ing to the bot­tom floor this time!”

	“W-what? That’s not what you said be­fore!”

	“THAT’S EX­ACTLY WHAT I SAID, YOU BIG DOO­FUS! You have to listen to my words care­fully!”

	We went on ar­guing for a while. This was a new low for this mis­be­hav­ing brat to hit dur­ing this fest­ival, though It was prac­tic­ally nor­mal at this point. He just got too ex­cited and messed things up. That was why, this time, I was go­ing to cri­ti­cize Vel­dora non-stop un­til he re­flec­ted on him­self.


  [image: ]

  

  
  Chapter 5

	After the Festival

	


	On the last night of the fest­ival, we made sure to go out with a bang, host­ing a grand ban­quet.

	Chefs like Shuna and Yoshida-san were go­ing all out to provide us with some breath-tak­ing and ex­tremely lux­uri­ous cuisine. All of this was to make a good im­pres­sion on every­one.

	Per­haps some new re­la­tion­ships had sprouted over the past three days since I could see nobles hav­ing a great time to­gether. Un­like the first night, the mood at the ban­quet was a lot more re­laxed.

	Right, ex­cept for Vel­dora, Ramiris, and Milim stay­ing in­side the labyrinth, people like Karion, Frey, and Mid­ley all came to at­tend. Every­one was en­joy­ing the night cheer­fully.

	Treyni and the elves were also pre­par­ing dishes en­thu­si­ast­ic­ally. I would have to show up with some dessert later on, as thanks.

	And the towns­folk were not idle either. Vis­it­ing mer­chants, ad­ven­tur­ers, nearby farm­ers, and the town res­id­ents were all en­joy­ing the food and drinks in har­mony. None of the stores were char­ging ser­vice fees to­night, it was a rowdy scene with people drink­ing and singing all even­ing. Every­one seemed to have lowered their guard, mon­sters, and hu­mans alike, all were hap­pily en­joy­ing the night.

	We also had mu­sic at the scene, some people were singing along to the tune, and some oth­ers were dan­cing to the rhythm.

	It’s a shame it’s go­ing to be over so soon…

	Start­ing to­mor­row, every­one would be back to work. The thought of it made me sad yet ex­cited at the same time. What a be­wil­der­ing feel­ing. Even if I wasn’t the only one think­ing along those lines, every­one was en­joy­ing the mo­ment.

	Maybe this is what hap­pi­ness looks like.

	Watch­ing this joy­ous scene, I sin­cerely hoped that this peace could last a long, long time.

	And just like that, the night quickly passed—
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	After everything that happened, the fest­ival was fi­nally over.

	In Gobta’s ab­sence, Rigur was kept busy tak­ing care of se­cur­ity—the roads could barely con­tain the flood of vis­it­ors re­turn­ing to their own coun­tries.

	“Wouldn’t you have wanted to sleep un­til noon on the day after the fest­ival?”

	“Hahaha, Rimuru-sama. Those fool­ish enough to lose them­selves to things such as al­co­hol can’t man­age the se­cur­ity force!”

	Rigur was earn­est. As ex­pec­ted from Rig­urd’s son.

	If it were Gobta, I’m cer­tain that he would have said some­thing along the lines of “I wanted to sleep un­til the af­ter­noon for at least the day after the fest­ival.” Al­though I my­self felt the same way, which is why I of­ten spoil the guy by ac­ci­dent, it’s for the best if I just don’t bring this up.

	Un­like Gobta, Rigur swiftly ordered his sub­or­din­ates to move without a single com­plaint. Thanks to his ef­forts, we were able to move the guests without any big prob­lems.

	The road was wide enough so, as long as the road wasn’t blocked by the car­riages, there wouldn’t be cases where the line for hu­mans would stop. I left the traffic con­trol to Rigur and went back to do my own job.

	That’s right, today was the day I gave out gold coins as pay­ments.

	Over a hun­dred mer­chants gathered at the con­fer­ence room.

	Cur­rently, Rig­urd and My­our­miles were sent to do the ex­plan­a­tion, but it seemed about time for me to take the stage as well. I knew that what came next would be the main show, so I lightened my­self up and went to the venue.

	As I ar­rived at the con­fer­ence room, there were noises of ar­guing com­ing out of there already.

	“As I’ve said be­fore, we will pay up the fee in time, so please calm down and wait!”

	“Are you say­ing so just to de­ceive us?”

	“We’ve already waited un­til the fest­ival ended. Pay us our money right now!”

	“Hold on for just a mo­ment, please! You all have a point, but is it pos­sible for you all just to sell me a fa­vor?”

	“In­deed. Are you plan­ning to des­troy our repu­ta­tion after we have already in­tro­duced you to our friend My­our­miles?”

	“Let’s not put it that way, my lord. After all, we only wish to be paid by the amount prom­ised by them—”

	“That’s why I’m ask­ing you to wait for an­other mo­ment. This coun­try is not go­ing to run or dis­ap­pear. They’ve already said that they have other means of pay­ing than through dwar­ven gold coins. Can’t you guys let this pass for our sake?”

	“No way we’d be­lieve that—!”

	“Yes, that’s right. Pay up already—”

	It seemed like My­our­miles’s friends—the big store mer­chants, were step­ping up to com­fort the re­tail­ers.

	Al­though they may have just been act­ing in ac­cord­ance with the way of a mer­chant, I still felt very happy about it. It showed that My­our­miles had keen eyes when ex­amin­ing a per­son’s char­ac­ter15.

	“Now, now, every­one, how about we all calm down? I am Muze, the rep­res­ent­at­ive for the king­dom of Gu­s­ton. Even the people of the mon­ster king­dom wouldn’t dare re­pu­di­ate the debts of those people. Am I cor­rect, My­our­miles?”

	Looks like there is some big shot here.

	Rep­res­ent­at­ive of the king­dom of Gu­s­ton—in other words, does it mean he’s a noble from the trade na­tion Gu­s­ton near In­gra­cia?

	“Yes, Duke Muze-sama! That is cor­rect. But—”

	Hmm, al­though Gu­s­ton was not a big na­tion, this was still the duke of the king­dom. No­ble­men were already of high so­cial status, and to have the title of duke im­plied he was some big-shot no­ble­man.

	“Then I hope that you will re­as­sure these people quickly. Let us pro­ceed ac­cord­ing to the in­ter­na­tional charter de­signed by the West­ern Na­tions and con­clude the pay­ment as soon as pos­sible.”

	Looked like Duke Muze was not only a power­ful no­ble­man, but a gen­tle­man in ne­go­ti­ation.

	While My­our­miles was a key fig­ure in our coun­try, as of now, he was not given neither a title of no­bil­ity nor a status. He was someone who was serving as my sub­sti­tute and had only tem­por­ar­ily been given au­thor­ity. In terms of his polit­ical stance here, he was prob­ably the equi­val­ent of “a guest that was in­vited for a meal.”

	While Rig­urd was present as well, not only did he re­mem­ber My­our­miles’s name, he even re­spon­ded to him per­son­ally. Per­haps this might have been the highest de­gree of cour­tesy to him.

	For a noble to re­mem­ber a com­moner’s name—while most nobles would not be able to re­mem­ber, even those who did re­mem­ber would prob­ably just act ig­nor­ant to abide by the noble way. This was some­thing I heard from My­our­miles; I could only ima­gine that he him­self was the one most shocked at the scene.

	“P-please hold up a second, Duke Muze-sama. We said from the start, when sign­ing the con­tracts, that we will be pay­ing ac­cord­ing to the cus­tom. And nat­ur­ally the cus­tom is—”

	“My­our­miles, I don’t really care about those minor de­tails. It’s the same to these mer­chants for whatever you were go­ing to say. Trust is the most val­ued as­pect in an ex­change between na­tions. And trust only seeds when both sides fol­low through with their prom­ises, isn’t that the case?”

	“What you said was cor­rect. But—!!”

	“Shut it! These people made a deal with your people be­cause they trus­ted you. Are you per­haps plan­ning on in­sult­ing this trust?”

	“Of course not. But we have our reas­ons as well—”

	“Heh heh, I see how it is now. My­our­miles, luck­ily enough, I got a solu­tion to your wor­ries. Would you mind hav­ing a chat with me in private? Rig­urd-san over there can come as well.”

	—Ahh, now we can con­firm.

	This had un­fol­ded just as Elme­sia pre­dicted.

	It was like look­ing at an exam ques­tion that you had stud­ied for, a feel­ing of re­lief that I couldn’t put into words star­ted to flow in­side me.

	Now we can win with ease.

	“W-what do you mean?”

	My­our­miles was act­ing in a me­tic­u­lous way. As ex­pec­ted from an ex­per­i­en­ced mer­chant, he was both bold and great at act­ing. Just like me, he had already real­ized the truth, yet he con­tin­ued the con­ver­sa­tion without a change in ex­pres­sion.

	I think the prob­lem could have just been solved with our com­pet­ent My­our­miles alone. But if that were to be the case, I wouldn’t be able to get over my an­ger.

	Well then, let’s move out. There is no point in just listen­ing here so let’s just quickly re­solve this mess.

	Di­ablo pushed the door open with great force.

	“There will be no need for that,” I an­nounced while en­ter­ing the room. Ben­i­maru and Sh­ion fol­lowed. Di­ablo entered last and quietly closed the door.

	“Have we kept you all wait­ing for too long? The ar­guing here just now soun­ded quite in­tense.” Ben­i­maru glared at the mer­chants as he fin­ished.

	Sur­prised by my ap­pear­ance, the mer­chants turned blue upon hear­ing those words. They prob­ably as­sumed that I would leave the mat­ter en­tirely to Rig­urd and My­our­miles to handle. But now that I had shown up with my ex­ec­ut­ives like this, these people didn’t know how to re­act.

	“De­mon Lord Rimuru-sama has ar­rived. Sa­lute at this in­stant,” Rig­urd said while giv­ing the mer­chants a hard glare.

	Some of them im­me­di­ately stood up and bowed in sa­lute. But at least half of the people in­stead looked at me with con­fu­sion, they simply sat in their chairs and ob­served the situ­ation.

	Well, for re­tail­ers that did not get proper edu­ca­tion such as the nobles, this was prob­ably how they would re­act in such cir­cum­stances.

	Even Duke Muze tried to stand up, but I spoke out to stop them.

	“No need to abide by the form­al­ity, Rig­urd.”

	After I said that with a smil­ing face, I glanced around the con­fer­ence room. Rig­urd obeyed my or­der and fell quiet and ob­served the room.

	I could see not only the mer­chants, but also dis­guised re­port­ers. It seemed like in the case of our na­tion do­ing any­thing in­ap­pro­pri­ate, they would go back to their re­spect­ive coun­try to re­port the mat­ter.

	Whether we were to cry and beg about how we couldn’t pay or to shut the mer­chants up with vi­ol­ence, no mat­ter how we re­ac­ted, they would prob­ably re­port some­thing ri­dicu­lous re­gard­less.

	But we were already in­formed about that. They couldn’t ex­pect that some of the more friendly re­port­ers had already let Di­ablo in on the plot be­fore­hand.

	Ku­fu­fu­fufu, how very mov­ing for them to have such a thought—Di­ablo com­pli­men­ted the re­port­ers with this line, but they only seemed to re­spond with a numb smile out of fear. They had prob­ably ex­per­i­en­ced some­thing hor­rible in the past and had sworn not to ant­ag­on­ize Di­ablo—that’s the strong will that was giv­ing off with their re­ac­tion. They may have re­ceived some form of threat, but that was between the re­port­ers and Di­ablo.

	I shouldn’t really ask too much about the mat­ter.

	“I see it is Your Majesty Rimuru. A pleas­ure to meet you. I sin­cerely apo­lo­gize for only greet­ing you just now.”

	Duke Muze had quite the style of a no­ble­man as he bowed el­eg­antly. He only pan­icked for a second upon see­ing me be­fore re­gain­ing his com­pos­ure. A gentle ex­pres­sion emerged on his face as he greeted me in the place of every­one else at the scene.

	“So you are Duke Muze of the Gu­s­ton King­dom. Why are you here? Shouldn’t you have no busi­ness here?”

	I smiled and said the line that I pre­pared.

	There was no need for me to be timid just be­cause he was a no­ble­man, so I re­spon­ded quite smoothly. Prac­tice and re­hearsal sure are im­port­ant.

	“The thing was, a lot of these people were trad­ing with your na­tion for the first time. They came com­plain­ing to me about how their le­git­im­ate rights were des­pised upon. It is the duty of a no­ble­man to pro­tect my cit­izens. So I came des­pite know­ing the rude­ness of my in­ter­ven­tion in or­der to have a ver­dict on the mat­ter.”

	How shame­less. This guy’s a wolf in sheep’s cloth­ing.

	Al­though with that be­ing said, I’m not any bet­ter than him, ex­cept that I’m a slime, so I’m pretty trans­par­ent.

	“I see, how tire­less of you. But there’s one strange thing I must say, My­our­miles over there said that our na­tion has a big enough budget to af­ford the pay­ment, but there was a delay in the fi­nal trans­ac­tion, how was that the case?”

	“Well, about that, it’s be­cause these people would only ac­cept dwar­ven gold coins—”

	My­our­miles was a good actor. He pre­ten­ded to panic upon hear­ing my ques­tion and tried to ex­plain. But he was in­ter­rup­ted by Duke Muze.

	“That is only nat­ural. My­our­miles, if you were a li­censed mer­chant in Blum­und King­dom in the past, you should be well-versed in the in­ter­na­tional charter with re­gards to trade! Un­like whatever rub­bish that’s been car­ried out in that Free­dom As­so­ci­ation, these people only trust dwar­ven gold coins,” Duke Muze ex­plained calmly to back up the mer­chants gathered here.

	He was def­in­itely act­ing like a neut­ral third party with good in­ten­tions on pur­pose, try­ing to mend the mat­ter for us and sell me a fa­vor. That’s why no mat­ter how you looked at his at­ti­tude now, it would ap­pear jus­ti­fied.

	But this is no dif­fer­ent from for­cing oth­ers to fol­low their rules.

	I quickly glanced at Di­ablo.

	Hav­ing un­der­stood, Di­ablo smiled and nod­ded back in re­sponse.

	Now we have everything pre­pared.

	“I see, so that’s how it is. I was won­der­ing what happened when I heard that re­port­ers from all the na­tions gathered here. So this is for some­thing this minor.”

	“So Rimuru-sama, please just leave me to handle it…”

	See­ing the pres­sure com­ing from Ben­i­maru, some of the mer­chants were ter­ri­fied. Everything seemed to be go­ing ac­cord­ing to plan, they were tak­ing the bait that we were pres­sur­ing them into sub­mis­sion.

	“Don’t get so worked up, Ben­i­maru. It is un­der­stand­able why the mer­chants were wor­ried after hear­ing their ex­plan­a­tion.”

	As I tried to calm Ben­i­maru down, he seemed sur­prised. He al­most looked un­pleas­ant as the or­deal got in­ter­rup­ted des­pite the smooth smil­ing be­fore.

	“But Rimuru-sama, I am con­fused. Even if we didn’t have dwar­ven gold coins, we still have an­cient gold coins. If they won’t take that either, we can al­ways just give them the equi­val­ent value of our na­tion’s spe­cial­ties. Why won’t they ac­cept these terms?”

	“I be­lieve that the mer­chants surely had their reas­ons as well.”

	I ob­served Duke Muze’s re­ac­tions while mak­ing these con­ver­sa­tions. It seemed like he was look­ing for an open­ing to in­ter­rupt. He wanted to be the guy to con­vince the mer­chants and lend us a fa­vor.

