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PROLOGUE
 THE LIGHTSPEED HERO
 Masayuki Honjo is a Hero. It wasn’t a name he gave himself, but for whatever reason, that is what the people he encounters call him.
 It hadn’t even been a year since he came to this world that made no sense to him. But already, Masayuki’s name had spread across the Western Nations; now, nobody failed to recognize it. And his true, unvarnishedkhông đánh bóng reaction to this was: Why did this happen?
 To find the answer, we must go back over a year’s time.
 ………
 ……
 …
 Masayuki was on his way home from school, walking with his friends, when he spotted a beautiful woman with long blue hair. She was like a goddessnữ thần from Norse mythologythần thoại, one who would make models and celebritiesngười nổi tiếng turn pale, and her hair color was striking enough that it caught his eye even from a distance. If Masayuki had never seen anyone so beautiful before, it was a given that she’d also be the target of attention from everyone else around her.
 “Hey, check out that hottiehấp dẫn over there,” he said to his friends, being as honest with his feelings as any male teenager would. But there was no response. Surprised, he turned around—to find a totally unfamiliarkhông quen world spread before him.
 “…Huh?”
 His body, and his brain, instinctivelytheo bản năng froze.
 Wh-where’s my teacher?! What’s going on here?!
 He treated his homeroomPhòng gia đình teacher like an idiot most of the time, but he called for them inside his mind anyway. It accomplishedhoàn thành nothing. All he could do was stand there, at a total loss.
 Sitting at the lip of a fountainĐài phun nước in a town square, Masayuki stared into space. Some time had passed; he was calmer now, realizing nothing could be done and wondering how this could have happened. Looking back, that woman was terriblykhủng khiếp suspicious—that much of a beauty, but for some reason, nobody gave her a passing glance. It wasn’t exactly decisivequả quyết evidence, but that’s what Masayuki’s instinctsbản năng told him.
 But the girl wasn’t here. He tried looking around, but there was no sign of her anywhere.
 Doesn’t the girl causing something like this usually come with you? I mean…like, holythánh thiện crap, is this for real? It’s not some prankchơi khăm? I’m really off in some other world?
 It would certainly make things easier to graspsự hiểu biết if someone in on all this was next to him. But Masayuki enjoyed no such conveniencesự tiện lợi.
 It was almost sunsetHoàng hôn. He hadn’t eaten anything since lunch, and he was hungryđói bụng. Wait a minute, he thought. This is a town. He counted himself lucky they hadn’t transported him to a forest or monsterquái vật lairhang ổ or whatever, but how unkindkhông tử tế could you get?
 “Like, normally, wouldn’t a king or someone be waiting for me to explain what the hell’s going on?” he grumbledcàu nhàu to himself, recalling the web novels he enjoyed chatting about with his friends. But reality can be tough.
 There was no point whiningrên rỉ about it, so Masayuki looked back at himself once more. His name was Masayuki Honjo, age sixteen, and he had just made it into a fairly competitive high school. He’d taken that occasion to reinventtái tạo lại his look, modifying his school uniform a bit and applying a light-blond dyethuốc nhuộm to his hair. His face was well put together; there was apparentlyrõ ràng some Russian blood in their heritagedi sản, and his mother had beautiful good looks as well. That was probably why his features were so striking, he thought. Not only that, going blondtóc vàng made him stand out quite a bit. He was on the upper end in terms of popularityphổ biến at school, and despite not being too physicallythể chất strong, he still struck a presence around class.
 That, and he had a secret hobbysở thích: mangatruyện and animephim hoạt hình. He never breathed a word of that at school, but practicallythực tế speaking, he was a pretty hard-core (if hidden) otaku. Maybe that was why, being thrown into this inexplicablekhông thể giải thích được situation, he really wasn’t panicking that much…
 As he took all this into considerationSự xem xét, he checked his uniform and his bag. In one pocket was his walletcái ví, which contained one 10,000-yen bill, three 1,000-yen bills, and some spare change. His textbookssách giáo khoa and such were all in his desk or lockerkhóa at school, so the only things in his bag were a brand-new issue of a weekly magazine, plus his phone and a piece of chewingnhai gumkẹo cao su. He had emptied it out at school so it wouldn’t be too heavy on the way home, and he was paying big-time for it now.
 Man. Masayuki sighedthở dài to himself as he gaugedmáy đo his possessionschiếm hữu. If I knew this was gonna happen, I woulda prepared a little more…
 His disaster-preparedness kitbộ dụng cụ, tuckedgài into a corner of his room, had everything he would’ve wanted inside. If he’d had it with him, he’d be fine on his own for around three days, he supposed. Having a Swiss Army knife on hand, at the very least, would’ve made him feel a bit more secure, although he wasn’t sure how far a knife would get him around here. Either way, he had nothing very useful on him, except maybe the gumkẹo cao su. Masayuki unwrapped the piece and put it in his mouth, hoping to stavekhuông nhạc off the hunger. Now, the sad truth was that he had literallytheo đúng nghĩa đen nothing.
 Over the past few hours of staring into space, Masayuki had noticed something. The people passing by, talking around him, spoke what sounded like complete gibberishnói lắp bắp. This was a different world, with a different language, and even getting food could be an uphilllên dốc battle.
 They rampedcon dốc up the difficulty way too much on me, man…but oh well. At worst, I could try negotiatingthương lượng with people. Maybe trade my phone and bag for some food…
 His mind made up, Masayuki stood from the fountainĐài phun nước. He couldn’t be sure what this nation was like in terms of laws or safety, but he concluded that, if there was some kind of public institutiontổ chức he could get help from, that was probably the best. Before that could happen, his top prioritysự ưu tiên was survival—and that meant getting some food, at any cost. Not knowing the language was devastatingtàn phá, and right now, he could easily see himself starvingchết đói to death. Water, he could figure out; food was another thing entirely.
 The concept didn’t thrillsợ hãi him, but maybe he could go look for discardedbỏ đi scrapsmẩu tin lưu niệm somewhere. He needed to find a place with lots around—restaurants, produce stores, that sort of thing. He’d already over the past few hours disposedxử lý of any pride he had. Masayuki was flexiblelinh hoạt that way.
 So after walking for several minutes, Masayuki successfully found himself in front of a restaurant. It was no grand featchiến công; he simply let the sweet aromamùi thơm guide him there.
 Right. Time to negotiatethương lượng. I’m assuming asking for a job isn’t gonna work. I can’t even talk with them…
 The language barrierrào chắn was just too high. Masayuki had consumed a lot of mediaphương tiện truyền thông in the isekai or “otherworldthế giới khác” genrethể loại, and it felt to him that the protagonistsnhân vật chính there often didn’t have problems with communication. Looking back, that seemed suspiciously helpful.
 I’m not asking for some kind of video-game cheatgian lận or whatever, but I wish they at least allowed me to communicate…
 But there was no one he could grumblecàu nhàu about it to, so Masayuki approached the restaurant door, trying to open it. Before he could, it opened from the other side, revealing a loud clamorkêu la within.
 “?!”
 Masayuki took a step back in surprise and found something soft come running into his arms: a cutedễ thương, petitenhỏ nhắn girl looking a little scared of something.
 Huh? Am I already in trouble here…?
 He hoped not, but he was right.
 “[image: image]…?!”
 The girl was now clingingbám vào to him, talking rapidly in an unknown language. All Masayuki could do was give her a vaguemơ hồ sort of smile and nodgật đầu. Seeing that, the girl quickly breathed a sighthở dài of relief—and then, for some reason, started to blushđỏ mặt, her attention entirely focused on him. If it ended there, it would have been fine, but—of course—it didn’t. There was a man nearby, a big, muscle-bound brutevũ phu of a man, and he was headed straight for the woman in Masayuki’s arms.
 Whoa, if this goes wrong, he might kill me…
 Masayuki couldn’t be blamed for instinctivelytheo bản năng thinking that. He was a bit over five and a half feet tall, and this giant was a good head above him. The man’s face was reddenedửng đỏ, perhaps out of drunkennesssay rượu, and he had a longsword hanging off his belt. Even without a weapon, there was no way Masayuki could take him. It wasn’t a wild stretch of the imagination to picture himself being beaten to death.
 He thought about fleeingchạy trốn, but the girl was still drapedtreo lên across him.
 It’s over. It’s totally over…
 The smile was still on his face, but he was frozen, knees shaking. The fact that he didn’t lose control of his bladderbọng đái, he thought, was worthyxứng đáng of praise.
 But then a strange voice spoke into his ear.
  Champion-like heroicanh hùng behavior detected. Unique skill Chosen One unlockedmở khóa. Deploy this skill?
 
  Yes
 No
 
 Um, okay?
 Masayuki wasn’t too sure about giving consentbằng lòng to this. But the choice would prove to decisivelydứt khoát change his destinyđịnh mệnh for good.
  Confirmed. Acquiring language skills via Chosen One… Acquired. Also deployingtriển khai Heroic Aura and Heroic Compensation.
 
 A cavalcadekỵ binh of unfamiliarkhông quen terms flashed across Masayuki’s mind.
 …What? What’s going on…?
 He struggled to comprehendhiểu the events happening to him. But there was no time to pondersuy ngẫm over them.
 “Here, what’s the problem, kid? You thinkin’ about getting in my way?”
 Suddenly, he could understand the giant. That was the power of that “Chosen One” skill he’d just awakenedđánh thức to, but Masayuki had no time to basktắm nắng in it. The important thing was getting out of this scrapecạo. One poor choice, and his life was likely over. He thought about going onto his hands and knees, swearingthề up and down that he meant nothing of the sort—but before he could, the girl in his arms spoke up.
 “Yes! This person said he’ll help me!”
 “…Did he now?”
 He could see a blood vessel throbnhói over the giant’s templengôi đền. His muscles seemed to visibly swellsưng lên, making crystalpha lê clear how powerful this guy was.
 Oh man, he doesn’t even need to use his swordthanh kiếm. One punchcú đấm, and it’s over…
 The fear was strong enough that it gave Masayuki a cool head to think with. But he just couldn’t figure out how to escape this alive.
 “Well, how about that?” roaredGầm the man. “In that case, let’s see you defeat me and protect this girl!”
 A cheerreo hò arose from the passersby and restaurant patronsngười bảo trợ who had formed a circle around them.
 “Whoa, whoa, he’s pickin’ a fight with Jinrai the Mad Wolf!”
 “Think that’s a good idea? He’s gonna kill ya!”
 “Yeah, Jinrai’s been furiousgiận dữ ever since he failed his B-rank exam. Kacha knows that, and that’s why she cut him off the alebia!”
 “Ahhh, makes sense. Getting the cold shoulder from a girl he has feelings for must’ve put him over the edge. Ain’t no stopping him now…”
 “Well, someone’s gotta! If an adventurernhà thám hiểm kills a guy in the middle of town, that’s serious! Somebody inform the Guild!”
 “They already did. But why don’t you stop him, if that’s what you think?”
 “Are you crazy? Jinrai’s ranked C-plus, but he’s easily worth a B or higher! He failed the exam ’cause he got points taken off for behavior, but in strength alone, he’s a powerhousecường quốc. I could never beat him!”
 Presumably these were coworkersđồng nghiệp of Jinrai, the giant before Masayuki. Listening to them inspired feelings of both hope and despairtuyệt vọng at once. Someone was off informing the “Guild” of this; if he could stallquầy hàng long enough, maybe help would come. On the other hand, he had no idea how long it’d take, and nobody in the crowd seemed interested in lending a hand. He had to buy time, and he had to do it solo—and to Masayuki, that sounded like a death sentence.
 “And look at Kacha,” one onlookerngười xem mutteredlẩm bẩm. “What’s she doing, getting some passing kid involved?”
 Yeah! Why me?! Masayuki protested to himself. But he was the one who had noddedgật đầu to a question he didn’t comprehendhiểu. He’d put this on himself in the end.
 “You ready to go?”
 Of course he wasn’t. But it didn’t look like he’d be given any more time. Still, if he was going down, he at least wanted to look cool while doing it. He had reimagined his look for high school, but he wasn’t some street delinquentphạm pháp. His hair was dyednhuộm, but it wasn’t like he was any good in a fight. He had gone to some kendo classes in the past, but that wasn’t going to help now—not when he didn’t even have a piece of wood to battle with.
 But one thing Masayuki was good at was bluffingbịp bợm.
 “The bigger they talk, the harder they fall, y’know. You sure you’re ready for this? After picking a fight with me?”
 He didn’t hesitatedo dự to grandstandkhán đài here. There wasn’t any reason not to. He already assumed a single punchcú đấm would end this. If this bought him some time, perfect; if not, he’d be lucky to get out of it alive. His legs weren’t even shaking any longer—his fear must have frozen them in place.
 “…You got gutsgan ruột, huh? Great. Then I don’t need to hold back, either.”
 Jinrai stared Masayuki down, a ferocious-looking smile on his face. Subjected to his threatening gazenhìn chằm chằm, Masayuki immediately began to have regrets.
 Let’s just run now— Oh, but that girl Kacha is behind me…
 “Hey, can you give me a little more space?”
 “Okay! That guy’s always looking at me with those leeringliếc mắt đưa tình eyes! Teach him a lesson for me!”
 Masayuki was trying to secure an escape route, but Kacha must’ve assumed she’d get in the way of his fighting. She finally took her arms off Masayuki and joined the crowd gathering around him.
 …Oh. I’m surrounded anyway. So much for that…
 Messed that one up, he thought. Jinrai hadn’t touched him yet because Kacha was drapedtreo lên all over him. Brushing her away because she blocked his escape served only to shortenrút ngắn his life.
 “Heh-heh…”
 Jinrai’s grinnụ cười toe toét widenedmở rộng. There was just one option left. He’d have to use the gumkẹo cao su in his mouth as a smoke screen somehow and escape in the confusion.
  Champion-level “forward-facing couragelòng can đảm” detected. Unlocked the powers Heroic Charm and Heroic Action from the uniqueđộc nhất skill Chosen One. The subject Masayuki Honjo has now fully unlockedmở khóa the uniqueđộc nhất skill Chosen One.
 
 Uh, no, I tried running away!!
 Masayuki’s inner voice was ignored. But what was this voice that’d been running through his mind? He wasn’t sure, but without much idea what he had “fully unlockedmở khóa” at all, he decided not to think about it. A “uniqueđộc nhất skill” certainly sounded fancy, but if he’d obtainedđạt được it that readilydễ dàng, it must not have been anything too powerful. He wasn’t that interested in it—really, now wasn’t the time.
 He had no interest whatsoeverbất cứ điều gì in “facing forward” against Jinrai. He was intending to spitkhạc nhổ his gumkẹo cao su in his face and run—about the most cowardlyhèn nhát approach possible. It was unclear how anyone could interpretthông dịch that as courageouscan đảm in any way, shape, or form.
 But despite his thoughts on the matter, things kept on happening to him.
 “…Ngh! What’s this…feeling overpoweringchế ngự me…? You’re no kind of weaklingsuy nhược at all…?!”
 Jinrai, brimmingđầy ắp with confidence a moment ago, was now visibly sweatingmồ hôi before Masayuki. He was chewingnhai his gumkẹo cao su, an unconsciousbất tỉnh attempt to keep calm, but it only disturbed Jinrai even more.
 “You, you’re casting some kind of arcanebí ẩn spell?! Well, I don’t care who you are! I-I’m gonna kill you!!”
 With a shout, the enragedtức giận Jinrai went at Masayuki. What happened next, he couldn’t quite keep up with at first.
 “?”
 He stood there, unable to parsephân tích cú pháp this. Jinrai was just a step away, winding up to punchcú đấm him. Masayuki groggily gave him a glance. His foe’s gigantickhổng lồ fistnắm tay was headed straight for him.
 Oh crap, this is it!
 He closed his eyes and duckedcon vịt, trying to dodgené tránh it. There was no way he’d avoid it in time, he knew, so he just wanted to bracenẹp himself for the pain ahead. But the worst-case scenariokịch bản he pictured never came to pass. Yes, there was pain, but just a little twingekhúc khích on his foreheadtrán. It struck him as odd. Gingerly, he opened his eyes. There, he saw a toppledlật đổ Jinrai, faceupđối mặt on the floor and completely unconsciousbất tỉnh.
 “Huh?” Masayuki gruntedtiếng càu nhàu, completely unawarekhông biết of what had happened. However, his asininengu si utterancephát biểu was drownedchết chìm out by the cheershoan hô eruptingphun trào around him.
 “W-wow! He didn’t even need both arms to beat the Mad Wolf!”
 “I can’t believe it. Did you see how he moved?”
 “I did… He dodged that swipevuốt by a hairbreadth, then slammedsập his head right into his chest. What a master!”
 “Who could that kid be anyway?”
 The crowd of onlookersngười xem was murmuringthì thầm all around him. This was, however, due to the combined effects of Masayuki’s Chosen One skill all working in tandemsong song.
    	Heroic Aura: 	An overpoweringchế ngự aurahào quang that can be unleashed by champions. Also acquired by Gazel, king of the dwarvesquỷ lùn. Lesser enemies will be frozen on the spot, awedkinh ngạc by this uniqueđộc nhất aurahào quang and ready to take orders from its wielder. 
  	Heroic Compensation: 	Grants the user immensebao la luck, making all regular attacks critical blows. The effect is applied to any companionsbạn đồng hành of the user as well. Also has the effect of making anything the Chosen One says and does interpretedthông dịch in a positive light by the people around them—a starkly powerful effect. 
  	Heroic Charm: 	Rouses the hearts of anyone watching the user in action, reducing their fear and stimulatingkích thích their braverydũng cảm. Anyone affected trusts in the champion, seeking to travel in their path. As another effect, anyone defeated by the champion will join their side and become their companionbạn đồng hành. This effect also applies to all non-undead monstersquái vật. 
  	Heroic Action: 	The user’s activities are all the first steps to becoming a champion. They provide guidancehướng dẫn for their companionsbạn đồng hành, eventually earning them all praise. Further… 
  
 
 That was the gistý chính of what the uniqueđộc nhất skill Chosen One offered. It was actually one of the rarest of all uniquesđộc nhất, a superiorthượng đẳng skill that ranked up there with the ultimatetối thượng in superpowers—alongside skills like Absolute Severance and Unlimited Imprisonment, as wieldedvận dụng by the Heroes of the past.
 Jinrai may’ve been strong enough to call the shots around this town, but he was powerlessbất lực against Masayuki’s skill. Unfortunately, Masayuki himself had no idea about any of this. He had just fully unlockedmở khóa one of the most fearsomeđáng sợ uniquesđộc nhất anyone in this world could ever dream of, and he was cluelesskhông biết gì about it.
 He was cluelesskhông biết gì, but fortunatelythật may mắn, that was all right. Chosen One was a passivethụ động skill. Masayuki wanted to be a hero, and now that Chosen One was his, there was no stopping it. And whether he wanted to or not, Masayuki was hurtlingđòn roi toward a new, heroicanh hùng destinyđịnh mệnh at unstoppablekhông thể ngăn cản speed.
 “Yes… A blond-haired Hero…”
 “It must be. I have heard of this…”
 “Ah yes, there was a Hero like this in the past, no? I heard he went missing.”
 “Has he been revivedhồi sinh…?”
 The rumblingsầm ầm had grown into a roarGầm.
 “A Hero?”
 “A Hero, you say?”
 “It couldn’t be…”
 “But look at that strength! It must be so!”
 He couldn’t be sure who’d said it first, but the crowd was quickly growing convinced they had a Hero in their midstgiữa.
 This hair’s just a dyethuốc nhuộm job…
 But by the time Masayuki realized, it was already too late. There was passion in the crowd’s eyes; they sparkledlấp lánh, as if transfixedchuyển đổi on someone they looked up to.
 “Huh? Um, you have the wrong person—”
 He hurriedlyvội vã tried to denytừ chối it but was drownedchết chìm out by a loud, rumblingầm ầm voice at his feet.
 “Fall back! All of you! How dare you act so flippantlymột cách xuề xòa toward the Hero who bested me with such ease!”
 Jinrai, the giant of a man Masayuki had defeated out of pure luck, stood up and started shouting at the crowd. He turned toward Masayuki, dusting himself off, and bowedcúi đầu to him.
 “Please excuse my rudenesssự thô lỗ from before. I had no idea you were a Hero.”
 “No, I’m telling you, I’m not—”
 “My name is Jinrai. I’m something of a well-known adventurernhà thám hiểm around these parts; people call me the ‘Mad Wolf.’ Guess I let my famedanh tiếng get to my head a little, eh? Sorry about that. Facing the bruntgánh nặng of your skills, Hero, taught me just how much I have to learn. Could I humblykhiêm tốn ask you to let me join your side?”
 He bowedcúi đầu his head even deeper. Masayuki couldn’t begin to deal with this. Here was this monolith-like man, beggingăn xin him to be his lackeytay sai, and he had no idea what to do about it.
 “Well actually, I’m really not a Hero or anything—”
 “Oh, are you trying to keep the fact a secret, perhaps? What shall I call you, then? I would love to hear your name as well.”
 Jinrai grinnednụ cười toe toét at him, turning a deafđiếc ear to Masayuki’s desperatetuyệt vọng denialstừ chối. There was nothing Masayuki could do. The crowd, shouted down and silenced by Jinrai’s roaringầm ầm, nervously watched them both. Well, he thought, whatever.
 “My name’s Masayuki. Just ‘Masayuki’ is all right. I’ve just arrived in town, and—”
 If Jinrai was being this subservientquá nghe lời to him, he thought, maybe he could earn a free dinner out of it. Plus, if he kept playing dumbcâm, maybe Jinrai could fill him in on this world a little more—two birds with one stone. But, once again, events were moving far more rapidly than what he’d expected.
 “I understand,” Jinrai replied with a knowing smile. Then he came closer, bringing his lips to Masayuki’s ear. “You’ve only just revivedhồi sinh, haven’t you, Sir Hero?”
 Huh? Masayuki thought at first. But this was one misunderstandingsự hiểu lầm that was best taken advantage of. It didn’t seem like Jinrai was much interested in his protesting, besides. Plus, he reasoned, maybe it’s better to frame it this way anyway. It’d probably kill this guy’s pride if he lost to some kid, but losing to a Hero is different.
 So Masayuki stopped botheringlàm phiền to pleadbiện hộ with people not to call him a Hero. This turned out to be a dreadfulghê gớm mistake. Why? Because it gave birth to the legendhuyền thoại of “Lightspeed” Masayuki the Hero.
 In short time, Masayuki was taken in by the representativestiêu biểu from the Free Guild, who had quickly run to the scene and transported him to the capital of the Kingdom of Englesia. There he met Yuuki Kagurazaka.
 “You’ve had it tough, too, huh?”
 Hearing that almost made Masayuki cry, despite himself. But as he learned, this boy Yuuki had lived in this world for nearly ten years now, older in age but still childlikengây thơ in appearance. Based on his actual age, he would’ve been transported here back when he was in middle school.
 It’s been even harder for him, huh…?
 Masayuki composed himself. Now was no time for crying. If anything, he was inspired more than ever to do his best.
 After discussing matters with Yuuki, Masayuki decided to try becoming an adventurernhà thám hiểm. He had a useful companionbạn đồng hành in Jinrai for this, and Yuuki promised to make arrangements on his behalfthay mặt as well. Masayuki, not wanting to be a burden on Yuuki forever, figured that adventuring was the easiest way for him to become independent.
 “I’m not sure how it happened,” Masayuki said, “but at least I know how to speak the language. Compared to you, I guess I might’ve lucked out a little, huh?”
 “You absolutely did! I can’t even tell you how hard it was at first…but I had a teacher in my own life, too, so it wasn’t that painful. Thanks to having magic and everything, it’s actually pretty easy to pick up the spoken language.”
 That much, Yuuki explained, could be learned through magic, although learning how to read and write had to be done the traditional, painstakingsiêng năng way.
 The Guild leader looked through a set of documents, introducing Masayuki to people who could become potential work companionsbạn đồng hành.
 “Ah, this reminds me of Bernie. He learned how to speak magically, too.”
 Bernie was a young man, a graduate of the Englesia Institute, and another “otherworlder” Yuuki had harboredHải cảng for a time. A native of the United States, Bernie could speak only English at first, which made even communicating with Yuuki slow going. With the right sort of magic, however, things were sorted out quickly—and the experience made Bernie interested enough in magic that he wanted to study it in school. Now he was a freshlytươi mintedcây bạc hà adventurernhà thám hiểm, one looking for fellow party members to work with—and Masayuki and Jinrai seemed to fit the bill perfectly.
 So they became a three-man adventuring team, a job Masayuki grew proficientthành thạo in with overwhelmingáp đảo speed. By the time half a year passed, their party was being called “Team Lightspeed,” already the stuff of loretruyền thuyết. Jinrai was ranked C-plus, but as one onlookerngười xem said in their first encounter, he was really more B-level in terms of skill. His strength, paired with Bernie’s magic, made it possible to handle hunting runs at a stable clipkẹp.
 Masayuki had learned kendo, but only at the most casualbình thường of levels. He was an amateurnghiệp dư, but an amateurnghiệp dư with Chosen One in his arsenalkho vũ khí. The skill applied itself to his companionsbạn đồng hành as well, which meant every attack they dealt out landed critically. As a result, anyone with Masayuki was always performing above their regular abilities; Jinrai could even give you a performance that overcame the barrierrào chắn to rank A. It also made it harder for enemies to hit them, an extra blessing that made them all but unbeatablebất khả chiến bại.
 But that wasn’t even the best part about Chosen One. Astoundingly, anything and everything Masayuki’s companionsbạn đồng hành did was treated as Masayuki’s own accomplishmentsthành tích. All praise and adulationsự nịnh nọt for Team Lightspeed was heapedchất đống upon the shoulders of Masayuki alone, leadinghàng đầu him to acquire the “Lightspeed” name for himself over time.
 His participation in a battle tournamentgiải đấu held around that time in Englesia helped to further the spread of that aliasbí danh. He joined it so he could use the prize money to shore up his equipmentthiết bị, but he barely broke a sweatmồ hôi all the way to the winner’s podiumbục giảng. Simply unsheathing his swordthanh kiếm would make his opponents give and pleadbiện hộ for mercynhân từ. The crowd assumed Masayuki had laid down some kind of “lightspeed” attack—he never did, but they didn’t understand that, and having the name “Lightspeed Masayuki” only further encouraged them to overrateđánh giá quá cao his skills.
 This was all thanks to Chosen One, and while Masayuki was aware of that, there was no stopping now. Or, to be more accurate, he didn’t know how to stop it. It was impossible to resist this skill unless you had a uniqueđộc nhất skill of your own, and since Masayuki couldn’t deliberatelythong thả turn it off, it was a given that the rumorstin đồn would keep spreading. It gave Masayuki a stomachacheđau bụng thinking about it—but it didn’t do anything bad for him, either. So he decided to just give up, at least pretendgiả vờ to live to the expectations of the people, and keep playing the role of a Hero.
 By this time, he had been joined by a fourth companion—a young girl named Jiwu. Gifted in fairly high-level spirit magic, she had followed the rumorstin đồn to Masayuki’s doorstepngưỡng cửa. She’d rebukedkhiển trách him at first, assuming him to be a villainnhân vật phản diện calling himself Hero for nefariousbất chính purposes, but over time, she grew to trust him. And despite her peculiaritiesđặc thù, the healingđang lành lại spells she cast made her the keystoneđá tảng of the party’s exploitskhai thác.
 Thus Masayuki and his companionsbạn đồng hành continued their steady advance at virtualảo breaknecksự cố speed. He was now an A-level adventurernhà thám hiểm, still undefeatedbất khả chiến bại in battle sport, and after less than a year of life in Englesia, he was part of the Hero echeloncấp bậc.
 ………
 ……
 …
 It had been, to say the least, an eventfulsôi động year.
 This was all still something that shocked even him, but by now, Masayuki had grown accustomedquen to being called a Hero. I guess it’s true, he detachedly thought. People really can get used to just about anything.
 But despite all the adulationsự nịnh nọt, he still kindlednung nấu deep-seated doubts about himself on a daily basis. And before long, he was facing a major turning point in his life.
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CHAPTER 1
 THE EVE OF THE FESTIVAL
 This time, it was Yuuki himself giving orders to Team Lightspeed.
 Recently, an enormouslớn lao slave market had been uncoveredphát hiện ra in Ballachia, one of the smaller kingdomsVương quốc that ringed Englesia. Fortunately, a runawaychạy trốn slave had contacted the relevant authoritieschính quyền for help, and now they needed to form an expeditionthám hiểm to investigate. But while Ballachia was small, there was a chance this market was backed by the kingdomVương quốc itself. The assignmentphân công was ranked a B-plus or greater in difficulty, not the sort of thing your average brawlingẩu đả adventurernhà thám hiểm could tacklegiải quyết.
 “I wanted to turn this down,” Yuuki admitted to Masayuki, “but I can’t say no to one of my sponsors. As famous as you guys are, I’d like you to act as a lurethu hút.”
 Sending the investigationcuộc điều tra team in without support was likely not going to be successful. So, Yuuki explained, he wanted Team Lightspeed to join them on the expedition—and while the team collected evidence about the slave market, Masayuki and company could stay active in public, ensuring the Ballachian government’s attention stayed on them. An A-ranked team like Masayuki’s couldn’t be refused entry by the kingdomVương quốc, and with the investigationcuộc điều tra team doing the nitty-gritty detectivethám tử work, the party would strike a nice balance between brains and brawnẩu đả. It didn’t seem too trickykhó khăn to the Hero’s ears.
 “Masayuki, let’s give these people a hand. Why, a nation that small could declare war against us and we’d still win!”
 Jinrai was alightxuống xe with the burning flamengọn lửa of vengefulbáo thù justice. Ever since Masayuki had beaten him, he had become more refinedtinh chế, gentlemanlylịch sự, a far cry from when they’d first met.
 “Yeah,” Bernie added. “There’s no way we can let slaverychế độ nô lệ happen in this day and age. With Masayuki’s strength, we can put things right fast.”
 As an otherworlder, Bernie had some kind of uniqueđộc nhất skill as well, making him resistantkháng cự to Masayuki’s Chosen One. That didn’t stop the man from respecting him nonethelessdù sao. Masayuki couldn’t guess why—especially given how much he liked complaining to Bernie about the issues in his life. But despite that, Bernie trusted and helped him in innumerablevô số ways. His impartialvô tư impression of Masayuki felt like a cherishedấp ủ doseliều lượng of reality, one he referred to often. And if Bernie felt that way about this, the decision was clear.
 Jiwu, meanwhile, was more curtcộc lốc.
 “Right. If Sir Masayuki says yes, I will join him.”
 She had a blind, incontrovertiblekhông thể thay đổi faith in him, it seemed, almost never voicing a contrarytrái ngược opinion—and she had just made it unanimousnhất trí. It wasn’t much longer before they set foot in Ballachia.
 They were in an ornatevăn hoa receptionthu nhận hall, the site of a ball attended by nobilitygiới quý tộc not just from Ballachia but other nearby kingdomsVương quốc. And Masayuki, an inviteengười được mời, was being faced with a situation so terrifyingđáng sợ, he would do just about anything to escape it. The slave market did exist here—and he’d just gotten to witness it for himself.
 Give me a break. Isn’t that the investigatorsđiều tra viên’ job?! It almost made him want to cry. Not again…
 He was on his way back from a small journey to find a restroomnhà vệ sinh when he heard a soft voice from a room he happened to pass by. He didn’t intend to peeknhìn trộm inside, but he took a glance anyway—and Braeber, the earlbá tước serving as Masayuki’s tour guide, was there.
 They locked eyes.
 “…”
 “…”
 It happened in an instantlập tức.
 “Um, are you—?”
 “Well, this certainly isn’t helpful,” Braeber said, still smiling. “If you heard me, I suppose there is little I can do. I had a muscularcơ bắp soldier standing guard at the door, but I certainly didn’t expect you to defeat him. I should have expected as much from the Hero, shouldn’t I?”
 Soldier? What soldier?!
 “Whoa, wait a—?!”
 He was about to lodgelều a complaint but got cut off.
 “Ahhh! The Hero has gone mad! He must be stopped! Everybody, after him! We must subduekhuất phục him!”
 Much to Masayuki’s shock, the man Earl Braeber was talking to grabbed the swordthanh kiếm he was leaning against—and slashedchém the earlbá tước down with it. Then the man tossedquăng it away and began screaming, attempting to frame Masayuki for the attack. What ensuedxảy ra sau đó next was predictableđoán trước được. A dozen or so soldiers flockedđàn to the scene, carefully eyeing Masayuki and his companionbạn đồng hành Jinrai.
 “Well,” Jinrai said, his fiendishquỷ quyệt face twisting into a smile, “look what the cat dragged in. Masayuki doesn’t need to waste his time with you lot. Let me dispatchgửi đi you all!”
 Jinrai went on the move. And with the Chosen One support Masayuki provided, his performance in battle venturedmạo hiểm into the realmvương quốc of superhumansiêu phàm.
 “Tch! Monster! But my enemy is the Hero who tamedchế ngự that beastquái thú, for getting in my way!”
 Gohsel, the marquishầu tước who had just struck down Braeber, gave Masayuki a loathsomekhông ưa scowlcau có.
 “You see the tidethủy triều of this battle. Give it up and surrenderđầu hàng—”
 Considering how Jinrai was systematically destroying the gagglebịt miệng of soldiers who poured in from the adjacentliền kề room, Masayuki figured the fighting was done. He was wrong.
 “Heh-heh-heh… How kind of you to offer, Hero. But if anyone was witness to this scene—this travesty—all of them would side with me!”
 Then Masayuki recalled Earl Braeber, still on the ground. He could hear footstepsbước chân; more people were coming toward the commotionhuyên náo.
 “Blast! This is bad news, Masayuki…”
 They were in the Kingdom of Ballachia, and while the Hero’s name was known worldwidetrên toàn thế giới, Masayuki was still just a guest. Marquis Gohsel was a figure of power and authoritythẩm quyền here; between him and Masayuki, he would be the more trusted of the two. That’s why Gohsel was acting so confident right now—and why Jinrai was biting his nailsmóng tay. But Masayuki didn’t fretbăn khoăn for a moment. Internally, he was annoyedkhó chịu, but already, his instinctsbản năng told him things were going just like they always did. His skill, Chosen One, always had a knacksở trường for bending situations in ways that made him the hero of the day.
 And it happened again.
 Soon, the room was awashtràn ngập in curious rubberneckerscao su, including a few Ballachian noblemenquý tộc and foreign dignitarieschức sắc. The marquishầu tước had been standing triumphantly in one corner—but now shock was racing across his face.
 “…Ah…ahhhh. What, what has become of me…?”
 With a groanthan van, Earl Braeber regainedgiành lại consciousnessý thức.
 “Sir Masayuki, this is a valuable witness, is he not? He was still alive, so I healedchữa lành his wounds.”
 Jiwu, who had slipped in at some point, had cast healingđang lành lại magic on Braeber—and now she was looking right at Masayuki, fishing for complimentslời khen.
 “Hey there, old man,” Jinrai thunderedsấm sét, turning toward Braeber. “Lucky for you, Masayuki’s such a forgivingkhoan dung ladthanh niên, huh? If you tell the truth to everyone right now, I’ll make sure slave trading’s the only crime you get charged with. But if you try to keep anything secret…I imagine that man over there’s just gonna slashgạch chéo you down again, won’t he? So what’ll it be?”
 The viciousluẩn quẩn smile on his face told Braeber everything he needed to know. He thought for a moment, calculating, then resigned himself to his fateđịnh mệnh. Hanging his head, he began his confessionlời thú tội.
 “What the devilác quỷ is happening in here?”
 And the king of Ballachia chose that exact moment to step in. As the nobilitygiới quý tộc fell silent, things resolved themselves quickly. It all happened exactly how Masayuki had predicteddự đoán it would.
 Things got even more heated.
 Military police quickly stormed the residencesnơi cư trú of Earl Braeber and Marquis Gohsel, uncoveringphát hiện ra evidence of their slave trade. It revealed a scandal—Gohsel was one of the leaders of an organized crime ring. And not only that: Their headquarterstrụ sở chính was right here in Ballachia.
 The news weighed heavily upon the king. Orthrus, the slave-trading group whose spherequả cầu of influence was largely in the Western Nations, was using this small nation of Ballachia as a front. It was a sad state of affairs, one the king refused to ignore.
 Orthrus dealt in much more than just slaves, however. They ran a diversephong phú business, handling weapons, armoráo giáp, mysterioushuyền bí potionsđộc dược, drugs, monstersquái vật, magic items, even arcanebí ẩn Artifacts. They were too powerful for a small kingdomVương quốc to topple—and so Ballachia’s king had enlistednhập ngũ the Free Guild for help. And if the Free Guild was involved, Team Lightspeed no doubt would be as well.
 A person can grow used to extraordinary events all too quickly—but really, Masayuki could predictdự đoán all of it. Ahhh, I figured this would happen, he thought as he accepted the king’s request.
 Before long, a large number of adventurers—including Masayuki’s A-rank party—gathered together for an operation to sweep up Orthrus. Counting the support troopsđoàn quân from Ballachia, they numbered over two thousand in all—and once Chosen One had sunk its teeth into all of them, they exhibitedtriển lãm astonishingkinh ngạc force.
 Orthrus’s base of operation had several hundred members on standbyđứng gần, including multiple A-grade fighting forces and a few captured magicalhuyền diệu beastsquái thú. This made them as powerful as a country themselves—but with Masayuki and the assaulttấn công team he led, Orthrus was thoroughly and completely cleansedlàm sạch from the nation. Masayuki himself hardly had to do anything—or, to put it another way, his merechỉ là presence helped everyone shine, whether he knew it or not.
 Thus, without a lot of work, the operation was a success, and the notoriouskhét tiếng Orthrus was smashedđập tan for good. Once again, things turned out well without Masayuki lifting a finger, and this latest featchiến công meant he was famous not only in Englesia but all the way to the far edges of the Western Nations.
 As usual, things went off without a hitchxô. It might’ve been nice if the story ended there—but this particular missionSứ mệnh left a certain problem behind.
 Among the slaves released and put into Guild custodysự coi giư were mixed in monsters—including some ferocioushung dữ magicalhuyền diệu beastsquái thú, which were killed on the spot. However, some of the slaves couldn’t be dealt with so swiftly—namely, the elvesyêu tinh.
 The issue of what to do with them soon arose. The elvesyêu tinh wanted to return home to the Forest of Jura, but the Guild couldn’t just drop them off and send them on their merryvui way. Certain geopoliticalđịa chính trị issues were involved. Jura had only just come under the jurisdictionquyền hạn of the demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể Rimuru, and if the enslavedlàm nô lệ elvesyêu tinh sought Rimuru’s help, there was no guessing how he would respond. Perhaps he’d retaliatetrả đũa against Ballachia somehow. The Western Nations knew about the disastroustai hại scene over in Farmus—and if a nation that big could fall, there was no way one as tiny as Ballachia could defend itself.
 “S-Sir Masayuki, please, please do something!”
 Their king, a dignifiedđứng đắn, nghiêm túc man usually, was all but pleadingcầu xin for help in his private chambersbuồng, away from pryingtọc mạch eyes. Masayuki, feeling too guilty to turn him down, agreed. It can’t be that big a deal, he casuallytình cờ thought. All I’m doing is taking the elvesyêu tinh to Tempest.
 That was the start of his mistake. For everyone who heard that the Masayuki was traveling to Tempest took that to mean the Hero was finally sallying off to slaygiết a demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể.
 The rumorstin đồn spread like wildfire—but Masayuki didn’t take them too seriously. His mind was used to the routine, and it told him that, like always, it’d turn out just fine in the end. Certainly, Chosen One was a uniqueđộc nhất skill to be feared when set off; there was no doubting that. But no matter how strong you are, there’s always someone stronger ahead—a fact Masayuki was too proud of himself to remember.
 “Right,” Masayuki said through his magic link. “In that case, we’ll meet over there.”
 He was submitting his report and discussing future plans with Yuuki. Due to the multiple layers of barriersrào chắn protecting Englesia, completing a magicalhuyền diệu link like this required sending your thoughts encryptedmã hóa through certain wavelengthsbước sóng. It wasn’t something you could pull off on short notice, so they had agreed to reach out to each other only at certain times.
 So Masayuki shut it off and sighedthở dài.
 “Yuuki worries far too much.”
 “You said it.” Jinrai noddedgật đầu. “If you wanted to beat a demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể, Masayuki, that couldn’t possibly be a problem for you.”
 Bernie was less optimisticlạc quan. “I’ll remind you that even Hinata the Saint could only fight this Rimuru to a draw. It’d be wise not to let your guard down.”
 Masayuki gave this a vaguemơ hồ nodgật đầu. It made him think a bit. Things had gone swimminglybơi lội up to now, but really, he hadn’t done much at all. He didn’t know Hinata; they had never met, but Yuuki had nothing but praise for her, and Masayuki respected him. If she couldn’t beat this guy, maybe he was a lot tougher than Masayuki thought at the moment. It gave him pause.
 “Yeah, you’re right. Everyone says Rimuru wants to make nice with people. We probably shouldn’t go in raringquý hiếm for a fight.”
 “Ha-ha! Sounds to me like this demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể knows his days are numbered!”
 “Demon lordsChúa tể are evil, plain and simple!” said Jiwu.
 “Well,” Bernie added, “we’ll have to see how he acts and decide based on that. But if the Saint and the demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể have reached an agreement on matters, then only you, Masayuki, are qualified to be a true ‘Hero.’ You had best act carefully along those lines.”
 Masayuki noddedgật đầu. “Yeah. With all your help, I bet I could beat him, but let’s take things slow and steady, okay?”
 The question of whether to fight Rimuru would be left for later. For now, they would wait and see.
 In the eyes of Masayuki, all three of his companions—Jinrai, Bernie, and Jiwu—were utterthốt ra beastsquái thú. He himself was nothing to write home about, but he couldn’t imagine anyone from this triobộ ba actually losing a battle. I mean, he reasoned, if I actually got in a fight, I guess I’d win somehow, but it’s not like I got a grudgeác cảm against this Rimuru guy or anything… No point trying to start trouble.
 So as they packed up and set off for Tempest, he was pretty optimisticlạc quan about how this trip would go.
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 Even after all those royal audiences I gave, my schedule was just absolutely packed. Now I was entertaining human guests.
 At the moment, our nation was receiving delegationsphái đoàn from all around the world, one after the other. Some of the earlier parties arrived a good week ago, I heard. And not all of them received formal invites—there were also merchantslái buôn, picking up on the rumorstin đồn and bringing even more energy to town. Previous visitors were showing them and other new guys around, acting all proud of themselves, and even the nobler dignitarieschức sắc and royal families stopping in looked around in wonder at the unfamiliarkhông quen sights. It seemed, at first glance, that my expectations had paid off and our plan to make this a tourist hubtrung tâm was working.
 Still, our town was only large enough to lodgelều maybe three thousand noblescao quý at best. For commonersthường dân, that number was more around ten thousand, but in terms of higher-end accommodationchỗ ở, there wasn’t quite that much. The service and the diningăn uống we had to offer were completely different, and considering we had people in royal lines of successionkế vị showing up, we had to consider security as well. Thus we made sure each noblecao quý was given amplePhong phú space to work with.
 Given all the dignitarieschức sắc we invited, we had bannedbị cấm the general public from our luxurysang trọng innsnhà trọ, whether they could afford a suiteThượng hạng or not. Some of the richer merchantslái buôn in town could, but I was worried about offendingxúc phạm them if we were too busy with nobilitygiới quý tộc to offer good service. But apparentlyrõ ràng, I didn’t need to worry. Mjöllmile was on it, making sure all the more powerful of the merchantlái buôn class were set up to their satisfaction.
 “Great job, Mollie.”
 “Heh-heh-heh! Ah, Sir Rimuru, this much is simple to provide. You have Sir Rigurd and everyone else in town to thank for making a habit of being so thoroughtriệt để with their work!”
 Mjöllmile was a really reliableđáng tin cậy guy. It went without saying that Rigurd, Rigur, and everybody working under them deserved great praise, but when it came to good customer service and satisfied lodgersngười ở trọ, Mjöllmile was my go-to man. All things considered, I figured we were off to a pretty good start.
 “Okay. Keep it up!”
 “That I will!”
 Leaving the rest to Mjöllmile, I resolved to devote myself to our most important of visitors.
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 We were in our meeting hall.
 Shuna and Shion were busy with all sorts of prepchuẩn bị work. Catering for such a large crowd, after all, meant careful advance preparation. And Gabil and Kurobe were just as busy, performing final checks on the exhibitstriển lãm they had going. Since I wasn’t dealing with monstersquái vật right now, I didn’t need to put on such an overpoweringchế ngự “I am stronger than you” act—thus I figured we didn’t need my entire staff on hand. And given the lack of a strict species-based hierarchyhệ thống cấp bậc, things didn’t have to be nearly as solemntrang nghiêm and pretentiouskhoe khoang.
 I was, obviously, in human form, dressed to the nines in order to express my force and financial wealth. That part, franklythẳng thắn, I didn’t care about. Being a slimenhớt would’ve been a lot easier, but I’d given up on pushing that. On that note, none of my advisers was willing to budgenhúc nhích.
 The nobilitygiới quý tộc from the Western Nations were inoffensivevô hại enough in their greetingslời chào hỏi to me. The king of Blumund arrived in the midstgiữa of our hellos, looking like the same nice, approachabledễ gần middle-aged man as ever—the kind of king you’d expect in an illustrationhình minh họa from a book of fairytiên tales.
 Next to him was his queennữ hoàng, beautiful and still looking young. I didn’t know her age, but apparentlyrõ ràng they had been married over twenty years. At first glance, they didn’t look like the best of matches, but they were a loving one, and the people of Blumund were great fans of them both.
 “I must apologizexin lỗi for not thanking you sooner,” he told me. “You winning over Marquis Muller and Earl Hellman, as well as applying pressure to the Western Holy Church, helped us all a great deal.”
 It was this man’s consentbằng lòng that had allowed Fuze to move so freely. I could have pulled off that plan only because of the promises he kept. And thanks to his singingđộc thân my praises far and wide, my reputationdanh tiếng actually didn’t seem that bad. Judging by the increasing number of merchantslái buôn coming to my nation, the Kingdom of Blumund certainly proved influentialcó ảnh hưởng to me.
 I gave the king thanks, but he laughed and waved it off. “No, no, Sir Rimuru! There’s hardly any need to thank me. All we did was live up to the terms of the treatyhiệp ước we ratifiedphê chuẩn. And did Fuze tell you, by the way? I had stakedcổ phần quite a bit on you. Our nation’s fateđịnh mệnh, in fact, is now tied in with yours. And I did this because we do stand to profit, of course, so there’s no need for further thanks!”
 He gave me a gregariousthành bầy smile—but I could tell the king of Blumund could not be taken lightlynhẹ nhàng. He just said, to my face, that he had his own interests in mind. The idea of requiring further thanks made him laugh.
 “Still,” I said, “I am happy to see that you trusted in us.”
 Showing gratitudelòng biết ơn is always important. I didn’t mean to keep bangingđập mạnh on this point, but I wanted to bring it across.
 “I truly wonder if you really are a demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể sometimes,” the king replied with a snickercười khúc khích. Then he recomposed himself and looked me in the eye. “And I do understand that our Viscount Cazac caused you quite a bit of trouble. I’m quite glad you were able to rescue your countrymenđồng hương from him.”
 Ah, Viscount Cazac. It was mostly Mjöllmile he’d caused trouble for, though. And if I had to guess, that “Orthrus” gangbăng nhóm had been operating in the Forest of Jura well before I became demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể. But it was a stain on the reputationdanh tiếng of Blumund, I suppose, although it really all came down to the viscounttử tước himself.
 He was just a patsybánh pía, really. A horrible man. It wasn’t like he’d personally cracked the whiproi da or anything, but a crime is a crime, as much as Cazac apparentlyrõ ràng crowedcon quạ about how the nobilitygiới quý tộc can treat low-born monstersquái vật any way they want without penaltyhình phạt. Expecting to get off scot-free was far too selfishích kỷ.
 “Well, with everything fully settled now, I have no interest in dragging that case any further,” I replied.
 “I appreciate that!”
 “So what will you be doing with him?”
 As part of Blumund’s nobilitygiới quý tộc, I couldn’t prosecutetruy tố him under my own rules—but no punishmenthình phạt at all was unacceptablekhông thể chấp nhận được. I didn’t want to make this a huge incident, but whether or not I did anything depended on the king of Blumund. He, fortunatelythật may mắn, understood this.
 “Cazac no longer holds a noblecao quý title,” he said, voice turning low and ominousđáng ngại. “Given his ties with international criminal gangsbăng nhóm, it’s fair to say he’s forgotten his duties as a noblemanquý tộc. I would hardly abidechịu đựng the likes of him referring to himself as Blumundian nobilitygiới quý tộc. Thus, he has been stripped of his titles and exiledlưu đày from our lands. The House of Cazac is no more, and thus I consider the case to be closed.”
 No problems there. It almost seemed too harshthô ráp a penaltyhình phạt, but then, slave trading violatesxâm phạm international law. Treating him with kid glovesgăng tay could even make Blumund’s king look like a pushoverđẩy. Thinking of it that way, the punishmenthình phạt felt almost mercifulthương xót to me. Cazac had been a noblecao quý his whole life; finding another life for himself would doubtlessly pose difficulties. Without his name, fortunevận may, or even a familiar homelandquê hương, I didn’t envyghen tỵ the path this man had ahead of him. But if he could stay alive, maybe he could turn over a new leaflá cây. The punishmenthình phạt fit the crime, certainly, and I had no objectionsự phản đối to it.
 “Very well. I am willing to accept that punishmenthình phạt.”
 “A relief to hear! Is it safe to say that our treatyhiệp ước remains in effect, then?”
 “I’d hope for nothing else. May we remain partners for years to come.”
 We exchanged a firmvững chãi handshakebắt tay. The incident was behind us.
 Now it was on to the main subject. The king’s face brightenedlàm sáng as he immediately got down to the business on his mind.
 “Sir Rimuru, I heard the news from Fuze. He spoke of some grand operation you had in the planning stages?”
 Apparently, he wanted to hear more about the outlookquan điểm on the future I’d given Fuze.
 “Well, that’s something involving much more than just your kingdomVương quốc and mine. I’m hoping we can assembletập hợp representativestiêu biểu from all the nations involved for further discussion. I intended to travel to you to discuss it in detail, but…”
 “Oh-ho-ho! No need to be so secretivebí mật. Fuze gave me a short rundownchạy xuống, but it sounds like something that could very well affect our position in the world. I could hardly leave the matter to my bureaucracyquan liêu.”
 “In that case, I could go into some detail…”
 The official discussion was planned for another day. For now, I gave the king my basic plans for turning Blumund into a distributionphân bổ hubtrung tâm for the world at large. But:
 “…I see. Hmm, hmm…”
 “My lordChúa tể, this sounds like a proposal we should move every mountain to make a reality, doesn’t it?”
 I had given only a quick rundownchạy xuống, but the king had a different look about him by this point. The real him was now on the surface, revealing a man burning with ambition—and his queennữ hoàng, who hadn’t spoken until now, had just as much trouble hiding her excitement. It seemed this woman was as equally astutesắc sảo as her husband. No doubt my pitch was all she’d needed to accuratelychính xác calculate how much profit was on the table.
 Blumund’s king wasn’t their only leader I should watch out for. Here we had a king with a gambler’s penchantthiên hướng for snap decisions, along with a calm, collected, and calculating queennữ hoàng. Their powers combined must’ve been what had made this small kingdomVương quốc so continuouslyliên tục influentialcó ảnh hưởng.
 “Of course,” I cautionedthận trọng, “this only happens after the Founder’s Festival is a resoundingvang dội success. It’s still three days before it begins.”
 “Oh-ho-ho! I’m sure there is little to worry about. Why, it hasn’t started yet, and just look at how livelysống động things are! And I can only imagine how many noblescao quý worldwidetrên toàn thế giới are making the journey over here.”
 “I can only imagine,” echoedtiếng vang the queennữ hoàng. “But as you said, Sir Rimuru, there is no need for us to hurry matters. A plan like the one you proposed will require an agreement from all the nations involved. In the meantimetrong khi chờ đợi, we will work with our own government to ensure a consensusđoàn kết on this matter.”
 “My lady is right. It was simply delightfulthú vị to hear such a fine proposal from you, Sir Rimuru. Now, shall we be on our way?”
 “I hope the Tempest Founder’s Festival is a resoundingvang dội success,” the queennữ hoàng closed as she and her husband got to their feet. They had no intention of acting all pompouskhoa trương and wasting my time talking in pointlessvô nghĩa prosevăn xuôi. They had what they came for, and now they were done with me. I liked them for that. It was much easier to deal with.
 “Thank you,” I replied. “Please enjoy our nation to the fullest.”
 “We certainly intend to!” the king shouted as they walked away, to which the queennữ hoàng added, “Yes, I can hardly wait.”
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 The day after I spoke with Blumund’s royal couple, I was greetedchào hỏi by another big name—Gazel, the dwarven king.
 “Well, Rimuru, here I am!” he said as he sat across from me with an audiblenghe được whump. “My first journey by carriagexe in far too long! I’m exhaustedkiệt sức!”
 Imposing as always, to be sure. He was already reaching out for the tea and snacksđồ ăn vặt on the table, like they were his God-given right.
 “Whoa there. Don’t take mine, too, all right?”
 I was a little slow on the triggercò súng. In an instantlập tức, the last doughnutbánh vòng on the table was up and into his mouth. I had been looking forward to that. Who knew he had a sweet tooth to go with his tremendousto lớn drinking habit? There’s just never any underestimatingđánh giá quá thấp him.
 “Ahhh, no need to sweatmồ hôi the details. If such trifleschuyện lặt vặt still botherlàm phiền you, you have much left to learn, mm?”
 Much left to learn how? You’re the one stealing my doughnutsbánh vòng. I stared at the self-serving Gazel, but he gave me no quarter, returning the gazenhìn chằm chằm.
 “And thanks to the chiefs raising a huemàu sắc and cry, we had a whole caravanđoàn lữ hành of carriagesxe. The length of it was ridiculouslố bịch. And it’s all your fault, Rimuru!”
 As he explained—in great detail—the journey here from Dwargon normally took a day on winged horse. Since this was an official state visit, however, he wasn’t allowed to go with the Pegasus Knights alone. It wasn’t just because of security concerns, either. Gazel would be seeing nobilitygiới quý tộc from around the world, and as king of the mightyhùng mạnh nation of Dwargon, he needed to show he was a military power. This meant having to pack multiple changes of clothesquần áo and such, along with administratorsngười quản lý and attendantstiếp viên to help dress him properly. It made his entouragetùy tùng a more than decentlyđàng hoàng sized crowd.
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    “If you travel as a king, you need a royal amount of preparation. Having a paved highwayXa lộ to travel on was certainly a boonlợi ích, but the past few days of travel were just murder on me.”
 That must have been why Gazel kept skippingnhảy out on his kingdomVương quốc to travel as light as possible. And come to think of it, Soei had reported that the highwayXa lộ from Blumund was jam-packed with carriagesxe and the like, enough so that the watch needed to play traffic copscảnh sát for a while, and all the innsnhà trọ along the way were booked solid. Which was great, in a way, but it also reminded me of the need for a larger-scale transport system. Cars in Japan these days, after all, break down very rarely—and if they do, you can call for roadsidelề đường service and get it handled in no time flat. In this world, though, if you break a wagontoa xe axletrục or something, you’re in trouble. Simply cartingđánh xe the vehicle out of the way of traffic is a painstakingsiêng năng ordealthử thách. You also had horses to take care of, and overall, the whole thing was rifeđầy rẫy with pitfallscạm bẫy. I deliberatelythong thả planned for wide highwaysXa lộ in anticipationdự đoán of this, but it still didn’t solve the problem. I was gathering infothông tin on these incidents so we could tacklegiải quyết them in the future, but judging by Gazel’s tale, long-distance travel as a noblecao quý was an extremely arduousgian truân undertaking.
 It seemed the traffic jammứt had mainly been caused by far more noblescao quý deciding to participate than I’d planned for. I’ll need to consider things like that more next time. It’d be nice if we could develop trains and make all of this a lot more comfortable, fast.
 But regardlessbất kể.
 “You know, I didn’t expect to see you here at all. I figured you’d send an envoyphái viên instead.”
 It was true. I really hadn’t. So I was honest with him, hoping he’d take the hint to stop gripingtham lam at me. It didn’t work.
 “Pffft! You think I would do that? When I know you’re up to some kind of schemecơ chế again? I can’t sleep at night until I see what it is with my own two eyes! And also…I have a question for you.”
 “What?”
 “So you fought Hinata Sakaguchi? The whole ‘draw’ thing… That’s a lie, isn’t it?”
 I figured he knew that, and he did. He was aware I’d fought her, and he didn’t believe the official results one bit. By the looks of things, he assumed I beat her.
 “Well, you could call it winning the battle and losing the war, but yeah, I won.”
 I explained to Gazel how it had all worked out in the end, warning him to keep it under his hat for now.
 “Unbelievable. That woman, of all people… Frankly, she’s stronger than I am. Her swordsmanship, for one—but even in overall strength, I’d lose. You really beat her?”
 This was some real talk from Gazel. I guess I’d impressed him. As a Hero King, Gazel would never get a chance to sparspar with Hinata, so he used his network of spiesgián điệp to analyze her strength instead. The conclusion he made from their findings: He’d be on the ropesdây thừng. Hearing I’d won must’ve sincerelytrân trọng surprised him.
 “Luck had a lot to do with it. I mean, she really was a lot stronger than Clayman, and he was a demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể. I think the skills I’m blessed with had a lot to do with it.”
 Let’s be straight: If I didn’t have Raphael, I’d have lost. And Raphael is a skill of mine, but he’s also managing all my other skills. If he hadn’t harnessedkhai thác some powers I wasn’t even aware I had, there’s no way I could’ve beaten Hinata.
 “Ha! Luck is as important a strength as any other. I’m glad to see my old sparringđấu kiếm partner succeed, but I hate to admit how inferiorthấp kém I am that readilydễ dàng…”
 “Well, what do you want me to say? With my own ‘real’ powers, I can’t even beat Hakuro yet.”
 “Ahhh, you’re as strange to me as always, aren’t you? ‘Real’ or not, those skills are part and parcelbưu kiện of your battle strength, aren’t they?”
 He looked a bit exasperatedbực bội, but I really meant it. Without Raphael, I think my best match for a sparringđấu kiếm partner would be Gobta, actually. Not that I’d tell anyone.
 “Well, whatever. So,” he said, erasingtẩy xóa his scowlcau có and giving me a serious look, “what are you up to this time?”
 This was his way of switching to his main subject, apparentlyrõ ràng. I had no idea what it was.
 “What do you mean?”
 “What do I mean?! The Western Holy Church sent us a missivetên lửa asking to open a channelkênh for future negotiationsđàm phán! They used to classifyphân loại us as a nose away from monstersquái vật! Why’d they overturnlật ngửa their doctrinehọc thuyết like that? It was so sudden, I just know you have to be behind it!”
 Ah!
 Gazel’s shouting reminded me of my conversation with Hinata and her people. Yes, I had suggested that she could get King Gazel involved. The Dwarven Kingdom had retained its neutralitysự trung lập for a thousand years. You could place boundlessvô biên trust in them, and even the most orthodoxchính thống adherentstuân thủ of the Church couldn’t seriously think dwarvesquỷ lùn were the same thing as monstersquái vật. Some, maybe, but it had to be a tiny minoritythiểu số.
 That was my motivation behind the suggestion to Hinata, but I forgot to, um, actually ask King Gazel for permission to do that. Or, really, I didn’t think I needed his approval—I wasn’t expecting him to get this riledgiận dữ up over it. Best to play dumbcâm for now. I doubt Hinata explicitlyrõ ràng said it was my idea.
 “Ohhh? Well, um, I have to say, it’s the first time I’ve heard about this. But you know, I think dukingcông tước it out with Hinata has helped us develop a sort of friendship. That’s how we reconciledhòa giải things, besides, and we agreed that we’ll try to stay on good terms in the future. So maybe that got them in the spirit, huh? Like, it inspired them to make some official overtureskhúc dạo đầu with you, too?”