	“How about we do it like that? Would you first place your trust in our na­tion and as Ben­i­maru-sama sug­ges­ted, to con­clude the trans­ac­tion with a cer­ti­fic­ate or ac­tual goods?”

	To fin­ish things once and for all, My­our­miles took the first shot.

	If they agreed, then everything could be con­cluded peace­fully.

	But if they were to de­cline…

	If they won’t even step down now with my pres­ence, we will be forced to act with re­solve.

	“H-how can we en­trust you with that!”

	“T-that’s right.”

	“It was pre­cisely be­cause this was the mon­ster king­dom, that we wished to be paid in a safe cur­rency such as the dwar­ven gold coins. I do hope that your na­tion will b-be con­sid­er­ate about it—”

	It seemed not all of them were mer­chants who were not ac­cus­tomed to such situ­ations, there were people who knew how to deal with the nobles. But what they said was all in­cred­ibly selfish and didn’t con­sider us at all.

	Ahh, what a pity—I thought.
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	Muze be­lieved that the time was now.

	He was wor­ried that after be­ing in­tim­id­ated by the de­mon lord, these mer­chants would leave out of fear. But they were still listen­ing to Muze’s or­der.

	But that was nat­ural, to be hon­est. Muze was the duke of Gu­s­ton. Even though he was of the young age of thirty-five, he man­aged to be ac­quain­ted with the great Rosso fam­ily.

	They were one of the dom­in­at­ing forces of the West­ern Na­tions, with ex­traordin­ary statuses. Only a few had this power.

	There­fore, in real­ity, those who dared to op­pose Muze’s or­der were less than few. The plan he was sent to en­act this time came from the di­vine or­der of the elder of the Rosso. He ordered Muze to “Give fa­vors to De­mon Lord Rimuru and earn his trust”. He also prom­ised to pro­mote him to one of the Five Great Eld­ers when his task was com­pleted.

	The Five Great Eld­ers—the people who stood at the top of the world. Muze was over­joyed. And he swore to carry out this or­der with all the power he had, no mat­ter what.

	Muze prom­ised those greedy mer­chants that he would help them rise to af­flu­ence. He dragged the re­port­ers of dif­fer­ent na­tions down with him in or­der to en­sure his per­sonal safety. Muze was go­ing to con­front De­mon Lord Rimuru him­self. This was a job only he could ac­com­plish.

	It was said that De­mon Lord Rimuru, not long after his birth (as de­mon lord), butchered De­mon Lord Clay­man, who was known for his cruelty. He then es­tab­lished him­self as the new de­mon lord. Moreover, ac­cord­ing to ru­mors, he was also ac­quain­ted with the “Storm Dragon” that mas­sac­red twenty-thou­sand sol­diers in the past. He was a fear­some de­mon lord.

	He was ini­tially afraid to be in con­tact with De­mon Lord Rimuru dir­ec­tly, but when com­par­ing his fear to the fu­ture glory that he would bear, he man­aged to over­come his fear eas­ily.

	Muze was a man that only saw profit. And it was for this reason that he was ma­nip­u­lated by people, which he him­self had yet to no­tice.

	All of this was ex­actly as pre­dicted by Elme­sia Elaure Sarion.

	It was hon­es­tly sur­pris­ing to Muze that the de­mon lord would per­son­ally come to such an oc­ca­sion with his ex­ec­ut­ives. He was plan­ning to take down the man called My­our­miles be­fore re­quest­ing to meet the de­mon lord.

	Al­though it turned out dif­fer­ently from what Muze had planned, this in a sense had saved him plenty of work. There were re­port­ers at the scene right now, and ap­par­ently more re­port­ers were flood­ing in on the main lobby down­stairs.

	That meant that all his pre­par­a­tions were in place.

	When the mer­chants re­jec­ted the de­mon lord’s pro­posal, Muze’s plan would be a suc­cess. The rest would be for him to calm the mer­chants and take over the situ­ation. This alone should have De­mon Lord Rimuru in his good grace already.

	Muze was con­vinced of his suc­cess, and spoke with a calm ex­pres­sion—
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	“I am un­sure about your view on the situ­ation right now, your Majesty. But if you are troubled, would you mind dis­cuss­ing the mat­ter with me per­son­ally? One should treas­ure every en­counter, and I would love to of­fer my aid to your Grace—”

	Should I say that I’ve seen this com­ing, or should I call his act­ing too hor­rible.

	This was the sug­ges­tion that Duke Muze came up with.

	Every ex­ec­ut­ive stand­ing be­hind me was giv­ing the duke a cold glare. Ob­serving their ex­pres­sions, Duke Muze looked quite anxious. It seemed that he had real­ized that some­thing was not go­ing as ex­pec­ted.

	Now, time to wrap things up.

	“How kind of you to have such a thought, but there is no such need. Come in.”

	Geld entered the room upon hear­ing my com­mand. In his hands was a plate with moun­tains of gold coins pil­ing on each other.

	“Uh?!”

	“No way…”

	“Are those all…?”

	The room was riled up.

	Duke Muze’s ex­pres­sion changed drastic­ally upon see­ing the gold coins. It seemed that he had real­ized the fail­ure of his plan.

	“Since you’ve asked us to pay. Very well, here are the dwar­ven gold coins as re­ques­ted.”

	Rig­urd an­nounced. At that mo­ment, the room fell si­lent.

	“P-please…hold on a mo­ment, Your Majesty Rimuru!”

	Duke Muze was pan­ick­ing. But it was already too late.

	“What is it?” I asked coldly as Duke Muze asked me with a des­per­ate ex­pres­sion, “A-are all of these dwar­ven gold coins? Y-you know it’s il­legal to make coun­ter­feit coins!”

	Heh—and you dare talk to me in that way?

	How very rude of you, Muze-kun.

	“You dare say some­thing so dis­re­spect­ful to­wards Rimuru-sama—”

	Di­ablo walked for­ward as he fin­ished. Ben­i­maru also gave a furi­ous ex­pres­sion while Sh­ion who stood be­hind me had been giv­ing off a dan­ger­ous aura from just now. It was pre­cisely be­cause this was how things would turn out that I had hoped Muze would mind his tone.

	“M-my apo­lo­gies for the in­tru­sion. But, but are these really all—?”

	“You may have them ap­praised if you have doubts.”

	As I said so with a smile, Duke Muze shivered.

	“Then do in­dulge me and al­low me to use my pre­cious ma­gic item to in­vest­ig­ate.”

	It was already rude enough for this per­son to in­ter­rupt my con­ver­sa­tion between Muze… Never mind, there’s no need to pen­al­ize him. This mer­chant was prob­ably one of the co-con­spir­at­ors un­der Duke Muze’s com­mand. Out of panic, he might have for­got­ten the good man­ners he was raised to abide by.

	This guy was all pre­tend­ing to be cour­teous to be­gin with. Al­though I was no bet­ter, I cut out to be a ruler either, so I couldn’t really judge them.

	Whatever the case, we should con­tinue the con­ver­sa­tion.

	“Rimuru-sama, many re­port­ers were ask­ing if they could doc­u­ment the ne­go­ti­ation as part of a news re­port. What do you think?”

	Shuna asked from the other side of the door through ‘Tele­pathy Net’ after she had ac­ted in ac­cord­ance with my plan.

	The re­port­ers had gathered out­side ac­cord­ing to the de­mand of Di­ablo. If I gave the or­der, they would rush in as wit­nesses.

	“If that’s the case, isn’t it per­fect tim­ing? We will have the re­port­ers as wit­nesses to your ap­praisal on the au­then­ti­city of these gold coins,” Ben­i­maru an­nounced, play­ing along with Shuna.

	And as planned, the re­port­ers entered the con­fer­ence room.

	“Th-these are au­then­tic—!!”

	Muze’s hench­man shouted in as­ton­ish­ment. It took us so much work to get these, of course they are all real.

	“There’s no way these are fake. From ap­pear­ance alone you can tell they pack a punch. Some even looked quite dated, they must not have been flow­ing in the mar­ket,” a re­porter who looked know­ledge­able com­men­ted. Those were prob­ably the ones ex­changed from Elme­sia.

	That gal seemed to have saved up as much as she could.

	Now that even the re­port­ers were ana­lyz­ing the au­then­ti­city of the gold coins, Muze’s hench­men couldn’t really do any­thing to aid his cause. The re­port­ers were use­ful in that they could pre­vent these people from switch­ing the gold coins to coun­ter­feits. But even if they did, Souei, who had been ob­serving in the shad­ows, wouldn’t al­low it to tran­spire.

	“Now, is that enough? Those mer­chants looked quite con­cerned about the pay­ment, hurry up and pay them already.”

	As I an­nounced so ar­rog­antly, Rig­urd and My­our­miles nod­ded and said: “Yes sir!”

	They then began the pro­cess of veri­fy­ing con­tracts and pay­ing the mer­chants.

	And—

	There wasn’t much slip up later. Un­der the watch of the re­port­ers, the trans­ac­tions were com­pleted smoothly.

	“Looks like you were the last one.”

	With that, all pay­ments were de­livered. This con­cluded all trans­ac­tions dur­ing the fest­ival.

	“Ha, hahaha, as ex­pec­ted of Your Majesty Rimuru. How did you man­age to gather so many dwar­ven gold coins…” Duke Muze said with a stiff face.

	As we fin­ished count­ing, there was a moun­tain of gold coins be­fore Muze’s eyes. A moun­tain of shin­ing, al­most un­count­able amounts of gold coins. The mer­chants looked con­fused. They prob­ably didn’t know what to do either as things had de­vi­ated so greatly from their ori­ginal plan.

	It was then that the sus­pec­ted hench­man spoke again.

	“Well, since your na­tion has done ac­cord­ing to the in­ter­na­tional charter, we have no more com­plaints. We will be in your care from now on as well—”

	“Oh, that wouldn’t be ne­ces­sary,” I answered.

	The mer­chants looked shocked as they heard my words. So were my ex­ec­ut­ives.

	“Wh-what would that mean…”

	“Our busi­ness with you all ends here, from this in­stant on­ward. There won’t be a next time. That’s what I meant,” I an­nounced cas­u­ally.

	The ex­ec­ut­ives were all filled with sur­prise. Ex­cept Di­ablo, who had been gig­gling at my an­swer. Only this guy saw through my thoughts. There’s noth­ing I could do with this lad.

	“I don’t quite un­der­stand what you are get­ting at…”

	“Wh-what are you plan­ning? Isn’t it enough that you’ve earned our trust by pay­ing us?”

	“Are you look­ing down on us be­cause we are just re­tail­ers? But without us wan­der­ing mer­chants, na­tions can’t do much of any trade among each other!”

	They fi­nally seemed to come back to their senses as the mer­chants began to shout and com­plain.

	“You people, don’t you think it was a bit too rude to speak to Rimuru-sama, the ruler of this na­tion in that tone?”

	Sh­ion spoke with a hid­den cluster of fury. Real­iz­ing this, the mer­chants all shut their mouths.

	Since they all went quiet, it was time to fin­ish the whole or­deal.

	“Since it’d be too much trouble to be subtle about things, I’ll just put this out there. Weren’t you guys com­plain­ing about how our na­tion has no ‘cred­ib­il­ity’? This so-called cred­ib­il­ity should be es­tab­lished on the basis that both parties trust each other, not for one party to force the other into ac­cept­ing their own terms. That is just how I see it. Didn’t My­our­miles already re­ques­ted many times for you guys to trust us?”

	“T-that’s…”

	“But…”

	“Well, I can’t say that we don’t un­der­stand your sen­ti­ment. We are mon­sters after all, even when we an­nounced that our na­tion wished to com­mu­nic­ate with the West­ern Na­tions, you were still un­sure as to whether we would really fol­low through with reg­u­la­tions set up by hu­mans—that must have been how you felt.”

	“Ye-yes that’s it! So that’s why—”

	“How­ever, we did make com­prom­ises as well. Didn’t we of­fer you to ex­change goods as well as pay­ment in forms of an­cient gold coins? But none of you even cared to con­sider these op­tions once.”

	“—!!”

	“Ugh…”

	My­our­miles had already des­per­ately tried to ne­go­ti­ate with these people count­less times, even hum­bling him­self to beg­ging for a solu­tion. Yet all of his ef­forts were re­jec­ted by the mer­chants here. That I can­not for­give.

	“Just like you all wanted to trade with trust-worthy part­ners, we too would only want to deal with trust­worthy people. That’s why all of you, from now on, are for­bid­den from trad­ing in our na­tion. We will not al­low you to enter our king­dom, nor will you dream of get­ting a trade li­cense.”

	The mer­chants real­ized the sever­ity of the situ­ation upon hear­ing my an­nounce­ment. On this land filled with po­ten­tial, they were no longer wel­come.

	Duke Muze looked pale as he seemed to have real­ized his plan had been foiled com­pletely.

	“T-this is out­rageous! These people were merely de­fend­ing their rights based on the in­ter­na­tional charter—” Muze, hav­ing lost his tem­per, pro­tested.

	It’d be the end of him if they can no longer trade with our na­tions. He must be think­ing so.

	In­deed, this land was ex­pec­ted to de­ve­lop into a town with sig­ni­fic­ant eco­nomic in­flu­ence. It may be as power­ful as the en­tire West­ern Na­tions com­bined.

	That must have been why he tried to be­friend us in the first place—if you have already seen that far into the fu­ture, you shouldn’t have played tricks like these.

	Be­cause I show no mercy to my en­emies.

	“Rights you say. You seemed to have been mis­taken. Al­low me to cla­rify, our na­tion has yet to join the West­ern State Coun­cil. We did have the in­ten­tion to join, but it’s really not that big a deal even if we don’t’.”

	“What—?”

	“Well you see, this land will no doubt grow to be an im­port­ant eco­nomic hub. This is an un­deni­able fact at this point, or at least that’s what I am driv­ing to­wards.”

	“What non­sense!! By what? Your own will? How dare you say some­thing this ar­rog­ant—”

	“It’s not ar­rog­ance at all. Every­one here has united to head to­wards the same goal. And in the end, there will only be one out­come. I’m simply part of our mo­mentum.”

	I tried to make it sound nice… But in real­ity, I did put what I per­son­ally wanted on pri­or­ity and to make them into real­ity. That’s why I hon­es­tly couldn’t deny it when he called me ar­rog­ant. But non­ethe­less, I still man­aged to ar­gue back sound­ing all jus­ti­fied.

	“I also wanted to build an equal re­la­tion­ship with the West­ern State Coun­cil. But the deal’s off if they try to sup­press our na­tion in any way. We don’t really need to play along with them as long as we trade through the Free­dom As­so­ci­ation. Is that un­der­stand­able to you?”

	Be­sides, even if we needed to, we could al­ways just make an ex­clus­ive deal with coun­tries such as Blum­und or Dwar­gon. We only had to make such deals with coun­tries we trus­ted.

	We also had plenty of tricks up our sleeve, so there’s no need to panic. We could also just de­ve­lop our coun­try and raise our in­flu­ence un­til coun­tries will­ing to trust us stepped for­ward. This thought had so­lid­i­fied in my heart.

	“Uh, I un­der­stand. Then al­low me to be the bridge to con­nect your na­tion and the coun­cil. It seems that there has been a grave mis­un­der­stand­ing, but I still hope to be at least of some use to you, Your Majesty Rimuru.”

	You sure tried your best, Duke Muze. Ser­i­ously though, had you de­cided to stand down early on… I didn’t plan to say what I have to say now.

	“Huh—I can’t really have Muze-san as my in­ter­me­di­ary. Since you’ve lost the power to do such a thing?”

	“What?”

	Duke Muze was shocked by my words and wasn’t able to re­act for some time.