 “…Hohh?”
 Gazel raised a doubtfulnghi ngờ eyebrowlông mày. It’s times like these that I seriously wished I was in slimenhớt form. I thought I could feel a cold sweatmồ hôi running down my back, even though I don’t actually sweatmồ hôi.
  Caution. The subject Gazel Dwargo is applying Read Thought to your surface mentalitytâm lý. This is being permitted due to a lack of perceivednhận thức hostilethù địch or maliciousđộc hại intentý định. Block this skill?
 Yes
 No
 
 Yes! Yes, yes, a thousand times yes!! If it’s something that important, then just tell me, Raphael!!
 But that explained things. I had thought it was a little strange before, but Gazel can read people’s minds, huh? No wonder I’ve always felt a bit odd around him, like he was probingđể thăm dò my brain for answers. Between his accurate reading of my actions during battle and how he always seemed a step ahead of me in our conversations, it only made sense he was doing that.
 The Great Sage evolvingphát triển into Raphael must’ve helped me recognize the Read Thought when Gazel pulled the triggercò súng on it. It didn’t seem to be active all the time, thank heavensthiên đường, but who knows how much infothông tin he took from me just now…
 I gave Gazel a glance. He grinnednụ cười toe toét back at me, a blue veintĩnh mạch visible on his foreheadtrán.
 “Heh…heh-heh. You saw my Read Thought, did you? Well, I applaudhoan hô you for it, but if you blocked it, that must mean you’re thinking something evil, I presumecho là?”
 “N-no, no, I, uh, don’t think so?”
 “You fool! I caught a glimpsecái nhìn thoáng qua of you there! It told me you thought it best to get me wrapped up in this!”
 Crime never pays, I suppose. He then more or less forced me to confessxưng exactly how my conversation with Hinata had gone. And then:
 “I see. So the Seven Days Clergy was behind their humans-first policy…”
 “Yeah. And I think Hinata’s people are thinking about purgingthanh trừng the Church of anyone poisonedchất độc by the Seven Days’ thinking. Given how they’re all dead, I’m sure she can sniffbị nghẹt mũi out their sympathizers well enough.”
 I went over the internal dealings I had seen in the Western Holy Church and Lubelius, carefully leaving out Luminus’s real identity. Gazel noddedgật đầu and ponderedsuy ngẫm for a minute.
 “…I imagine you are right. In which case, it would be foolishkhờ dại to turn this down, then?”
 He had decided to accept Hinata’s—or the Church’s—request.
 “I thought you would say that.”
 “Enough from you. Doing my diplomacyngoại giao for me, without permission… But oh well. No need to be a stick in the mudbùn during this festivelễ hội occasion. You’ve given me only the best seats, I am sure? I might as well enjoy what you’ve got for me.”
 After that fit he threw, he was willing to give up the subject for now. I figured he was happy enough with how things turned out, but I wasn’t stupid enough to let him know that. I had word that Hinata and her paladins would be at the Tempest Founder’s Festival as well, so I figured it best for them to meet directly and work matters out. Gazel no doubt had some of his own advisers to deliberatecố ý with, too.
 So I promised him we’d set up discussions after the festival. He was soon on his way.
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 It was now morning, three days since Diablo’s return. Yohm’s band was here, and he picked the exact right moment to show up—we were actually holding a preopening feasttiệc this evening, the festival itself finally starting up tomorrow. Before then, however, we were at the usual meeting hall, Yohm and a few of his closer advisers seated across from me.
 “Hey, palbạn thân! It’s been forever and a day, ain’t it? Well, guess what? I’m royaltytiền bản quyền!”
 His clothing certainly had a few more bells and whistlescòi on it, but the person inside hadn’t changed. He was just as brazentrơ trẽn as always, greetingLời chào me with a defiantkhiêu khích grinnụ cười toe toét.
 I smiled back. “And clothesquần áo certainly make the king, don’t they, Yohm? Thanks for all your hard work.”
 “Ha! Hell, thank you! You’re the one who took some grubbybẩn thỉu bum off the street and elevatedcao ’im up to king,” he said with a smile, “so I hope you’re gonna see this to the end, yeah? I’m all in on what you’re aiming for, so don’t leave me hangin’ halfwaylưng chừng.”
 Just as he promised, Yohm had become a fine king for me—and with Diablo’s behind-the-scenes work, he now had a firmvững chãi gripnắm chặt on the thronengai vàng.
 Farmus, a nation with a long, illustriouslừng lẫy history, had fallen. In its place was bornsinh ra a new kingdomVương quốc, with the champion Yohm as its accepted leader. It was a nation rebornphục Sinh from the threat it once was, so Diablo thought fit to change its name to “Farminus.” To cementxi măng this, he also had Yohm style himself as Yohm Farminus.
 Next to him in the meeting hall were two magic-born—Mjurran and Gruecith. They were his constant bodyguardscận vệ, and I had no doubt they’d keep Yohm safe—although Mjurran wasn’t really a bodyguardcận vệ at all, of course.
 “Lord Rimuru, let me reintroducegiới thiệu lại myself. I am Mjur Farminus, wife of the king. It is good to see you again.”
 Perhaps noticing my eyes on her, Mjurran lifted up her dress a little and curtsiedkhúm núm. It was beautiful, enough to make your garden-variety rich heiressngười thừa kế blanchtrắng tay.
 “You fit into the role of queennữ hoàng like a puzzlecâu đố piece, Mjurran.”
 “Yeah, doesn’t she?” Yohm said, beamingrạng rỡ with pride. “She’s educated and all, unlike me.”
 “I do have some experience in this, shall we say. Clayman was such a sticklerngười dán for etiquettephép lịch sự and manners…”
 There was no doubting that Clayman held himself well, or at least had a thing for noblecao quý trappings. He’d festooneddây hoa his castlelâu đài with ornatevăn hoa furniture and artworktác phẩm nghệ thuật, and I’m sure he was just as fastidiouskhó tính with his own staff. Looks like that helped us out in the most surprising way with her.
 “Yeah, well, it’s an experience for all of us. I mean, ruling a nation’s been hard for me, too. A little bit ago, I had to formallychính thức greetchào hỏi every speciesgiống loài in the Forest of Jura, and it nearly killed me. I felt like some kinda sacredLinh thiêng idolthần tượng.”
 “Oh, I hear ya! I have all these noblescao quý requesting audiences with me, and some of those idiots are already forming factionsbè phái and trying to start something. What a headacheđau đầu, I tell ya! At least that old man Razen, our magic expert, is handling all that pretty well.”
 Razen himself was not here. Things were still less than stable around their nation, and he was busy dartingphi tiêu to and fro, attending to post–civil war matters. I feared for a moment he’d betrayphản bội us—but looking back, he was only under the effects of Diablo’s Tempter spell, so no worries there. The retired Edmaris, meanwhile, had disguisedcải trang his identity and was now serving as an adviser, making up for Yohm’s lack of experience and education and helping out in assortedthập cẩm areas of politicschính trị.
 And as for Gruecith the magic-born:
 “So you’re head of the Knight Corps now?”
 “I sure am, Sir Rimuru. I turned the job down, but he never listens to me…”
 Yohm had all but forced Gruecith to take a role in government. He certainly had the muscle for it, and none of the remaining knightsHiệp sỹ voiced any complaint, so the fledglingnon nớt nation of Farminus wanted to appoint him head knightHiệp sỹ, hoping to keep such talent from strayingđi lạc off. He’d balkedchùn bước at first, enjoying the new freedom in his life, but after Mjurran beggedăn xin him as well, he found it impossible to refuse. Was Gruecith gonna be all right doing that? I didn’t bring it up. He didn’t seem that reluctantmiễn cưỡng.
 “I still consider myself part of Lord Carillon’s Warrior Alliance…but for now, I don’t mind babysittingtrông trẻ this idiot.”
 “Shut up! You’re the idiot!”
 No, those two hadn’t changed much. And the sight of Mjurran wincingnhăn at them took me back as well. It was a familiar act, but this time, someone interruptedbị gián đoạn it.
 “King Yohm! Captain Gruecith! You’re being terriblykhủng khiếp rudebất lịch sự to the demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể!”
 The loud voice came from what looked like a grade-school boy, a very handsomeđẹp trai and intelligentthông minh one.
 “Ahhh, Edgar, you’re always so serious…”
 “Ha-ha-ha! And why not? He’s far better put together than you. What more could we ask for in a crownvương miện princeHoàng tử?”
 “Captain Gruecith! This is not the time for joking. I am trying my best to serve as King Yohm’s attendanttiếp viên, making sure he becomes a good, just king!”
 Edgar, son of the previous king Edmaris, glowedánh sáng red with embarrassmentsự lúng túng. He was still just ten years old, but “well put together” was an understatementcách nói nhẹ nhàng. By the looks of things, he was already used to being the butt of their jokes—having to deal with such mean grown-ups at his age had to be difficult. At least Yohm and Gruecith seemed to care for him, as much as they carried on.
 I wouldn’t have minded more of this pleasant small talk, but it had to end sometime. They were all tired from the voyagehành trình, and I’d have other VIPs coming for the preopening tonight. I suggested we could continue this conversation with some drinks later, and Yohm readilydễ dàng agreed.
 “So, Yohm, as thanks for keeping your promise, I have a present for you. Diablo—”
 “You mean this, Sir Rimuru?”
 Before I could finish, Diablo realized what I meant and picked up a certificategiấy chứng nhận we had prepared in advance, kindlytử tế providing it to me. I handed it to Yohm.
 “Hey, what’s this, palbạn thân…?”
 Yohm wasn’t particularly great at the whole “literacytrình độ học vấn” thing, either, so he quickly tossedquăng it over to his assistant, Edgar. With a nodgật đầu, the boy read it—and then his eyes bulgedphồng lên out of their socketsổ cắm.
 “You, you’re forgivingkhoan dung the rest of the reparationssửa chữa?!”
 “Yep. Don’t really need any, now that Yohm’s king.”
 They had already paid us 1,500 stellarthuộc về sao gold coins in reparationssửa chữa. The total sum of 10,000 stellars was laughablybuồn cười astronomicalthiên văn, and now that our missionSứ mệnh was accomplishedhoàn thành, there was no need for that money anyway.
 Yohm looked at the shocked child with a smile. “Heh-heh! Well, I don’t really get what that means, but there ya go, Edgar.”
 He didn’t know, but Edgar sure did. No doubt it’d be another gold star for Yohm’s reputationdanh tiếng.
 Thus I became known as a person—or a demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể, I suppose—who was willing to bargainmặc cả a bit when it came to reparationssửa chữa.
 My talks with Yohm’s group were over. They all left the meeting hall, dragging a still-petrified Edgar with them.
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 It was afternoon now, and I was no longer quite so busy. Visitors were still swarminghọp lại in, but they weren’t eagerháo hức to talk right now, either—not when there was this evening to prepare for. A lot of them certainly wanted to see me, and I agreed to, as long as they were willing to wait until after the festival.
 I finally had some free time as a result, so (as I promised) I decided to travel to Englesia and pick up Yuuki. I could stop by the school there and take the kids as well—a festival like this, I didn’t want them to miss out on the fun.
 The streets of Englesia were a nostalgiaHoài cổ trip for me. It had been only several months since I left, but recalling life here naturally dissolvedgiải thể any tension from my face.
 I couldn’t help but travel to the Free Guild headquarterstrụ sở chính in the middle of the city. Through the modern automatictự động glass door, I entered an air-conditioned chamber—and the moment I did, I was greetedchào hỏi with sharp-eyed stares. Only adventurersnhà thám hiểm ranked B or higher were allowed in here, and this crowd looked the part—tough, seasoned, and not to be messedsự lộn xộn with. Looking around the chamberbuồng, it was clear nothing had changed. It made me happy.
 A few of the men were openlycởi mở appraisingthẩm định my appearance. Given they were here in the middle of the day, they might’ve been preparing for some big job or another.
 “…Who’s that?”
 “Haven’t seen ’im around before. Is he new? Hey, you know him?”
 “Uh-uh. You think I know anyone that pretty?”
 These whisperingsthì thầm weren’t exactly welcome news. Less than a year’s time, and they’d already forgotten about me? But then I noticed—I didn’t have that maskmặt nạ on now, did I? I could fully control my own aurahào quang, so I went barefacedmặt trần, since there was no longer any need for it. I had considered a disguisecải trang, but it was too late now.
 Fortunately, I was dressed in my old adventurer’s garbquần áo, so as long as I acted the part, nobody would realize I’m a demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể. Besides, Shuna had expendedchi tiêu untoldchưa kể efforts sewingmay vá the demon-lord outfittrang phục I’d wear for official audiences. It was incrediblyvô cùng gaudyxa hoa, decoratedtrang trí up and down with nothing but the finest accoutrementstrang phục, and she even knitteddệt kim a full-on coiffurekiểu tóc to top it off, so it’d look nothing like what I’m sporting right now.
 There were still relatively few ways to record things around you in this world anyway. It’s not like people far and wide would know what I look like as a demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể. Maybe I shouldn’t botherlàm phiền worrying about it. For now, let’s go with this.
 So I strode up to the receptionthu nhận desk. A man walked in front of me, blocking my way. I was struck by the weirdestkỳ quặc sense of déjà vu.
 “Hold on. I dunnokhông biết what kinda backwatertù túng you earned your B rank in, but you think you can just come in without a word to the vetsbác sĩ thú y around here? Don’t ya know it’s the politelịch sự thing for a new adventurernhà thám hiểm to give his name first?”
 Actually, it wasn’t just déjà vu. I pretty vividly remembered him. This guy was Grassé, friends with Kabal and his crew, and he had whinedrên rỉ at me about proper greetingslời chào hỏi last time, too. He must’ve lived his whole life like he was captainđội trưởng of the football team.
 “Ummm, you’re Grassé, right? You’re always hanging out here at HQ, aren’t you? Don’t you have any work to do?”
 “Huh? You know my name? So—”
 “Mine’s Rimuru,” I said, cutting him off. “I was with Kabal’s party, remember?”
 I mean, come on, Grassé. I know that maskmặt nạ is gone, but my voice is exactly the same, okay? Why isn’t he picking up on that…?
 “Huuuh?! Uh, R…Rimuru?”
 “Mm-hmm. And this is the first time you’re seeing my face, but at least recognize my voice, man.”
 “N-no, um, but… Huh? Is it me, or were you kinda smaller last time?”
 My name instantlyngay lập tức threw Grassé into flusteredbối rối confusion. I beat him rank-wise, so in his football-captain mind, I was above him. Adventuring was largely a meritocracychế độ nhân tài anyway, so acting superiorthượng đẳng based on age or years of experience wasn’t really a mainstreamXu hướng trend. If a new guy helps you out, you’ll naturally respect that and help him back in kind—but a lot of adventurersnhà thám hiểm didn’t see the need to be friendly to total strangers, either. Things changed if you were in a party, but in terms of social cliquesbè phái? That was nearly all based on rank.
 “Yeah, I grew,” I said in a huffhậm hực. More evolved instead of grew, but I didn’t need to be that honest. It seemed to convince him.
 “Oh. I get it. But, man, Rimuru, you sure got pretty hot! You must be well near invinciblebất khả chiến bại by now, huh? Getting to see that sweet face of yours… I’m so moved!”
 He was standing at attention now, like he did with Kabal, as he bowedcúi đầu to me. He always was a snake that way, but I couldn’t hate him for it.
 “Yeah, yeah. But why’re you always here? Aren’t you employed?”
 “Heh-heh! Aw, don’t give me that. This is kinda part of my work—I’m educating the new adventurersnhà thám hiểm. There’s a lot of barriersrào chắn you encounter in the B rank, as you know, and my job’s to approach any brashhỗn xược new guys and take ’em down a notchkhía, that sort of thing. See those guys over there?” He pointed to the group looking at me earlier. “They’re doing the same thing. We all hang here at the HQ in our downtimethời gian chết.”
 The group stood up straight and noddedgật đầu at me.
 “Forgive me—I didn’t realize you were Rimuru, a B-rank adventurernhà thám hiểm,” one of them, the apparentrõ ràng leader, said.
 I noddedgật đầu back at him. “I didn’t think I changed that much…”
 “Oh, no, you have! Now that I know, I just realized you got the same outfittrang phục on, but otherwise…”
 “Yeah, totally. That face is just… Wow. What a standoutnổi bật…”
 Is it really? That much?
 “All right, all right. Should I put on the maskmặt nạ?”
 Doing that was kind of a pain, but I didn’t want to go through this every visit. I created the maskmặt nạ from my Stomach and applied it to my face, the adventurersnhà thám hiểm looking a little disappointed for reasons I couldn’t fathomhiểu được.
 “So, yeah. Keep up the good work, guys. Don’t tormentdày vò the newbiesngười mới too much.”
 With that, I headed for the front desk.
 Giving my name to the clerknhân viên văn phòng, I had her take me to Yuuki. He was expecting me, apparentlyrõ ràng, so it didn’t take long.
 “Hey, Rimuru! Long time no see! Sounds like you’ve been through a lot, huh?”
 “That doesn’t begin to describe it. I got attacked by Hinata, the Farmus Army invadedxâm lược us, and then the demoncon quỷ lordsChúa tể summonedtriệu hồi me… Just one thing after the other, you know? ‘A lot’ is the understatementcách nói nhẹ nhàng of the year.”
 “Ha-ha-ha! I figured you’d sum it up like that, Rimuru.”
 Yuuki laughed it off, but it definitely was a lot. He understood that, I’m sure; he was all smiles, but there was a touch of gratitudelòng biết ơn to his voice.
 “But, hey, at least I’m good with Hinata now. All’s well that ends well, right?”
 “Sounds like it. I met her a few times to exchange information, and I told her a lot about you as a person. You know how, like, suspiciouskhả nghi she is of people.”
 “Oh, believe me, I do. She barely listened to a word I said.”
 “Right? She’s the kind of person who only believes what she sees and hears for herself. It’s always been that way with her, and let me tell you, it’s not been easy.”
 We chatted along these lines for a while. I’m sure it wasn’t easy for Yuuki. Hinata’s thought process can be a total mysterybí ẩn sometimes.
 “Not that I can really talk about that with anyone but you, Rimuru…”
 Hinata had a lot of followersngười theo dõi. If Yuuki started complaining about her to the wrong person, she’d know almost immediately. Not that gossipchuyện phiếm is a good thing. I’ll want to be careful about that.
 But it was time to cut to the chase.
 “So what do you think? If you’re busy, I won’t force you, but would you like to check out the festival for two or three days?”
 “Ha! Of course I’m going. Why do you think I tried so hard to get ahead on my work? And I’ve got people here I feel fine leaving this place to while I’m gone. Give me one moment.”
 Yuuki stood up and went out of the room, calling for someone. I relaxed with my tea for a moment, and he was back shortlytrong thời gian ngắn with a woman.
 “Let me introduce you guys. This is Kagali, the vice master of the Free Guild. She’ll be running it while I’m gone.”
 She was a beautiful woman, very gracefulduyên dáng on the outside, and the business suit–like attiretrang phục she had on fit her to a T. Her eyes were blue, her blondtóc vàng hair tied in a chignonbúi tóc, but her ears were the real standout—long and pointed. She had to be an elfyêu tinh.
 “Hello, Rimuru Tempest. Or should I call you Demon Lord Rimuru? My name is Kagali. It is an honor to meet you.”
 “Thank you. This is my second time here, but I don’t think we met the first time, did we?”
 I recalled the secretary who had given us tea, but not this girl. If she was the number two official in the Free Guild, I would’ve expected an introduction sooner—but there was a reason for that.
 “Hee-hee! No, you wouldn’t have been able to. I’ve only returned here recently. My passion is exploring old ruinssự đổ nát, and I’ve just come back from mapping out the complex at Soma, one of the largest in the west.”
 It turned out Kagali was one of the world’s greatest active explorersnhà thám hiểm, lurkingẩn nấp around this ruinsự đổ nát and that since before Yuuki had founded the Free Guild. Her name was not that well-known—she hadn’t taken part in the Society of Adventurers, the precursortiền thân to the Guild—but Yuuki had scoutedtrinh sát her for her clear talent nonethelessdù sao. The Guild, after all, wasn’t just about fighting. That was Yuuki’s philosophy, which was why he had given an explorationthăm dò expert like Kagali such a high position on the org chart.
 Thanks to that support, Kagali had just pulled off a monumentalvĩ đại feat—the complete mapping of the ancient ruinssự đổ nát at Soma. This put her name up in lights for much of the world, quellingdập tắt any dark murmuringsthì thầm of her being Yuuki’s hanger-on. Now she was a vice master anyone could respect.
 “Just because it’s mapped, of course, doesn’t mean all its mysteriesbí ẩn are unraveledlàm sáng tỏ,” she explained. “It just means there’s a visual guide to follow to the bottom. There’s still so much left to unravellàm sáng tỏ.”
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    “Yep. We can leave that job to the exploration-oriented adventurersnhà thám hiểm. And with the map Kagali left for them, I think they’ll make some serious progress.”
 There’s the Guild philosophy at work again—instead of leaving everything to a single exceptionalđặc biệt talent, they can bring on teams of people for the excavationmoi lên work. It’d help younger members gain experience, too, killing two birds with one stone in a way.
 So Kagali was now working here at the headquarterstrụ sở chính, helping educate the B-rank and higher adventurersnhà thám hiểm. Given that she got a cut of the proceeds whenever the Guild sold the relicsThánh tích found by explorersnhà thám hiểm, her take-home pay must’ve been astronomicalthiên văn.
 “Huh. You can make a lot of money from ruinssự đổ nát, can’t you?”
 “I have to admit,” she replied, “you can. Although money isn’t my main motivation; this is more my life’s passion. I have auctionedbán đấu giá off things I excavatedkhai quật in the past, however, to pay for my expenses.”
 Yep. Sounds like lucrativebéo bở, if backbreakingbẻ lưng, work. And speaking of ruinssự đổ nát…
 “I wanted to ask—who’s got the rights to these ruinssự đổ nát? Is it whatever nation they’re located in?”
 “Mm…” Yuuki paused. “That’s a hard question to answer. In the case of the Soma complex, that’s managed by the Free Guild. It was discovered in a somewhat trickykhó khăn location—a desert region called the Barren Lands, farther west from Western Nations territorylãnh thổ.”
 “Yes. To be more exact, the Barren Lands are located right up against the domainlãnh địa of the demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể Daggrull. Thus, the area is not under governmentalchính phủ jurisdictionquyền hạn at all—everyone’s too afraid to come near it. Ruins in unaffiliatedkhông liên kết lands like these don’t have anyone who can lay claim to them.”
 “Oh… We’ll have to be careful with those, then…”
 “Hmm? Something botheringlàm phiền you about that, Rimuru?”
 Yuuki must have picked up on my reaction. I needed no reminding of what that something was. It was the assortedthập cẩm unknown ruinssự đổ nát near Clayman’s castlelâu đài, no doubt packed with magic items. I was sure exploring it would reapgặt hái a huge harvestmùa gặt for us, but there was one snag: Who would the items we dug up really belong to? And what if those ruinssự đổ nát invited unscrupulousvô đạo đức, profit-seeking adventurers—or worse, out-and-out criminals? The potential for discovering untoldchưa kể treasurekho báu was temptinghấp dẫn, but even more important to consider was that treasure’s historicallịch sử value. They provided leads we could follow to learn about the ancients and what they did.
 It’s only natural, I suppose, to romanticizelãng mạn hóa about ancient times. If we let just anyone go in the ruinssự đổ nát and vandalizephá hoại them all they wanted, we ran the risk of losing irreplaceablekhông thể thay thế artifacts—that was my main fear.
 There was no need to hide this fear, so I decided to bring up the topic with Yuuki. We had an expert explorernhà thám hiểm on hand, besides.
 “Well, actually, there’s another complex of ruinssự đổ nát in Clayman’s old domainlãnh địa.”
 “There is? You’re sure of that?!”
 Kagali’s eyes instantlyngay lập tức fixed upon me, like a predatorđộng vật ăn thịt aiming for the kill. It was quite the onrushxông lên, and it honestlyThành thật surprised me a bit.
 “Yeah. Clayman had this vast fortunevận may and collection and stuff. He handed out magicalhuyền diệu weapons and armoráo giáp to his forces like candykẹo. I’m thinking he harnessedkhai thác the things he found in that ruinsự đổ nát to finance it. The thing is…”
 “Yes?”
 I paused for a bit, unsurekhông chắc chắn, before continuing. “This might be rudebất lịch sự to say to someone who makes explorationthăm dò their profession, but I’m not really interested in plunderingcướp bóc ruinssự đổ nát just for the treasurekho báu. I want to know how the people there used to live, what kind of culture they had, and why their cities fell. I think ancient people deserve at least that much respect, so we don’t let the past go to waste.”
 This was just me being sentimentaltình cảm, I knew. It wasn’t that I didn’t care at all about treasurekho báu; there were just more important things. That was why I ordered that ruinsự đổ nát closed to outside visitors for now.
 “You’re more of a romanticistngười theo chủ nghĩa lãng mạn than I thought, Rimuru.”
 “What do you mean, ‘more than I thought’? I’ve always been this way, Yuuki.”
 “Ha-ha-ha! Yeah, you’re right.” He smiled at me, convinced. “You’d have to be, to come up with an idea like building a nation of monstersquái vật.”
 Kagali, for her part, mullednghiền ngẫm this over for a bit before noddinggật đầu. The predatorial drive in her eyes was gone, the intellectualtrí thức sparktia lửa now firmly back.
 “I see… Certainly, that’s a perspectiveluật xa gần I did not have. But I understand it. I am not a fan of seeing ruinssự đổ nát get vandalizedphá hoại myself. We need to build the right sort of expeditionthám hiểm team before we send them to Soma, of course.”
 Maybe the romantic part of my thoughts didn’t come across, but at least she saw the need to keep the ruinssự đổ nát protected. Hopefully she could lead that effort. She certainly seemed like the right fit.
 So that just left one problem.
 “Right. Well, the problem is, I’m the soleDuy Nhất person responsible for caretaking Clayman’s territorylãnh thổ. The demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể Milim will eventually annexPhụ lục that land, but for now, it’s being run by us, the people who defeated Clayman. I think it’s fair to say he kept those ruinssự đổ nát in pretty good shape, so I don’t want to be the one who messessự lộn xộn them all up. I think I’ll have to bring this up with Milim—we need to make sure we’re thoroughtriệt để with handling them.”
 “Oh, you aren’t going to rule that territorylãnh thổ yourself?”
 “It might be too much for me. It borders the Eastern Empire, and I don’t really feel like—um, I mean, having to run a border defense line against them is a pretty tall order. We can’t devote that many forces to it.”
 Clayman’s domainlãnh địa was a bufferđệm zonevùng with the Empire. It contained a road known as the Valley of Death that wound its way through ruggedgồ ghề mountains—a dirtbụi bẩn path, not paved at all, but it still provided passage between Clayman’s lands and the Empire. The area was packed with undead creatures, but there was also evidence that Clayman’s forces made regular use of the trail—suggesting that the Empire was carrying out some kind of plan of action through his domainlãnh địa. It wouldn’t hurt to be on our guard about that.
 We could deploytriển khai the army over there, but we’re running short on personnelnhân viên right now. Managing the whole of the Forest of Jura took a vast amount of work. I was thinking I could leave Clayman’s land to Milim, and if the Empire ever made any moves, I’d just let Milim handle everything.
 “So if we wanted to explore those ruinssự đổ nát, we’d need the demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể Milim’s permission?” Yuuki asked.
 “I suppose so, yeah.”
 “Ah… I have a keensắc sảo interest in them, but do you think we’d be able to avoid interferencesự can thiệp?” inquiredhỏi thăm Kagali.
 “Oh, I’m sure she’d say yes if we asked…but knowing her, I guarantee she’ll want to go in, too.”
 “That…”
 I was sure that condition would make any would-be explorernhà thám hiểm hesitatedo dự. The general public, after all, feared Milim deeply. Kagali seemed disappointed, but she shouldn’t give up yet. Milim would definitely come along, no doubt about that—but if I’m there, too, what’s the problem?
 “But, you know, I was planning to explore those ruinssự đổ nát anyway, so having an expert like you along would certainly put my mind at ease, Kagali. And since we’ve introduced ourselves to each other, maybe I could pay you through the Free Guild to help with that effort? What do you think?”
 “Meaning that you’d have the right to whatever we found, Rimuru?”
 “Well, we can talk about that. I have a museum in my capital, so I’d prefer to put it on display there rather than sell it off. But it’s still gonna be Milim’s land, so we’ll have to discuss matters with her, too. It’s hard to make a decision either way right now.”
 “I see. But you’re definitely gonna stage an expeditionthám hiểm sometime?”
 “Yep!”
 “Indeed,” Kagali chimedkêu vang in, “if I don’t have to worry about expenses, I’d be delighted to take that offer. And if you can handle negotiationsđàm phán with Milim for me, I’d have no reason to say no.”
 It looked like Kagali’s interests weren’t strictly about profit, either. She had an intellectualtrí thức bent as well, and if she did, there were no issues between us. So it was decided: She’d organize the team, and I’d talk to Milim and convince her this was a good idea.
 “Does all that sound good to you, Yuuki?”
 “Sure! The Free Guild would be happy to help!”
 “Now I’m looking forward to this. I’ll begin making arrangements for this while I run operations in Master Yuuki’s absence.”
 Ah, right. We’d gotten a little sidetrackedđi chệch hướng, but I was here to invite Yuuki over.
 “Thanks very much, Kagali. Sorry you’re staying here while we get to have all the fun, I guess.”
 “Hee-hee-hee! Oh, I don’t mind. Enjoy yourselves to your hearts’ content.”
 “Thanks. The Guild’s in your hands!”
 After saying our good-byes, Yuuki and I left the Guild headquarterstrụ sở chính. I hadn’t expected this, but now we had the ball rolling on exploring those ruinssự đổ nát. I really wasn’t sure who to enlistnhập ngũ for that effort, so having an expert overseegiám sát operations was reassuringtrấn an. It wouldn’t be until things calmed down after the Founder’s Festival, but I really couldn’t wait to see what we found in there. We could all stand to learn a lot—maybe it’d even give me some hints for the undergroundbí mật Dungeon we’d built back in town.
 Such were my thoughts as I took Yuuki along to my next stop.
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 I removed my maskmặt nạ outside of the HQ. Given that I no longer needed to hide my aurahào quang with it, I only really required it in places where revealing my face would cause trouble.
 Yuuki, carrying a large knapsackba lô, was eagerháo hức to talk to me. Receiving that written invite, he must’ve had time to prepare in advance—and given the size of his bag, he must’ve been planning to stay at least a few nights.
 “So are you gonna bring the kids along, too?”
 “Yeah. Now that Hinata and I are even, none of ’em has any reason to be against me. There might be an issue or two with them being over there, but we got some pretty serious security, so…”
 We had to, given all the dignitarieschức sắc we invited. And if we could keep all of them safe, there was no reason we couldn’t protect those five children, either.
 “Okay. In that case, go right ahead.” Yuuki smiled. “They’re a lot more devoted to studying these days, so maybe they’re due for a break and a reward.”
 I didn’t send any advance notice to the kids. It would be a complete surprise to them. I kept quiet until I was sure it’d be okay to invite them, and hopefullyhy vọng they’d forgivetha thứ me for that. I knew they really needed some more advance notice, but depending on how things went, I might’ve had to say no to them. No point in revvingvòng quay them up and disappointing them later if things went awrykhông như ý.
 After walking for a while, we came to a familiar schoolhouse—the imposingáp đặt home of Englesia’s Free Academy. A word with the gate guard, and we were taken inside—I was with Yuuki, the school’s honorarydanh dự chairman, so it took no time at all.
 We were soon greetedchào hỏi by the vice principalhiệu trưởng, who guided us into a classroom.
 “Hey, guys! You all doing well—?”
 Before I could finish saying hello, Alice tackledgiải quyết me like a linemanngười xếp hàng.
 “Ugh! Mr. Tempest! You’ve been gone for so long!!”
 I didn’t think I had been, but maybe that was just my grown-up’s perspectiveluật xa gần? Children have a different sense of time than we do. I guess this must’ve been hard for them.
 “She’s right. You promised me you’d come in regularly to visit!”
 “Yeah! Gail’s telling the truth! I thought you forgot all about us!”
 “But I’m glad you’re here now, Mr. Tempest!”
 Gail, Kenya, and Ryota all gathered around me, expressing their joy even as they complained to me. Chloe wasn’t far behind them, grabbing on to me and smiling.
 “Welcome back, Mr. Tempest!”
 “You’re as popular as ever.” Yuuki laughed as he watched. “I’m a little jealousghen tị.”
 “Oh, Yuuki’s here, too!”
 “Are you gonna fight me today like you promised, Yuuki?”
 “Me too!”
 “Right. Our spirit force handling’s improved a lot latelygần đây.”
 Noticing Yuuki made the children’s smiles grow wider. Kenya was even challenging him to a fight, and Ryota and Gail weren’t far behind him. If they had their powers more under control now, I was sure they wanted someone to test them out on. But we were here for different reasons.
 “Ah-ha-ha! You’d need to train another hundred years to beat me. I’ll fight if ya want, but not today, all right?”
 “Awww, why not?” Kenya protested.
 “Sorry,” I said, “but there’s no time for that today.”
 “What do you mean?” a confused Chloe asked.
 I looked right back at her. “Well, I wanted to invite all five of you to my homelandquê hương. We’re holding a big festival starting tomorrow. If you don’t want to go, that’s fine, but—”
 “Hurry! We gotta get ready!”
 “All right, Ken!”
 “Whaaaaa—?! Why didn’t you tell us sooner?! This is huge!”
 “Yeah, Mr. Tempest! How can you just say this out of nowherehư không?!”
 “Um, um, I can’t wait!!”
 The children immediately sprang into action, not waiting for the rest of my speech. They didn’t waste a moment of time. The decision was unanimousnhất trí.
 “All you need to bring is a change of clothesquần áo, guys!” I shouted as they scurriednhốn nháo off. There was no response, all of them departingkhởi hành like a storm and shouting the whole way.
 The teacher presidingchủ trì over class at the time was understandably a little confused as he watched us. “That’s quite a surprise to see.” He sighedthở dài once they were gone. “They’ve never been quite that friendly to me…”
 “Ah-ha-ha! You’re doing a great job with them. They’re a little better now, but it takes a rare teacher to wrangletranh luận the likes of these kids.”
 “No, no, I suppose it’s only natural that you need to prove your strength for them to listen to you. I hate to say it, but I think I might actually lose to them if I don’t pay attention. There’s no doubting the power they pack, no. By the way…”
 The teacher didn’t look familiar. He must’ve been hired on to replace me.
 “Oh, I’m sorry. My name’s Rimuru, and I was teaching them before you. Sorry to interferecan thiệp with class.”
 “Ah, you are Rimuru! I surmisedphỏng đoán as much when the children called you ‘Mr. Tempest.’ My name is Klaus, and I was hired by the academyhọc viện as your replacementthay thế.” He gave me a bittervị đắng smile. “And don’t worry about the class—the vice principalhiệu trưởng warned me in advance that we may be canceling it for a bit starting today.”
 As Yuuki explained, Klaus was once an adventurernhà thám hiểm, a hunting specialist with a rank of A-minus. He was now approaching fifty and considering retirement before very long.
 “Wait, you said you might even lose to them? They’ve gotten that strong?”
 “Well, what did you expect? They take pride in the fact that you trained them, sir.”
 “Yeah,” Yuuki said, “if they snuck up on me, maybe I’d even lose.”
 They must’ve grown a lot. That was impressiveấn tượng, especially in such a short time. It gave me something to think about, as a resolved-looking Klaus turned toward us.
 “Sir Yuuki, I have a request.”
 “Mm? What’s that?”
 “It’s something I’d like to ask Sir Rimuru as well—but at this rate, I can see myself as no longer able to win against them before long. It’s an advantage that goes beyond any technical skill they have. But letting them slide by with just this much wouldn’t be good for them. I think they need an adult who can serve as a kind of wall for them.”
 “How do you mean?”
 “It’s simple, Sir Yuuki. These children still have the potential to grow. I don’t want them defeating me to make them arrogantkiêu ngạo, and thus, I was hoping we could provide someone who can train them in fighting technique.”
 I get it. Klaus really seemed to be looking out for these kids. Each one was housing a high-level spirit inside them—spirits that neutralizedvô hiệu hóa the magicule energy granted to them in the crossing from their world to this one. As they grew, however, they became able to control and harnesskhai thác these spirits’ powers—and unleashinggiải phóng this extra energy would make it simple to cast spirit-magic spells, for example.
 They really could become talented elementalists, the way Shizu had. Kenya even had the potential to go Hero-level, just like the light elementalnguyên tố we met said. With the right instructorngười hướng dẫn, fabuloustuyệt vời powers would be far more than just a dream to him. Like Klaus suggested, he needed a gifted teacher to guide him along. But:
 “All right. So we’ll want a good teacher along those lines, huh? But if we’re talking someone stronger than you, Klaus, it’d have to be a current A-ranker. Hiring someone that far up as a teacher might not be possible…”
 Yuuki was right. That was a problem. A retired adventurernhà thám hiểm would be glad to accept a steady job like that, but an active one could earn a lot more money taking challenging jobs than watching a classroom of kids. The Guild, too, had a missionSứ mệnh to keep people safe; they’d naturally prefer their top talent to be working in the field for them.
 “I imagine not,” Klaus said with a sighthở dài. “If we’re looking for someone ranked A or higher willing to work as a teacher, well, I sure can’t think of anyone. I can certainly teach classworkbài tập trên lớp and adventuring skills well enough, but…”
 He understood full well that this was a big ask. And, yeah, recruiting adventurersnhà thám hiểm to teach must’ve been a pretty tall order. So I made another suggestion.
 “In that case, you know, I’m planning to start a school of my own back home. We got a lot of B-ranked dudesanh bạn over there, and I could probably have Old Man Hakuro, my own teacher, serve as an instructorngười hướng dẫn. When it comes to swordsmanship, at least, he’s better than I am, so I’m sure he could teach them that much.”
 Hakuro would be just fine—when it came to swordthanh kiếm skills. The children needed more instruction than that, of course, but…
 “Whoa,” Yuuki marveledkỳ quan, “that actually sounds great! Would you mind taking over custodysự coi giư of them for a while, then?”
 “Yeah, that’s another idea. But they’re still gonna need to learn life skills for human society from somewhere.”
 Children learn a lot of these skills interactingtương tác with one another. Robbing them of that chance, I worried, could stuntdiễn viên đóng thế their communication skills as they grew up. We’d be seeing more and more adventurersnhà thám hiểm in Tempest over time, and their own children would probably be attending this school I pictured—but that wasn’t likely to gain major momentumQuán tính for another few years. Until then, they’d have to live in an environment with no other human children, and that struck me as problematiccó vấn đề.
 “Oh, because it’s nothing but other monstersquái vật instead of human kids?”
 “Yes, that could be an issue…”
 Yuuki and Klaus had the same misgivingsnghi ngại, noddinggật đầu their agreement. I was glad we were on the same page with this—but I couldn’t rest easy yet. There was something else on my mind.
 “Which, I mean, they could just travel to Tempest for instruction in battle. We have the teleportation magic for it; they could come over a few times a week if you like. But given their background, I think they better get some instruction in elementalnguyên tố spirits as well.”
 This wasn’t a “problem,” exactly, but still not something I wanted to compromise on. The elementalnguyên tố spirits within them helped protect their lives, to a large extent. If they wanted to harnesskhai thác their powers correctly, they’d need more corecốt lõi knowledge about them—knowledge I simply didn’t have. Not to put too fine a point on it, but everything I knew about this world was gained strictly off my own experience. Me trying to explain elementalsnguyên tố would be like you or I explaining how to breathe through words alone. I could go over logicalhợp lý facts and stuff, but I couldn’t imparttruyền đạt the real essencenước hoa.
 I was reminded of the way Hinata and her paladins fought, a fusiondung hợp of sorts between spirit magic and swordsmanship. It was a uniqueđộc nhất approach, and mastering it must require a deep understanding of spirits. If they could imparttruyền đạt that to our kids here…
 “And, you know, when I think about spirits, I think of the paladins. Should we ask Hinata?”
 “Hmm… I was thinking the same thing, but Hinata can be kinda scaryđáng sợ, you know?”
 “Well…true.”
 “She’d never allow the kids to take advantage of her, that’s for damn sure. But I’m worried she’ll be a little too harshthô ráp on them.”
 “That’s hard to denytừ chối, yes.”
 Yuuki and I looked at each other and sighedthở dài. But we’d need to save this discussion for later. I could already see the children running back to us, luggagehành lý in towkéo. It was festival season. No point in ponderingcân nhắc these thornygai góc issues when there’s so much fun to be had. For now, I could ask Hakuro about instructorngười hướng dẫn work and worry about other matters later. It was procrastinatingtrì hoãn, I know, but we’d figure something out.
 So, following the same thought process I usually turned to for issues like these, I mentally switched gears and quittừ bỏ my worrying.
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 Leaving the main gate into Englesia, I set up a transport gate in a secludedhẻo lánh location. This wasn’t “magic,” technicallykỹ thuật, so I could deploytriển khai one without any magic circle required. Yuuki looked at me rather coldlylạnh lùng about that, but the kids were used to it.
 “Mr. Tempest, if it’s that easy for you to use these gates, then come visit us more often!”
 It was Kenya complaining, and he was absolutely right. I apologizedxin lỗi profusely to him. With all the stuff that’d happened, it’d been hard to find free time and I couldn’t really guarantee anyone’s safety, but no point telling him about that. It’d just make the kid all anxiouslo lắng. So, while dancing around the subject a little, I promised to go back to see them more often.
 On the other side of the gate, I took Yuuki and the kids straight over to my favorite lodgingchỗ ở in town—a private area, separate from the four-star noblescao quý’ accommodationschỗ ở and reserved for our top officials. Yuuki went off to his room, and as he did, I turned toward the children.
 “I’m sorry, guys, but I still have some work left. You’ll have to wait until tonight to see me, okay?”
 “““Awwwww!”””
 None of them was too excitedhào hứng to hear this.
 “Quiet!” I took a pendantmặt dây chuyền out from my pocket, silencing them. “I thought we could use this to play a game, but…?”
 That lifted their spirits. They were eagerháo hức to hear more, and once I was sure they were, I began to explain.
 “You see this pendantmặt dây chuyền here? It’s kind of a free-pass ticket to all the boothsgian hàng and stuff in the festival, starting tomorrow. Carry this around, and you can eat and drink all you want in the stallsgian hàng, and you’re free to come and go through any of the event halls you like. But just remember, there’s an upper limit of one hundred silver coins—use that up, and it’s game over. You’ll have to go back to your rooms then, and I’ll give you homeworkbài tập về nhà as punishmenthình phạt. But if you’ve been doing your work up to now, I’m sure you’ll be smart enough to stretch this out for three days. Sound like fun to you?”
 I knew from the start that I couldn’t watch these kids all day, so I thought up this tacticchiến thuật for them. That’s what you normally did with kids at a fair, right? Give them an allowancephụ cấp and let ’em run free. I felt bad about not taking them around, but I figured the kids would have more fun alone anyway. And with Soei’s agents deployedtriển khai across town, they’d have no trouble keeping tabschuyển hướng on them.
 This way, at least, I could let them loose on the festival without major concern. And, really, one hundred silvers was a crazy-generous budget. Most of the stallsgian hàng and attractions didn’t even charge you one silver; you’d have to make a concertedphối hợp effort to spend that much in three days. I called it a “game,” but really it was just a premisetiền đề I’d invented to set them on their way.
 “Let’s do it!”
 “I bet there’s all this rare stuff to see… Can’t wait, huh, Ken?”
 “Yeah, I can’t!”
 “Thank you, Mr. Tempest.”
 “Um, I’ll buy something for you, Mr. Tempest!”
 They were up for it, all bursting with anticipationdự đoán. I gave them the pendantmặt dây chuyền, returning each of their excitedhào hứng nodsgật đầu. It’s always fun, I think: that anticipationdự đoán before a big event. I also thought about telling them Ramiris was in town but decided against it. I planned to introduce them after the fest anyway, so no need to hurry things. Besides, all the kids—Kenya and Alice in particular—were already busy planning out the next three days of fun. The servants at our lodgingchỗ ở would take care of the rest of their needs, I figured.
 “Okay, guys, if you need anything, just ask the hostessbà chủ in charge here, all right? And I doubt you’ll need to, but if you have to contact me about something, just hold that pendantmặt dây chuyền tight and think hard about me. It’ll triggercò súng a messaging magic.”
 “““Okay!””” they all shouted back. Good to see them so eagerháo hức. And with that, figuring I would be in their way beyond this point, I left their room.
 Now I had wrapped up all the necessitiessự cần thiết.
 I had a little time before the preopening, so I thought I would take a quick break in my room before it began…but the world had other plans for me.
 “…Sir Rimuru, the Hero Masayuki’s party has arrived outside of town.”
 Soei quietly appeared to whisper the news into my ear. A Hero, huh? What kinda dudeanh bạn could this be? I thought over the possibilities as I came by to greetchào hỏi him.
 As I did, I could see several elvesyêu tinh getting jostledchen lấn around on a large wagontoa xe. I had heard they were freed from that Orthrus ring, and I guess the news was true. It was a pretty fancy wagontoa xe, too—they must’ve been treated well post-rescue.
 On another, smaller covered wagontoa xe was a boy with blondtóc vàng hair, sitting in the cabman’s seat with another man holding the reinskiềm chế. Was that Masayuki the Hero? He looked Japanese to me, but with the rounded lines to his face, there might’ve been something in his blood from elsewhere. That sort of pop-idol look, you know? Silky blondtóc vàng hair, almondlike eyes with double-fold eyelidsmí mắt… His face was childishtrẻ trâu, but he just projected this aurahào quang of coolnesssự mát mẻ.
 The girls must’ve loved him…but franklythẳng thắn, he didn’t look very powerful to me. You can’t judge a book by its cover, though. He was definitely an otherworlder—I could see it in the faintmờ nhạt Heroic Aura he emittedphát ra. It was meant to be intimidatingđáng sợ, but it didn’t work on me.
 Bracing myself, I retained my cool as I turned my eyes toward Masayuki. The party must’ve noticed me just then, slowing down and coming to a stop in front of me.
 “You’re the demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể Rimuru? Funny to see you personally greetingLời chào us at the door!”
 “Well, Sir Masayuki is a renownednổi tiếng Hero. Not even a demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể could afford to ignore him.”
 “Hee-hee-hee! What d’you think, Masayuki? Wanna settle things right here ’n’ now?”
 Sheesh, that was sure friendly of them. I was glad they’d rescued those elvesyêu tinh, but what did I do to deserve getting dissed like that? Well, gotta bottle it up. Anger right now would be ill-advised. I was trying to frame myself as a helpful, harmlessvô hại demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể, on good terms with Hinata and everything, and no way I could let that effort go to waste.
 “Ha-ha! Harsh words from the Hero’s friends! Well, out of appreciationsự đánh giá for you rescuing our countrymenđồng hương the elvesyêu tinh, you are free to enter and stay in this town. I could even prepare a house for you, if you want, and feel free to stay as long as you like. But just so we’re clear, I’m not interested in ‘settling’ anything right now, all right?”
 There were merchantslái buôn around us. I decided to take a friendly, humblekhiêm tốn route. It didn’t exactly provide the results I wanted.
 “Ha-ha! Look! The demoncon quỷ lord’s afraid of you, Masayuki!”
 The large, seminudenửa buổi man who took the reinskiềm chế roaredGầm in laughter as he looked down at me.
 “I understand you are seeking friendship with us humans. But I’m unsurekhông chắc chắn how much I can trust this. The rumorstin đồn say that you’re the one who schemedcơ chế to topplelật đổ the government of Farmus. Perhaps you’ve managed to trick Hinata the Saint well enough, but don’t expect to be so lucky with Masayuki here.”
 Talk about turning a deafđiếc ear. They were hell-bent on making me out to be the villainnhân vật phản diện, it looked like. But oddlylạ lùng enough, the Hero himself still hadn’t said a word. He had tried to, but every time, one of his companionsbạn đồng hành would speak up first. To be honest, they were acting more like groupiesnhóm nhỏ.
 “Hmph! The evil must be dispelledgiải tán, if you ask me. Sir Masayuki, defeat this demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể at once and bring peace to—”
 Guys, I’m telling you, we’ve already got peace.
 The nearby merchantslái buôn were giving me confused looks, no doubt totally lost. If I didn’t put my foot down, I felt like there might be repercussionshậu quả. But I couldn’t really stage a fight here… Before I could get too worried, however, someone tossedquăng me a life ring.
 “What’re you guys doing?”
 Yuuki, in a fresh set of clothesquần áo, had already heard the commotionhuyên náo.
 “Oh! Yuuki!”
 For the first time, Masayuki spoke up—and from the sound of it, he had been hoping for divinethiêng liêng interventionsự can thiệp as well. But his companionsbạn đồng hành weren’t having any of it.
 “Well, hello there, Yuuki! Why’s the master of the Guild himself keeping tabschuyển hướng on a demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể?”
 “I’m not, Jinrai. Guys, Rimuru seriously wants us all to get along, okay? And as proof of that, I’ll point out the fact that you’re all still alive.”
 So the larger guy was named Jinrai. Yuuki explained to him about how I’d fought Hinata to a draw and that I’m not a bad demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể. It didn’t convince all of them.
 “What do you mean by that? The way you describe it, are you implyingbao hàm, ngụ ý that Masayuki is weaker than Hinata the Saint?”
 “Don’t be that harshthô ráp with him. A merechỉ là demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể could never stop Sir Masayuki. And even the guildbang hội master could never be forgiventha thứ for insultingxúc phạm him this way!”
 Masayuki himself was still silent. He sure had some extreme fans.
 “Yeah, Yuuki. Like Bernie and Jiwu said, don’t treat Masayuki like a fool, all right? I dunnokhông biết how strong Hinata’s supposed to be, but a draw’s the best she could do against this guy? In that case, it’s time for the headlinertiêu đề to make his debutra mắt, ain’t it? Masayuki could whiproi da this demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể easy!”
 The laudedkhen ngợi Hero looked like he wanted to be somewhere else right now. Maybe he didn’t seek conflictxung đột with me at all, then? Yuuki, realizing this himself, stepped up to assuagexoa dịu his friends.
 “Guys, guys, calm down. Like I told you, Rimuru isn’t hostilethù địch against us. There’s no point fighting him.”
 “But he’s a demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể, ain’t he? Who knows when he might hatchnở some nefariousbất chính schemecơ chế! And with the Western Holy Church sitting on the fence, ain’t it about time Masayuki shows everyone just what kinda Hero he is?”
 “No, I’m telling you—”
 Hmm. I see. I could understand where this guy Jinrai was coming from, actually. I was a demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể, and he didn’t trust me. And sure, if you weren’t familiar with me yet, maybe you’d feel the same way as Jinrai did about me. I still didn’t know what the so-called Hero thought of all this, but at this rate, we’d never come to terms.
 So I decided to accept the challenge. But:
 “All right. In that case, I’ve got a suggestion. We’re planning to hold a battle tournamentgiải đấu at the festival starting tomorrow. If you enter it and emergehiện ra as champion, I’ll gladly accept your challenge! That, and you’ll be able to prove your strength to everyone there. Not a bad offer, right?”
 I’ll take the challenge, but before that, I wanted Masayuki and his team to enter the tournamentgiải đấu. It’d help me learn how they fought, and for that matter, it might show that I shouldn’t botherlàm phiền with them in the first place. A pretty shrewdthông minh idea, I thought, although I wasn’t sure which of them would get to fight in the arenađấu trường yet. I had planned to restrict the competition to fightersđấu sĩ ranked below A, as I was still a little anxiouslo lắng about the arena’s structural integritychính trực. It did just fine against magic from high-level elementalsnguyên tố, which was special-A stuff…but hey, if it crumbledbể nát ra, we’d just build it again. As long as we made sure no onlookersngười xem got hurt, us dukingcông tước it out there shouldn’t be a problem.
 “Oh? You’re in that much of a hurry to embarrasslúng túng yourself in public?”
 “What do you think, Masayuki?”
 “You should accept the offer. It’ll help spread your name far and wide! Yes, let’s prove you’re on the side of justice, in front of the very people you must keep safe!”
 “Um, yeaaah…”
 Masayuki’s attendantstiếp viên were all gung-ho about it. Masayuki was not. His eyes dartedphi tiêu around, seeking an escape. Was this dudeanh bạn really all right? This wasn’t, like, just a huge bluffbịp bợm or something, was it? Nah, it couldn’t be. This gangbăng nhóm apparentlyrõ ràng crushednghiền Orthrus, which Soei described to me as one seriously dangerous organization. That’s not the kind of featchiến công you could bluffbịp bợm your way through. Even if he was a big fakerkẻ làm giả… I mean, hell, he could say no anytimeBất cứ lúc nào.
 “…Well, all right. I accept your invitation.”
 Ah. Guess I really was overthinking it. After a few moments spent in thought, he said yes.
 “Whoa, you sure about that, Masayuki?” a worried Yuuki asked.
 The Hero smiled slightly. “Oh, I’ll figure something out. It oughtnên to be just fine. It always is.”
 That’s a lot of confidence! Especially considering I’m right in front of him.
 “Very good,” I replied. “And this being a tournamentgiải đấu, there’s not gonna be any killing, all right? Keep that in mind for me.”
 “Hmph! Who do you think you’re talking to? Let’s go, Masayuki. We’d better rest up for the big day tomorrow!”
 “Yes, Masayuki. Considering all the onlookersngười xem here, no way this demoncon quỷ lord’s going to chicken out now!”
 “And don’t worry. We’ll keep a close eye out for anyone trying to poisonchất độc or assassinateám sát you.”
 “A-anyway, we oughtnên to get going. Better find out when the tournamentgiải đấu begins.”
 “Rimuru,” Yuuki said as they left, “you aren’t really going to fight Masayuki, are you?”
 “Ummm… I don’t know yet. I mean, do you think he could win the tournamentgiải đấu?”
 “That’s what I’d like to know.” Yuuki sighedthở dài. “He’s won a couple Englesia battle tournamentsgiải đấu in a row, and honestlyThành thật, I’ve never heard of him losing against a monsterquái vật before. A lot of his strength is still an unknown to me.”
 I could read it on his face. This was something he did not want to deal with.
 “Well, whatever happens happens. But let’s give this a positive spin, huh? Having a bona fide Hero in my tournament’s a mark of prestigeuy tín.”
 It’s all about perspectiveluật xa gần. Yes, this was a thorngai in my side, but compared to conferringtrao with demoncon quỷ lordsChúa tể or fighting Hinata, it didn’t strike me as that depressing. We’d need to think of some measures later, but I saw no reason to dwelltrú ngụ on it any further.
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 And then evening came—and with it, an ornatevăn hoa receptionthu nhận hall packed with dignitarieschức sắc from all over.
 We had tonstấn of nobilitygiới quý tộc in there, all dressed to the nines in their flashiestlòe loẹt formal gear. There were more men than women, by the looks of it, but I guess I had earned the trust of quite a few noblescao quý, because I saw some with their spousesvợ chồng and children. There was even a young doll-like girl with blondtóc vàng hair among them, making for quite a spread of ages.
 Tonight’s plan called for a pretty loose inviteengười được mời list. Anyone could come if they liked, and we’d be serving them buffet-style, with a variety of food spread out on the table and invitees free to pick and choose. Plus, there was something you wouldn’t see in any other country—a section of the chamberbuồng decoratedtrang trí Japanese-style, with tatami matschiếu on the floor. This took up about half the room, with invitees obligedbắt buộc to remove their shoes before stepping on it.
 This wasn’t a traditiontruyền thống many guests were used to, so the tatami section was still sparsely populateddân cư. But it wasn’t empty. I saw a few people trying the space out, relaxing on new and unfamiliarkhông quen zabuton floor pillowscái gối. King Gazel was one of them, and this wasn’t his first time, so he was well used to it. We spoke for a bit. Apparently, he’d gone around town this afternoon, seeing how it was developing—the sewagenước thải treatment facilities, the rails we were constructing, and so on. He spent a while gazingnhìn chằm chằm at all the buildings and entertainment we had built, much of it based on my own whimsý thích.
 “What will you be doing with those rails, if I may ask?”
 “Well, on that topic, I actually had some things to discuss with you. I’m thinking about developing these new vehicles called ‘trains,’ and I’d really like you to join in.”
 “Hohh? Well, if it’s my belovedngười yêu dấu sparringđấu kiếm partner asking, I’ll gladly accept.”
 That was fast. I guess seeing those rails convinced him it was worth signing on for. If anything, I bet he would’ve insisted on joining, even if I told him he couldn’t. No need for that, though.
 “’Scuse me,” I heard someone say as he sat nearby. This was Yohm, another familiar face, and he just whumped himself down right in front of King Gazel, who greetedchào hỏi him with a grinnụ cười toe toét and deftlykhéo léo poured some wine into his cup. It was surrealsiêu thực to watch the king of a brand-new nation chatting with someone like Gazel—no doubt the sight would make some people rethinksuy nghĩ lại their opinions of Yohm.
 The three of us chatted about this and that awhilemột lúc. Gazel’s main purpose here was to show people that we were friends. The more intelligentthông minh people watching us would have to raise their opinions of Yohm and me. Here, they’d think, were two people the Dwarven King obviously respected—and that, in turn, would give us more leveragetận dụng at the bargainingmặc cả table. In effect, Gazel was providing support fire for us.
 Of course, I was sure he’d scrutinizedxem xét kỹ lưỡng what we talked about before, making calculationsphép tính to ensure the Dwarven Kingdom stood to profit from it. But I still definitely appreciated it. It reminded me all over again that in Gazel, I had a trusted confidanttâm sự.
 Some of the attendeesngười tham dự had a chance to try out our large public bathhousenhà tắm before the party. It was generally warmlynồng nhiệt received, the bath attendanttiếp viên fielding all sorts of questions.
 Bathhouses already existed in the larger nations of the world—the noveltymới lạ here was the hot-spring water itself, I assumed. We kept careful tabschuyển hướng on the healingđang lành lại properties of the mineralskhoáng sản and such it contained, so now it could be easily replicatedsao chép. A number of nations asked if we could bring a bath like this to their homelandquê hương, and I planned to reply to this customer commentarybình luận at a later date. My answer was always going to be sorry, come visit us again, but regardlessbất kể.
 A few of our bath customers were in the tatami space now, relaxing in the light yukata kimonoáo choàng ngủ we’d provided. They were quite muscularcơ bắp folks, discussing with one another what they had seen and experienced. One of them wanted to speak one-on-one with me, but I just didn’t have the time to get to everybody in the chamberbuồng. I thus reached out and greetedchào hỏi those I was able to timing-wise as I made my way to the seat of honor.
 Many of the people here were seeing me for the first time. I felt a lot of curious gazesnhìn chằm chằm upon me—people who turned pale upon learning I was a demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể and people all the more curious and observantquan sát upon hearing the news. I was still not used to so much attention at once, so I gave them all quick hellos before reaching my seat. It was time to officially get this party started.
 “Ummm, first off, thank you for coming here today. My name is Rimuru, and as you all know, I have recently been appointed a demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể. However, tonight isn’t the night for intensemãnh liệt political discussion. I hope that all of you here will enjoy the food of our nation that we’ll present to you tonight. I was never one for long speeches, so let’s begin!”
 Everything was set to go. Food is an integraltích phân part of good hospitalitylòng hiếu khách. Hopefully the sinceritysự chân thành behind it came across to everyone.
 Each table had a waiterphục vụ nam attending to it; Vester had drilledkhoan them on how to divvytiết lộ up the available food upon request. What he taught them—about how everything came down to providing the best possible experience for our guests—was about to be unleashed on the public.
 My speech over, I lifted my cup in a toastnướng. The eveđêm of the festivitieslễ hội was underwayđang tiến hành.