	Since the whole or­deal has already con­cluded any­way, I didn’t want to say this to his face dir­ec­tly. But at this point, I sup­pose ex­plain­ing things thor­oughly to him would be a form of mercy.

	“Every re­porter in this room will write about this in­cid­ent in their re­spect­ive na­tion. The con­tent will be that there was a secret power struggle be­hind the Found­ing Fest­ival of the Mon­ster King­dom, which has to do with the pay­ment for the mer­chants. They will make sure of the facts and write what must be very in­ter­est­ing art­icles.”

	“…”

	Duke Muze was com­pletely baffled at the mo­ment, upon think­ing what would hap­pen later, his ex­pres­sion looked dim­mer and dim­mer. This was pre­cisely why I didn’t want to say those things.

	“The mer­chants ig­nored our re­quest and would only take dwar­ven gold coins. The strange thing was, des­pite be­ing com­pletely un­re­lated to the whole or­deal, some big-shot no­ble­man came forth all of a sud­den and man­aged to calm all these mer­chants down. I won­der what people would think when they see news like this.”

	“Th-that’s…”

	Well, this was Di­ablo’s plan.

	He gathered a bunch of re­port­ers for them to ob­serve all of the de­tails. This way our na­tion would be por­trayed as the reas­on­able side while the mer­chants would ap­pear as though they were all work­ing to­wards some sort of a con­spir­acy.

	I agreed with his method.

	Since in­form­a­tion was only use­ful when used cor­rectly. As op­posed to al­low­ing people to fab­ric­ate stor­ies about us, I’d hope that facts of the mat­ter could be re­por­ted word for word from the start.

	That be­ing said, it was thanks to Gazel and Elme­sia’s ad­vice that we were able to come up with such a strategy.

	Even Di­ablo said that “I still have much to learn” be­fore ex­press­ing grat­it­ude to them both. This time we were totally in their care. I’d have to thank them prop­erly when such op­por­tun­it­ies arose.

	“That’s how it is. We have no need for you to do any­thing. Also, I have one hun­dred per­cent trust in My­our­miles, who you have looked down upon. I’m even will­ing to hand our na­tion’s fin­an­cial sec­tor en­tirely to him to man­age. He’s a lot more use­ful than you.”

	“Uhhh—”

	Duke Muze’s face twis­ted out of hu­mi­li­ation.

	The mer­chants all looked des­per­ate.

	In com­par­ison, the re­port­ers looked hap­pier than I ex­pec­ted. Since they were not the vic­tims here, in­stead, some of them were even writ­ing down the de­tails of the ne­go­ti­ation with much vigor. Some have even brought ex­pens­ive ma­gic items such as video re­cord­ers. Surely the story of this in­cid­ent would quickly spread among the na­tions.

	These mer­chants brought the re­port­ers here as in­sur­ance, yet now they had be­come their doom.

	“I’ll leave the rest to you.”

	“I will take care of everything now, Your Majesty Rimuru.”

	My­our­miles ac­ted with ex­treme cour­tesy. As I passed him, I gave him a pat on the shoulder and whispered: “Be count­ing on you, My­our­miles-kun”. After which, I left the room with the ex­ec­ut­ives.
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	I thought I saw My­our­miles-kun giv­ing off a wry smile. Well, it wasn’t really a phys­ical one. And next, he switched to his elite look, unique to a mer­chant, and turned to Duke Muze, as well as glan­cing around the mer­chants.

	Surely My­our­miles’s prowess had also been ob­served at length by my ex­ec­ut­ives.

	People shouldn’t have any com­plaints now, even if I ap­poin­ted My­our­miles as the min­is­ter of fin­ance.

	“Then the trans­ac­tion has been com­pleted suc­cess­fully, and our fest­ival is of­fi­cially over. Please fol­low me to a dif­fer­ent venue—”

	My­our­miles’s stately voice came out of the room.

	Now we could fi­nally say that everything had con­cluded.
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	Hav­ing chased away Duke Muze and his lack­eys, there were still many prob­lems left for us to tackle.

	We would hold our routine con­fer­ence to re­flect on ourselves.

	We were not go­ing to the guest lobby, but the usual large con­fer­ence room. We gathered there on the night fol­low­ing the end of the Tem­pest Found­ing Fest­ival.

	Gazel, Elme­sia, Youm’s party, Fuze and even Yuuki, Hinata and Masay­uki got a seat as vis­it­ors. There were also a few rare guests that had come upon re­ceiv­ing my in­vit­a­tion.

	Since all of my ex­ec­ut­ives had gathered as well, the room felt crowded.

	I didn’t in­vite Milim and the other de­mon lords. If there were too many people, the con­fer­ence could last for days. Es­pe­cially con­sid­er­ing the many in­cid­ents that oc­curred dur­ing the fest­ival, there were tons of mo­tions for us to go through.

	My only con­cern was Vel­dora. He was mop­ing in the corner of the room, and he was bound to in­ter­ject at some point. Prob­ably along the lines of “No chal­lenger came to fight me,” etc. Ah, what a bunch of use­less com­plaints.

	It’s best that we don’t com­plic­ate things fur­ther. Let’s get the re­flec­tion con­fer­ence go­ing.

	“Eh—first off, I want to say this to every­one, thank you all for the hard work this time!”

	I star­ted by prais­ing every­one and began the con­fer­ence.

	The first one to speak was, sur­pris­ingly, Ben­i­maru.

	“I was genu­inely shocked just now. I didn’t ex­pect Rimuru-sama to pun­ish those mer­chants like that.”

	The ex­ec­ut­ives nod­ded in agree­ment.

	Most of them prob­ably thought that I would con­clude the mat­ter after the pay­ment. But upon see­ing my ser­i­ous treat­ment to­wards them, every­one, without ex­cep­tion, looked sur­prised.

	“Right, I didn’t ex­pect you to give such a severe pun­ish­ment,” Rig­urd agreed with Ben­i­maru.

	Gazel, who had been listen­ing to our con­ver­sa­tion, in­triguingly asked me: “So? What was your ver­dict, Rimuru?”

	Hav­ing been asked, I re­told the whole story.

	“To have severed ties with them while mus­ter­ing such re­solve…” Gazel said, rather dumb­foun­ded, after hear­ing the story. But he wasn’t mad, quite the op­pos­ite, as he ac­tu­ally agreed with my method.

	“Heh heh heh, I think you did the right thing. An eye for an eye. That be­ing said, have you con­sidered what to do af­ter­wards?”

	I’ve really been out­smar­ted by Elme­sia.

	Her in­sight was to the point of be­ing fright­en­ing. It seemed that she had seen right through me.

	“What did she mean by that, Rimuru-sama?”

	Since Ben­i­maru asked, I had to ex­press my view.

	“It’s like what I said be­fore, I’m not gonna play to the Coun­cil’s score. If pos­sible, I wish to be on equal and friendly terms with them.”

	“I un­der­stand that. That’s why, in my humble opin­ion, we need to make a cer­tain level of com­prom­ise.”

	I nod­ded to Rig­urd and con­tin­ued: “Listen well now! As Elme­sia-san has said, that Duke Muze was just someone else’s lackey. We fol­lowed their rule and re­jec­ted Muze. That’s why, next time it will be his boss tak­ing the lead in per­son.”

	“That is most likely the case.”

	“—In other words, will we be able to ne­go­ti­ate with them once more?”

	“That’s right. Since it was them that first failed in ne­go­ti­at­ing with us, when the op­por­tun­ity arises, we can util­ize our ad­vant­ages in that re­gard to have bet­ter terms in ne­go­ti­ation!”

	“I see…”

	“In my opin­ion, they didn’t want to ant­ag­on­ize us dir­ec­tly. That’s why they wanted to put a col­lar on our neck by first be­friend­ing us. Now that they’ve failed, surely, they will have to con­sider us an op­pon­ent to be reckoned with. In that case—”

	“Surely they will come across us again if they in­tend to launch eco­nomic war­fare. Neither of us is pre­pared well enough to be able to do that. There­fore, both can form their own self-sus­tain­ing eco­nomic circle even without the op­pon­ent. That’s most likely the case.”

	Gazel con­tin­ued to fur­ther elab­or­ate. For now, things had con­cluded with our ne­go­ti­ation. And it would seem that we had the up­per hand in the long run.

	“In that case, we don’t need to be re­strained by the in­ter­na­tional charter set by the West­ern State Coun­cil, and will be able to take over dif­fer­ent na­tions by ourselves. But this will not be a mil­it­ar­istic in­va­sion, but rather an in­vas­ive act via eco­nomy.”

	“Ku­fu­fu­fufu, leave it to me. I shall put all of the West­ern Na­tions on a plat­ter for Rimuru-sama!”

	You don’t have to. That’s not what I wanted any­way…

	Di­ablo’s com­ment was giv­ing me a head­ache again.

	“Di­ablo, if you do some­thing like that, you will only make our life more dif­fi­cult!”

	Re­jec­ted, R E J E C T E D!

	“A-apo­lo­gies for my of­fense.”

	“Cut the crap, er­rand boy, go fetch Rimuru-sama more tea, now!”

	Sh­ion gave a fin­ish­ing blow to the frus­trated Di­ablo.

	She also made me up­set to be hon­est, but I’d give her a pass for now.

	“I think what Di­ablo has just sug­ges­ted may still be achiev­able given time. But right now, do­ing that serves no pur­pose. We may give it a try if con­flict breaks out, but it will, non­ethe­less, be a lot of hard work. We just need to build a friendly re­la­tion­ship. Hon­es­tly, I don’t want any more trouble to deal with.”

	As I ex­plained mat­ters like that, every­one seemed to agree.

	We just had to try our best at mak­ing our own na­tion bet­ter. To cre­ate a firm eco­nomic circle on this land—that was our pri­or­ity.

	“In­deed, there’s not really any other op­tion than to ne­go­ti­ate with your op­pon­ent. But I’m ac­tu­ally pretty sym­path­etic to­wards them. They can’t really re­strain you with eco­nomic sanc­tions nor through mil­it­ary sup­pres­sion. It’ll really be hard for them to give any con­di­tion.”

	Elme­sia shed a cro­codile tear for our op­pon­ent.

	But doesn’t that lo­gic ap­ply to Sor­cerer’s King­dom Sarion as well…

	How­ever, she had a point. Now our op­pon­ents were lim­ited in their meth­ods of comeback.

	“I see. I am aware of these already. But, did Rimuru-sama have other plans as well to have treated those mer­chants so harshly—?” Geld asked.

	He thought that I was be­ing too harsh. Not every mer­chant was Muze’s lackey, some were prob­ably just pres­sured into do­ing it, hav­ing been black­mailed by Duke Muze. The fact that I pun­ished them re­gard­less of that was truly sur­pris­ing to every­one.

	Nat­ur­ally, I had my reas­ons.

	I smirked and was about to ex­plain be­fore My­our­miles, who was all smiles, in­ter­jec­ted first, “Fu­fufu, that’s very simple, every­one. Just as Em­peror Elme­sia said, we were simply giv­ing them an eye for an eye.”

	“What does that mean, My­our­miles?”

	“An eye for an eye?”

	“I still don’t get it…”

	Whether it was Ben­i­maru, Rig­urd or Geld. All of them were still con­fused by this ex­plan­a­tion.

	Di­ablo seemed to have un­der­stood, but he was still quietly mak­ing tea. It would seem that he hadn’t re­covered from his frus­trated de­feat just now. Seemed a bit beaten.

	Aren’t you a de­mon and all, are you really that weak-minded…

	“Rimuru-sama said that I would handle the rest of the mat­ter. In other words, I was to do a fa­vor for those mer­chants that now had nowhere to go, and con­vert them to our side in­stead.”

	My­our­miles sure was amaz­ing. I thought that he might have known what I meant, but I didn’t ex­pect him to un­der­stand this so clearly. I was go­ing to con­firm with him later, but that doesn’t seem ne­ces­sary now.

	—If you want to make these people be­have, rather than re­sort­ing to threats or in­tim­id­a­tion, it is bet­ter to do them a fa­vor. It is much sim­pler and has a higher rate of suc­cess—

	It was what Elme­sia said, and I’m put­ting it into prac­tice. Sticks and car­rots all at the same time. That’s pretty much our tac­tic.

	“I see, as ex­pec­ted of Rimuru-sama.”

	“So that’s the case. You have my ap­proval.”

	“So, My­our­miles-san, did we really man­age to con­vert those mer­chants?”

	“Fu­fufu, we are guar­an­teed not to fail. I said that I would per­son­ally plead for them, and that was already a fa­vor for those mer­chants. Thanks to Rimuru-sama’s threat back then, this whole thing was sur­pris­ingly simple!” My­our­miles, with the ex­pres­sion of a schem­ing mer­chant, re­por­ted joy­fully.

	It’s great that we have suc­ceeded, but this seemed to make me look like some sort of a vil­lain. I’m some­what of­fen­ded by it, but I’ll give it a pass.

	And as such, every­one was on the same page and we pro­ceeded to the next mo­tion.
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	Rather than call­ing it the next mo­tion, I should have called it the main is­sue of the day.

	“As I’ve just said, the mat­ters re­gard­ing those mer­chants will be handled by My­our­miles-kun. The prob­lem that has been troub­ling us for days has fi­nally been re­solved, I want to have every­one com­ment about how they felt dur­ing the Found­ing Fest­ival. Any thoughts are wel­come, don’t re­serve any of your opin­ions!”

	As soon as I fin­ished, Gazel let out a few dry coughs be­fore quickly in­ter­ject­ing, “Rimuru, as the leader of your ally na­tion, there’s some­thing I want to bring to your at­ten­tion. I’ve already com­men­ted on your out of line ac­tions last night, this time my ques­tion is the same. What were you think­ing when you did it?”

	“Eh, what do you mean?”

	I didn’t quite get what he said, but con­sid­er­ing how pissed Gazel looked, I may have messed things up again.

	How­ever, I still have no clue. If I have to de­cide, it would be with re­gards to the hand­ling of the mer­chants men­tioned just now, but it didn’t seem to be the case…

	“Are you really that self-aware? That’s why I have to keep an eye on you this en­tire time! Vesta, weren’t you and Gabil-san the ones that de­ve­loped the pro­jector ma­chine? Wasn’t it also your idea to give it some ad­vanced ap­plic­a­tion so that even long-dis­tance im­ages could be re­played in real-time?”

	“King Gazel, a-about that…”

	Vesta’s face had “Oh shit” writ­ten all over it.

	Did Mr. Vesta get so into re­search­ing that he for­got to re­port back to King Gazel?

	Kaijin also muttered rather per­plex­edly: “This guy is still as care­less as al­ways.” It looked like he was right.

	“King Gazel, it’s not like that. Vesta-san and I in­deed de­ve­loped what you just de­scribed and pro­posed to keep De­mon Lord Clay­man’s leg­acy. How­ever, the one who wanted to com­bine video re­cord­ing ma­gic items and the pro­jector, was Rimuru-sama!”

	Gabil was fam­ous for his frank­ness. He re­vealed the whole or­deal without hes­it­a­tion.

	His words made Vesta look awk­ward while I looked troubled.

	“—It’s just as I thought. Next time be­fore you go pub­lic, could you at least give me a heads up and dis­cuss it with me a bit,” Gazel, look­ing worn out, gave me this rather straight-for­ward bit of ad­vice.

	To us, the pro­jector’s value was that it was a con­veni­ent and ir­re­place­able in­ven­tion for en­ter­tain­ment. But to the eyes of the kings and nobles of the West­ern Na­tions, it was an en­tirely dif­fer­ent case.