 The cold beer, for one thing, led to loud cheershoan hô and applausevỗ tay. I figured it would. If your alcohol consumptionsự tiêu thụ involved not much carbonationcacbonat hóa, Tempest’s beer must’ve been a huge surprise. I mean, it’s ice cold. I instructeddạy everyone thoroughly on Japanese-style service here, chillingrùng mình the glasses and everything. I couldn’t compromise on that, for my own sakelợi ích.
 Even better, I had lovely elven girls pouring for me. No one was forcing them to, okay? They’d personally volunteered to help out, and we were letting them. And they were a big hit, too. Having such beautiful elvesyêu tinh going around the hall with drinks, wearing yukata, was no doubt quite attractive to people only familiar with women in dresses. And the way they greetedchào hỏi you—with a politelịch sự seated bowcây cung on the tatami matschiếu, three fingers of each hand on the floor—had a kind of universal attraction among men, no matter where they came from. A lot of them were blushingđỏ mặt, and not because of the boozerượu.
 I mean, you know how breasts can look under a yukata. Hee-hee-hee. Just as I calculated.
 But, ah, the ultimatetối thượng blendingpha trộn of Japanese and Western styles! Seeing people in yukata dottedsay mê among all the noblescao quý in formal wear was something different, definitely. Something you could see only here. Things were getting a little hectictất bật at this party, though we’d expected as much. Really, the party itself was a crazy idea from a common-sense perspective—but why let it botherlàm phiền me? I treated it as perfectly normal as I watched the other guests.
 The tables were lined with the latest and greatest work from Shuna and Mr. Yoshida. It was all excellent; I could guarantee to everyone attending that they would enjoy it. You had smoked chiducken and vegetable sandwichesbánh mì sandwich, cowdeer steaksbít tết, sautéed veggiesrau with red beanhạt đậu pastedán, karaage friedchiên chicken, and roast-beef saladxa lát. For palatekhẩu vị cleanserssữa rửa mặt, we offered assortedthập cẩm fruit sorbetskem trái cây, and there were even a few dishes from the Walpurgis I attended, like black-tiger stewmón thịt hầm and grillednướng sageHiền nhân roostercon gà trống. Tracking down those monstersquái vật wasn’t easy, but with the leads I had beforehandTới trước, we managed to procurethâu tóm them over the course of three days.
 This food, made with the finest and rarest of ingredientsnguyên liệu our nation had to offer, seemed to fully satisfy the palateskhẩu vị of our noblecao quý attendees—all of whom were dyed-in-the-wool gourmetsngười sành ăn, no doubt.
 And that wasn’t all.
 A large fish was brought into a corner of the hall, on the border between the Western and Japanese sections. The monsterquái vật was called a spearthương tunacá ngừ, bearing a solid-looking exoskeletonbộ xương ngoài and a sharp, spear-like head. Even without the hornssừng, it was over thirteen feet in length and looked viciously mean from nose to rear finvây.
 Why did we bring in such a behemothsinh vật khổng lồ? Because despite its appearance, this fish had the nicest, most well-rounded taste to it. The armor-like exoskeletonbộ xương ngoài hid lean red meat, similar to tunacá ngừ. I happened to catch one during a fishing competition with Gobta, and all I can say is, good thing I botheredlàm phiền to run Analyze and Assess on it before tossingquăng it back. It told me that the fish was both nonpoisonousKhông độc hại and packed with nutrientsdinh dưỡng. Pour a little of our soyđậu nành sauce on it (now ready for practical use), try it out, and… Well, it was good. Really good. The experience drove me to show it off to the crowd at this party.
 I’d actually caught this guy myself. I had grown pretty adeptlão luyện at moving in the water by now, and it was a good experience for me. I’d have someone else handle that next time, of course, but either way, this was a freshlytươi caught spearthương tunacá ngừ. Meanwhile, Hakuro cut and trimmedcắt tỉa it for me. The first time, he used a well-honed long knife from Kurobe to dicexúc xắc it up and present it in pieces, arranged all lifelikesống động như thật on the table. This time, however, he’d be performing for a crowd, so he took his time, slowly slicing up the body. Deftly avoiding the spearthương tuna’s solid exoskeletonbộ xương ngoài, Hakuro’s knife ran through it like butterbơ. It was the most artisticallymột cách nghệ thuật beautiful dissectionmổ xẻ I had ever seen; even Shuna was surprised at his dexteritysự khéo léo. Put a knife in his hand, and he truly had the air of a craftsmanthợ thủ công.
 Shion, behind me, really wanted to help out with the knife I had gifted her, but I dissuadedkhuyên can her from the idea. The reason should be obviousrõ ràng. I couldn’t feed inferiorthấp kém goods to a group of world dignitarieschức sắc. This wasn’t something I could joke around with. Shion was my secretary-slash-bodyguard, and I wanted her to stick to that.
 How did the crowd respond? Well, more than a few were surprised—even scared—of the vicious-looking sea creature when it was first brought in. But as Hakuro’s trimmingcắt tỉa unfoldedmở ra, looks of joy started to creepleo over their faces. Then the head came off, the body was cut into four sections, and the dishes slowly filled up with the resulting sashimisashimi pieces. In the center were the fattierbéo cuts of white sashimisashimi, the red pieces fanned out around it. The merechỉ là sight of that made me salivatechảy nước miếng, but the crowd—most of whom had never had anything like this before—was a little more nervous.
 As they continued to watch, Hakuro began to make sushisushi out of some of the pieces. This featchiến công, I wasn’t expecting.
 White rice, cooking sakelợi ích, vinegarGiấm, mirin, and soyđậu nành saucenước xốt. We had all of those now, and they added incalculablekhôn lường depth to our cuisineẩm thực, as was clearly being demonstratedchứng minh here. But, man, I never thought I’d get to eat real sushisushi in this world. Apparently, Hakuro’s grandfather had told him about it when he was young, but…whew. I sure felt for that guy. Coming to a world like this, and all he could think about was sushisushi, this thing he’d never enjoy again in his lifetimecả đời. He must’ve had so many regrets.
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    Compared to him, I had it damn lucky. Like Hinata told me as well, trying to replicatesao chép Japanese cuisineẩm thực in this world was, to say the least, a challenge.
 Hakuro’s granddad, though, huh? I remember him described as an otherworlder named Byakuya Araki. Did he live back in, like, the Edo erakỷ nguyên, maybe? Samurai and shogunstướng quân and so on? I doubted he was a sushisushi chefđầu bếp himself, but when could he have been bornsinh ra?
 …But, ah, it doesn’t matter. Gotta live life in the now.
 The buffettiệc đứng table was alive with chatting guests. The food was a hit, everyone ravingsay sưa about it. Shuna and Yoshida had given everything they had to their team-up, so I’d say they deserved all the praise they got.
 On the other hand, the sashimisashimi and nigiri sushisushi Hakuro made for the crowd was still being wholeheartedly ignored. Maybe the terrifyingđáng sợ sight of that spearthương tunacá ngừ was a little too stomach-churning to whetđánh răng their appetitesthèm ăn. I spotted at least one show-off telling his friend, “Good heavensthiên đường, that’s an A rank…,” and so on. There’s one triviachuyện vặt vãnh whizrít lên in every crowd, isn’t there?
 But…c’mon. It was freshlytươi cut sashimisashimi; there was no way it could taste bad. I wished they wouldn’t act so boorishquê mùa and give it a try, at least. In this world, you could detect poisonchất độc in food without eating it first, so everybody here knew that wasn’t a concern. The visuals must’ve convinced them this was some kind of low-grade garbagerác food.
 Well, if nobody was willing to step up to the plate, it was time for me to lead off.
 “I’ll take one.”
 “By all means!”
 Hakuro was kind enough to whiproi da up a new piece of toro fattybéo tunacá ngừ for me. I placed some soyđậu nành saucenước xốt on it and popped it in my mouth. The combination of fragrantthơm wasabimù tạt and the tuna’s melt-in-your-mouth umami came together, forming an explosionvụ nổ of supremetối cao taste.
 It was so gooooooood!! So good. I mean, I’d been to crazy-fancy places in Ginza before, and I’d never had anything at this level.
 “This is amazing, Hakuro!!”
 “That it is, I’m sure. I was concernedlo âu such fine fish may not last long tonight, but I fear the audience reaction is a tad disappointing. It will be something to look forward to over drinks tonight, though, no doubt!”
 Hakuro and the rest of the staff would eat after the guests left. He must’ve been hoping for some spearthương tunacá ngừ to enjoy with his sakelợi ích later. And he was right—the snubcoi thường from the guests was a pitylòng thương xót, but if he’d made this for himself anyway, then no harm, no foulHôi. In fact, he almost seemed to want them to hate it.
 Unfortunately, it was Hakuro who had to be disappointed.
 “Would you make me a piece of tunacá ngừ underbellydưới bụng without the wasabimù tạt, please?”
 Well, well, who’s this? Someone with a lot of gutsgan ruột, asking for the ootoro, arguablyđược cho là the best part of the whole tunacá ngừ. And no wasabimù tạt?!
 “What are you, a child?”
 “Oh, shut it. I don’t like that stingchích in my nose.”
 It was Hinata, dressed in a simple night dress and acting a little too big for her britchesquần ống rộng for my taste. Ordering sushisushi like it was her divinethiêng liêng right!
 “Too bad there isn’t a little more variety.”
 And now she was complaining about that? First no wasabimù tạt, then a larger menu? Okay, I’ll grant you that not everybody’s on the wasabimù tạt bandwagon—it can be tough if you’ve never had it before. I asked for no wasabimù tạt up until around middle school age myself. But as a grown-up, a real connoisseurngười sành sỏi knows how to enjoy the flavorhương vị of the wasabimù tạt as part of the package.
 “What do you mean ‘a real connoisseurngười sành sỏi’? What’s that even matter? If it tastes good, it tastes good.”
 She was chortlingcười khúc khích at me now…but she was right. Goddamn it. Why does Hinata have to be so rational about everything?
 So she picked up the plate from Hakuro, beamingrạng rỡ. Slowly, she placed a piece inside her mouth, closing her eyes.
 “This…really is excellent. First sashimisashimi and then sushisushi… It ranklessự lộn xộn me, but I have to respect you, Rimuru.”
 Sounds like a satisfied customer. She savoredhương thơm the tunacá ngừ, a look of joy on her face.
 “Right,” said Yuuki, coming up from behind, “I’ll have one, too. Oh, and with wasabimù tạt, because I’m not a kid.”
 Given the jabcú thọc at Hinata, he must have been observing us for a while. I knew he had sampled quite a bit from the buffettiệc đứng, but he must’ve still been just as hungryđói bụng. Taking a plate from Hakuro, he finished off the contents fast, no doubt waiting for this moment.
 “Whoa. It’s just melt-in-your-mouth! Man, getting to eat sushisushi this good, over here… It’s honestlyThành thật kind of moving.”
 He was already reaching for the sushisushi as he spoke, a smile on his face.
 “It certainly is different from freshwaternước ngọt fish,” countered Hinata, “is it not? You know, I asked the Free Guild for fish like this, but they turned me down, and I can’t magically transport them to me. I had given up on it. But this definitely brings a little more joy to my life.”
 Apparently, Hinata had missed seafoodHải sản so much that she’d asked Yuuki to bring some over to her. That, however, was logistically difficult—there were so many issues to deal with, they couldn’t find anyone to tacklegiải quyết the job. Hinata must’ve brought that up to get back at Yuuki for his wasabimù tạt jabcú thọc.
 “Well, I couldn’t do much about that,” Yuuki replied with a pained grinnụ cười toe toét. “The northern seas are too full of giant fish to be safe, and the south is too far away to make transport very efficient. And you can’t make a profit off seafoodHải sản if you’re shipping it in just from inlandnội địa waters.”
 He was right. Logistics in this world were still pretty weak. As I expected, inlanders had almost no chance to sample fresh fish. Getting seafoodHải sản to them was just too difficult. Wagons could carry only a little at a time, and temperature control was a major hasslerắc rối. You’d have to either bring along a sorcererphù thủy or have vast quantities of ice available in each town—and even then, there was no telling if you could maintain freshnesssự tươi mát from the shores all the way to inlandnội địa cities. You’d have to be pretty rich to have a chance at a fresh filletphi lê, and in fact, the idea probably wouldn’t even occur to you in the first place. The concept of fish in stewsmón thịt hầm and such existed, but again, the problem was supply.
 This, too, was just what I pictured. Thus, I wanted to take this opportunity to tell the world about the delicaciestinh vi they could enjoy only in my nation. I’d build more of a distributionphân bổ network later, but until then, I wanted Tempest to have a monopolysự độc quyền.
 Whether they were put off by the spearthương tuna’s appearance or hesitantlưỡng lự about exotickỳ lạ food cultures, nobody had touched the sushisushi or sashimisashimi. But now, with both Hinata and Yuuki singingđộc thân its praises, the tidesthủy triều were about to turn. A man stood up from the corner King Gazel was occupying and came over.
 “Sir Rimuru, can we have some as well?” he asked.
 If I recalled correctly, this was Dolph, captainđội trưởng of the Pegasus Knights.
 “Certainly, go ahead. I’ll have it brought over.”
 As if on command, Hakuro’s hands began moving at astonishingkinh ngạc speed. The plates were quickly lined with fresh-made sushisushi, sashimisashimi, and osuimono, a light seafoodHải sản brothnước dùng. These were brought over by our elf-girl waitstaffnhân viên phục vụ bàn, all arranged in a neatgọn gàng row in front of Gazel, Yohm, and the others seated on their pillowscái gối.
 Now, for the big moment. How would they react?
 “…Mm. Excellent as always.”
 “Kahhh! This is good!!”
 With a swigđu dây of chilledsự ớn lạnh sakelợi ích, Gazel grabbed a piece of sashimi—and it certainly didn’t seem to disappoint him. Yohm, meanwhile, was enrapt at his first bite, expressing himself in his usual honest (and very un-noble) way.
 The rest of their friends had similar praise for it.
 “I had no idea that monsterquái vật fish could be so deliciousthơm ngon!”
 “I thought fish wasn’t good for much of anything apart from grillingnướng…”
 “Hey, if it tastes good, it tastes good, you know?”
 “Yes, and certainly Sir Rimuru has never brought us anything short of excellent!”
 Good, good. Glad I had everyone satisfied. And even better: A large number of people were observing their reactions.
 “Me too! I’d like to have some!”
 The moment one noblecao quý shouted that, a mad dashdấu gạch ngang of orders for Hakuro ensuedxảy ra sau đó. Now it was a big hit—one that made Hakuro happy, if a little regretfulân hận. Yeah, I wasn’t so sure he’d have something to enjoy with his sakelợi ích tonight after all. I actually have another spearthương tunacá ngừ on hand—let’s surprise him with it afterwardsau đó.
 After Hinata and Yuuki kicked off with their light banternói đùa, they were exchanging heated opinions about every other topic in the world with each other, drinks in hand. It was hard to tell if they liked or hated each other—but their little debatetranh luận over wasabimù tạt had turned this offering into a success story. It wouldn’t be nice to interruptngắt them now, so I resolved to thank them later.
 So the party continued. So far, I’d call it a big success. All the food, Western- and Eastern-style, was earning ravesca ngợi. This was a “come if you like” thing; nobody’s attendance was required, but a lot of people showed up anyway. If we kept up relations with them all, I’d have to be sure to dangletheo these foodstuffsthực phẩm in front of their eyes and tell them we could get a regular supply going.
 This much, too, was as I’d planned it. This kind of on-the-ground PR was my job. I’m not just here to live it up and dineăn cơm trưa on the hoglấy quá phần, no. I’m not extravagantngông cuồng and selfish—that was all prepchuẩn bị work for a chance like this!
 …But enough excuses.
 In that way as well, the event was proceeding as planned. But then:
 “U-urgent news, sir!!”
 A soldier burst into the room. I guess we had a problem.
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 As one would expect, there were guards posted all around this receptionthu nhận hall, including the personal bodyguardscận vệ of the political figures inside. The area around the building was thus full of people, and if there was an issue out there, it was likely to be a serious one.
 “What’s up? What happened?” I spoke slowly to the soldier to calm him down. I’d love to run out and see things for myself, but I couldn’t act agitatedkích động right now. But before the soldier could answer, a large contingentngẫu nhiên of bodyguardscận vệ from all manner of nations tore into the room at great hastesự vội vàng.
 Seriously, what was going on here?! Our security program was supposed to be perfect. If we had an incident on our hands, something seriously went wrong. I didn’t sense any particularly large aurahào quang approaching; this wasn’t a monsterquái vật attack. If it was, it would’ve been detected sooner. Milim and Carillon were a bit late, but their arrival wouldn’t triggercò súng a panic like this.
 So what could it be…?
 The soldier turned toward me. “A large flying object has flown in! It’s outside of town!”
 As he spoke, the other bodyguardscận vệ were giving their own reports to their respectivetương ứng bosses, shouting in loud voices.
 “Reporting, sir! The emperorhoàng đế of the Sorcerous Dynasty of Thalion has appeared!!”
 “It’s an emergency! The Heavenly Emperor, Elmesia El-Ru Thalion herself, has set foot upon this land!!”
 “Her Excellency the Emperor and her entouragetùy tùng are walking toward this receptionthu nhận hall!!”
 I was freakingkinh dị out for a moment, but to sum it up, this was just the emperorhoàng đế of Thalion arriving a little late.
 “Whew. That’s a relief. I was wondering what was up.”
 I breathed a sighthở dài of relief. But Gazel, who deignedphong chức to get up from his seat to approach me, was sighingthở dài for other reasons.
 “Just as thoughtlessthiếu suy nghĩ and ignorantdốt as ever, eh? What else would happen if Emperor Elmesia left her borders? I know we’re all trying to gaugemáy đo one another at this event—even me—but the emperorhoàng đế herself is simply too much to handle. I am sure even those not in attendance tonight are hurriedlyvội vã sending missivestên lửa back to their homelandsquê hương.”
 “What do you mean?”
 I wanted more details, and Gazel was just waiting for the chance to give me some. He just loves to go on about all his knowledge in front of me, like some kind of genius—but it did help me, I realized, so I resolved not to complain too loudly.
 As he put it, the Sorcerous Dynasty of Thalion was a large country, one as strong as the Armed Nation of Dwargon, despite being fully independent with no involvement in the Council of the West. Plus, as the term Dynasty suggested, it was a federationliên đoàn of thirteen distinct kingdomsVương quốc. In terms of power, the Council of the West was definitely the biggest force out there—but given its parliamentariannghị sĩ system, it couldn’t immediately carry out policy at a moment’s notice. Dwargon, on the other hand, was a monarchychế độ quân chủ under Gazel, so while it fell behind in overall power, its statements still held swaylắc lư with the Western Nations. The same was true of Thalion.
 “Elmesia holds immensebao la power in Thalion. She’s hailedkêu as a descendanthậu duệ of divinitythần thánh, and she’s the one who declared herself Heavenly Emperor in the first place. I don’t know how divinethiêng liêng she is, exactly, but it’s absolutely true that Thalion was founded by a high elfyêu tinh named Elmesia. That woman’s been around for longer than Thalion itself.”
 It wasn’t even remotelytừ xa on the same scale. Dwargon’s history extended back for a thousand years. Compared to that, it was said Thalion could trace its roots back over two millennia.
 “Do you see what I mean now, Rimuru? Even I have to be respectfultôn trọng to Elmesia. And imagine if you were a human, with your short life spannhịp. Why, you would never have a chance to meet her in your life, even if you wanted to!”
 Given Gazel’s obviousrõ ràng distastekhông ưa for her, Elmesia must have been one tough cookiebánh quy to deal with. Hmm. I meant to invite only Archduke Erald, I think…but I guess we’d landed someone even bigger.
 “Yeah, you know, I guess it’s important to write a name down on your invitations, isn’t it?”
 “…I don’t think that’s the problem,” a peeved-looking Gazel replied. But she was here, and I had nothing to counter him with. We’d just have to give her the best service we possibly could.
 As we spoke, a commotionhuyên náo eruptedphun trào near the entrance.
 “Looks like she’s arrived.”
 “Stay on your guard, Rimuru. Think of her as the slyestquỷ quyệt old foxcáo you’ll ever see.”
 If that’s how Gazel put it, I suppose I’d have to resign myself to some serious competition. I gave him a powerful nodgật đầu, showing him I was ready to accept this.
 The hall was in a furorsự giận dữ. As I suppose it would be. Here, after all, was an emperorhoàng đế of a vastly powerful nation—one who apparentlyrõ ràng hadn’t even made a public appearance in decadesthập kỷ. Most everyone in the room would normally never get a chance to see her their whole lives.
 Elmesia El-Ru Thalion, the leader who declared herself Heavenly Emperor, solemnly strode inside. Everyone there no doubt thought of her as the personificationnhân cách hóa of beauty. They all watched her silently, captured by her presence. Even me, I think—especially since, externally, she looked like such a beautiful young girl. Her skin was like fresh snowfalltuyết rơi, her hair a shinysáng bóng silver. Her ears were long and pointed at the ends, her penetratingthâm nhập eyes the color of jadengọc bích.
 She was female, judging by what Gazel said—no denyingtừ chối that. Are high elvesyêu tinh purebredthuần chủng from the fairytiên races, then? If not, then they must be closely related. Fairies came in all sorts of types, I suppose, but some were descendedđi xuống from the high-ranking spirit classes, and maybe this Elmesia was an example of that, a menacemối đe dọa from ancient times. No wonder Gazel was warythận trọng of her.
 And we had to watch out for her entouragetùy tùng as well. Each guard practicallythực tế oozedlông power. They were dressed in ceremonialnghi lễ gear, but even that stuff was all magically charged. All Legend-class, I’m sure. It was strength on the level of Hinata’s swordthanh kiếm, Moonlight—and it was coming from their clothing. They had to be at least as strong as Arnaud and the paladins—or maybe, judging by the quality of their gear, the emperor’s guard was even better.
 It’s a big world out there, I thought.
 Then, waving a hand to keep the guard at bayvịnh, the emperorhoàng đế stood before me.
 “I have accepted your kind invitation,” she said in her clear voice. “It gladdenedvui mừng me.”
 That voice was enough to make all the invitees here melttan chảy, it looked like. One might confuse it with a charming magic, but it wasn’t. Her voice really was just that mesmerizingmê hoặc.
 “It’s an honor to meet you as well,” I said, returning the favor before her.
 Then Elmesia’s jade-colored eyes looked at me.
  Warning. Spiritual Interference detected… Blocked. This was likely not an attack but a natural side effect of Heroic Aura.
 
 Oh man. This lady’s Heroic Aura on a level that even beat Gazel’s. That means she was at least as powerful as him and quite likely even more so. Demon lord–level, perhaps? It seemed like a keensắc sảo idea not to get on her wrong side. This was a peacefulhoà bình invitation, and I wanted to appealbắt mắt to her with everything I had so we could build a friendly relationship.
 “Now, we have some food prepared for all of us, so I hope you will enjoy the remainderphần còn lại of the evening.”
 “Yes, I am most pleased to see so much careful attention paid to these proceedings. I do look forward to the festivitieslễ hội beginning tomorrow, and I hope they prove to be eminentlyxuất sắc enjoyablethú vị. Also…”
 Elmesia had a calm, composed smile on her face as she spoke. Then she brought her face closer to mine. “Doesn’t have to be today,” she whispered so only I could hear, “but I want you to make some time for me, y’know. There’s something I wanna discuss franklythẳng thắn, in a more relaxed environment.”
 It was a markedlyrõ rệt more casualbình thường way of speaking—Elmesia’s true colors showing, I imagined. As someone still getting used to playing the role of a sternnghiêm khắc, dignifiedđứng đắn, nghiêm túc demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể, it made me feel an affinitysự giống nhau for her.
 “All right,” I replied. “I’ll let you know when I work out a time.”
 She noddedgật đầu, smiling, then returned to her ring of guards. She kept the smile up, as people clamoredkêu la around for a chance at winning favor with her while she headed for the buffettiệc đứng table.
 By the way, I was surprised to see that Erald, the archdukeđại công tước I did invite, was nowherehư không to be seen. But then I matched eyes with one of her guards.
 Whoa, it’s him?!
 He looked so imposingáp đặt that I totally ignored him at first, but I guess he was here. We exchanged glances and nodsgật đầu, but I definitely wanted to give more formal hellos later.
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 It was only a short exchange, but it still exhaustedkiệt sức me. Fortunately, Elmesia was now distractingđánh lạc hướng people’s attention away from me, so I decided to kick back in the tatami-mat section. I had assumed this would be a chillsự ớn lạnh little open-invite event, but now I had some real power brokersmôi giới in here.
 “Man, I’m beat.”
 “About to get swallowednuốt up, aren’t you? Better keep yourself sharp, or else that old f—”
 Gazel stopped himself, taking a swigđu dây from his chilledsự ớn lạnh sakelợi ích to change the subject. I’m guessing the even chillier stare from Elmesia was the reason. I’m sure I wanted to know what he almost said there, although I could venturemạo hiểm a guess. Good thing he didn’t finish the sentence. Elves have pretty good hearing, and loose lips sink ships, as they say. I’ll need to be careful, too.
 But regardlessbất kể, time to unwindthư giãn. I toastednướng with Gazel and Yohm, opening things up with some chitchatchit Chat. Unfortunately, I couldn’t relax for long. There was further commotionhuyên náo at the entrance—another celebrityngười nổi tiếng appearance, by the sound of it.
 “Looks like she’s finally showed up.”
 “She sure has,” I replied to Shion with a nodgật đầu. “I was worried she’d be too late before long.”
 I prepared to give my good-byes and stand back up.
 “Oh, Milim’s here?” Yohm said, recognizing her. “Man, she’s painted up all pretty tonight, huh?”
 Ever since they had a bit of a tussleđánh nhau, Yohm had kindlednung nấu something of a dislikekhông thích for Milim. The fact he managed to keep it just to “dislikekhông thích” probably spoke volumes about his personality. No way any normal person could speak of a demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể as “painted up” like that, I don’t think. I really had to hand it to him.
 “…I see. Bring in the demoncon quỷ lordsChúa tể, eh?”
 Gazel’s eyes were sharpenedmài sắc on Milim as well, but it took Yohm to tell him who she was. But I’m sure a few other faces by the door were more familiar to him. After all, she was being led in by members of my own staff—Benimaru, Diablo, Geld, and Gabil.
 Now the dwarfquỷ lùn king looked nervous. And why not? This quartetbộ tứ was guiding ten people inside, Milim included. She was taking the lead, with two attendantstiếp viên on either side—a baldhói man named Middray, the head priestthầy tu of the Dragon Faithful and a fighterđấu sĩ worthyxứng đáng enough to earn praise from Benimaru. The other robedmặc áo choàng attendanttiếp viên was more easygoingdễ dãi. That must’ve been Hermes, the guy Gabil had fought against.
 Behind this triobộ ba were two former demoncon quỷ lords—Carillon the Beast Master and Frey the Sky Queen. Carillon looked just as majesticHùng vĩ as always, and Frey was in a dress I could describe only as “provocativetrêu chọc,” turning heads all across the hall. Both of them, to be sure, struck an almightytoàn năng presence.
 Trailing Carillon were the Three Lycanthropeers. Say, this was the first time I’d seen Phobio in a while! He looked a bit thinner than before, but I was glad he was well. Frey, meanwhile, was attended to by a pair of beautiful identicalgiống hệt nhau twins, their blond-and-silver hair suiting them well. I had heard of them—they were the “Twin Wings,” her closest servants. I hadn’t realized they were actual twins, but I was sure they were two powerhousescường quốc in a fight.
 In this group, we had a set of massivelyồ ạt powerful rulers, all declaring Milim to be their new queennữ hoàng. Nobody could hide their nerves around them, and I could see why.
 “Yep,” I told Gazel as I stood up to greetchào hỏi them. “I’m gonna go say hello.”
 The moment Milim saw me, she burst into a broad smile.
 “Hee-hee-hee! The day’s finally here!” she shouted. “Can’t wait to see the kind of food that’ll make Middray moankêu van with excitement!”
 “Not a problem,” I replied, voice low. “But isn’t anyone angry with you?”
 Milim had spent much of the lead-up to this festival pokingchọc around my Dungeon and generally avoiding Frey as much as possible. She had been here in town until yesterday, in fact, and they were all late arriving today. This suggested Frey was lividtức giận with her, and I was concernedlo âu about that.
 “Oh, um, no worries there,” she whispered back. “I emphasizednhấn mạnh to Frey that I’ve built up my self-awareness as a ruler, so I was out protecting my territorylãnh thổ the whole time—and she believed me!”
 Judging by the sweatmồ hôi running down her face and the way her eyes dartedphi tiêu around, I had trouble believing her. Frey was an intuitivetrực giác woman. Milim had been busy protecting the labyrinthmê cung floors I assigned to her, not any of her own lands. If Frey finds out, then I could be dragged in through no fault of my own—but for now, I’d just have to believe in her. I’d have to, but no matter what, I wasn’t involved, okay? Even if it means ditchingđào mương Milim at the side of the road.
 “Thank you for inviting me today,” Frey said after I was done with Milim. “I apologizexin lỗi for our tardiness.” Then she looked into my eyes. “Lady Milim,” she furtivelylén lút continued, “our new master, was absent from my sight until this morning. It took some time to fit her for her ceremonialnghi lễ wear…”
 “Ah, ah-ha-ha, yes, I see! Well, I certainly don’t mind it at all, so please enjoy yourselves for the next few days.”
 I turned my eyes away from her penetratingthâm nhập gazenhìn chằm chằm, talking my way out of my imagined predicamenttình trạng khó khăn. As a slimenhớt, if I ever got nervous, it’d never be discerniblerõ rệt on the outside. Now, I feared my eye movements made my inner intentions bleedingly obviousrõ ràng. Whenever I dealt with anyone as intuitivetrực giác as she was, I could never afford to look them in the eye.
 “…Oh, of course! Here I am, leaning on you to build an entire new city for us, and now you’ve even invited me to this grand event… I have so much to thank you for.”
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    Frey smiled. The thanks helped me loosennới lỏng up a bit. That was all it took to create new problems for myself.