	“This thing has way too many ap­plic­a­tions, to the point that they’re un­count­able. At least to the crowd at the scene, every­one could tell its value,” Gazel said un­pleas­antly.

	I just thought that it would be great to have a large screen to watch the ex­pan­ded foot­age of the mar­tial tour­na­ment and the labyrinth in­terior. And the people loved it too…

	But the device had given the of­fi­cials of dif­fer­ent na­tions quite a cul­tural shock, it seemed.

	“With some­thing like that, it would change the whole concept of war,” Gazel’s friend Pann said, Dorf-san also nod­ded in agree­ment.

	They said that an im­me­di­ate ap­plic­a­tion would be in the mil­it­ary. One huge ad­vant­age was that they could now com­mand the army from a safe dis­tance. The of­fi­cials of the army no longer had to risk them­selves in any dan­ger­ous situ­ation. In­stead they could send out scout troops to check on the en­emy status and quickly gain feed­back to ap­ply to their own army.

	As op­posed to the one-to-one “Ma­gic Com­mu­nic­a­tion”, this method would en­able many times more volume of in­tel­li­gence trans­fer. Every­one could share the same batch of in­form­a­tion, and the ac­cur­acy of com­mand would be greatly im­proved.

	We pub­lished the tech­no­logy at ran­dom, and it could already be called ul­tra-fu­tur­istic. It seemed to be a re­volu­tion­ary tech­no­logy.

	I was only think­ing “It’ll be good to have some­thing like this” and ordered people to con­struct the device. Yet it turned out that we made some­thing in­cred­ible.

	I muttered un­con­sciously that “You should have told me this earlier,” but I was met with Gazel’s stare and scold­ing “That was my line!”

	I am re­flect­ing now, but that’s not the point of this meet­ing. Not everything in this world will go ac­cord­ing to our heart’s con­tent.

	“B-but, you must re­quire a high level of ma­gicule to op­er­ate the ma­chine. If the mana of the user isn’t high enough, it won’t work. The dis­tance and quant­ity of the in­tel­li­gence trans­fer also de­pends on the user’s abil­ity. It’s not that simple to ap­ply it uni­ver­sally!”

	I man­aged to cover my tail with this ex­plan­a­tion. I had ac­tu­ally made im­prove­ments re­gard­ing these draw­backs by de­vel­op­ing a sys­tem to store ma­gicule. But it would be wise to save these words for later dis­cus­sions with Gazel in private.

	“Any­how, just don’t pub­lish some­thing that can be sus­pec­ted to be of mil­it­ary us­age so cas­u­ally. You’re the only one who wants to use it for en­ter­tain­ment…” Gazel told me, baffled.

	And when I thought it was over, it was Elme­sia’s turn to cut in.

	“I can ac­tu­ally pur­chase sim­ilar in­ven­tions in the fu­ture. I heard that there’s some­thing called a ‘pat­ent’ in your world, right? I’m will­ing to pay the ne­ces­sary price to pur­chase the rights for your in­ven­tion, and grant me the priv­ilege to use it first.”

	“Ah, then El-chan, please get this na­tion’s bathing tech­no­logy as well!”

	“I got it, Elen. My ne­go­ti­ation with Yoshida-san has also gone well, you have to drop by my place more of­ten in the fu­ture!”

	“That’s for sure!”

	I didn’t even get the chance to re­spond be­fore Elen cut in to add to the mess. Elme­sia also agreed hap­pily. The two were sit­ting to­gether like close sib­lings. This was the em­peror, who Elen was fa­cing, so at the end of the day, even if they were re­lated by blood, this at­ti­tude was still way too cas­ual.

	On the other hand, I saw Elalude, her father’s ex­pres­sion changed drastic­ally as he began to shout in panic, “Elen, what are you do­ing!”

	“Y-your Majesty! Even though she’s my daugh­ter, please don’t spoil Elen! Also, Elen, you can’t just call her Majesty the em­peror ‘El-chan’.”

	“Elalude, why do you talk so much?”

	“Ser­i­ously, dad’s al­ways so dra­matic.”

	I had a feel­ing that when these two got mixed to­gether, things may get dan­ger­ous. I sud­denly felt bad for Elalude. Elen and Elme­sia also shared a sur­pris­ingly good chem­istry. You can’t fake a friend­ship like that, they were really close to each other, go­ing so far as to give high-fives. I couldn’t feel their dif­fer­ence in status at all.

	Even the ar­is­to­crats of the West­ern Na­tions couldn’t ap­proach her—to most, Em­peror Elme­sia Elaure Sarion was in­deed such an elu­sive top fig­ure. Yet the sight in front of my eyes was really hard to ima­gine. Even the mem­bers of the Em­peror’s Im­per­ial Knights stand­ing be­hind Elme­sia looked sur­prised at the scene.

	“Mem­bers of the Magus! What you saw is the equi­val­ent of a na­tional secret, you must not leak this in­form­a­tion!”

	Al­though Elalude came out to give clos­ure, there’s no say­ing as to how ef­fect­ive it was.

	Elme­sia, on the other hand, paid no mind to what Elalude or any­one else said, she was gonna speak her mind re­gard­less.

	“Given this to be the case, I hope that you will send re­search­ers to our king­dom. Of course, it will be con­sidered an of­fi­cial em­ploy­ment. We will be pay­ing the proper fee for in­struct­ing tech re­search.”

	“In other words, will you be in charge of find­ing the labor as well?”

	“About that~I do want to do that. But if you are afraid of a pos­sible leak of your core tech­no­logy, we can also ex­port the ne­ces­sary in­stru­ments to ad­dress the is­sue.”

	“Um um, in that way, there will be a need to trans­port com­pon­ents made in our na­tion.”

	To re­spond to Elme­sia’s re­quest, many con­di­tions had to be sat­is­fied first. For in­stance, the plumb­ing re­quired for fa­cil­it­ies re­ly­ing on wa­ter, such as a kit­chen, bath­room, or toi­let, were all the product of dwar­ven tech­no­logy con­trib­uted by Kaijin and the other dwarves. I wasn’t sure whether tech­ni­cians from Sarion could re­cre­ate them or not, but it would also take too much time for them to learn the tech­no­logy from scratch.

	With that be­ing the case, it would be faster for us to ex­port the do­mest­ic­ally pro­duced ma­chine parts dir­ec­tly to Sarion.

	“Since you are send­ing the parts, I hope you will be us­ing that thing called a train. I will be provid­ing funds for that as well; can you fin­ish de­vel­op­ing it faster?” Elme­sia said, seem­ingly hav­ing seen through my thoughts already.

	Gazel has a Skill that can read minds, but does Elme­sia have one as well? So far there’s no sign of that, but I bet­ter not get care­less. Re­gard­less of that, her pro­posal is still worth con­sid­er­ing.

	“We still have yet to de­ve­lop the train it­self. That’s why, if any sci­ent­ists or ex­perts in ma­gic from your na­tion are will­ing to of­fer as­sist­ance, it will cer­tainly help speed things up.”

	“Of course we will! Elalude—?”

	“Yes ma’am! I’m on it right now.”

	Elalude was as loyal to Elme­sia as it gets. He didn’t look like a no­ble­man of high au­thor­ity, in­stead he seemed more like a con­veni­ently placed er­rand boy. See­ing how Elalude was be­hav­ing, Gazel turned to him with a sym­path­etic look. Gazel had also pre­vi­ously men­tioned that he couldn’t raise his head be­fore Elme­sia either, surely, he re­lated a lot to Elalude.

	And as such, Em­peror Elme­sia of the Sor­cerer’s Dyn­asty Sarion was will­ing to per­son­ally provide as­sist­ance to us.

	Sooner or later we would be sign­ing a re­search agree­ment and be­gin re­search co­oper­a­tion of­fi­cially. On one hand, we had Sarion with its pride of ma­gic sci­ence, and on the other hand, we have the spirit en­gin­eer­ing de­ve­loped in Dwar­gon. It wouldn’t be long be­fore the dream of unit­ing the land was ac­com­plished.

	As for the “Sur­moun­ters” sent by Ru­mi­nas, we con­sidered also let­ting them join based on the cir­cum­stances. We would have to wait to see what kind of people they were. How­ever, they may ac­tu­ally come up with some in­ter­est­ing ideas, non­ethe­less.

	“That’s truly re­as­sur­ing, Elme­sia-san. Now that our re­search pro­gram has been settled, surely our ‘Ma­gic Train’ will be on its way soon.”

	“Ho? Is its name ‘Ma­gic Train’?”

	“Yes, it is in­stalled with a mo­tor us­ing spir­its—the ‘Spirit Ma­gic Core’—and ma­nip­u­lated us­ing ma­gic spells that would be im­ple­men­ted by ma­gic sci­ence. Isn’t it per­fect?”

	“Hmph, as if it’s that easy.”

	“How in­ter­est­ing! How very in­ter­est­ing. I really hope you make it real soon.”

	Gazel was call­ing me overly op­tim­istic, but he said so with a smile on his face, con­fid­ent in my fu­ture suc­cess. It seems that he won’t be giv­ing me life ad­vice any­time soon.

	Elme­sia’s re­ac­tion on the other hand was like a child dis­cov­er­ing a new toy. Her eyes were spark­ling. It left a big im­pres­sion on me, as it drew a very deep con­trast with the gloomy face on Elalude.

	Any­how, there’s bound to be a lot of pro­gress from now on.

	“Let’s lay down the tracks to Sarion first. We can build it along­side the road con­struc­tion. It will save us time as well.”

	Since our coun­try was lead­ing the charge, it was easy to stand­ard­ize things. Lay­ing down the tracks wouldn’t be throw­ing up any is­sues.

	I re­spon­ded based on these con­sid­er­a­tions.

	“Hold on! I have a ques­tion about the ‘tun­nel’ pro­posed by Ben­i­maru-sama in the past, is it really needed in the fu­ture?”

	An un­ex­pec­ted ques­tion from an un­ex­pec­ted per­son. It was Mom­iji.

	She asked us “Whether the tun­nel was ne­ces­sary,” does it mean that she’s will­ing to let us dig through their moun­tain?

	“If it’s pos­sible, I hope to dig tun­nels in the fu­ture. First, we will set up a check­point in Blum­und, and then go through Farmenas un­til we reach the west gate of Ar­mored King­dom Dwar­gon. Based on that, in or­der for people to be able to move south from Blum­und, we are ex­pec­ted to lay tracks to the streets of the Sor­cerer’s Dyn­asty Sarion. It is hard enough to get the rights to use the land in west­ern king­doms already, we will also run a lot of losses by tak­ing the long route around the moun­tains. But if this is some­thing you dis­like, then I wouldn’t pur­sue the pro­ject any fur­ther.”

	“I see. Then I will trust Rimuru-sama’s words. If you guar­an­tee not to cause any harm to the holy moun­tain, I may con­sider giv­ing you per­mis­sion to dig this ‘tun­nel’.”

	“Really?”

	“Yes, how­ever, I have one con­di­tion. I hope that you can send Ben­i­maru-sama as the per­son in charge—” Mom­iji said while blush­ing. It went without say­ing that I was an un­der­stand­ing man.

	“Ben­i­maru-kun!”

	“Hold on! Rimuru-sama, are you selling me out?”

	“Don’t put it that way. Geld is hand­ling some ma­jor cases now. If any­one’s bet­ter at lead­er­ship than him, it would be you.”

	Geld nod­ded in agree­ment to my words. In con­trast, Ben­i­maru looked shocked.

	“There’s no way I can handle it. To be­gin with, I don’t even have any rel­ev­ant know­ledge about con­struc­tion work!”

	Oh yeah, I guess he has a point.

	“I see, so it really can’t be…”

	I was think­ing about sac­ri­fi­cing Ben­i­maru to get this thing over with. It would seem that life just doesn’t al­ways go my way. I wasn’t plan­ning for Ben­i­maru to stay out for too long to be­gin with, this deal couldn’t be done from the get-go.

	“It is un­for­tu­nate, but Ben­i­maru is my right-hand man. I sup­pose we still can go to­gether to in­spect the con­struc­tion at times—”

	“Ah, that would do just fine. Please come and rest at our vil­lage when you do,” Mom­iji said with a smile all over her face. See­ing Hak­urou on the side, smirk­ing like his plot had come to fruition, it seemed that both of them had figured that this mat­ter would quickly so­lid­ify Ben­i­maru and Mom­iji’s re­la­tion­ship.

	“Ben­i­maru-kun, why don’t you just give in to this?”

	“I’m not do­ing that. But I sup­pose I can be Rimuru-sama’s guard dur­ing in­spec­tion,” shrug­ging, Ben­i­maru replied.

	This was per­haps as much as Ben­i­maru could back down for. I guess I’ll take what’s on the table, Mom­iji was happy as well. If I pushed now, it would be ab­use of power. How their re­la­tion­ship would play out from here would be their own do­ing.

	And so, I man­aged to profit from it.

	“Please just call me Mom­iji, Rimuru-sama.”

	Hak­urou ac­know­ledged as well, ap­par­ently, I didn’t have to be that re­spect­ful after all.

	“Then, Mom­iji-san, is it okay for me to run an in­vest­ig­a­tion to see whether the loc­ale is con­veni­ent for tun­nel drilling?”

	“It’s fine. We don’t have a prob­lem with it, though I hope that you will run your in­vest­ig­a­tion care­fully.”

	In other words, if the in­vest­ig­a­tions showed that there was no is­sue, we could be­gin the tun­nel drilling.

	The at­ti­tude of the Tengu clan had softened on the mat­ter. The pro­ject could fi­nally pro­ceed smoothly. How won­der­ful.

	Next time I should also visit Mom­iji’s mother Kaede-san.

	I’d go with Hak­urou when the op­por­tun­ity arose.

	“As you can see, Elme­sia-san, we still hope that you can grant us the per­mis­sion to cross the bor­der into Sarion and run the in­vest­ig­a­tion—”

	“Everything has been ap­proved. Elalude, do as you see fit.”

	This was my ideal model of a ruler—Elme­sia’s at­ti­tude of push­ing everything to someone else to handle was giv­ing me a lot of ideas.

	“Yes ma’am. Your Majesty Rimuru, I will print out the ne­ces­sary per­mits. How­ever, re­gard­ing the con­struc­tion within our na­tion, please al­low us to pre­pare civil en­gin­eers.”

	Elalude seemed to have grown more and more wary. There’s no way he wasn’t an ex­cel­lent min­is­ter, hav­ing worked un­der such a free-spir­ited em­peror. But Elalude was still un­will­ing to com­ply with our terms without his own ad­di­tional con­di­tion.

	If we were to handle all of the con­struc­tion, it would prob­ably cause much in­con­veni­ence to them. I per­son­ally didn’t ob­ject and agreed. Since both sides had agreed to help each other, the deal was sealed.

	We were go­ing to open a re­flec­tion meet­ing, yet the im­port­ant topic sud­denly got settled.

	Since all of the big heads were gathered here, we skipped all the com­plic­ated pro­ced­ures and went straight to the deal-mak­ing. Everything pro­gressed sur­pris­ingly fast.

	Well, most of this was thanks to Elme­sia.

	Un­der these cir­cum­stances, Youm, who had been listen­ing to us quietly, had some­thing to say.

	“Young mas­ter—no, Your Majesty Rimuru. I have a ques­tion to ask, if it is con­veni­ent?”

	With all these power­ful fig­ures gathered at the meet­ing, rais­ing his own opin­ion already took a lot of cour­age. Youm seemed to have grown con­sid­er­ably since the last time we met.

	“What is it, Youm-san?”

	“I was go­ing to ex­plain it per­son­ally, un­for­tu­nately, I’m not as edu­cated, so is it okay for my wife to ex­plain?”

	Wife? Does he mean My­uran? It’d be sur­pris­ing if Youm got some con­cu­bine, surely that wouldn’t hap­pen to Youm.

	Al­though it turned out that my wor­ries were un­ne­ces­sary, the one who stood up next was in­deed My­uran.

	“You look just as great as al­ways, Your Majesty Rimuru.”

	“You too. My­uran-san, you look good, how won­der­ful.”

	“With the great debt I owe to­wards Your Majesty Rimuru, it is fine for you to call my name dir­ec­tly.”

	No way. The meet­ing has been foiled by Elme­sia with a bunch of cas­ual non­sense, we can’t have ourselves stray from form­al­ity, though it seems it’s too late to say such things.

	Then we will leave that for fu­ture dis­cus­sion. Let’s just talk cas­u­ally now.

	“Then, My­uran, what’s on your mind?”

	“Yes, your Majesty, the ques­tion is about the pro­posal Rimuru-sama just men­tioned—the route start­ing from the Blum­und King­dom, cross­ing through our na­tion, and reach­ing Dwar­gon. I be­lieve you used to have a goal—to strive for the com­mon prosper­ity of man and mon­sters—could you con­sider the pro­ject as part of this goal?”

	Man and mon­sters… Circle of com­mon prosper­ity16?

	That sounds good to me.

	“I sup­pose you can see it that way. By the way, great choice of words. You get the idea im­me­di­ately upon hear­ing the phrase.”

	To work to­wards a state where hu­mans and mon­sters could prosper to­gether. Mon­sters as a whole came in a lot of dif­fer­ent vari­et­ies too, though many of them should ac­tu­ally be called demi-hu­man. But put­ting that aside, the phrase com­mon prosper­ity really re­flec­ted my ideal.

	With Tem­pest at the cen­ter, there was Dwar­gon in the east, Blum­und in the west, and the huge mon­ster circle led by Milim in the south.

	There was also a large area of hu­man res­id­en­ces fur­ther past Blum­und King­dom. It was con­nec­ted to the Farmenas King­dom in the north, as well as the grand do­main of the Sor­cerer’s Dyn­asty Sarion in the south.

	In ad­di­tion—Blum­und King­dom was the win­dow to the West­ern Na­tions.

	If we had these king­doms co­oper­at­ing as well, the circle for hu­man-mon­ster prosper­ity was gonna live up to its name.

	“Thank you for your re­sponse. Then my ques­tion is this: our king­dom will do what we can to help Rimuru-sama achieve this goal. For­tu­nately, our na­tions’ nobles were all very ini­timi—per­suaded by Di­ablo-sama there, they have be­come very obed­i­ent—I mean will­ing to help, well, mostly to the two of our opin­ions. That’s why we plan to start a na­tional busi­ness as the first step of a newly-rising na­tion. Based on these con­sid­er­a­tions—”

	What should we do as busi­ness? That was My­uran’s ques­tion.

	“S-surely you should op­er­ate just as we planned be­fore, run­ning ag­ri­cul­ture—”

	“It shouldn’t be an is­sue. Everything has been pro­ceed­ing as planned, we’ve ordered people to handle spe­cific crops.”

	“I see, what about—”

	Huh—what about what?

	I tried ask­ing her about all the ideas I had, but it seemed that she had ar­ranged everything in or­der. Di­ablo had ob­vi­ously tamed the no­ble­men, Youm also gained massive sup­port among his people. In terms of the mil­it­ary might of dif­fer­ent fac­tions within the na­tion, a con­sensus had also been reached.

	The old Far­mus had fallen, and the new na­tion of Farmenas had risen in its place. The first step was to end the un­rest within the na­tion, which seemed to have been ac­com­plished. In ad­di­tion, they needed to com­fort the cit­izens and gradu­ally move the na­tion’s in­dus­trial fo­cus to ag­ri­cul­ture…

	Di­ablo must have been be­hind the scenes to help, but My­uran also seemed to have ex­ecuted the long-term plan ex­traordin­ar­ily.

	“Then could you gather those who are cur­rently un­em­ployed?”

	“We shall obey Rimuru-sama’s or­der. If pos­sible, we were ac­tu­ally think­ing about us­ing our own man­power to lay down the rail­way tracks. Since it will be­come a method of trans­port­a­tion for our ag­ri­cul­tural products, surely, the trans­port­a­tion net­work will be a ma­jor life­line for our na­tion.”

	“Hmm, it would in­deed. If you are not just grow­ing the amount for your own na­tion’s con­sump­tion, you are go­ing to get a lot of sur­plus in the fu­ture. You will need to ship them to other na­tions in need, be­fore they go bad. I think it will be an im­port­ant in­dustry for your na­tion.”

	In the past, Far­mus King­dom would re­sell goods from Dwar­gon, those were mostly hand­crafts and gear, there was no con­cern over any items go­ing bad. The mer­chants were re­spons­ible for trans­port­ing these items, and the coun­try could eas­ily profit via tax­ing tar­iffs.

	This would no longer ap­ply. The mer­chants would no longer be the sole re­spons­ible party for the goods, the na­tion it­self would be forced to raise its own cred­ib­il­ity. In store for them was the era of na­tions en­sur­ing the leg­al­ity of the flow of goods.

	“I look for­ward to the day when the ‘Ma­gic Train’ runs through the great plains. Surely the mer­chants in the fu­ture will change their trade model as well. We will need to con­tinue to learn in or­der to catch up with the trend.”

	“It will be faster than horse car­riages. Goods that are ex­pec­ted to be de­livered in a week, it will only take three hours in the fu­ture. The stor­age space re­quired will prob­ably be a hun­dred times more than be­fore.”

	“ “ “WHAT!” ” ”

	Gazel and Elme­sia had seen this com­ing, so they didn’t seem sur­prised, but the same couldn’t be said about the rest of the people at the scene. The news was prob­ably too shock­ing, mak­ing every­one go numb. As for Yuuki, Hinata and Masay­uki, they gave off a slightly dif­fer­ent dry smile re­spect­ively.

	“Any­how, we need to pur­chase the land for lay­ing tracks early, I want to plan out a straight and ef­fect­ive trans­port­a­tion route. Geld’s men, as well as the beast­men study­ing at our town, have already learnt how to sur­vey land. I will still do the fi­nal con­firm­a­tion, but the rest of the work will be left to them. My­uran, you can find labor for them to com­mand. Please bring someone who’s lit­er­ate to lead them and also di­vide them into dif­fer­ent pla­toons.”

	“Un­der­stood. It’s truly mak­ing me look for­ward to it,” My­uran ac­cep­ted my pro­posal.

	Ap­par­ently, they were plan­ning to of­fer us aid in the first place, the mat­ter had been re­solved smoothly.

	Then it was Fuze’s turn to raise his hand.

	“Be­cause of all the im­port­ant fig­ures gathered here, I waited un­til now to say any­thing,” he ended his sen­tence with a wry smile.

	Fuze was there since the pre-fest­ival night. But he was timid, see­ing all of the people gathered around, and didn’t come up to talk to me.

	I no­ticed that as well, but I couldn’t find the ap­pro­pri­ate time to talk with him. Al­though he seemed to have en­joyed him­self dur­ing the fest­ival, I planned to greet him later and just for­got about it.

	“Ah, sorry. I was go­ing to greet you back then.”

	“Rimuru-sama seemed busy then as well, it’s al­right. By the way, my friend wanted to talk to you too, this is great tim­ing. What he has to say relates to what has just been dis­cussed.”

	Fuze then in­tro­duced me to Baron Ver­yard, who I also knew well. I re­called him to be an ex­per­i­en­ced man who should not be un­der­es­tim­ated.

	“I am Ver­yard. I kind of forced my way to the meet­ing today. First of all, I want to thank Your Majesty Rimuru. And to every­one here, it is a pleas­ure to meet you.”

	He stood with great ges­ture and bowed el­eg­antly. He clearly knew how to de­liver a good greet­ing, noth­ing like some lowly noble from a small king­dom.

	“Then, al­low me to ask a ques­tion in the stead of the ruler of Blum­und King­dom, King Dolam.”

	Ver­yard sud­denly squin­ted his eyes at the seats next to him.

	The afore­men­tioned royal couple were sit­ting there. So, you guys ac­tu­ally came? I’m really not sure, con­sid­er­ing how little pres­ence you’ve shown through­out the meet­ing.

	I told King Dolam that we would have a proper con­fer­ence planned after this meet­ing, now it would be un­ne­ces­sary. This was the equi­val­ent of the later con­fer­ence.

	Al­though Dolam was smil­ing like a nice guy, I couldn’t help but ask, “Is this really okay.” Let’s put that aside for now, Ver­yard began to speak.

	“As Fuze has men­tioned, what Rimuru-sama has said is highly rel­ev­ant to the fu­ture de­vel­op­ment of Blum­und. King Dolam also pre­dicted that our na­tion will be­come an im­port­ant hub for the flow of goods. I’ve also had my the­ory be­fore fi­nally un­der­stand­ing after hear­ing your speech. In other words, your Majesty wishes to make our coun­try a gath­er­ing point of all ex­ports, is that right? Your Majesty men­tioned that once this ‘Ma­gic Train’ ap­pears, the concept of lo­gist­ics would change forever. If you are mak­ing our na­tion into a hub of sorts, surely goods from all over the con­tin­ent would come through. In that case, we will need people man­aging these goods. In ad­di­tion, if your Majesty wishes us to in­vest­ig­ate what each na­tion is lack­ing in sup­ply, that should also be prop­erly ar­ranged. Rimuru-sama, is this the role that you wish our na­tion to play?”

	As ex­pec­ted from Ver­yard, be­ing noth­ing like Fuze, he was quick on his feet.

	He had spelt out everything in my head.

	“That’s the role in­deed, will you be will­ing to do it? While it goes without say­ing, you can also just provide us with the venue to op­er­ate. I shall prom­ise to pay up the fee for us­ing the land with the amount of tar­iff we earned each year.”

	“Surely you jest. You shouldn’t un­der­es­tim­ate our people as folks who are sat­is­fied with a lazy life of mak­ing profits from mar­gins, and ex­clude us from the sys­tem. We will be train­ing our people from now on, so as to pre­pare for the fu­ture!”

	Oh snap. Just how far ahead is this guy plan­ning?

	I at least had the very com­pet­ent Raphael-sen­sei with me, but how could this guy catch up with me, us­ing just a hu­man brain? This was bey­ond be­ing a vis­ion­ary, this man was very in­tel­li­gent.

	Surely Blum­und King­dom would have dra­matic change that com­pletely altered their past val­ues. That was not just lim­ited to Blum­und, but surely there would be some ma­jor re­form­a­tions.

	Ver­yard had seen that clearly from the start, and so he had an­nounced that they were already pre­par­ing for it. This man was some­thing else. No won­der he man­aged to get his way with me. I was right to not un­der­es­tim­ate this type of per­son.

	It’s a re­lief that he’s not an en­emy, ser­i­ously.

	“Then there is a fa­vor that I must ask. I’ll need to trouble you guys with in­vest­ig­at­ing the ex­port items to each na­tion and build a sys­tem that de­liv­ers what is needed to where they are needed. Since your king­dom has a good in­tel­li­gence net­work, won’t you be great at the job?”

	“Aha, I see Rimuru-sama is not one to be un­der­es­tim­ated. Very well, I shall re­flect in de­tail re­gard­ing the mat­ter when I re­turn.”

	You can say that about your­self, I thought to my­self as I nod­ded.

	I was only plan­ning to open a re­flec­tion meet­ing about the fest­ival, yet it turned out to be some­thing so trouble­some that it had worn me out. But it had a lot of value non­ethe­less, since our ne­go­ti­ation with Blum­und was suc­cess­ful. I thought it would take a lot more time to fin­ish this dif­fi­cult ne­go­ti­ation. Thank­fully, Baron Ver­yard was there.

	I’m un­sure as to whether that was a bless­ing or a curse, but since we’ve reached this point, let’s just ask them nicely for co­oper­a­tion.

	Upon think­ing so, I began to worry over what to ask of Ver­yard.
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	Al­right, now that we had fin­ished talk­ing about the dif­fi­cult top­ics about run­ning the na­tion, it was time to pro­ceed with the re­flec­tion meet­ing.

	I switched up my mood and wanted to hear what every­one had to say.

	“Next—does any­one else have any opin­ion—?”

	Hear­ing my words, someone stood up anxiously.

	It’s Vel­dora.

	I’ve got a bad feel­ing about this, so I’m just gonna pre­tend that I didn’t see…

	“Rimuru, what the hell was that?”

	How am I sup­posed to an­swer that?

	“What do you mean?”

	“The labyrinth! Of course. I was look­ing for­ward to it, and in the end, no one man­aged to get to the 100th floor!”

	Didn’t I just give him a good scold­ing? Was he not re­flect­ing at all?

	He really just ig­nored everything I said.

	And I wasted my time prac­ti­cing what to speak—Vel­dora kept on com­plain­ing, which really made me want to reply with a “so what.” But I held back. If I were to say some­thing like that, he’d def­in­itely lose con­trol.

	“Well, per­son­ally I’m not that sat­is­fied with that part either.”

	“Right? You are still so re­li­able as usual. How do you plan to ad­just things go­ing for­ward?”

	It wasn’t as if I would get an im­me­di­ate res­ult upon mak­ing ad­just­ments. At least not un­til we had ad­ven­tur­ers who had the abil­it­ies to reach there.

	“In any case, based on what happened, there’s no way we can pro­ceed with this. Those ad­ven­tur­ers were mostly either av­er­age or some­what ex­per­i­en­ced. They are already pretty good chal­lengers—”

	“Pretty good…”

	“That soun­ded pretty rude…”

	“But I don’t feel like we can deny it either…”

	The Cabal trio seemed down, but you guys spent all your time treas­ure-hunt­ing, so I can be a little salty.

	“Don’t be dis­cour­aged. All I did was walk the en­tire time. And for some reason we ended up at level ten. By the time I real­ized, my com­pan­ions had already killed the Level Boss…”

	Masay­uki was prob­ably try­ing to com­fort them, but no mat­ter how you saw it, he soun­ded like he was ri­dicul­ing them. But Elen didn’t seem that dis­cour­aged by it. Per­haps, to the trio, it didn’t sound as bad. They looked sur­pris­ingly calm, so it was prob­ably okay to leave them alone.

	“—In other words, you should think that it is still not your time to shine yet!”

	As for Vel­dora, there’d prob­ably never be a chance for him to shine.

	“WHAT! Then were Milim, Ramiris and my ef­forts in vain!?”

	Please count me in as well. While I thought this to my­self, it’d be best not to quar­rel with him for too long.

	“Don’t worry. The labyrinth de­mon­stra­tion had a very good pro­mo­tional ef­fect on the dif­fer­ent na­tions.”

	“Huh?”

	“My­our­miles-kun, please come and ex­plain!”

	As I ordered, My­our­miles stood up.

	He then began to ex­plain very con­fid­ently to Vel­dora.

	“Due to the pub­lic dis­play of the in­terior foot­age of the labyrinth, all of the na­tions were very in­trigued. The fact that a ran­dom treas­ure chest had the chance to give rare-grade items also ad­ded on to the pro­mo­tional ef­fect.”

	“And it’s all thanks to me…”

	Um—I sup­pose you can put it that way… I guess?

	“All the no­ble­men from the na­tions would def­in­itely want to send their ad­ven­tur­ers there!” My­our­miles con­cluded his ex­plan­a­tion.