 “Well, I hope our food here is to your liking. And ah yes—are there any ingredientsnguyên liệu you can’t have? We do have chicken on the menu, but if that’s a problem—”
 It was only at that point that I realized the mistake I was making.
 “Chick…en?”
 Tension cut across the air like an iciclecục nước đá. Oh no, I thought, but it was too late.
 “Ah—”
 “Sir Rimuru, are you equivocatingkhông phân minh myself with livestockgia súc?”
 “Ummm, no, I didn’t mean to…”
 Frey was still smiling. The Twin Wings around her all but snarledgầm gừ at me. What a mistake. What did I just say? Loose lips do sink ships. They had just sunk mine.
 But as I agonizedđau khổ over how to react:
 “Pffft! Bwah-ha-ha-ha! Oh man, Rimuru, that was great! You’re just the most incredibleđáng kinh ngạc man ever. You, calling Frey a bird… That’s just brilliant!”
 Carillon, failing to read the room one bit, burst out in laughter.
 “Yeah,” Milim respectfully added, “I could never do that.”
 Stop it, guys. Quit giving me those sparklinglung linh, wonder-laden eyes of yours.
 “May I ask what’s so funny, Carillon? And you too, Milim?”
 Now Frey was annoyedkhó chịu. I was clearly at fault.
 “No, no, I’m sorry. That was a mistake on my part. I just thought you may not like poultrygia cầm, but I see I was overthinking matters.”
 At a time like this, a humblekhiêm tốn apologyxin lỗi is your best bet. Trying to copcảnh sát an attitude could lead to even worse disagreementsbất đồng ý kiến later. So I tried to calm Frey down as best I could, bowingcúi chào, cúi lạy my head despite everyone around me.
 She reacted to this with a look of surprise. “Hee-hee! Ah, Sir Rimuru, you’re exactly the sort of person I hoped you might be. I realized you didn’t intend to insultsự sỉ nhục me, but I just wanted to test your reaction. Now I know. Seeing how you hold yourself has doubtlessly helped Lady Milim grow and mature as well.”
 The composed smile returned to her face. Milim was no longer a tyrant. She wasn’t exactly a benevolentnhân từ ruler, no, but at least she was willing to listen to people a little more—and Frey must’ve thought I was the reason, so she used my mistake to test me a little. She must’ve hoped I was an example for her to follow.
 Bowing to her, then, was the correct answer. If Milim was imitatingbắt chước me, after all, I should’ve expected Frey to test me. If I was a bad example for her, after all, she might have kept Milim from visiting me. I had to hand it to Frey—I thought she was a scaryđáng sợ big-sister type, but she really was looking out for Milim.
 As for bad examples…
 “By the way, Caaaaaarillon? What exactly was so funny again? Would you mind explaining in a way I would understand?”
 A wave of pressure crashed on Carillon’s head. I could almost hear the sound of twisted metal when it hit home. Frey descendedđi xuống upon him with lightningtia chớp speed, her gracefulduyên dáng hand palminglòng bàn tay his entire head. In terms of muscle, Carillon could win out, but this eagle-like gripnắm chặt was definitely something Frey had over him.
 “W-wait a sec! Ow, ahhh, seriously, ow!”
 Frey’s arm was stiffenedcứng lại from her elbowkhuỷu tay to her fingertipsđầu ngón tay. Her fingers grew into talonsmóng vuốt harder than steel, expanding in size as they dug into Carillon’s head. Yeah, I bet that hurt.
 “No, that… Really, I can’t take any more! I’m sorry, I’m sorry! Please forgivetha thứ me!!”
 Despite their master’s shouting, the Three Lycanthropeers didn’t move a muscle. Phobio fidgetedbồn chồn a bit, clearly worried for Carillon, but the other two just gave the ex–demon lordChúa tể exasperatedbực bội stares. Yeah, Carillon could no doubt hold out a little longer—and given his obviousrõ ràng lack of regret, he probably had it coming, too.
 “Are you watching, Milim?” I asked. “If you do something bad, you apologizexin lỗi. That’s the correct choice, isn’t it?”
 “Yes, I agree! And for that matter, I’ll try not to get you angry in the first place, Frey!”
 Milim understood what I was trying to tell her. She could play till she was poopedị in the Dungeon, but moderationđiều độ was key. Take care of everything that needed to get done first, and that made your subsequenttiếp theo recreationgiải trí all the more fun. If you could accomplish that, then great—just watch you don’t cause offense like Carillon.
 “Whoa! Come on! Hey! Stop chatting over there and help me!!”
 Milim and I noddedgật đầu, the struggling Carillon serving as a fine example of what not to do.
 “Don’t just ignore me! Owwwwww…”
 His voice was fading from my ears. Thanks, Carillon, I thought as Milim and I waited for Frey to cool down. We’ll never forget your sacrificehy sinh.
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 Even as this little fracascuộc ẩu đả was taking place, Shuna was fully carrying out her duties for me.
 “All right, here comes more food!” she said with a smile as she brought out all sorts of dishes, the crowd cheeringHân hoan her on.
 Putting Carillon’s sacrificehy sinh behind us, we all moved on. “Hey!” he protested as Frey finally released him. “Milim! Rimuru! I was screaming at you to help me!”
 “Oh, stop complaining! You’re totally fine!”
 “Yeah,” I agreed. “Frey wasn’t really serious, so it wasn’t that big of a deal, was it?”
 Carillon was clearly unharmedkhông hề hấn gì, so I felt safe saying that. Apparently, I was wrong.
 “No, it was! From the moment she put her clawsmóng vuốt around my head, that knocked out all my skills. I think that’s Frey’s uniqueđộc nhất skill or something. If she used that on the likes of me, then it must seriously be love!”
 I really didn’t think so, but I didn’t tell him. Shuna’s cuisineẩm thực takes precedencequyền ưu tiên right now. The dishes were all placed on a single round table. Our attendantstiếp viên had reserved this set for Milim’s party.
 “Thanks in advance for this,” Milim said to Shuna. “Middray’s a pretty stubbornbướng bỉnh guy, so I want something that knocks him on his butt on the first taste!”
 “Hee-hee-hee! I understand, Lady Milim. Enjoy!”
 Shuna smiled, putting Milim’s mind at ease. They had taken a liking to each other, so Milim looked even more reassuredyên tâm than when I’d spoken to her.
 However:
 “I have to say, Lady Milim, I am not impressed by you being taught all these blasphemousbáng bổ ways…”
 The moment dinner was served to Milim’s servant Middray, he immediately started chidingquở trách me. This was exactly who Milim was talking about in the letter she sent. Hermes, meanwhile, was looking at me, hands claspedmóc khóa together in a prayerfulcầu nguyện apology—he must’ve been worried Middray’s words would anger me. The long-suffering type, I guess. I liked that.
 Watching us from afarxa, meanwhile, were the now-well-fed nobilitygiới quý tộc, busilybận rộn chatting with themselves. It was chitchatchit Chat, yes, but it was noble chitchatchit Chat. Info gathering was the name of the game, and right now, they were more interested in our exchanges than their own conversation. The question on their minds: How would the demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể Milim and her people react to the food they considered so tastyngon? Especially given how one of them, Middray, already demonstratedchứng minh so little understanding of our efforts? Some would no doubt conclude that, while having different values wasn’t necessarily a bad thing, humans dealing with magic-born would remain an uphilllên dốc battle.
 If that happened, then so be it, but I figured we were fine. Hermes, Milim’s other attendanttiếp viên, apparentlyrõ ràng wanted to spread the general concept of cuisineẩm thực among the Dragon Faithful, besides.
 So I decided to engage Middray. “Blasphemous?” I asked.
 “Hmph! Since ancient times, we have deemedcho là it proper to praise the blessings of our foodstuffs—and to enjoy them as is, in their natural form. And now I am presented with this…”
 It was a saladxa lát with dressing. That was no good. Neither, it seemed, was potato saladxa lát, since it meant mashingngâm the potatoes and defilinglàm ô uế their original form.
 “And what manner of behavior is this? Grilling meat—all right, fair enough. But why do you then stain it with this mysterioushuyền bí liquid? It is deplorable—truly deplorablethương tâm!”
 Middray must’ve been angry, because I saw a throbbingnhói veintĩnh mạch on his foreheadtrán as he glaredánh sáng chói at me. This offendedbị xúc phạm Shuna enough to wipe the smile from her face, and she glaredánh sáng chói right back at him. Hermes, noticing this, grew pale and started bowingcúi chào, cúi lạy profusely to Shuna and me…but Middray, not botheredlàm phiền by this, kept right on going.
 “What sheertuyệt đối disrespectthiếu tôn trọng for our natural blessings! I was prepared to accept whatever you choose to do within your own territorylãnh thổ, but now you are getting Lady Milim involved? Outrageous!”
 He pointed out the heartythịnh soạn soupcanh and bite-size cream croquettescroquette on the table as he lectured me on his food theories. The sheertuyệt đối force he put behind each word certainly made it clear why Milim asked me for help. Trying to reason with him was exhausting…or, really, stultifyinglàm cho ngu xuẩn. He was the type who believed he, and only he, was correct, refusing to lend an ear to anyone else.
 But that would end today. It’d be one thing if their palateskhẩu vị evolvedphát triển differently from ours, but the only issue here was Middray’s way of thinking. And it wasn’t just a wrong assumptiongiả thiết of his or anything—there was just nothing correct about his theory at all. I mean, Milim—the figure he worshipped—couldn’t wait to chowchow down on this. She was poutingbĩu môi, like a dog ordered to wait for a treat.
 It was time to finish this. I knew I had it in the bag. If I got Middray to say, This is good, I won. Just one spoonfulnhiều thìa of anything from Shuna would seal the deal once it crossed his lips. Thus I was optimisticlạc quan about this—but then reality came along.
 “I absolutely refuse to recognize anything even close to this!!”
 Middray was still enragedtức giận, uninterestedkhông quan tâm in a single morselmiếng nhỏ. My victory rode on the assumptiongiả thiết that he’d at least try something, but if he wasn’t up for that, it meant I’d lose without a fight.
 Milim gave me a concernedlo âu look. Hermes’s gazenhìn chằm chằm was skywardlên trời, wondering where everything went wrong. With all the yellingla hét from Middray, we were starting to draw a large audience. Even the lower-ranked invitees, the kind who failed to get an audience with Elmesia, started gathering to see how this would turn out. If I lost this verbalbằng lời nói sparringđấu kiếm match in front of this crowd, the falloutngã ra ngoài might affect a lot more than my street credtín dụng.
 “Rimuru,” a worried Milim said, “I didn’t expect Middray to be so stubbornbướng bỉnh about this. Should I maybe ask him to go to another room for now?”
 “Yes,” added Hermes, “I’m sorry about our head priestthầy tu. He’s always a little hot under the collarcổ áo, but he’s really not a bad man… I didn’t expect the topic of food to enrageTức giận him so much.”
 “Hmm… I thought a taste would change his tune, but I underestimatedđánh giá quá thấp him. I don’t want to force the issue, so I don’t know…”
 I mean, we didn’t have to work this out today. The festival only truly began tomorrow, so there was no need to rush things. So I decided to learn from my mistake, think of a better way to deal with Middray, and move on.
 But someone wasn’t willing to let this slide. The hall echoedtiếng vang with a loud wham as Shuna—a smile of a very different sort on her face—slammed her hands against the table in front of Middray. The head priest’s eyes shot open—out of surprise, not pain. I could see why. Shuna had reacted incredibly fast. Even if you were prepared for it, not many people could’ve reacted in time.
 “Wh-what are you doing?!”
 “Silence!!” a glassy-eyed Shuna shouted, taking a bowl of stewmón thịt hầm and thrustingđẩy it in his face. “See all the ingredientsnguyên liệu in this stewmón thịt hầm? This is what Sir Rimuru sees as their ideal state!”
 Um… What? What’s that mean?
 “Under Sir Rimuru,” she continued as I sat there stupefiedsững sờ, “there are gathered lycanthropeslycanthrope, there are harpiesyêu tinh, there are the magic-born who once served Clayman… There are even dragonewts like yourself. Any one of those races alone would be powerful, I am sure. But bring them all together…and they will enjoy even more power than ever before. Please try this.”
 With unexpectedkhông ngờ tới force, Shuna made Middray graspsự hiểu biết the spoonthìa. Swallowed up by the momentumQuán tính, Middray meeklynhu mì brought it to his lips. And here I had given up. Shuna made it look so easy…and once we reached this point, the results were just what we expected.
 “…!!”
 Abject surprise crossed Middray’s face.
 “Wh-what is this…?!”
 “Well? It’s good, isn’t it?” said Shuna. “This is called ‘harmonyhòa hợp.’ Each individual ingredientnguyên liệu tones itself down in order to form a complete overall taste. That’s the ferventnhiệt thành hope contained in this stewmón thịt hầm.”
 …Oh. And here I thought it was just a nice bowl of soupcanh.
 “It… It’s good. Better than any kind of vegetable I’ve eaten before… This single spoonfulnhiều thìa has so much depth to it…”
 Yeah, I could imagine. Compared to raw veggiesrau, Shuna’s cuisineẩm thực is always gonna take the prize. To Middray, it must’ve been an unprecedentedchưa từng có, revolutionarycách mạng discovery.
 “Um,” a red-faced Hermes said, “I would appreciate it if you could stop looking at me like a poor beggarngười ăn xin on the road…” Very clearly, he didn’t want people to think he was like his boss. I’d probably say the same thing. I knew all about people trying to do the right thing and their bosses shutting them down—and those very peonsngười làm công being held responsible anyway when things went south. I felt bad for him, so I gave him a reassuringtrấn an nodgật đầu for his troubles.
 Even as Hermes and I exchanged glances, Middray was finishing off the bowl of stewmón thịt hầm. “If you understand now,” a much sunniernhiều nắng Shuna told him, “then very well. But please remember this: Cuisine is about far more than this single bowl.”
 After that stewmón thịt hầm, Middray seemed much more receptivetiếp thu to her words. “What do you mean?” he asked back, face serious and thoughtfulchu đáo.
 “If this stewmón thịt hầm,” she replied, “is like the land Lady Milim rules over, then this loafổ bánh mì of bread is the Kingdom of Blumund. This steakbít tết is the new land of Farminus. If this foie gras terrinelãnh địa is the Dwarven Kingdom, I suppose that makes the seafoodHải sản here Thalion. You can combine them in many ways—but no cuisineẩm thực can survive on a single plate. And nations are the same way. It’s the broad, deep connections among them that make them more bountifulphong phú and satisfying. That is the world Sir Rimuru seeks.”
 The smile on Shuna’s face came from the heart. Middray must have felt something from it, because now his eyes turned to the other dishes on the table. He thought for a moment in silence—not just him but everyone watching from afarxa.
 “It… It is…?”
 “Sure, diplomaticngoại giao relations certainly are important,” I replied.
 “Indeed. But I did not know that His Majesty, the Demon Lord Rimuru, had such thoughts…”
 “How wonderful! And even the best of cuisineẩm thực can be ruinedđổ nát with the wrong amount of salt. Instead he’s bringing different dishes together to form a complete full course, then? A truly fascinatinglôi cuốn concept!”
 Now the crowd excitedly talked among themselves. I, um, couldn’t say I thought about it that way, no—but Shuna’s forcefulmạnh mẽ persuasionthuyết phục must have spoken to their hearts in grand fashion. Considering the total lack of theme to the buffettiệc đứng food, it was really a stretch, but it worked.
 Honestly, Shuna had impressed me just now. Not only her speech but the glorioushuy hoàng food that did so much of the talking for her. People like Middray, afraid of values different from their own, now found it in themselves to dream of a future where humans and monstersquái vật worked together—all thanks to the example of “harmonyhòa hợp” within cuisineẩm thực.
 “Also,” Shuna added, “note that it takes more than simply tossingquăng everything into a bowl and mixing it up.” Her eyes turned on Shion behind me for just a moment, and I’ll just pretendgiả vờ I didn’t notice that, thanks. “So now that we’ve convinced you, bear in mind that most food’s best while it’s warm. Lady Milim, Lord Carillon, Lady Frey, and all their attendants—please enjoy it before it gets cold.”
 Her words were like a starterngười bắt đầu pistolkhẩu súng lục to Milim’s ears. She immediately dovebồ câu in.
 “Yes! This is great!!”
 That, plus her wide grinnụ cười toe toét, was the answer she had for us, loud and clear. No need for grandiosehoành tráng vocabularytừ vựng with her. One look at that face, and it was easy to understand.
 “I…see. I have been mistaken…and Lady Milim waited so patiently for me to realize it…”
 The message came across to Middray, too. After far too long, he had finally seen the light.
 “Now, Sir Middray, no need to feel depressed. You’ll just make things gloomyảm đạm for the whole table. Let’s enjoy it while it’s hot!”
 Hermes’s advice—not advised for the current situation, although he likely knew that full well and said it anyway—made a veintĩnh mạch throbnhói on Middray’s head once more.
 “Youuuu…”
 “Um, what? Why is your head looking like a melondưa gang…?”
 “Wah-ha-ha-ha-ha! Why be angry, Middray? Hermes is right. Besides, if you don’t chowchow down soon, I’m gonna eat it all instead!”
 “Pffft. Count yourself lucky today, Hermes. On behalfthay mặt of Lady Milim and this fine food before me, I will forgivetha thứ this affrontsỉ nhục!”
 Smiles and laughter filled the scene, as if everyone—man and monsterquái vật alike—shared in the same heart.
 “You’ve got some little sister,” I remarked to Benimaru when we happened to make eye contact.
 “Don’t I, though? I’m so proud of her.” He noddedgật đầu back, like this was a given. Shuna, who must’ve overheard us, blushedđỏ mặt a little and headed to the back room.
 The feasttiệc was set to run from six to nine p.m. that evening, but we wound up extending it another two hours. One reason was all the latecomers—the VIPs and such who had snubbedcoi thường the event at first but ran over once news of Elmesia’s appearance spread. The other was the, shall we say, excessively healthy appetitesthèm ăn of Middray and Carillon’s band. It was a long time before they finally said “no more,” for sure.
 But the reasons don’t matter. In the end, it was a huge success. And so the preopening feasttiệc, despite a few unexpectedkhông ngờ tới bumpsđâm sầm vào along the way, came to a close after providing results beyond what even I expected.
  
 
 
   INTERLUDE
 A LATE-NIGHT MEETING
 At midnightnửa đêm, after the banquetyến tiệc wrapped up, we held an impromptungẫu hứng emergency meeting.
 “Right,” I said, looking at the attendeesngười tham dự. “Sorry to get all of you here this late. I know we’re tired out, but just hang in there a little more, okay?”
 First, I wanted to thank Shuna for tonight’s performance.
 “Shuna, you really helped me out. Your food was excellent, and you even succeeded where Milim failed and convinced Middray to change his mind. Seriously, thank you.”
 Shuna gracefullyduyên dáng smiled back. “No,” she demurredlưỡng lự, “our menu succeeded tonight thanks to the support Mr. Yoshida gave me. Besides, Sir Rimuru, considering the great praise you had for Hakuro’s seafoodHải sản, I feel like he stole the show.”
 When it came to preparing fish, cutting sashimisashimi, and even whippingđánh đòn up sushisushi for hungryđói bụng customers, Hakuro was far better than Shuna. It was almost like a second calling for him, so I didn’t think Shuna was slummingổ chuột by comparison…but she seemed a little peevedcáu kỉnh nonethelessdù sao, although she did accept my earnestnghiêm trang thanks.
 Next, I addressed Mjöllmile, my main man behind the scenes.
 “Mollie, how are the merchantslái buôn doing? You run into any problems?”
 A wide variety of products and goods was flowing into town from nations worldwidetrên toàn thế giới, for sale or use in our many pavilionsgian hàng. Rigurd and Lilina were managing it all, and Mjöllmile was tasked with handling the merchantslái buôn coming to town with it.
 “It’s been nothing but smiles from them so far, sir. Seeing a town as majesticHùng vĩ as this for the first time is dumbfoundingchết lặng all of them—and our attendeesngười tham dự tonight were smackingđánh đập their lips at the spread. We’re seeing a great deal of farmers coming from nearby nations as well, so I think our efforts are really paying off. They’re bringing a lot of fine goods, too, and I think we can build rather good ties with them…”
 Mjöllmile glanced at Rigurd, who noddedgật đầu back at him.
 “Yes, as Sir Mjöllmile said, they’re bringing fresh fruits and vegetables, smoked beefthịt bò and fish, and assortedthập cẩm rare handicraftsthủ công. Some are bringing livestockgia súc with them as well. I think we’re well prepared for the festival along those lines.”
 Rigurd seemed assured that shortagesthiếu wouldn’t be an issue.
 “We plan to use some of these imported goods,” Lilina added, “for our meals at the evening banquetsyến tiệc starting tomorrow.”
 “Ah, that shouldn’t be a problem, should it?”
 “No, I don’t think so. However… No, no, it’ll be fine.”
 Hmm? Mjöllmile seemed about to say something before he clammedYên tĩnh up. If he had qualmsbăn khoăn, I wished he’d follow through and talk about them.
 “Whoa, whoa, say whatever’s on your mind, all right? Because if you stop yourself midwaygiữa chừng, it’ll weigh on me even more.”
 Benimaru and Soei noddedgật đầu in silent agreement. The pressure made Mjöllmile scratchcào his head before he spoke again.
 “Well, it may just be my imagination, but I am recognizing rather few of the tradespeoplethương gia working here alongsidebên cạnh the large merchantslái buôn I have close ties to. I have a knacksở trường for remembering people’s faces, you see, so it made me curious. So I did a little research…”
 As Mjöllmile put it, while it seemed odd at first, there was no actual problem to speak of. He’d asked some of his merchantlái buôn friends, and they’d replied that, yes, there had been some new blood entering the business. But none of them had heard any scuttlebuttcon mực about these tradesmenthương gia; they were model businessmendoanh nhân, offering quality products at low prices. Mjöllmile said his friends laughed at him for worrying too much—and when he himself called on a few of these unfamiliarkhông quen faces, they were all affableniềm nở and sociablehòa đồng with him.
 “Perhaps,” he reflected with a grinnụ cười toe toét, “being given such a large task has made me a tad high-strung.”
 “Hey, are you really all right? It’s not too much work, is it? I don’t want it to affect your health…”
 His workloadkhối lượng công việc had balloonedbóng bay to epicsử thi proportionstỷ lệ as of late, indeed. This time, though, he really did laugh off my concerns. “Ha-ha-ha! No need to worry. But I have even more important news for you! It turns out that the Hero Masayuki intends to join the battle tournamentgiải đấu tomorrow! The whole town’s alive with rumorstin đồn about it. People are already placing bets at the tavernsquán rượu.”
 As Mjöllmile put it, he was too excitedhào hứng about the work he tackledgiải quyết to grow tired of it. More pressing to him was the news that Masayuki had decided this past evening to join the fight.
 “Exactly,” interjectedxen vào Soei. “That is why I wanted all of us to discuss this matter.”
 The group that came to greetchào hỏi Milim outside of town apparentlyrõ ràng hadn’t heard the news. Benimaru, among others, turned his eyes to Soei, silently asking for some details—but Shion answered first.
 “That boy drives me up the wall! He went on about how he’d defeat Sir Rimuru, among other nonsensevô lý. I wanted to dispatchgửi đi him myself, but…”
 “Yes,” Soei replied, “and I stopped you. There were people watching. And if you cause trouble right now, it could affect the whole festival.”
 That explained why Shion was being relatively well-behaved. I thought she was maturing a bit, but we couldn’t let our guard down yet. Good thing Soei was around.
 “Well, I’m glad you were there to do that. He was with my friend Yuuki, besides. And if people spread rumorstin đồn that I picked a fight with a Hero at the entrance to town, that’d invite all sorts of suspicionnghi ngờ I don’t need.”
 I sighedthở dài as Benimaru noddedgật đầu his agreement.
 “Quite true. Shion, can you please keep your head cool for us?”
 “Ha! You don’t need to tell me. I was just a little riledgiận dữ; I didn’t plan to actually start a fight.”
 “Keh-heh-heh-heh-heh… I fully understand you, Lady Shion. You cannot stand by idlyvu vơ while someone belittleschê our master, right? And you, Sir Benimaru—if you were there to see it, would you have reacted in another way?”
 “…No, Diablo. I am always fully composed.”
 Benimaru paused a little before answering, eyes dartingphi tiêu around. I wasn’t sure I could count on that.
 “So,” Diablo continued, “are we here to discuss what to do with this Hero? If you can leave matters in my hands, I could have him vanishbiến mất without a trace before the sun rises…”
 Whew. Scary. And I knew he meant it and could pull it off without a second thought.
 “We’re doing nothing like that. Nothing hastynóng vội, all right? No matter what.”
 After making sure everyone was clear on that, I moved on to my main concern tonight.
 “So this is the question: Can anyone here on my staff join the battle tournamentgiải đấu starting tomorrow?”
 This offer wound up being one powerful bombshellvỏ bom.
 “Hohh?”
 Benimaru’s eyes lit up.
 “I see…”
 Shion flashed a fearlessKhông sợ hãi smile. It seemed like they were conspiringâm mưu over something; should I stop them? Maybe turning the topic toward fighting made them forget their promise from a moment ago.
 “Keh-heh-heh-heh-heh. Interesting. Truly interesting.”
 Diablo, too, was grinningcười toe toét from ear to ear.
 “I would be glad to offer myself. My skills should prove useful.”
 Even Geld was ready to go. And the little snickercười khúc khích from Soei told me he, too, was volunteering. Hakuro, too. He remained silent, but I could tell he was getting fidgetybồn chồn. At least Gabil, with his own presentations to run, had no choice but to bowcây cung out, as chagrinedthất vọng as he looked at this prospecttiềm năng.
 …So yeah, about what I figured. The only one who didn’t react was Ranga, and that’s because he was sleeping in my shadow. That was fine—I didn’t want him to join in anyway.
 With a cough, I quieted the crowd before they started arguing over who deserved to sign up.
 “Hold on. There are agents all over town right now. Do you really need to go all out in the battle arenađấu trường? You don’t, do you?”
 “Keh-heh-heh-heh-heh. I hardly need to, to tramplechà đạp over our foeskẻ thù—”
 “Whoa! Easy. Let me just say in advance—Benimaru, Shion, Diablo, Soei: All of you are out.”
 “Wha—?!”
 “What do you—?”
 I raised a hand to quiet their protests. “First, Soei, you’re our Covert Agent, all right? You can’t fight while you’re running surveillancegiám sát amid the crowds.”
 The thought didn’t seem to have occurred to Soei until now. It must’ve convinced him, though, because he fell silent after that. At least he didn’t suggest competing in disguisecải trang. But just to seal the deal…
 “Instead, I have a new job for you.”
 “A job?”
 “Yeah. I’m leaving all spygián điệp operations in our nation to you, but I’m also officially appointing you the head of what I’ll call the ‘Oniwaban,’ our intelligence operation.”
 This was the name of the group of secret agents who patrolledtuần tra the streets of old Tokyo during the samuraivõ sĩ đạo erakỷ nguyên and reported news back to the shoguntướng quân.
 “In addition, I am assigning the name ‘Kurayami’ to your personal team. That includes Soka and your other agents, but don’t let those traineesthực tập sinh of yours call themselves that yet, all right?”
 “Yes, my lordChúa tể! Thank you very much!”
 That wowed Soei more than I expected. It was basically a pretextcái cớ to keep him from joining the tournamentgiải đấu, but if he liked it that much, superbtuyệt vời. Soei was overseeinggiám sát several hundred people these days, besides, so if he liked to assembletập hợp his elitesưu tú under the Team Kurayami name, all the better.
 That left three other people to handle—the three strongest members of my staff. Letting any of them join the tournamentgiải đấu would be nothing but trouble—and, knowing that, I already had plans worked out for them.
 “Okay. Everyone else, listen up. I’m establishing a new committeeủy ban that’ll be responsible for handling our dignitarieschức sắc from the Western Nations. I’m going to call it the ‘Big Four.’”
 “The Big Four…”
 “Heavens—”
 “I see…”
 It brought all three to raptsay mê attention. Talk about taking the baitmồi.
 “The three of you are far more powerful than the rest of my staff. Thus I’d like to name Benimaru the head of the Big Four. Out of the other three posts, I’d like to name Shion and Diablo to two of them.”
 Benimaru had the most leadership skills out of the three. He was, after all, a man who could substitute for me when I needed it. He was uniquely qualified to lead the Big Four—whatever this shadowyvong linh cabalâm mưu was supposed to be doing. I tried to make it sound important, but the post was purelyhoàn toàn ceremonial—again, a pretextcái cớ to keep them out of the tournamentgiải đấu.
 “Me as leader… I humblykhiêm tốn accept this post!”
 Great. He’s on.
 “I’m not sure I agree with Benimaru as leader, but hopefullyhy vọng you will reconsiderxem xét lại after seeing my performance on the job. I will be happy to call myself part of the Big Four, Sir Rimuru!”
 Shion was happy enough with it, too. I wasn’t sure why the post gave her so much confidence, but if she was cool with it, we’d just leave her be.
 “The ‘Big Four’? I aim to be strictly number one with you, Sir Rimuru, but I am still a new participant in your endeavorsnỗ lực. I know it will not do to be greedytham. For now, I will do whatever I can to approach your gloryvinh quang, Sir Rimuru!”
 Hmm. Was that a yes? Diablo could be such a handfulmột nắm đầy tay sometimes. Regardless, they were all Big Four material now.
 “Thank you for accepting my appointments. Now, you may be wondering why I bannedbị cấm you from joining the tournamentgiải đấu, but your Big Four posts are actually related to that.”
 “How so, sir?”
 “Well, you see, I’m having trouble picking someone for the fourth and final spot. I thought Soei would work well, but he’s our Covert Agent and it wouldn’t do to expose him in public, so I fear he’s not quite the right fit.”
 I gaugedmáy đo my audience’s response. They seemed convinced enough. I saw a few nodsgật đầu.
 “Thus I thought we could have a friendly competition. The rest of you here may join the tournament—and whoever wins the championshipchức vô địch can call themselves one of the Big Four, in both name and substance. How about that?”
 I pressed them for an answer. The meeting hall grew silent, everyone gaugingmáy đo how everyone else would approach this. But then I heard something unexpectedkhông ngờ tới from the crowd.