	It seemed that many no­ble­men hired ad­ven­tur­ers or power­ful mer­cen­ar­ies as guards. In other words, once these people caught wind of a labyrinth with piles of treas­ure, they would prob­ably send a large group of ad­ven­tur­ers to strike it rich.

	My­our­miles also men­tioned that the no­ble­men may spon­sor chal­lengers in or­der to ob­tain the treas­ure. In ad­di­tion, un­em­ployed ad­ven­tur­ers may want to get in­volved for the money. They may try to chal­lenge the labyrinth re­peatedly.

	They could prob­ably tell from the ex­per­i­ence of that Kai guy, that it was very dif­fi­cult to ob­tain rare-grade gear.

	I wasn’t gonna re­veal any­thing here, but My­our­miles is in fact plan­ning some­thing even shadier. It was some­thing like a lot­tery, he had de­cided to spark people’s de­sire to draw lot­tery tick­ets. He was gonna in­ten­tion­ally let people see oth­ers get­ting ex­pens­ive items from the lot­tery in or­der to cre­ate a com­pet­it­ive spirit. His plan was to make the ad­ven­tur­ers and the nobles be our cap­tives (money trap).

	Moreover, My­our­miles had other things planned out as well.

	“In ad­di­tion, I also want to es­tab­lish a prize sys­tem. We will tell every­one that once they reach level 100—in other words, when they ac­tu­ally con­quer the labyrinth—they can re­ceive a huge prize. Nat­ur­ally, many nobles would want to spon­sor ad­ven­tur­ers and other chal­lengers and send them down there,” My­our­miles said with a smirk.

	As long as we make the im­pres­sion that the labyrinth is a place that will gen­er­ate enorm­ous profit, even the scrooge of no­ble­men will fall for it. They will prob­ably hire the best of the ad­ven­tur­ers, spon­sor­ing them with gear to have a bet­ter shot at chal­len­ging the labyrinth.

	These no­ble­men were the so-called be­ne­fact­ors. If their ad­ven­tur­ers per­formed vali­antly, the nobles them­selves got to share the glory. Moreover, this had tre­mend­ous po­ten­tial for prof­it­ab­il­ity. In other words, this was enough to mo­tiv­ate the nobles.

	Moreover, while the no­ble­men spon­sors stayed in our na­tion, they would also en­joy all the en­ter­tain­ment.

	It also seemed like a good idea to use the live foot­age of the labyrinth walk­through as an at­trac­tion. We would also be open­ing a vari­ety of other pro­jects as ways to at­tract more con­sumers.

	Speak­ing of spon­sors—I was even more im­pressed by My­our­miles upon hear­ing his pro­posal. He was already a bad boy in my book, but I didn’t ex­pect him to take it that far.

	In­deed, surely the spon­sors will be happy as well if their chal­lengers ac­ted vi­ol­ently.

	He really did think of everything.

	One last thing.

	I needed the help of the Free­dom As­so­ci­ation with sev­eral pro­ject ideas I had with My­our­miles.

	Vel­dora also seemed to have been sup­pressed by My­our­miles’s pres­ence and be­came a lot more well-be­haved. This was a good op­por­tun­ity for him to bring it up. My­our­miles began to dis­cuss the mat­ter.

	“Leader of the Free­dom As­so­ci­ation, Yuuki Kagurazaka-sama, the thing is, we have a fa­vor to ask, or rather, we have a pro­posal.”

	“Pro­posal? What would that be?”

	“As I have just men­tioned, our na­tion will be provid­ing prizes for the labyrinth walk­throughs. I would like the Free­dom As­so­ci­ation to handle the mat­ter.”

	“Why?”

	“The biggest reason is for the pro­mo­tional ef­fect. Your as­so­ci­ation has di­vi­sions set up in dif­fer­ent na­tions. It will be the fast­est and most ef­fect­ive way to pro­mote.”

	“I see, that makes sense. But what other reason do you have?”

	“Yes. In or­der to man­age the chal­lengers, I would like to util­ize the iden­tity cards of the ad­ven­tur­ers.”

	“I see now. Ser­i­ously though, that’s some idea you’ve come up with…”

	I’m not sure if Yuuki was im­pressed or shocked, he fell into his own thoughts as he sighed.

	Our na­tion could also is­sue the per­mits to enter the labyrinth, but that would take a lot of ex­tra work. We wanted to lower the budget as much as pos­sible and bor­row the labor of the Free­dom As­so­ci­ation. Such plan­ning to ex­ploit oth­ers was the core of My­our­miles’s pro­posal.

	“There’re also be­ne­fits for the Free­dom As­so­ci­ation.”

	“Umm?”

	“Due to Rimuru-sama’s rule, the mon­sters in the Great Jura Forest have been un­der con­trol. We would be run­ning the long bor­der near the Great Jura Forest. With that be­ing the case—”

	“I see, so you are say­ing that there will be less work for mon­ster ex­term­in­a­tion?”

	“In­deed. How­ever, there’s a solu­tion. It can be ima­gined that the in­terior of the labyrinth will spawn a large num­ber of mon­sters. By de­feat­ing these mon­sters, you can gain ‘Ma­gic Crys­tals’, fur, mon­ster teeth, claws, etc. You can farm mon­ster ma­ter­i­als on the reg­u­lar—”

	“—!”

	“Surely the guild would gain profit through it?”

	You could gain ma­ter­i­als by ex­term­in­at­ing mon­sters. Ad­ven­tur­ers would sell the ma­ter­i­als as re­wards. If not, the Free­dom As­so­ci­ation would act as the middle­man for pur­chas­ing these ma­ter­i­als be­fore selling them to buy­ers that needed them, mak­ing money via hand­ling the trans­ac­tion.

	And our na­tion could hand over part of the man­age­ment of the labyrinth to the Free­dom As­so­ci­ation and tax them for it. In this way, even if ad­ven­tur­ers lost their job in the fu­ture, they could also find new em­ploy­ers. This pro­ject would provide mul­tiple be­ne­fits.

	How would Yuuki re­act to this?

	“Will Rimuru-sama help out with ideas in the fu­ture as well? You must be My­our­miles-san. I will con­sider your pro­pos­i­tion; we will handle the mat­ter and build a di­vi­sion of our or­gan­iz­a­tion in this town. Will you be able to provide us with the fa­cil­it­ies?”

	“Most cer­tainly. When the staff are settled, we will dis­cuss fur­ther.”

	“I’m truly de­feated here, Rimuru-san…”

	Yuuki gave off a wry smile.

	And so, My­our­miles’s and my pro­posal were taken.
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	I spoke to Vel­dora.

	“Have you heard, the pro­posal has been ac­cep­ted. There’s gonna be more ad­ven­tur­ers com­ing in the fu­ture.”

	“Um, um.”

	“Within the first year or so, it may still pose a huge chal­lenge. But after two, three years, I think there will be more cap­able people.”

	“Ho? Do you have any proof for that?”

	“Well, the reason is simple. There is a very low chance of dy­ing in the labyrinth, so you can prac­tice your skills in it. There’s no reason why you wouldn’t be­come stronger through­out the pro­cess.”

	“I see. As ex­pec­ted from Rimuru, now I’ve got to look for­ward to it!”

	To someone with longev­ity such as Vel­dora, two or three years would pass by in the blink of an eye. That’s why his face was plastered with a smile as he com­men­ted about his ex­pect­a­tions.

	Right, right, it’s great now that I’ve man­aged to con­vince him.

	While I was laugh­ing in­tern­ally, Hinata sud­denly raised her hand to speak.

	“Can I in­ter­rupt for a second?”

	“What is it?”

	Al­though I didn’t think she ob­jec­ted to the mat­ter un­til now, my nerves were still kind of tense. I sup­pose I’m once bit­ten, twice shy.

	“I have a re­quest, or rather, a pro­posal.”

	Her tone was giv­ing me a bad feel­ing.

	My­our­miles on the other hand, was sweat­ing while try­ing to avoid eye con­tact with her.

	“…I’m listen­ing…”

	“Thanks, then al­low me—”

	What Hinata brought up was “Crisis aware­ness may be re­duced as a res­ult of labyrinth activ­ity.”

	If they be­come ac­cus­tomed to not dy­ing in the labyrinth, it may cause them to be­come care­less out­side. That was Hinata’s fear. I was wor­ried about that too, but I felt that the ad­ven­tur­ers should see to that them­selves. I was a bit short on words while Hinata poin­ted it out.

	“Uh—I guess we can only re­mind them to pay more at­ten­tion…”

	“Don’t think that you can just hand wave this away, this is a mat­ter of life and death.”

	“Ayy, let’s not put it that way.”

	“No.”

	“Come on, Hinata-san?”

	I begged Hinata. She fi­nally de­cided to bring up her own pro­pos­i­tion.

	“—But, if you are will­ing to ac­cept my pro­posal, I may just ap­prove your plan.”

	“What pro­posal would that be, please in­dulge me?”

	Mak­ing Hinata angry will make me die pretty hor­ribly. That’s why I should humble my­self. But I may have wor­ried too much.

	“Hehehe, Rimuru, Rimuru—it’s noth­ing really. You don’t have to be that nervous, this pro­posal would be­ne­fit us both.”

	“Eh?”

	“The labyrinth poses a pretty good chal­lenge. Not only can one train their abil­ity down there, we can also prac­tice ef­fect­ive fight­ing strategies against mon­sters. How­ever, I’m wor­ried that people may put their guards down against death. That’s why I want to dis­patch the Priests of the West­ern Saints Church there.”

	“The Priests! No way, are you ser­i­ous, com­mander Hinata-sama?”

	It was Fuze who sud­denly in­ter­rup­ted.

	Many at the scene were shocked, and upon in­quir­ing about it, I learnt that Priests were very cap­able users of holy ma­gic.

	Now that you’ve said so, I be­lieve I’ve heard sim­ilar ru­mors.

	There was a group of people whose ranks were above the av­er­age min­is­ters and have learnt the secret “Holy Ma­gic” of the West­ern Saints Church. And Bish­ops, as well as higher ranked per­son­nel, could even per­form “God’s Mir­acle”, a spell strong enough to re­store dam­aged body parts.

	“Yes, I’m ser­i­ous. It was in­deed a secret tech­nique, but with how things are pro­gress­ing, they won’t grow in the fu­ture. Even though these people may have the tal­ents of geni­uses, none of them are able to cast God’s Mir­acle “Re­sur­rec­tion”. If this is to con­tinue, the know­ledge passed down from an­cient times will be bur­ied. It may be a dif­fer­ent case when it comes to war­time, but such a tech­nique is dif­fi­cult to pass on dur­ing peace­ful time.”

	In sum­mary, are their re­sur­rec­tion skills rust­ing be­cause they don’t have people to re­vive?

	While I felt that some­thing was off, I un­der­stood what Hinata meant. She wanted to use our dun­geon in or­der to train their “Holy Ma­gic”.

	This was also pretty be­ne­fi­cial from our per­spect­ive.

	Even though not every­one could prac­tice God’s Mir­acle of “Re­sur­rec­tion”, if people cap­able of us­ing re­vival ma­gic in gen­eral in­creased, com­bat out­side the labyrinth would be safer as well. In ad­di­tion, it was also help­ful for me to quickly fully un­der­stand the “Ul­ti­mate Secret of faith and grace” of Ru­min­ism via ac­tual in­form­a­tion of their prac­tices.

	I don’t op­pose the idea.

	“Same here, we would be troub­ling you as well.”

	“Hehe, I knew you would say that.”

	Dis­reg­ard­ing the shocked crowd, Hinata and I agreed to each other’s pro­pos­als. Now the mat­ter of dis­patch­ing Priests into the labyrinth was also settled.

	Just as I thought that the mat­ter was fin­ished, Hinata raised an­other pro­posal.

	“By the way, there’s some­thing else. I want the Holy Knights to chal­lenge the labyrinth as well as part of their train­ing.”

	“Huh?”

	“Vel­dora-san over there—eh, weren’t you selling takoy­aki out there?”

	“T-that’s ir­rel­ev­ant to the topic, right? Let’s get down to busi­ness already!”

	“R-right, I def­in­itely did not sell takoy­aki un­der an ‘alias’!”

	“…Oh, and I al­most man­aged to con­vince my­self oth­er­wise… It was you after all. Never mind, it’s really noth­ing,” Hinata muttered to her­self tiredly.

	It was im­pos­sible to de­ceive Hinata. Hon­es­tly, to any­one who had heard of Vel­dora in the past, there was no way you could fool them either.

	Be­cause Vel­dora was in­sist­ent on open­ing up a tep­pan­yaki shop, I asked My­our­miles to help him pre­pare shop staff. Vel­dora later came up with some ideas and re­ques­ted Kur­o­bee to pre­pare some iron griddles. It was the spe­cial­ized iron griddle that is com­monly seen in Osaka, Ja­pan for takoy­aki.

	The con­di­tion for Vel­dora to open shop was to not ex­pose his own iden­tity. With that be­ing said, the res­id­ents of the town already knew who he was. That’s why I told him to at least hide his iden­tity from the staff, and use an alias… And Vel­dora ac­tu­ally de­cided to use the name “Alias.”

	Al­legedly, the shop called “Alias Takoy­aki” had quite the pop­u­lar sale.

	But that’s really ir­rel­ev­ant to our topic right now.

	“Please for­get about that first, I want to dis­cuss in de­tail about the Holy Knights’ train­ing.”

	I man­aged to force the topic back on track. Hinata didn’t seem to mind, so we con­tin­ued as if noth­ing had happened.

	“In my opin­ion, those who have just been en­lis­ted as a Holy Knight wouldn’t be able to win against Gozer. That’s why I want to split them into groups of five to six people to chal­lenge the labyrinth. On one hand they can prac­tice com­bat, on the other hand, we can also train the Priests we men­tioned. I be­lieve any­one with ex­per­i­ence can eas­ily break through level 50.”

	“Ho? I’m fine with that. In fact, that’s just down my al­ley!”

	Vel­dora’s spir­its were high.

	In­deed, all mem­bers of the Holy Knights are over Rank A. Con­sid­er­ing their abil­it­ies, only a group of a few Holy Knights may have a chance against Gozer.

	“In ad­di­tion, I wish to let some of the cap­tains join.”

	Hinata dropped the bomb on every­one at the scene.

	“Are you ser­i­ous? Hinata-sama!”

	“Are we to join the labyrinth chal­lenge as well?”

	Arno and Bac­chus, who were sta­tioned in our na­tion, im­me­di­ately asked Hinata. She was not fazed one bit and answered quite cas­u­ally:

	“Isn’t that only nat­ural? This is the per­fect train­ing ground, there’s no worry of death. Since there is already someone that strong guard­ing level 50, surely it would mean there would be even stronger guard­i­ans as you go fur­ther down, per­haps someone even you guys won’t be able to win against.”

	“Um um um,” I heard Vel­dora re­spond­ing as he listened with ex­treme sat­is­fac­tion.

	On the other hand, Arno and the oth­ers began to protest. It seemed that their dis­pleas­ure was at the max­imum as well.

	“No no no, there’s no such thing, Hinata-sama. We are the strongest of hu­man­ity, the Holy Knight Or­der—and ‘Saints’ who can stand against ‘De­mon Lords’.”

	“In­deed, we would agree if the op­pon­ents are the de­mon lord’s sub­or­din­ates, but mere labyrinth mon­sters—”

	“If that’s the case, show your strength to me now.”

	Arno and Bac­chus’s opin­ions were crushed be­fore Hinata.

	In­deed, if they could man­age to break through all 100 levels of the labyrinth, they may stand cor­rect.

	That would be a simple truth that can­not be re­but­ted.