 “Hmm… I wanted to join, but tomorrow I must meet with Momiji for an outing—er, so I may guide her around town… But, ohhh, if you order it, Sir Rimuru…”
 Hakuro, the guy I was counting on the most, recused himself out of nowherehư không. Someone as technicallykỹ thuật skilled as he was would be perfect for the job, but I guess the timing just didn’t work out—and I wasn’t about to order him to the arenađấu trường. He really would’ve been the best person to gaugemáy đo Masayuki’s talents, but if I got in the way of a day out with his own daughter, he’d hate me for it.
 “Oh, no, that’s quite important, Hakuro. If you break your promise with Momiji, she may never speak to you again.”
 “Um, well…”
 I had a boss once who ditchedđào mương an outing with his daughter for work reasons. He wailedthan vãn about how it took a week before they were on speaking terms again. And here, meanwhile, we had a father and daughter who had only just reunitedđoàn tụ! If he broke a promise that early on with her…
 “Besides, you’re more like Benimaru’s military adviser than Big Four material. A vice general of sorts. There’s no urgentcấp bách need for you out there.”
 Hakuro noddedgật đầu, the praise deeply moving him. Thus, for his own sakelợi ích as well, I excused him from the tournamentgiải đấu.
 So which candidatesứng viên remained?
 “I have our science presentation to run,” lamentedthan thở Gabil, “but Sir Geld is stronger than I regardlessbất kể. I will gladly leave this to him!”
 Yeah, Geld was my last bet, wasn’t he? Gabil, busy with his own work, regretfullyđáng tiếc had to decline—instead, he was placing his hopes and dreams on Geld.
 “Very well. I will tap my full strengths to prevent the victory of this upstartmới bắt đầu Masayuki!”
 He brisklynhanh nhẹn noddedgật đầu, answering the call.
 I had no issues with Geld’s strength, of course. But as part of the Big Four? And all the glamor and glitzhào nhoáng that suggested? I wasn’t wild about that. I appointed Benimaru to lead the two problem children under him, but it seemed kind of mean to Geld to have him take the rear. But I’d worry about that later. For now, if he could just sparspar with Masayuki and see what he was capable of, perfect.
 As I thought about this, Rigur suddenly stood up and spoke.
 “I can think of someone else suitable for Big Four membership!”
 Yes, you never knew what could happen in a tournamentgiải đấu, depending on who you got paired with. Maybe having more than one participant on our side would be preferable—and if it was an A-ranker like Rigur making the recommendation, I could rest easy.
 “Um, sure. I think Geld will be just fine, but who do you suggest?”
 “Sadly, my security duties prevent me from joining, but there is someone second only to me in terms of strength…”
 Second to him—? Oh crap…
 “…and that is Gobta!”
 Oh, great. Him. Just as I feared. But the suggestion made Rigurd nodgật đầu vigorously.
 “Yes, I’d have no complaint with Gobta representing us.”
 Come on.
 “Hee-hee! He has proven to be quite a fine apprenticehọc nghề of mine. He’s quick on his feet, and there is a vividsống động crispnessđộ giòn to his moves. His corecốt lõi physical strength has not grown with his other traitsđặc điểm, but using this tournamentgiải đấu as an opportunity to grow could prove very excitingthú vị for him.”
 Even Hakuro was pushing for him. My corecốt lõi staff had no reaction.
 I thought about asking the man himself what he thought about it, but…
 “…Zzzz…zzzz…”
 Ah, good. Rarin’ to go. No issues, then. Gobta was in the tournamentgiải đấu.
 I wanted to end our meeting there, but someone else spoke up before I could.
 “Master, I would like to join this test of skill as well!”
 Ranga, who had woken up when I wasn’t paying attention, popped his head out from my shadow, wagginghay bông lơn his tail.
 “You really can’t, Ranga. This is mainly about armed combatchiến đấu, you know…”
 “Ah yes,” Mjöllmile added. “We do have at least one summoner in the mix, so a summonedtriệu hồi creature or two is not out of the question, but I still think Sir Ranga’s participation presents a few issues…”
 This tournamentgiải đấu was a test of strength and skill, and there was no questioning Ranga’s qualifications there. But his entry would deviateđi chệch hướng from the spirit of the competition a bit too much.
 Ranga looked reproachfully at Gobta as Mjöllmile echoedtiếng vang my judgment. I knew he was downheartedchán nản, but I couldn’t help him. I had to reluctantly put my foot down.
 “In that case, I will give Sir Geld and Sir Gobta a bye in the first round and place them in the quarterfinalTứ kết seedings. We have over two hundred participants in this tournamentgiải đấu, so I think we’ll begin by dividing them into six groups and staging a battle royale for each one.”
 Wow. Over two hundred sounded like a lot.
 Tomorrow was the qualifiersvòng loại, and the eight people who emergedhiện ra at the top of them would make it to the eliminationloại bỏ round the next day. The plan, at first, was to divide the participants into eight groups and have each one dukecông tước it out all at once, the winner earning a quarterfinalTứ kết seed—we couldn’t devote a huge amount of time to the first round, after all. With Geld and Gobta guaranteed spots in the quarterfinalsTứ kết, however, we’d whittlevót nhọn that down to six bouts.
 “All right. I’ll be guiding visitors around for much of tomorrow. Mollie, keep up the good work with this tournamentgiải đấu.”
 “I’m on it, sir!”
 I noddedgật đầu back. That was good to hear. I knew I could rely on him.
 And one more thing:
 “Diablo, you’re pretty well-known to the international press by now, right?”
 “Yes, my lordChúa tể. I’ve invited them to the Founder’s Festival and am preparing measures to have them paint us in a positive light.”
 I was always impressed with Diablo’s thoroughnesssự thấu đáo. There was no need to hide the guy (or his powers) any longer. In fact, a scaryđáng sợ demoncon quỷ serving as refereetrọng tài for this tournamentgiải đấu might even improve his reputationdanh tiếng a little.
 “Well, sorry for the trouble, but I want you to refereetrọng tài the matches. If I got Masayuki, Geld, and Gobta in this, I’m a little worried about having a hobgoblinyêu tinh as refgiới thiệu.”
 “Keh-heh-heh-heh-heh… Certainly!”
 Perfect. If anything weirdkỳ quặc happened in the arenađấu trường, I was sure Diablo would work something out.
 “Right. Sorry to take up all of your time. I know it’s late, but for now, get as much sleep as you can!”
 “““Yes, sir!”””
 This time, for real, the meeting came to a close. We all needed to get some sleep. The real thing was starting tomorrow.
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CHAPTER 2
 THE FOUNDER’S FESTIVAL
 Following my audiences with the monsterquái vật leaders of the Forest of Jura, my discussions with Western Nations representativestiêu biểu proceeded without a hitchxô. We’d talk details with them at a later date, but for now, all signs looked pretty good.
 The rather bizarrekỳ dị banquetyến tiệc we’d held the previous night also went smoothlythông suốt, even with the moversngười di chuyển and shakersbình lắc from all over the world attending. Really, it was a coupcuộc đảo chính for us. But for the most part, I spoke only with people I already knew beforehand—Rigurd and Mjöllmile were handling the more practical side of things, talking to people and summarizing what they said for me. They also made it known that visitors shouldn’t try indiscreetlymột cách bừa bãi talking to me while I went about my business.
 Great job, guys. Talk about capable. Because, honestlyThành thật, if someone went right up to me with an offer, I might very well just say all right, sure to them, and who knows what kinds of commitments I’d be beholdenmang ơn to then. Having a cushioncái đệm against that was extremely helpful. I mean, if it’d help build relationships with other countries, I wouldn’t hesitatedo dự to offer as much support as I could…but it was safer to be conservativethận trọng until we had a better gaugemáy đo of the other party. Basically, stop being such a yes-man to everyone I see.
 Besides, the facts were that we had a personnelnhân viên shortagethiếu. Once the excitement from the festival died down, we had a mountain of projects to tacklegiải quyết and a herdbầy đàn of issues screaming to be addressed. Whether we could cover them all or not, we lacked the government infrastructurecơ sở hạ tầng needed to fine-tune and executehành hình on them. If I threw even more work on everyone’s lapsđùi right now, we’d just drownchết chìm in it all.
 Rigurd and Mjöllmile were even better at processing this than I was. Their expert handling of any issue I ordered them to look at was making me complacenttự mãn, despite myself. I even kept them up late for last night’s meeting. From now on, I resolved to myself after the emergency conferencehội nghị ended late, I couldn’t let them spoilchiều hư me.
 Today, then, my missionSứ mệnh was to act like the national leader I was and give our visitors the best service I possibly could.
 So here we are now, a bright, sunnynhiều nắng day. The Tempest Founder’s Festival was here. If it was raining, I would’ve blown the clouds away and held it regardlessbất kể, but…
 This was Rimuru, capital of Tempest. The northern zonevùng of the city named after me was where most of our government agencies were located, and atoptrên the balconyban công of the main assemblycuộc họp hall in the middle, I looked down at the people below. Ahead was the main street, extending out from this building and across the whole of town, and today it was completely full of people. There were my people—former monstersquái vật, more appropriatelythích hợp called demi-humans these days. There were magic-born gathered from all across the Forest of Jura. There were merchantslái buôn from nearby nations, along with the adventurersnhà thám hiểm serving as their bodyguardscận vệ. There were even farmers stopping in, hoping for a taste of the excitement.
 They were a meltingtan chảy pot of races and speciesgiống loài, numbering over a hundred thousand—and right now, they were all spread out before me. Slowly, graduallydần dần, it made me truly feel I had done it—I had created a nation where man and monsterquái vật could coexistcùng tồn tại without conflictxung đột. The feeling filled my heart, piece by piece. It comforted me.
 Now it was almost time. I stood up and placed a hand on the micmicrô.
 “Ladies and gents—er, gentlemen, I am the, um, almightytoàn năng demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể…”
 Ugh. Screw this. A formal policy speech was asking a little (actually, a lot) too much from me. Instead, I optedopt to wing it and give the crowd my honest feelings.
 “I’m the demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể Rimuru. Good to see you all. So, um, I’m glad you all accepted the invitation to my country here. Some of you are visiting for the first time, but I don’t want any of you to be anxiouslo lắng. It’s true—I am a demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể, but I have no intention of being hostilethù địch toward any human. My hope is that I can build a nation where all of us can get along together. I believe that, instead of people and monstersquái vật fighting, if we join hands and work together, a better future is waiting for all of us.”
 I gaugedmáy đo the reaction as I spoke. They all seemed to be lending an attentivechú ý ear—my own subjects, of course, but also the peasantstá điền just here for fun. Sensing I had some momentumQuán tính, I continued.
 “I am sure some of you are warythận trọng of me because I’ve become a demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể. That’s only natural, of course, but I honestlyThành thật want you to believe in what you’re feeling. I have no interest in forcing my will upon any of you. If you think you can believe in me, I’d be happy to hear that. But if you don’t, I’m not going to dwelltrú ngụ on it. Trust isn’t created overnightqua đêm. I’m not going to press you for a conclusion on that, because I feel trust is something we earn by building it up over the course of our relationships.”
 Rome wasn’t built in a day, as they say. Trust is a gradualdần dần process, and that’s fine. It’ll depend on them, I suppose, to accept me for what I really am.
 Next, I wanted to reveal my true intentions to my fellow rulers, the royaltytiền bản quyền and nobilitygiới quý tộc in the audience.
 “To all the noblescao quý here, when you return to your homelandsquê hương, I ask you to be honest and relate everything you see to your countrymenđồng hương. We have already established friendly relations with several countries. Even if you don’t trust us, are those other nations worthyxứng đáng of your trust? If you are biasedthành kiến against me because I am a slimenhớt or a demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể, I hope that you cast that aside.”
 That, of course, would be up to the nation in question, not the individuals who make it up. The feelings of the people in the audience may not be the real issue…but I’d still like to believe that what I said had value.
 But I also needed to give a warning, just to prevent a second Farmus from happening.
 “Personally, I have no intention whatsoeverbất cứ điều gì of wagingtiền công war simply because someone will not join hands with us. However, if you try to push unequalkhông cân bằng treatment on us because we are monstersquái vật or attempt to wagetiền công a war in order to eradicatediệt trừ us, we will not show you any mercynhân từ. I think all of you can understand that much looking at the recently destroyed Kingdom of Farmus.”
 Those, too, were my thoughts on the matter. It could be construedgiải thích as a threat, but it was how I honestlyThành thật felt. I didn’t like war, but I had no qualmsbăn khoăn about wagingtiền công it. If a ruler ever shows indecisiondo dự, it’s their defenselesskhông phòng bị civiliansthường dân who wind up getting dragged into it. The entire role of a nation is to protect the lives and fortunesvận may of its citizens. I had monstersquái vật gathering here because they relied on me, to say nothing of the people who’d be moving in before long. Keeping them safe was the most important job I had.
 A world without military power would be an ideal one, but that was an impossible fairytiên tale. People are free to dream about it during peacefulhoà bình times, but rulers don’t get that luxurysang trọng. At a baretrần trụi minimum, a nation is expected to be prepared to deal with any situation that could arise. That was why I wanted to address the ruling class listening to me, while I had the chance.
 To wrap up:
 “And to all the merchantslái buôn, adventurersnhà thám hiểm, and regular peasantrytầng lớp nông dân gathered here: I swearthề to you that I will not lay a hand on any of you. I mean, unless you commit a crime or something, but otherwise, no. My nation is facing a lack of workers. We have many jobs that need to be filled, so if you seek work, I would like all of you to consider moving here. Wherever people gather, new opportunities, and new chances, are boundràng buộc to follow. As a rule, we guarantee your right to free expression. This includes free speech, as well as the right to choose the job you want. You do, of course, still have responsibility for your words and actions, but regardlessbất kể, it holds true. If this sounds like a nation you’d be interested in, then by all means, give some thought to what I just said. Going forward, our nation is planning a multitudevô số of events. The Tempest Founder’s Festival starting today is only the beginning—and I hope all of you enjoy it!”
 After that appealbắt mắt to the common man, I ended my speech. Was I being a little too honest? Ah well. I’m just an ex-employee at a contractorNhà thầu anyway. Getting this promotion out of the blue doesn’t mean I’m suddenly capable of looking and talking like nobilitygiới quý tộc.
 But despite that, the crowd listening to me eruptedphun trào in applausevỗ tay. Not only my citizens, but I could see visitors from other nations, too, whoopingchao ôi and holleringla hét. A few of them looked pretty unconvincedkhông thuyết phục still, but by the looks of things, I’d say a solid majority believed in me—and, by extension, my country. For now, I was happy with that. It’d be creepyrùng mình if I received 100 percent support from the start.
 I had given them my honest feelings. Now I’d have to wait and see how people reacted to them. But either way, the speech was a signal that the Tempest Founder’s Festival was underwayđang tiến hành.
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 My speech wrapped up, I went down to the first-floor hall. There, I was greetedchào hỏi by my kids, dressed in a new change of clothesquần áo.
 “Hey, Mr. Tempest, you’re the king of this country?!”
 Oh, um, didn’t I tell them?
 “You didn’t know that, Kenya? Well, it’s not too late to realize how great a person I am. How about treating me with a little more respect?”
 “Why would I—?”
 “Okay, Mr. Tempest! Lots of respect!”
 As I proddedsản xuất Kenya a bit, Alice gave me a big hugôm. “Me too!!” Chloe shouted, adding herself to the pileĐóng cọc. I laughed, pattingvỗ nhẹ their heads as I gently peeledbóc vỏ them off me. Alice and the others weren’t pleased, but I had only one body. They’d need to realize that before they started fighting over me.
 “But it’s still a huge surprise,” said Gail, Ryota noddinggật đầu with him. “I mean, I was kinda suspiciouskhả nghi yesterday, but…”
 “Oh, don’t worry. I didn’t become ‘king’ until after I left you anyway. See why I was so busy now?”
 “Well, yeah… That’s a pretty good excuse, but…”
 Kenya still wasn’t too satisfied with this, but at least he was thinking a little about it.
 “So I guess we still won’t see a lot of each other, Mr. Tempest?”
 “Ohhh, I’ll come over when I’m free. Really, despite the looks of it, I’m more decorationtrang trí here than anything.”
 “What’s that mean? Are you a big shot or not, man?”
 I tried to smooth things over with Kenya as much as I could as I went over our rules for this event.
 “Okay, listen, guys. At a festival like this, it’s easy to get excitedhào hứng and cut loose a little too much. So don’t get carried away, and don’t get in a fight with anyone, all right?”
 “““Okay!!”””
 That’s the spirit.
 “Do you have your handkerchiefskhăn tay, your tissues, and your pendantmặt dây chuyền?”
 “““Of course!!”””
 Their responses, at least, were always snappylinh hoạt.
 I could’ve asked someone to chaperonengười đi kèm them around, but my own staff members were already busy. Diablo was at the coliseumđấu trường handling refereetrọng tài duty, Hakuro was having some family time with Momiji, and Benimaru was guarding me.
 “You sure you don’t want Momiji spending time with you instead of her dad?”
 “Please, sir. It’s still too early for that…”
 Benimaru seemed eagerháo hức to run away from that question, didn’t he? Ahhh, I guess we’d just have to wait for time to sort it out.
 Anyway, Shuna was running a café for the festival, and Shion must’ve had some business as well because I hadn’t seen her since morning. That, in itself, was cause for concern, but I wanted to believe she was fine.
 Soei was running town security undercoverbí mật, though, and I was sure he’d alertbáo động me if any trouble happened. His team was keeping an eye on the kids as well, so I didn’t see too much need for worry—
 “Hey, what’s up? Something botheringlàm phiền you?”
 Just when I thought there wasn’t much need for worry, someone came up to me. It was Hinata, in street clothesquần áo and standing there with her rapierkiếm by her hiphông. She had a sleevelesskhông tay dress on, in a navy-blue color that venturedmạo hiểm close to black, and her armpitsnách and chest lurkedẩn nấp just barely out of sight, giving her an inexplicablekhông thể giải thích được sort of attraction. The belt her swordthanh kiếm hung from accentuatednhấn mạnh just how narrow her waistthắt lưng was.
 Yep. A sight for soređau eyes. I wanted to stare at her some more, but then she flashed an icybăng giá look at me, so I coughed and looked away.
 “Hey, Mr. Tempest!!”
 “Who’s that woman?”
 Alice and Chloe shouted at me, both a little put off.
 “This is Hinata. She’s really strong, you know. We fought to a tie once.”
 “Huhhhh? A tie against that old—?”
 Before Kenya could finish, the tip of her rapierkiếm was against his throat. I didn’t even see her draw it, and there it was, maybe a millimetermi-li-mét away from baretrần trụi skin. The slightestmảnh dẻ movement from Kenya would skewerxiên him.
 “What were you about to say?”
 “Um, uh, I just meant you were really beautiful,” he managed to blurtbuột miệng out as he shiveredrùng mình, tears in his eyes.
 “Ken…”
 Ryota wanted to help him but couldn’t even move. A merechỉ là look from Hinata planted his feet to the ground. Gail, too, was frozen solid, boundlesslyvô tận fascinatedcuốn hút as he was. I could imagine why. Even I was scared of her, so Ryota’s and Gail’s reactions were completely understandablecó thể hiểu được.
 “Don’t be rudebất lịch sự to her, okay, Kenya? She was an apprenticehọc nghề to Shizu, too, you know. That makes her your senior, like with Yuuki.”
 Kenya gave me a “I wish you told me sooner” look. I understood how he felt, but really, this was his fault. It happened right after I told him not to get carried away or start fights, so really, I have to say he deserved it.
 “Shizu’s apprenticehọc nghề… Wait, no way!”
 “The girl who got stronger than Shizu in just one month…?!”
 “Hinata Sakaguchi, captainđội trưởng of the Lubelius Crusaders?!”
 “Wow! But is it really you…?”
 “Why didn’t you tell us sooner? Come on…”
 With a light ching, Hinata put her swordthanh kiếm away. Kenya promptlykịp thời fell to the ground, too unnerved to get back up.
 “I thought I was gonna peetiểu my pantsquần dài,” he said, a little pale.
 “Gross,” retortedvặn lại Alice.
 “Look, I was scared, all right?!”
 “But I think that was your fault, Kenya.”
 Kenya fell silent. He knew Chloe was right.
 “But did you really fight to a tie with Hinata, Mr. Tempest?”
 I gave Gail the honest answer. “Pretty much. One side ran off before the battle could be decided, so definitely a draw.”
 “Wait, you ran, Mr. Tempest?”
 Did I say who?! Damn, they’re sharp.
 “I’ll leave that to your imagination,” I replied, trying to salvagetrục vớt my image. It wasn’t a lie, and I think I had revealed enough of the truth anyway.
 The children looked like they had more questions, but Hinata cut them off.
 “So what were you concernedlo âu about just now?”
 I recalled thinking about who I might be able to leave the kids to.
 “Well, these kids are about to hit the town, but you see how crowded it is. I need someone to watch them…”
 “Oh? Well, I can babysittrông trẻ them.”
 “…so I was just figuring out who to— Huh?”
 What did she just say? Hinata would watch the children? If that was a joke, it wasn’t funny.
 “What, are you saying I’m not good enough for that?”
 “No, no, not at all…”
 She was staring at me. So scaryđáng sợ. Now I was impressed Kenya didn’t piss himself. He deserved more praise.
 “And you won’t say no to me, either, will you?”
 “No, of course not!”
 “Ken…”
 “Absolutely! By all means!”
 “You too, Gail…? Well, all right.”
 Kenya and Gail immediately fell to her will. Ryota, seeing their reaction, didn’t hold out much longer.
 “I can’t believe I’m getting to be with you, Hinata! I look up to you so much!!”
 Alice was fangirling out, too. She looked up to Masayuki, too, she’d mentioned earlier, and I suppose Hinata was like a pop star to her. And no complaints from Hinata—she was already getting attached.
 As for Chloe:
 “I like you! You kind of remind me of Shizu!”
 She gave Hinata a hugôm, all smiles. If Chloe liked Hinata, she must really be a good person inside, huh? A little scaryđáng sợ around the eyes, but that didn’t affect Chloe much. And unless I imagined it, I thought I saw a bit of a smile on Hinata’s face as well. In the blinknháy mắt of an eye, she had captured their hearts.
 “Right, let’s go. Why don’t we check out the food stallsgian hàng first? I heard they have yakisoba noodlesbún and grillednướng cornNgô.”
 “““Okay!!”””
 What leadership. It was astoundingđáng kinh ngạc.
 I could only assume the children would be fine under Hinata’s care. It filled me with relief, even as Hinata came up and whispered in my ear.
 “I’ll watch them for you, but you handle Lady Luminus, all right?”
 Huh?
 I hadn’t seen her last night, but Luminus was here after all?
 “Oh, did she decide to pay a visit?”
 “You invited her, didn’t you? I saw her gleefullyhân hoan preparing a maidngười giúp việc outfittrang phục for the occasion.”
 Amazingly, Luminus had disguisedcải trang herself as a paladin alongsidebên cạnh Arnaud and Bacchus to partakechia in the festivitieslễ hội. For the first day, she’d be joining the group of royaltytiền bản quyền and nobilitygiới quý tộc on the tour of the premisestiền đề I’d be giving. Paladins qualified as nobilitygiới quý tộc, as the rule went, so she was perfectly fine being mixed in with the tour.
 Very shrewdthông minh of her, I guess you could say. She even stayed last night in the brand-new church I had built in this nation. I had no idea at all, which just shows how well she had concealedgiấu herself.
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    “Thanks in advance,” Hinata said as she went off with the children. Suddenly, I felt like I had much more to worry about. Hinata was practicallythực tế skippingnhảy down the street, meanwhile. She got me again, didn’t she? I knew it.
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 The moment Hinata was out of sight, I felt a light slapcái tát on my shoulder.
 “Well, well, Rimuru! I don’t think I’ve ever seen Hinata smile before.”
 It was a smiling Yuuki standing there, dressed not in a fancy suit but in a uniform that looked like a modified school outfittrang phục. He was here to take me to our designatedchỉ định meeting point for the tour.
 “Yeah, I never would’ve guessed she’d be interested in watching the kids. I figured she’d tell me to shut up and storm off.”
 “Oh, I dunnokhông biết about that! You might not guess it, but Hinata’s pretty good at taking care of people. It is a surprise, though. And she looks really great in that dress. Apparently, she bought it in town here. She looks kind of like a pretty, fashion-conscious college student, huh?”
 So that was from Tempest? I thought I was mistakennhầm lẫn, but I guess I wasn’t.
 “In that case, Hinata’s gotta be loaded, ’cause lemme tell you, that dress doesn’t come cheap.”
 It was made from hellmoth silklụa, comfortable against the skin and granting the wearerngười mặc the effects of Cancel Temperature. It also offered pretty decenttử tế defense, reducing damage better than your bog-standard leather armoráo giáp. But it was lavishly expensive. We had a steady supply of silklụa fabricvải vóc, but it still wasn’t nearly enough, and each piece had to be handmadethủ công. Between the scarcitysự khan hiếm and labor involved, we all but had to charge an arm and a leg for it. It was boutiquecửa hàng shopping for noblescao quý, not the girl on the street—and Hinata had bought it at first sight yesterday without hesitatinglưỡng lự. If she’d already had it tailoredphù hợp to her size, then clearly money was no object with her.
 Not that I’m complaining. Always nice to have a free-spending customer.
 “Well, it’s a big party right now, so maybe she’s looseningnới lỏng the pursecái ví strings a little? She was looking around town all excitedhào hứng yesterday, too.”
 She was?! Maybe I was even more mistakennhầm lẫn than I thought. She was really looking forward to the Founder’s Festival, wasn’t she?
 …Oh. And that’s why she was palminglòng bàn tay Luminus off on me. So she could really cut loose, huh?
 “What was she looking for yesterday?”
 “Oh, just checking out what stallsgian hàng you had, I suppose. She went on and on to me about how you had yakisoba and roastednướng cornNgô, for one.”
 “She did? Um…”
 So Hinata had been casing the festival grounds yesterday. She certainly wasn’t messingsự lộn xộn around, was she? To her, this event was like a battle she wanted to plungelao xuống right into the middle of, heart and soul.
 Indeed, we had all kinds of stallsgian hàng lined up in rows around the coliseumđấu trường. The fast-food outletchỗ thoát (or what you’d call “fast food” in my previous world) was part of that. Mjöllmile had made all the arrangements for it, and we had the whole menu ready for today—burgers, hot dogs, frieskhoai tây chiên, and a selection of juicesnước ép.
 And that was far from all. Yes, there was yakisoba and cornNgô, but also cowdeer kebabskebab and other local favorites. We even had shavedcạo ice on offer, although it was still a little too early season-wise. Come summer, that’d probably become a top sellerngười bán. I made sure the ice was shavedcạo into thin, tiny strips so they gently meltedtan chảy in your mouth, and there were gobs of sweet syrupxi-rô poured over every bowl. It was truly a treat that reignedtriều đại supreme—and I know, because I tried it myself.
 Take a walk down there, and you were greetedchào hỏi with the fragrantthơm aromas of cooking soyđậu nành saucenước xốt and sugarycó vị ngọt fruit flavorshương vị. Lots of people were working hard for this day, and it showed. I’d used Thought Communication to send images of the food I had in mind to everyone involved, and the able hands of Shuna and her staff had made most of my suggestions a reality. Then Mjöllmile worked out all the logisticshậu cần for the food stalls—and, for some reason, Veldora was opening a grilled-food joint of his own.
 Hinata, accordingtheo to Yuuki, had checked out the whole scene yesterday, deciding exactly where she wanted to visit.
 “Wow. Hey, maybe Hinata’s a bigger fan of junkrác food than she looks, huh?”
 “Hey, join the club,” he replied. “You’re right, though. It’s kind of surprising.”
 Learning this unexpectedkhông ngờ tới fact about Hinata was a welcome surprise…I think. At the very least, I knew now she wasn’t afraid to tossquăng big money around on a whimý thích, so she’d definitely be a favored customer of ours. I was a bit worried, though. Hopefully she doesn’t set a bad example for the kids…
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 So I headed to the receptionthu nhận hall with Benimaru and Yuuki. By the time we did, Rigurd was already going over today’s schedule with the large noblecao quý contingentngẫu nhiên on hand.
 “Ah, Sir Rimuru! That was an excellent speech earlier!”
 Um, was it? Seeing Rigurd look so happy about it warmed me up. Guess it didn’t go so badly after all. Good, good. I returned Rigurd’s smile.
 “Now, everybody, let me guide you to our first attraction of the day!”
 He began to walk off, leadinghàng đầu the group to our first stop—a building right nearby the receptionthu nhận hall. This was our concertbuổi hòa nhạc hall, its interior remodeledsửa sang lại at breaknecksự cố speed, but the results looked better than I expected. The high-quality seats were lined up in rows orientedđịnh hướng based on our acousticâm học calculationsphép tính. Our visitors each sat at their assigned chairs without complaint.
 Compared to Japan, I couldn’t help but be biasedthành kiến against this world’s level of culture. I’m sure people on the other side would think the same of me, but regardlessbất kể, those were my feelings. There was a robustcường tráng art scene, and this world didn’t lose out to my old one much in terms of painting or music—but that applied only to the noblecao quý ranks. It served as a diversionđánh lạc hướng for them, something on which to lavishxa hoa money and time. Whenever a city developed itself to an advanced enough level, the angelsthiên thần would start attacking it—and thanks to that, the ruling classes tended to isolatecô lập and concealche giấu scientific research to some extent. Art was the same way, and generally, patronsngười bảo trợ of the arts saw such work as something to commission and enjoy strictly for themselves.
 Personally, I think culture is something nurtureddưỡng dục by all of society. There’s geniusthiên tài lurkingẩn nấp all over the world, and in such a close-knit art scene, that geniusthiên tài is not only hard to dig up but may likely not be discovered at all. Art, and creative activity, can be enjoyed only when one has room for it in their lives. It’s almost too extravagantngông cuồng to expect that much from this world, but I wasn’t willing to give up. I wanted to search far and wide for that hidden geniusthiên tài, and to achieve that, I needed to start by spreading culture from my own nation. This concertbuổi hòa nhạc event today was our first step.