	How­ever, the sad thing was—

	“Eh, hold up a minute, could the one guard­ing level 100 be…”

	“Kukuku, GA-HAHAHA! This is sup­posed to be a secret, but let me tell you real quietly here. In­deed, the guard­ian on that floor is me, ‘Storm Dragon’ Vel­dora!”

	Vel­dora-aniki looked really happy about that. In com­par­ison, Arno and Bac­chus were white as sheets out of des­pair. The yin and yang here made a pretty drastic con­trast.

	And so, I agreed to Hinata’s pro­posal.
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	Given the state of the mat­ters, every­one seemed to have spoken.

	There was one more thing that I hoped to con­firm with the op­por­tun­ity. Or rather, it was the reason why I gathered all my con­nec­tions.

	“There is one thing I hope to ask—”

	With that said, I began to ask about the east­ern mer­chants.

	I was guess­ing those people had been busy schem­ing be­hind every­one’s back, men­tion­ing this mat­ter was also a re­minder to every­one.

	“Dwar­gon wel­comes and ac­cepts all, so with every­one com­ing and go­ing, the east­ern mer­chants prob­ably also passed by. How­ever—”

	“To an­swer your doubts, King Gazel. All people en­ter­ing and ex­it­ing our na­tion are un­der our sur­veil­lance.”

	While near the bor­der of Ar­mored Na­tion Dwar­gon, any­one would be un­der the sur­veil­lance of the spy­mas­ter An­ri­etta. To try to sab­ot­age things would be the equi­val­ent of com­mit­ting sui­cide. So, the east­ern mer­chants would prob­ably be­have there.

	“Un­for­tu­nately, our na­tion was too weak as a trad­ing part­ner. Moreover, the only ad­vant­age our na­tion had was the es­pi­on­age de­part­ment. Even though we do have a re­cord of the flows of rel­ev­ant goods, we don’t of­ten see any east­ern mer­chants.”

	“Oi oi oi, your king is present right here, how can you say some­thing like that…”

	It seemed that not many people traveled to the Blum­und King­dom. And since the na­tion it­self was cap­able of sur­veilling these people, we didn’t need to be wor­ried about them.

	“Is our na­tion fine in that re­gard?”

	“Of course. All the for­eign im­ports are over­seen to­gether, the thir­teen royal fam­il­ies were not given au­thor­ity over them.”

	Ba­sic­ally, Sor­cerer’s Dyn­asty Sarion was al­most in a lock-down state. There wasn’t much com­mu­nic­a­tion with other na­tions, so the east­ern mer­chants wouldn’t be able to sneak in there. Moreover, there were few people that could man­age to fool the eyes of Elme­sia, so I didn’t think it would be an is­sue.

	The only na­tion that con­cerned me was the newly es­tab­lished na­tion of Farmenas run by Youm.

	“Right, Di­ablo-san did or­der Lar­zen-san to run the books log­ging trades.”

	“Ser­i­ously, don’t put it that way. Ex­cuse us, Di­ablo-san asked Lar­zen to read through all the ma­ter­i­als and check on the in­flu­ence of the east­ern mer­chants in or­der to cut them off from our na­tion.”

	That’s re­as­sur­ing, Di­ablo seemed to have handled everything. He’s way too com­pet­ent, how scary. I was go­ing to praise him, but per­haps not in front of the guests.

	“As for the Free­dom As­so­ci­ation, I’ll have to leave the judge­ment to each di­vi­sion.”

	He had a point. Not all east­ern mer­chants were schemers, surely there were people who just wanted to do busi­ness nor­mally. You couldn’t or­der the as­so­ci­ation to just sud­denly pause trade with these people. The mem­bers of the as­so­ci­ation needed to make a liv­ing as well.

	To this point, Yuuki prom­ised to send people from the Free­dom As­so­ci­ation HQ to in­struct things in secret. I’d leave it to him.

	“The West­ern Saints Church—ac­tu­ally, Holy Em­pire Ruberios have ceased trad­ing with any east­ern mer­chants.”

	“Eh?”

	Hinata said some­thing un­ex­pec­ted.

	Upon in­quir­ing, I learnt that Hinata was al­most ma­nip­u­lated.

	“The mer­chant’s name was Dam­rada, some kind of a big-shot. That’s why I trus­ted his words… And it turned out he de­ceived me.”

	“De­ceived you?”

	“Right, that night—De­mon Lord’s Walpur­gis—someone in­vaded Ruberios. I man­aged to get back in time to chase him away, but in real­ity, the en­emy seemed to have a meet­ing with Dam­rada.”

	“Um, they must be con­nec­ted.”

	Upon hear­ing Hinata’s ex­plan­a­tion, Gazel also agreed that Dam­rada and the in­vader were in the same band.

	I con­curred.

	The mys­ter­i­ous rival Hinata men­tioned—are these people tied in with the east­ern mer­chants?

	Speak­ing of which, it was the day that De­mon Lord Roy was murdered. Could it be, that it was the in­vader who killed Roy?

	“Right, any­how, I hope every­one has an idea of the situ­ation now,” I con­cluded as every­one nod­ded in agree­ment.

	That’s good. We are go­ing to put up our guard against the East­ern Mer­chants, and we should do our best in get­ting hold of their fu­ture move­ment.

	After con­firm­ing every­one’s will, the meet­ing was dis­missed.
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	Later, the con­fer­ence room was left with me and my com­pan­ions alone.

	“So, Rimuru-sama, do you have a con­clu­sion?”

	“Um, I’m cer­tain now. ‘That lord’ spoken by Clay­man must have been Yuuki Kagurazaka.”

	“Ku­fu­fu­fufu, my thoughts ex­actly. The only ma­jor hindrance was the lack of evid­ence, how­ever, it was def­in­itely him.”

	I answered Ben­i­maru’s ques­tion with Di­ablo’s agree­ment. There was no longer any doubt. After hear­ing Ru­mi­nas’s ad­vice, I was mostly cer­tain about the fact. While I’d re­serve my judge­ment about the other per­son, Yuuki was no doubt the pup­pet mas­ter.

	After all, there were few people that knew about my re­la­tion­ship with Shizu-san. I was won­der­ing who gave the in­form­a­tion to Hinata, and she ad­mit­ted her­self that it was the east­ern mer­chants. Moreover, as I was gath­er­ing in­form­a­tion, I came across some­thing in­ter­est­ing.

	“My­uran claimed that she has never heard of the Mod­er­ate Clown Troupe.”

	“Clay­man was a con­niv­ing de­mon lord, but he didn’t even trust his own sub­or­din­ates enough to re­veal the ex­ist­ence of the clowns.”

	I nod­ded to Geld’s words.

	In­deed, Clay­man didn’t trust any­one, and so no one knew there were the clown troupe be­hind the scenes.

	“But on the side of the east­ern mer­chants, the res­ult checks out with Shuna’s in­vest­ig­a­tion. Clay­man seemed to have pub­licly gone into con­tact with them. My­uran has seen them a couple of times, she was even a con­sult­ant to the mer­chants.”

	“Ho, in other words—”

	“Have those clowns been dis­guising them­selves as mer­chants and kept on be­ing in con­tact with Clay­man?”

	Geld and Gabil seemed to have un­der­stood as they nod­ded in re­sponse.

	“Re­gard­ing that, Adal­man also provided us with some evid­ence. The Mod­er­ate Clown Troupe seemed to have re­vealed them­selves be­fore him. They didn’t dis­guise them­selves as mer­chants in front of Adal­man and didn’t care to hide their tracks.”

	It was now for cer­tain that the clown troupe ap­peared near Clay­man’s base, though no one in the castle had seen them. In that case, my the­ory may turn out to be cor­rect.

	“The Mod­er­ate Clown Troupe has ties with the east­ern mer­chants, that’s gotta be how it is,” Di­ablo’s smile deepened as he com­men­ted.

	“It would also mean that the per­son that murdered De­mon Lord Roy was Laplace. The guy that van­ished dur­ing the great war.”

	Ben­i­maru gave off a smirk as he presen­ted his own the­ory.

	We knew that there were three clowns in total, with Foot­man and Tear act­ing be­hind the scenes dur­ing the great war. They seemed to be man­aging majins that were sus­pec­ted to be­tray Clay­man.

	Un­der those cir­cum­stances, what could the last clown be do­ing…

	Ac­cord­ing to Ben­i­maru, we could as­sume that he in­vaded Ruberios in search of a cer­tain ob­ject.

	I nod­ded and con­tin­ued:

	“Those who knew my re­la­tion­ship with Shizu-san have all been present dur­ing the meet­ing just now. That’s why I asked him that one last ques­tion.”

	With the ex­cep­tion of Cabal, Elen and Gido, both Gazel and Elme­sia were also off the list. As for Fuze, Ver­yard and the Blum­und Royal Court (the King and Queen), I guess you can say that they’ve washed them­selves of sus­pi­cion. Since their con­nec­tion with the east­ern mer­chants was de­cidedly min­imal. There also wasn’t any clear mo­tiv­a­tion for them.

	There was also Hinata, but given the fact that she was al­most ma­nip­u­lated, there’s no way she was the one be­hind the scenes.

	That left us with Yuuki.

	“He has ad­mit­ted that he has ties with the east­ern mer­chants.”

	“He couldn’t really deny it. For in­stance, the high-qual­ity pa­per they use were ob­vi­ously ex­por­ted from the East­ern Em­pire. The fact that Yuuki had plenty in stock meant that there’s un­doubtedly a tie between him and the east­ern mer­chants.”

	“Ku­fu­fu­fufu, if he really wants to deny it, we can use this against him. What a missed op­por­tun­ity.”

	A missed op­por­tun­ity in­deed, but you don’t have to be too pess­im­istic.

	I didn’t tell any­one un­fa­mil­iar to the whole or­deal about my spe­cial re­la­tion­ship with Shizu-san. If someone de­lib­er­ately leaked out such in­form­a­tion, it would ob­vi­ously mean that such a per­son was hos­tile to­wards us. More im­port­antly, the same per­son was cer­tain that the in­form­a­tion would en­rage Hinata—that’s gotta be Yuuki.

	I had my doubts to­wards other people as well, such as Cabal’s party. How­ever, it was thanks to Elen’s sug­ges­tion that I de­cided to be­come a de­mon lord in the first place. And after learn­ing that she had Em­peror Elme­sia be­hind her back, to leak my in­form­a­tion to the East­ern Em­pire would gain her noth­ing.

	Such an im­port­ant secret must have only been leaked as bait.

	The same lo­gic could ap­ply to the people from Blum­und. In the hy­po­thet­ical scen­ario that they had wished to be hos­tile to­wards us, why sign all the treat­ies. They should have been quietly ob­serving and profit­ing from the start and wouldn’t have tried to find ways to com­mu­nic­ate and deepen our re­la­tion­ship.

	“I’m afraid that the goal of these east­ern mer­chants may be to ex­pand their in­flu­ence on the west­ern con­tin­ent. Is that why they felt that the church was in their way?”

	“I think so too. The reason why they had Hinata and Rimuru-sama duel each other was prob­ably to ex­haust both of their strength.”

	“It didn’t mat­ter who would win, their goal was very ob­vi­ous.”

	Ben­i­maru and Di­ablo agreed with my views, and so I con­tin­ued:

	“Among the West­ern Na­tions, there are the two ma­jor power­houses that are the Coun­cil and the West­ern Saints Church. I be­lieve the east­ern mer­chants have in­filt­rated both. They were prob­ably think­ing about ex­pand­ing their in­flu­ence slowly over time. And the or­gan­iz­a­tion as­sist­ing their goal would be—”

	“The Free­dom As­so­ci­ation?”

	Hear­ing Di­ablo’s re­sponse, I nod­ded deeply.

	This was the most likely ex­plan­a­tion in terms of mo­tiv­a­tion.

	Al­though I didn’t have any con­crete evid­ence, I was al­most cer­tain.

	“Well then, what should we do?”

	Let’s go kill him right now—that seemed to be what Di­ablo was hint­ing at, please stop.

	“Let’s watch what they will do next, first. Since he has already gen­er­ously agreed to provide aid, I al­most doubted whether my sus­pi­cion was mis­placed. But we must act cau­tiously from now on to catch their tails.”

	“Un­der­stood. Then I will be ob­serving the newly built de­part­ment of the Free­dom As­so­ci­ation in our town first.”

	“I’ll be count­ing on you, Souei. And every­one, you must not act on your own!”

	“ “ “Yes sir!” ” ”

	This would do.

	Hon­es­tly, I really wanted to just ques­tion Yuuki now. But we didn’t have any evid­ence, and he may just run away after spout­ing out some clever rhet­oric. Yuuki was the head of the Free­dom As­so­ci­ation after all, we couldn’t touch him without proof.

	There’s also the pos­sib­il­ity that I may have mis­un­der­stood him.

	<<An­swer. The es­tim­ated chance for that case is ex­tremely low.>>

	Es­tim­ate, you say. I sup­pose it’s the same for Wis­dom King Raphael-sen­sei, even you can’t make a def­in­ite claim without con­crete evid­ence.

	“Any­how, in the coun­try I stayed in my past life, there’s a prin­cipal that pro­tects people who are not guilty. The gen­eral gist of it went ‘One is in­no­cent un­til proven guilty.’ With that said, please don’t put your guard down!”

	The lieu­ten­ants nod­ded firmly to my words.

	What was Yuuki think­ing—that I have no idea.

	Me, Hinata and Clay­man.

	Even the east­ern mer­chants, the Free­dom As­so­ci­ation, or per­haps the Coun­cil it­self. Every­one had been ma­nip­u­lated by Yuuki.

	While we couldn’t prove that yet, it wouldn’t be the same in the fu­ture. Right now, he was a tar­get that had been locked on by us. We just had to pre­pare quietly be­fore our fi­nal con­front­a­tion—

	The happy days of the fest­ival had ended.

	The busy daily life re­turned.

	There were still tons of things for me to do, and there were still more prob­lems for me to re­solve. Right now I had no time to be up­set.

	The thought that I’d have to put on a mask dur­ing my fu­ture en­coun­ters with Yuuki made me sigh with sad­ness.
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  Epilogue

	The Flame of Greed

	


	Duke Muze stumbled as he left.

	He felt fear. He got a taste of des­per­a­tion.

	De­mon Lord Rimuru. A rival that Muze had no way of de­feat­ing.

	I’ll clev­erly do him a fa­vor and let him dance to my score—that was Muze’s ori­ginal plan, but as he re­called the events that had tran­spired, he had bit­ten off more than he could chew.

	Muze even found him­self laugh­able. He thought he had played them like fiddles, yet it turned out that he was the one that was played.

	He had the urge to laugh out loud, but he had already lost the strength to even do that.

	Now that I think about it, those guys had it worse than me… Muze thought to him­self as he was think­ing about the mer­chants he’d hired. A hand­some man had emerged from the shadow of De­mon Lord Rimuru, an­noun­cing the coun­tries, names, and the trade re­cords of those mer­chants, one by one.

	Those words were curses wrap­ping around Muze’s heart.

	Just how much re­search did those people do…

	Since they wouldn’t be able to do busi­ness un­der the de­mon lord, they were forced back to their home na­tions. But that was prob­ably within the de­mon lord’s pre­dic­tions. They said that as a res­ult of the event, the home na­tions of the mer­chants were pos­ing a threat to them as well, and that they would be ap­ply­ing pres­sure on the na­tions.

	Surely the ter­rit­ory of the de­mon lord would ex­pand in the fu­ture, along­side their al­lied king­doms. This would form a huge eco­nomic circle. And as for the coun­tries ex­cluded from it, it would mean that they would fall be­hind in the com­pet­i­tion with other na­tions.

	How could a na­tion choose to ig­nore a newly prosper­ing eco­nomic circle over pro­tect­ing some mer­chant? As for the reason why, hav­ing seen the prosper­ity of this na­tion dur­ing the fest­ival, Muze knew it would only be nat­ural.

	These people had beau­ti­ful mu­sic and in­nov­at­ive tech­no­logy. De­li­cious del­ic­acies that were rare among the West­ern Na­tions also sur­prised Muze.

	The Mon­ster King­dom, in the middle of bum­fuck nowhere… That was Muze’s im­pres­sion at first, and he didn’t really think any­thing of them prior to his visit. But now he was the one that was em­bar­rassed.

	Hav­ing ex­per­i­en­ced cul­tures that he’d never seen be­fore, his heart was beat­ing at an alarm­ing rate.

	Sever­ing ties with a de­mon lord like that was a dev­ast­at­ing loss that he should have tried to pre­vent at all cost. Yet Muze had been too over­con­fid­ent with his own strategy and en­gaged the de­mon lord in the wrong way.

	Those mer­chants have nowhere to go now, and neither do I…

	Muze sighed.

	His road to more af­flu­ence and power had ended.

	The Five Great Eld­ers were no mer­ci­ful lords that tol­er­ated fail­ure.

	All of his for­tune would be taken from him and he would prob­ably end up dead as well. But even if this were the case, right now, Muze’s only op­tion was to re­port how things had turned out.

	In this vast land, no mat­ter where you were, there was no way to es­cape from the grasp of the Rosso…
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	“They have in­deed failed, grandpa.”

	“Yes, Mariabell, I should have sent you to handle the mat­ter from the start. It’s all be­cause I felt that it’d be a shame to des­troy this king­dom after hear­ing all the re­ports of it…”

	“That’s only nat­ural. I’ve seen, heard, and ex­per­i­en­ced it all my­self. In­deed, it was an all too fa­mil­iar cul­ture that I re­min­isced, but that’s pre­cisely why we must des­troy them be­fore the rest of the world finds out.”

	Mariabell hin­ted at the fact that Gran­bell’s or­der was too soft. He felt so him­self as well. That’s why Gran­bell Rosso, the head of the Five Great Eld­ers and the Rosso Fam­ily, agreed with Mariabell un­will­ingly.

	The Mon­ster King­dom had sent in­vit­a­tions to nobles and roy­als alike, all around the world, to at­tend their Found­ing Fest­ival. It was Gran­bell who didn’t listen to Mariabell’s ad­vice and de­cided to see things for him­self. If he could do De­mon Lord Rimuru a fa­vor, they could use this in their ad­vant­age to in­vite them to join the coun­cil—or so he thought.

	The pawns at his dis­posal were drastic­ally re­duced. Gran­bell had suffered great losses prior to the fest­ival. That’s why he didn’t have Mariabell handle the mat­ter and in­stead sent out his own lack­eys to test the en­emies’ motive.

	And the res­ult was the shame­ful de­feat of Duke Muze.

	With Mariabell, the Rosso were in­vin­cible. This was an idea that Gran­bell be­lieved deeply. This was also why he was hes­it­ant to let Mariabell, the child­ish look­ing girl in front of him, handle the mat­ter.

	“Grandpa, you should let me go after all.”

	“—Have we come to this at last?”

	“Don’t worry so much. I am Mariabell. I am ‘Greed’. I de­sire all and will take all. This world be­longs to the Rosso!”

	“Very well. I will grant you full au­thor­ity on the mat­ter.”

	As he fin­ished, Gran­bell gently pat­ted Mariabell on the head.

	—And so, Mariabell of “Greed” was on the move.

	The Tem­pest Fed­er­a­tion would then re­ceive a let­ter from the Coun­cil of West­ern Na­tions, but that would be a month later.
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  Afterword

	

	
	Long time no see, now I bring you volume 9.

	The dead­line this time is quite early, so it’s a re­lief that I caught up just in time.

	Then, as for volume 9, it’s part 2 and the fi­nale of the pre­vi­ous volume of “Found­ing of Mon­ster King­dom Arc”.

	Ahem, ac­tu­ally.

	Al­though I only had the idea after fin­ish­ing writ­ing, it is an ab­so­lutely im­pos­sible mis­sion to write both volume 8 and 9 into one book. The re­duc­tion of pages in the last volume put it back on the right (reg­u­lar) track, but the situ­ation is re­versed again.

	Yep, re­versed to the old time.

	It’s like sud­denly get­ting back to start after a bit slack after tak­ing much ef­fort to suc­cess­fully lose weight. My weight didn’t spare me any mercy, pos­sibly due to me not hav­ing time to ex­er­cise dur­ing the writ­ing. I’ve re­gained around seven kilo­grams. I need to avoid re­peat­ing the same mis­take next time and don’t rush that much dur­ing writ­ing.

	First of all, the most im­port­ant thing is to write the out­line of the story. Out­line was a bit too vague, so let me get more spe­cific. I’ll write down the char­ac­ters that will ap­pear along­side the events! That’s the min­imum that I’ll start with. Re­gard­less of the se­quence of events, how I in­ter­ject all the events was a very im­port­ant thing that I took note of when writ­ing.

	As for why I’m say­ing this now. It’s be­cause when I fin­ished writ­ing the whole thing and real­ized “AH, I for­got to in­sert this event into the story!” or “Eh, that char­ac­ter didn’t make it in…” etc. I made plenty of ma­jor mis­steps.

	But ser­i­ously, there were too many char­ac­ters in this volume.

	I’ll re­flect a bit on my­self, but still, I got to say—

	You can’t blame me for mess­ing up a bit. Be­cause this is a fest­ival volume, it’s not easy try­ing to cut any char­ac­ter. By the way, this re­minded me of early on in writ­ing the light novel—around the time of writ­ing volume 2?—I re­mem­ber talk­ing to Ed­itor I-san.

	“You shouldn’t put so many char­ac­ters at the start of a volume.”

	“Eh, why though?”

	“Well, if the read­ers can’t re­mem­ber who is who, they won’t be able to tell about that either later on. And in the end, they will get dis­trac­ted by the names and not fo­cus on the story.”

	“I see…”

	“There are also other reas­ons, like you’ll have a hard time set­ting up char­ac­ters.”

	“Should I cut some people then? Kur­o­bee doesn’t really get a lot of screen time, how about I make Hak­urou a sword smith as well?”

	“No, you should keep it as it is. The charm of the char­ac­ters in ‘Ten­sura’ is very im­port­ant. I think it will cause a prob­lem if you cut char­ac­ters ran­domly like that!”

	That’s how I re­call. My memory is not as good as be­fore, maybe I’ve ima­gined some of the dia­logue, but that’s the gist of it.

	I had like an en­light­en­ment after the con­ver­sa­tion and felt that “Thank god I didn’t cut the char­ac­ter”.

	Kur­o­bee is still around now, all be­cause I-san was in charge of the book.

	I ba­sic­ally used this as my ex­cuse to no longer limit the amount of new char­ac­ters com­ing in.

	And then, when I was writ­ing the sev­enth volume—

	“Umm, can I talk to you about some­thing…”

	“Yeah, what is it?”

	“Hinata’s sub­or­din­ates have in­creased in num­ber, is that really okay?”

	“…How many people will there be now?”

	“Not a lot, I plan to have six cap­tains with an­other three in ad­di­tion.”

	“That seemed a bit too many—”

	“No no no, hold on, it’s be­cause Hinata is gonna lead two dif­fer­ent or­gan­iz­a­tions. So, shouldn’t we have more char­ac­ters that ac­tu­ally have names?”

	“Now that you’ve put it that way…”

	“Also, in or­der to strengthen Ru­mi­nas’s fac­tion, I’m think­ing about adding some new ma­jor char­ac­ters!”

	“I see! I un­der­stand now. In that case, please write in that dir­ec­tion!”

	And so, I could already tell that I-san really liked Ru­mi­nas. And after my per­sis­ted per­sua­sion, Arno and the boys, as well as “Three Mar­tial Sages” were set to show up in the volume.

	And after volume 8 we came to volume 9. The pre­vi­ously ad­ded char­ac­ters along­side new char­ac­ters have surely caused a situ­ation of too many char­ac­ters in one volume.

	It must be pretty chaotic.

	Had I con­firmed by writ­ing down all the names from the start, there’s no way I’d make a mis­take like that.

	I’ll learn step by step and use these past ex­per­i­en­ces well in the fu­ture.

	Any­how, I thought of this when do­ing some fi­nal con­firm­a­tion with the volume. But—

	Eh, did I not men­tion that the “Three Mar­tial Sages” wasn’t gonna be in this volume?

	In that case, ex­cept for Gl­enda-san who be­trayed her com­rades to co­oper­ate with the Rosso, what were Sare and Grigori up to now?

	The chance of these two ap­pear­ing in volume 9—ZERO.

	A-Ahaha, that really does hap­pen some­times.

	“Char­ac­ters that are for­got­ten by the au­thor”—for those who didn’t make it to the volume this time, please ex­pect their activ­it­ies in fu­ture volumes!
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	Let’s change the topic next.

	There is a ma­jor writ­ing mis­take that I wish to in­form every­one. It’s about the pro­noun that Ru­mi­nas uses to refer to her­self. She al­ways uses “Wa-Ra-Wa (妾, わらわ)”, which to me was a pro­noun used by ar­rog­ant fe­males. But in real­ity, this seems to be a hum­bling pro­noun in­stead.

	I’ll ad­mit that I was mis­taken.

	When Ru­mi­nas was first in­tro­duced in the light novel, I had already known the cor­rect us­age of the pro­noun at this point, but it was strange to sud­denly change her tone. Based on these con­sid­er­a­tions, I de­cided to con­tinue its us­age.

	When I was pub­lish­ing the web novel, I already got a lot of cri­ti­cism for mis­use of “役不足 (Yak­ubusoku)” (Does not have suf­fi­cient power/au­thor­ity to do some­thing)17, but to be hon­est, I still want to dir­ec­tly use the phrase in the light novel.

	Even though there may be mis­use, I just have to cla­rify with the read­ers. But, if I con­tinue to use wrong phrases, it may cause the ac­cur­ate mes­sage in my book to not be cor­rectly un­der­stood by fu­ture read­ers. An au­thor shouldn’t be lim­ited in the way he chooses to ex­press him­self—that’s my two-cents, but then again, it’s im­port­ant to use the cor­rect gram­mar and phrase in writ­ing.

	If I en­cour­age mis­use, it will cause a lot of prob­lems. That’s just how I think about it. That’s why I’m cla­ri­fy­ing here, even though the tone of a char­ac­ter is not go­ing to be re­vised in the fu­ture.

	Ru­mi­nas does not have any in­ten­tion of kneel­ing to any­one! It’s only be­cause I pay at­ten­tion to the at­mo­sphere as a whole that I let Ru­mi­nas who has an un­tam­able per­son­al­ity use “Warawa”.

	That’s what this is all about, please be for­giv­ing about the mat­ter.

	[image: *]

	And so, the af­ter­word is about to fin­ish.

	I-san also very cas­u­ally de­man­ded me to “Please write six pages of af­ter­word!” …When I handed in the ini­tial draft, there were a lot of words. With the help of oth­ers, I ad­ded more to the char­ac­ter de­scrip­tion be­fore adding the af­ter­word.

	I-san seems to be less and less re­pulsed by thicker volumes.

	It’s bet­ter than him telling me to cut stuff, so I don’t have an is­sue with that—just kid­ding, I have no clue what will hap­pen in the next volume and I’m ac­tu­ally kind of nervous. After all, the story was planned to go through some key plots…

	I’ve pre­pared a lot of events, and as to how to write the story in the fu­ture, even I am look­ing for­ward to it.

	First off, I’m gonna fin­ish the dun­geon that I didn’t man­age to fin­ish this time—with this thought in mind, I plan to fo­cus on out­lin­ing things clearly.

	See you all in the next volume!


  
  Translator’s Note

	

	
	Hi, this is DasRay and his trans­la­tion team. Thank you for read­ing our trans­la­tion and your con­tin­ued sup­port to­wards the Ten­sura series. It’s been a long hi­atus and we are glad to be back.

	As I have pre­vi­ously an­nounced in a blog post on our web­site, we are ex­per­i­ment­ing with a lot of new formats in this volume, hope­fully you will all have a bet­ter time read­ing.

	We have also had new friends on board that gen­er­ously con­trib­uted to our pro­ject. To them, I want to thank them for their hard work and wish that they can keep up the mo­mentum.

	We are now of­fi­cially back, and we will con­tinue on from volume 9. Stay tuned and have a good one.

	
  
  Notes

  
		[←1]
	Name means “thun­der­clap” or “thun­der­bolt”.



	
		[←2]
	Not to be con­fused with Crit at­tack in video game/table top, here it only means “deadly/lethal”.



	
		[←3]
	“-menas” mean­ing men­ace



	
		[←4]
	In this con­text it means fanci­ful, un­real­istic, and pas­sion­ate.



	
		[←5]
	Fuse’s note defines this role as “Ele­ment­al­ist”, but the kanji writes “Spirit-wielder”. Some­how I feel the lat­ter makes more sense.



	
		[←6]
	A ter­rine is a dish of ground meat, or­gans, sea­food, ve­get­ables, boiled eggs, herbs and/or other sea­son­ings packed into a loaf shape, then boiled; Foie gras is the liver of a duck or goose fattened by force-feed­ing corn through a tube.



	
		[←7]
	Ja­pan­ese drum in­stru­ment



	
		[←8]
	Ja­pan­ese So­ci­ety for Rights of Au­thors



	
		[←9]
	This is how Fuse called him, “ライオンマスク” Lion Mask. The kanji read some­thing sim­ilar. Ini­tially, I thought it meant “Masked Lion”, so this change was ad­ded af­ter­wards.



	
		[←10]
	Ma Chao is the lance wield­ing gen­eral from the Ro­mance of the Three King­doms. Not sure where Mezer learnt this Chinese lost art.



	
		[←11]
	Sup­posedly this is a skill shout, like “Ac­cel­er­ate”



	
		[←12]
	Much ap­pre­ci­ation to Voxel for these cool names. All of the skills shouted by Karion here are re­lated to an­im­als, here the stam­pede refers to ele­phants as op­posed to horses.



	
		[←13]
	The note Fuse ad­ded states this skill is es­sen­tially へんしん/変身 (trans­form­a­tion)



	
		[←14]
	ドラゴン部屋, this es­sen­tially means “Dragon Cabin” but ed­itor sug­ges­ted it “soun­ded lame”.



	
		[←15]
	There­fore, who he be­friends.



	
		[←16]
	This sec­tion’s trans­la­tion slightly de­vi­ates from the source, as in Ja­pan­ese, the “Circle of com­mon prosper­ity for men and mon­sters” was a short phrase as op­posed to this very long sen­tence in Eng­lish. Rimuru’s in­ner mono­logue praises that it “soun­ded good to him”, it was ac­tu­ally re­fer­ring to that the phrase My­uran used was smooth on the mouth. The phrase was used a couple more times (as a name) later but would not be re­flec­ted in the Eng­lish trans­la­tion.



	
		[←17]
	I think this is re­fer­ring to the con­fu­sion of “役不足” and “力不足”, the former refers to the in­ab­il­ity to do some­thing due to lack­ing in au­thor­ity (spe­cific­ally re­fer­ring to not hav­ing a high enough role/power to per­form a task), the lat­ter refers to the lack of per­sonal abil­ity in per­form­ing a task.



	
		[←18]
	One of Tokyo's top shop­ping dis­tricts, Ginza is packed with up­mar­ket boutiques and ritzy cock­tail and sushi bars.



	
		[←19]
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