 A lot of musical instruments in this world resembledgiống the ones I was familiar with. We even had a piano, surprisingly enough—found in Clayman’s mansionbiệt thự, of course. That demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể was living a stereotypicalkhuôn mẫu life of nobilitygiới quý tộc, and we uncoveredphát hiện ra a large cachebộ đệm of instruments in one of the many ornately decoratedtrang trí rooms in his manorthái ấp.
 There were many among the monsterquái vật races with an ear for music. There was a traditiontruyền thống for yearlyhàng năm festivals, for one, featuring fluteống sáo- and drum-based rhythmsnhịp. And thanks to lending those instruments to the more musically inclinednghiêng among my people, we were starting to see some buddingvừa chớm nở prodigiesthần đồng.
 I had given some practice instruments to those interested, teaching the basics of reading sheet music. That was about as far as my own expertisechuyên môn went, but then my good friend Raphael stepped up. Between the music textbookssách giáo khoa I had in Japan and the instrument-related knowledge from the library in this world, Raphael was able to collateđối chiếu all those datadữ liệu and put them together in a single volume. The guy was even able to rebuildxây dựng lại knowledge I had long forgotten. I couldn’t be more gratefultri ân.
 After that, of course, it’d all come down to the monstersquái vật’ own efforts. It’s really true—if you like something, you get better at it. And in a flash, we had monstersquái vật picking the instruments of their choice and improving at them by leaps and boundsgiới hạn. I also had some sheet music re-created from what I remembered from my past—I don’t have perfect pitch or anything, but it didn’t matter to Raphael, who edited and arranged everything just right. I’d worry about infringingvi phạm on someone’s rights, but copyrightbản quyền organizations—and the concept of copyrightsbản quyền, for that matter—didn’t exist in this world. If someone finds out, hopefullyhy vọng they’ll turn the other cheek for the sakelợi ích of our cultural expansion.
 Violins formed our main inventoryhàng tồn kho, accompanied by trumpetskèn, kettleấm đun nước drumscái trống, and so forthra. Finding a piano was itself a surprise, but seeing monstersquái vật play it like it was the easiest thing in the world was positivelytích cực moving. I suppose you could debatetranh luận whether a piano belongs in an orchestradàn nhạc or not, but I didn’t lose sleep over the question. If there was demand for the piano as a way to express yourself, no need to denytừ chối it.
 I personally had no musical talent, so I just let the monstersquái vật do what they wanted. The results had been personally guaranteed by Mjöllmile, and today, I’d be hearing them for the first time. Excitedly, nervously, I waited for things to begin.
 Once everyone was in their seats, the lights slowly began to dimlờ mờ as the curtain rosehoa hồng. It revealed a group of performersngười biểu diễn, all dressed in the same formal wear—a hodgepodgenhà trọ of races and speciesgiống loài, each with the instrument of their calling; some humanlikegiống người, others closer to animals, but all brimmingđầy ắp with confidence and pride in their instruments. A halfling, apparentlyrõ ràng the conductorNhạc trưởng, advanced to the front of the stage, giving the audience a deep bowcây cung.
 That, I think, was the boy who had come wailingthan vãn at me once, crying about how there was no work he could do. “No,” I said, “of course that’s not true”—but he was too weak for construction work, he wasn’t good at math, and he tried farming but didn’t last long. He then volunteered for our armed forces, but he wasn’t very good in a fight, either.
 The thing about him was, he was great at motivating other people to perform. He had a repertoiretiết mục of songs he’d sing to help people unifythống nhất and come together. I think I wound up recommending him to the military band…and while I was at it, I gave him the name of Baton.
 Baton now lifted his head, his face colored with intensemãnh liệt passion. He turned to the stage, taking in the curious stares from the upper-crust audience. He was small, but his back seemed to loomkhung cửi large from my vantage point.
 There was a pause.
 It’s always so fortunatemay mắn when you can find what you’re truly good at.
 The conductor’s batondùi cui rosehoa hồng, and then the music began. It started with an easy, gentle melodygiai điệu but then transformed, growing solemntrang nghiêm and gravephần mộ. Under Baton’s conducting, the musicians moved in perfect harmonyhòa hợp, each of them having discovered something they could be proud of as well.
 The music they played charmed the hearts of listeners, making them wonder if this exact moment was the best in their whole lives. It was classical—in terms of being from oldengià đi times—with the nuancesắc thái of spanningnhịp generations to be recognized as a masterpiecekiệt tác. Some pieces soothedxoa dịu the heart; some sent it soaringtăng vọt to grand heights; some stirred up your couragelòng can đảm. One masterpiecekiệt tác came after the other, created by this small band of geniusesthiên tài. This group, some of whom weren’t even literatebiết đọc, worked so hard to study the music—and now the fruits of their labor echoedtiếng vang beautifully across the hall. Nobody would dismiss them as uselessvô ích now, and if anyone did, I think I’d punchcú đấm them out. That’s just how wonderful their playing was.
 I had gone to classical concertsbuổi hòa nhạc maybe two or three times in Japan, but these guys didn’t lose out to them at all, no. I never expected to see music played at such a high level over here. Yuuki, too, closed his eyes and listened; I’m sure it was nostalgicHoài niệm for him. I almost wanted to start braggingkhoác lác to him: See? What do you think of that?
 As I thought about this, the sound came to a close. Then the next piece began—one of my favorite animephim hoạt hình opening songs.
 You’re kidding me. They shifted gears from classical to animephim hoạt hình? Like it was the most natural thing in the world? And that was followed by a pop tune. Yuuki’s eyes were no longer closed—they were open and staring right at me. Stop that, man. I’m not the culpritthủ phạm here. After all, the guy who read my memories to create that sheet music was…
  Understood. My selection prioritizedưu tiên those pieces in my master’s memory datadữ liệu, which provided him with the most psychologicaltâm lý satisfaction.
 
 Raphael seemed a little too proud in that reply. But I couldn’t make any excuses. It was going so well, too! Now the effect seemed kind of ruinedđổ nát. I mean, I liked these songs, yes, but hearing them played with such solemntrang nghiêm grandeurhùng vĩ in a concertbuổi hòa nhạc hall just didn’t seem right at all. Yuuki, no doubt thinking the same thing, began to snickercười khúc khích a little.
 But it was only Yuuki and I who felt jarredcái lọ by this. It made sense if you thought about it, but everybody else in the audience was listening to this music for the first time. They’d have no idea where it came from—and Raphael’s musical arrangements were a perfect match for the scene. They’d have nothing to be suspiciouskhả nghi about. And whether they were used to the classics or not, I could tell they were enrapt with all this new music they were experiencing.
 The orchestraldàn nhạc giao hưởng pieces dominated the hall, and the crowd was perfectly quiet as they sat there at full attention. The music from Beethoven, Mozart, Chopin, Tchaikovsky, Wagner, and other anonymousvô danh geniusesthiên tài was charming the nobilitygiới quý tộc of this world.
 I had to call this concertbuổi hòa nhạc a great success. Anyone in attendance for this performance had to admit it—even if played by monstersquái vật, these tones, these melodiesgiai điệu were sheertuyệt đối beauty. Even the animephim hoạt hình tracks, in their capable hands, compared favorably with the historicallịch sử classics—and the pop music grabbed your heart like it’s supposed to; the rock revvedvòng quay you up like it’s meant to.
 Thus, with enthusiasmsự nhiệt tình taking hold among the audience, the final selection came to a close.
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 It’s over?
 The concertbuổi hòa nhạc lasted only sixty minutes, but it felt so packed, like an eternityvĩnh cửu had passed. We had planned to end things here; Mjöllmile told me he had arranged for an hour-long set in the morning and afternoon. Much of the audience wouldn’t know a great deal about music, so we optedopt for shorter sets to keep their attention, without an intermissiontạm nghỉ. This was an experiment for all of us, so we put these measures in place to keep the procedure as simple as possible.
 I was only briefed on this; the details were all worked out by the people in front of me. I was proud of them. Standing up tall, I was about to celebrate their success with as much applausevỗ tay as I could muster…when Baton bowedcúi đầu and swung his director’s stick.
 Instantly, all the lighting was extinguisheddập tắt. The crowd began to nervously murmur—but it lasted only a moment. Then the spotlightđiểm sáng was turned on a single onstagetrên sân khấu figure, a touchingly sweet woman with light-pink hair—Shuna. She was in a sleevelesskhông tay party dress, bursting with an allurequyến rũ you didn’t often see from her. And there was another with her—a beauty with purplemàu tím hair, lit by another spotlightđiểm sáng. Was that Shion? I didn’t recognize her at first, what with the slip dress she had on instead of her usual business suit.
 Shion stood there like a fantastic vision, as if lit by the moon. Her dress took on a transparenttrong suốt feel depending on the light, revealing a sexier side you didn’t often feel from her. She really was a dignifiedđứng đắn, nghiêm túc beauty—until she opened her mouth, at least—and this presentation further accentuatednhấn mạnh that beauty.
 They went up to the front, in their respectivetương ứng spotlightsđiểm sáng, and bowedcúi đầu deeply. That alone captured your attention, like a fine work of art—but seriously, what were they about to do here? I hated to think it, but…
 The spotlightđiểm sáng moved, and Shuna moved with it to the piano—one that sat in place, untouchedhoang sơ, the whole performance. Shion, meanwhile, picked up a violinđàn vi ô lông. There was no longer any doubt. They were about to play a duetdiễn đôi. Shuna, maybe I could picture as a pianist—but Shion at the violinđàn vi ô lông? Were we really safe, having her play in front of such an influentialcó ảnh hưởng audience? I recalled the assortedthập cẩm disasters she had engineered with her food in the past—if her musical skill matched that, it could spell doomsự chết for us all…
 …Or maybe not? I mean, there was no way Shuna would allow that. And Mjöllmile seemed so confident, too, didn’t he? He was virtuallyhầu như stakingcổ phần his life on this whole event, and I doubted he’d let Shion throw a monkeycon khỉ wrenchcờ lê into the works.
 Let’s believe in them. I closed my eyes, still a bit warythận trọng as I waited for the performance.
 It began with a slow piano tune accompanied by an intensemãnh liệt, impassionedsay mê violinđàn vi ô lông melodygiai điệu. Then suddenly, the tone changed. In a way, it felt more like a duelđấu tay đôi than a duet—but the extreme force behind Shion’s melodygiai điệu seemed to reflect her own dispositionbố trí, and Shuna’s piano playing (much like Shuna herself) gently envelopedbao bọc it. The intensitycường độ and softnessmềm mại intermingledđan xen, accentuatingnhấn mạnh each other in impressiveấn tượng harmonyhòa hợp.
 Ahhh… This was good. I drownedchết chìm in the waves of profoundly expressivebiểu cảm sound, shaken to my soul. This was different. It wasn’t something you could accomplishhoàn thành with stopgapskhoảng trống. This was the result of innatebẩm sinh discipline. It made sense, given Shuna’s roots as an oracletiên tri and Shion’s role in protecting her. Music is an indispensablecần thiết part of any religious rite…and maybe that’s why Shuna and Shion’s melodiesgiai điệu seemed to hit me right in the heart.
 Silence. The dreamlikethơ mộng moment was over—it seemed like forever, but not even five minutes had passed.
 When I snapped out of it, I attempted to give them thunderoussấm sét applausevỗ tay. But before I could, I heard staccatongắt âm clappingvỗ tay break the quiet. Darn. I was hoping to be first, but I had the rugtấm thảm taken out from under me. I joined the clappingvỗ tay, craningmáy trục my neck to see whose lead I was following.
 Shockingly, it was Luminus, disguisedcải trang as a maidngười giúp việc in the employ of the two paladins in attendance. She heartilytận tình applaudedhoan hô the performersngười biểu diễn, looking gloriouslyvẻ vang satisfied. I tried to keep up—and soon, other clappingvỗ tay overlappedchồng lên nhau with ours.
 The reaction was cacophonoustạp âm. Elmesia, Heavenly Emperor of Thalion; Gazel, king of the Dwarven Kingdom; all the nobilitygiới quý tộc of the Western Nations; Milim and Frey… Even Middray, a man I wouldn’t expect to be very cultured. They all stood up and sent out their applausevỗ tay. This traditiontruyền thống of clappingvỗ tay was the same in this world, it seemed; I wasn’t sure if a long-gone otherworlder had brought it in or if it was just always that way.
 What I did quickly learn, however, was that this world didn’t have a custom of giving encoreskhúc dạo đầu. Public artistrynghệ thuật in itself wasn’t a common thing, so I suppose that should have been obviousrõ ràng. Thus I assumed we were done here, but apparentlyrõ ràng not. Darkness fell on the hall once more, before the entire stage was relit and the orchestra—with Shuna’s piano and Shion’s violinđàn vi ô lông this time—played one final song to round things out.
 Music, and art in general, has a way of tearing down barriersrào chắn. Seeing this concertbuổi hòa nhạc unfoldmở ra, I wanted to believe, for just a moment, that there’re things out there that everyone in the world truly can find wondrouskỳ diệu.
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 The concertbuổi hòa nhạc was a monsterquái vật hit. It was the only topic on visitors’ lips as we retired to the receptionthu nhận for a light lunch.
 “Wasn’t that just wonderful?”
 “Ah, what can I say…?”
 “I had my eyes closed, taking it in from start to finish!”
 “Me too. And who cares whether it was man or monsterquái vật? Those melodiesgiai điệu are still in my ears!”
 “Indeed. Quality is quality. That’s all there is to it.”
 Based on my eavesdroppingnghe lén, it sounded like high praise. And at least one member of the crowd was going up to me now.
 “Um… Sir Rimuru, I would very much like to hear this performance again. What can I do to gain such an opportunity, if I could?”
 “We’ll be holding the concertbuổi hòa nhạc regularly over the next three days,” I told him, but I suppose we should consider a more regular performing schedule. Our song repertoiretiết mục wasn’t that vast yet, but I was sure it’d grow going forward. Having more chances to show it off would provide more practice motivation, besides.
 “That was a fine performance,” Luminus whispered to me as we passed by in the hall. “I enjoyed it more than I expected to.”
 Quite a complimentlời khen, I thought; she didn’t strike me as the sort to offer praise freely. I should probably consider that a five-star review.
 “Shion was certainly a surprise,” I commented to Benimaru.
 “I’m sure she was. But… Well, despite all appearances, Shion has always had a good sense of rhythmnhịp. She certainly seemed extraordinarily compatibletương thích with that ‘violinđàn vi ô lông’ instrument as well. And Shuna, too… I didn’t know she could play piano, but she always did enjoy singingđộc thân. It does not surprise me.”
 It all made sense to him. He apparentlyrõ ràng knew they were good singers, and come to think of it, I remember them breaking out a happy tune or two as they went about their business. It made me realize, despite my intentions, that I still didn’t really know everyone very well.
 After lunch, we had our science presentation scheduled for the afternoon. I followed Rigurd as he guided the crowd of nobilitygiới quý tộc, still keyed up from the morning’s events. We passed by the concertbuổi hòa nhạc hall from before, this time heading straight for the museum. Our destinationđiểm đến was the historicallịch sử archivestài liệu lưu trữ inside, as much as it seemed odd for nobilitygiới quý tộc to be in there.
 Gabil and Vester awaitedchờ đợi us at the entrance. Being a former Dwargon minister, Vester was immediately recognizabledễ nhận biết to a few in the crowd, elicitinggợi ra murmursthì thầm of surprise. Vester himself paid it no mind, flashing a smile as he greetedchào hỏi the tour.
 The two of them guided us into the building.
 “Inside this case is the first healingđang lành lại potionđộc dược that Sir Rimuru ever created. It is a complete extractionkhai thác from hipokute herbsthảo mộc with all impurities removed. It boastskhoe khoang ninety-nine percent puritysự tinh khiết, and while it is not quite up to the level of a Revival Elixir, its healingđang lành lại qualities are equivalent to a Full Potion.”
 I listened to Vester talk as we went along. Then I realized we had made a mistake. Vester was offering validcó hiệu lực, thoroughtriệt để guidancehướng dẫn, yes, but to those without scientific knowledge, it must’ve been incrediblyvô cùng boring. I could already see a few people tuning him out, staring at the ceilingtrần nhà.
 That, and we had scheduled this all wrong. If we held the techcông nghệ demothử nghiệm in the morning, everyone would be awakethức giấc, refreshedlàm cho khỏe lại, and perhaps more open to this guided tour. I didn’t think we’d have so much disengagementbuông tha anyway. But thanks to the thrillsợ hãi of that morning concertbuổi hòa nhạc, all this scientific mumbo-jumbo must seem like such a letdownthất vọng. Besides, think about it. We were entertaining people from royal courts and noblecao quý mansionsbiệt thự. They might care about the things we produced, but with most of them, they couldn’t care less about how they were made.
 Vester must’ve picked up on this. He snickeredcười khúc khích a bit.
 “Ah, but I see I am bogging all of you down in needlesskhông cần thiết detail. Let’s turn our attention elsewhere, then, and stage a scientific experiment.”
 He exchanged a look with Gabil, who noddedgật đầu back.
 “In this experiment, we will pursuetheo đuổi what healingđang lành lại potionđộc dược is, exactly, as much as we can. Diluting this Full Potion to twenty percent strength creates High Potion, used to treat serious injuries. Dilute this further, and you create twenty dosesliều lượng of Low Potions. That should show you just how effective a Full Potion can be.”
 Gabil lined up bottles of all three potionsđộc dược on a table. “If any of us is currently dealing with an injury,” he said, “we would be able to test out the effectivenesshiệu quả of each potionđộc dược, but it would be barbaricdã man to hurt ourselves for the sakelợi ích of experimentationthử nghiệm. Thus we have come up with rather an interesting experiment.”
 As he spoke, Vester brought in a broken swordthanh kiếm.
 “So will a potionđộc dược fix this swordthanh kiếm?” asked Gabil. “Does one of you have the answer to that question?”
 “Rubbish! Hipokute herbsthảo mộc only work on living things!”
 The shouted reply came from a man dressed in magician’s garb—perhaps the court sorcererphù thủy for one kingdomVương quốc or another. He totally dismissed the idea, and it looked like he had the intelligence to back up that answer.
 Gabil laughed and noddedgật đầu. “Yes, of course. At the very least, there is no way this Low or High Potion could ever be effective against a swordthanh kiếm.”
 That much was obviousrõ ràng. There wasn’t much need to stage an experiment. What was Gabil—and Vester, for that matter—getting at with this question?
 “So the question is, how far does that rule apply? What do all of you think?”
 More protests from the crowd. They must have thought Gabil and Vester were treating them like idiots. Things were even getting a little raucous—I know this wasn’t what they were expecting, but sheesh, pipe down.
 But how far could you apply healingđang lành lại potionsđộc dược, huh? Well, they worked on people, of course, as well as animals, plants, and monstersquái vật. Where’s the thresholdngưỡng, then, the boundary between effective and ineffectivekhông hiệu quả? This was actually kind of fascinatinglôi cuốn. Is being “alive” or not the main thing? Probably not. It was the presence of a consciousnessý thức that likely made the difference.
  Report. Plants have a consciousnessý thức as well. A consciousnessý thức has its roots in the soul, a collection of the spiritualtinh thần particleshạt that form magicules. Its presence, or lack thereofcủa chúng, is thought to be the difference.
 
 Right. Plants have wills—maybe they’re not fully sentienttình cảm, but they have a desire to keep living. But swordsthanh kiếm don’t have “souls,” and therefore no wills. They’re just things, so obviously…
 …But hang on. Something just occurred to me. Didn’t Kaijin say that swordsthanh kiếm do have wills of their own? No way…?!
 “Heh-heh-heh… I would like to know as well. And the desire to know provides the entrywaylối vào to new discoveries.”
 “Indeed. And trust me, I ordered him to not conduct this ridiculouslố bịch experiment at first. I called him a fool in my mind, for that matter. But I was the only fool in the room. I was so boundràng buộc by the laws of common sense, I forgot my original drives as a researcher.”
 Vester smiled warmlynồng nhiệt as he sprinkledrắc some Full Potion on the broken swordthanh kiếm. Then—just a little, but enough so that everyone could see—the swordthanh kiếm reacted.
 “““…?!”””
 “And here is the answer. While it does not fully rebuildxây dựng lại the swordthanh kiếm, we are clearly seeing the early signs of repair here.”
 “R-ridiculous…”
 “I can’t believe it. Healing potionđộc dược could be used for this…?”
 The tour group couldn’t hide their astonishmentsự kinh ngạc. I could see why. It flew in the face of common sense; you’d have a hard time not being surprised—and that included me. I had no idea they were conducting experiments not even I could anticipateđoán trước the results of. They didn’t give me any report on this, which only added to the shock.
 “Of course, you will only see these effects on arms and armoráo giáp that matured past a certain level. The weapon must be made of magisteel, at the very least—and it will not give a reaction unless it has been used regularly by its owner.”
 Ah. So it’d have no effect unless the swordthanh kiếm had a will instilledđể tâm đến in it.
 “…Why,” Gazel asked Gabil in his low, stentorianngười làm stento voice, “did you want to know something like that?”
 “It’s simple, my lordChúa tể. I found it difficult to believe that plants and vegetationthảm thực vật growing in the wild have wills of their own—but after experimentationthử nghiệm, we found that healingđang lành lại potionsđộc dược work perfectly fine on them.”
 Now that we had Full Potion mass manufacturingchế tạo underwayđang tiến hành, there was a decenttử tế quantity to work with. Thus they had been trying it on all sorts of things. Certainly, the desire to learn was the first step toward new discoveries. I recalled the experiments we did in grade school science class, challenging ourselves to do things that seemed pointlessvô nghĩa at first. Gabil had that same spirit—the first thing’s to just try it out.
 So it worked on plants, restoring damaged tree barkvỏ cây and producing new budsnụ from broken branches.
 “I then remembered the existence of dryadsngười khô,” Gabil said. “Vegetation may have only a weak consciousnessý thức at first, but over many months and years of life, they can evolvephát triển into powerful monstersquái vật, can they not? But as I thought, this may only happen under certain conditions.”
 Around half the audience was taking a keensắc sảo interest in this explanation. I’d expect the more quick-witted among them to be fascinatedcuốn hút, yes. This was the kind of research I’d normally want to keep confidentialbảo mật, after all. Should I let Gabil keep going? The thought, as mean-spirited as it felt, crossed my mind, but I hurriedlyvội vã brushed it away as I listened on.
 “The only things that react to healingđang lành lại potionđộc dược are those already intertwinedđan vào nhau with magicules. Things with no magicules to them at all show no reaction in our testing. What this means is that magicules house consciousnessý thức itself—or, at least, the two are deeply related.”
 “Yes. And when Sir Gabil presented these datadữ liệu, it led me to reconsiderxem xét lại my thoughts as well. Soon, a question arose in my mind: What are magicules?”
 Magicules were one of this world’s uniqueđộc nhất substances, freely spread around the atmosphere like oxygenôxy. They were the engine for all kinds of mysterioushuyền bí forces, and people could wieldvận dụng them to do their bidding, to some extent.
 “So we have a sample from a certain plant here… And over in this other room, I can show you an enlargedmở rộng picture of it.”
 We followed Vester to another room, a large, spaciousrộng rãi chamberbuồng with chairs lined up in rows—something like an AV-equipped college lecture hall. It had a projectormáy chiếu, still in the trial testing phases, and there was a stretched-out white sheet on the wall to serve as a screen. Gazel curiouslytò mò observed the projectormáy chiếu but remained politely quiet about it, realizing now was not the time. That’s Gazel for you—mature enough to pick the right time and place.
 Once everyone was seated, Gabil turned on the projectormáy chiếu, a device with light-based magic inscriptionsdòng chữ that let it project color images on the screen. The chamber’s lights dimmedmờ đi as the image appeared, surprising a few in the audience.
 “Take a look at this image,” Vester said, ignoring the chatterhuyên thuyên. “It shows the structure of the plant sample you saw before. And this is the structure of some grass, the type you see growing anywhere…”
 He placed the enlargedmở rộng images next to each other. I didn’t get why Vester was acting so haughtykiêu căng here—“a certain plant” and so on. What’s his aim?
 “…Are they not the same? I don’t see any difference…”
 “No, me neither. Why aren’t they the same?”
 The voices in the crowd were met with wide agreement. A few of them weren’t as sure—“that part is different”; “no, that part is”—but I doubted any of them were on the mark. So what was the answer?
 “Now, let’s enlargephóng to these further.”
 “What do you think? They look just the same, don’t they?”
 Vester and Gabil flashed villainoushung ác smiles—and then they revealed the trick.
 “The plant in the first picture is hipokute herbthảo mộc. The second one is a simple weedcần sa we picked from a lawnbãi cỏ in town. Do they look the same to you?”
 Vester’s question made things begin to dawnbình minh on some of the audience. What they saw unnerved them. Hurriedly, they spoke up.
 “They aren’t the same. The difference is clear if you look closer!”
 “That’s mean of you, Sir Vester. How can we tell the difference just from those images?”
 Hipokute was a rare herbthảo mộc. I’d dinedăn cơm trưa on quite a bit of it in the cavehang Veldora was sealed in; it’s famouslynổi tiếng the corecốt lõi ingredientnguyên liệu of healingđang lành lại potionđộc dược. Most would assume it’s structured far differently from the grass you step on every day. But a few people, myself included, found Vester’s question very disturbing. Gazel was one of them; I could see the blood drainlàm khô hạn from his face.
 We were showing that hipokute and regular grass were both structured in the same way—proof that, essentiallyThiết yếu, they were the same. It beggedăn xin the question of what, exactly, constitutedthành lập a rare herb—which, in turn, had the potential to overturnlật ngửa common sense itself.
 Vester lifted his arms up high, that sinisternham hiểm smile still on his face.
 “Quiet! Quiet, please!”
 He and Gabil waited for things to settle down. When they did, he placed a series of images on the projectormáy chiếu.
 “Squeezing the extract from hipokute and combining its magicules together creates healingđang lành lại potionđộc dược. The level of this fusiondung hợp process, as you all know, depends on the properties of the extract produced—and while we cannot go into details, we have successfully refinedtinh chế this extractionkhai thác process to a puritysự tinh khiết level of ninety-nine percent. That is how a Full Potion is made.”
 Through a variety of images (while still hiding the corecốt lõi technology), Vester explained the potion-making process.
 “Now we move on to hipokute leaves. Grinding these leaves and combining their magicules produces a salvecứu cánh that can close wounds, although the effect is not dramatickịch. This makes sense, since these ground leaves are simply the leavings from the extractionkhai thác process.”
 An image of a leaflá cây filled the screen. The leaflá cây was shown being ground, then mixed with the extract from before to create an ointment—the basic process behind it. Nothing unnaturalkhông tự nhiên. I didn’t get where Vester was going with it.
 “Now, everyone, look at this image.”
 On one side, you had leaves from hipokute herbsthảo mộc grown in our cavehang; on the other was regular grass. They looked totally different. There was no way they’d have the same organichữu cơ structure…but as the images flashed by, changes began to occur on the hipokute side.
 “Do you see? I only came to notice out of sheertuyệt đối coincidencetrùng hợp ngẫu nhiên. Sir Rimuru has ordered me to work on our hipokute cultivationcanh tác project, but one day, I took an interest in the strained leaves from our extractionkhai thác process. Making ointmentthuốc mỡ from it is well and good, but it has to be kept under exacting conditions or it quickly loses its effect. Plus, compared to the liquid extract used to make potionsđộc dược, its effect is extremely weak. I didn’t give it much thought, since we had other uses for the extract, but if you think about it, do we really need this ointmentthuốc mỡ? So as I said, I began to look at the strained leaves…”
 …And then Gabil realized that the shape of these post-extraction leaves, now free of magicules, was different from the hipokute currently growing in the cavehang. Shocked, Gabil decided to take more detailed records, resulting in the images he was showing us now.
 “So at the conclusion of all this, we’ve found that, technicallykỹ thuật speaking, there is no such thing as a hipokute plant. The plants we call hipokute are actually mutationsđột biến…”
 “Yes!” exclaimedkêu lên an excitedhào hứng Vester. “And it’s not that hipokute grows in magicule-rich areas—it’s the magicule concentration itself that causes this mutationđột biến and creates hipokute from simple grass!”
 I could see why he was excitedhào hứng. Everyone who heard him immediately began talking.
 “That… That’s a major discovery!”
 “S-Sir Vester, this is not the type of thing to announce in a place like this! There could have been some more appropriatephù hợp occasion… You must contact a scientific society or the like at once and follow the proper announcement procedure!”
 It was chaossự hỗn loạn inside the room. Even those who didn’t take much interest before couldn’t stay silent now—and the audience members who had been paying attention from the start were even more astoundedkinh ngạc. It was beyond anything they imagined, and the “not the type of thing to announce” remark symbolizedtượng trưng cho just how much it roilednướng the crowd. Gazel, too, had his eyes wide open, and even Elmesia and Erald were discussing matters with each other.
 I was surprised, too. I never gave it much thought before, but the way they put it, it made sense. It was pretty obviousrõ ràng, in fact. I doubted Veldora just happened to be sealed off in a cavehang full of hipokute herbsthảo mộc. If that was the result of a mutation—or a plant evolution—that was more convincing. And once all the magicules were extracted from this plant during processing, its shape went back to the plain old grass it once was. The dried, strained samples projected on the screen made it obviousrõ ràng that they shared the same organichữu cơ structure as regular grass.
 In which case, no wonder Gabil thought potionsđộc dược could healchữa lành swordsthanh kiếm. Metal might mutateđột biến into magisteel orequặng, just like grass mutatedđột biến into hipokute, and it was that orequặng that was processed to make magisteel weapons. Put the pieces together, and anyone would wonder if healingđang lành lại potionđộc dược could work on magisteel as well. The result: the experiment we saw earlier.
 “My original question,” Vester continued, “of the exact nature of magicules remains unansweredchưa được trả lời. Monsters, and magic-born, are exposed to the effects of these magicules—that much is evidenthiển nhiên. But what about demi-humans? If you took all the magicules out of their body, would they go back to being humans? I have boundlessvô biên questions along these lines, but investigating them could prove fiendishlyhung ác difficult.”
 “Despite this, we intend to continue our research. And in this land, where some of the world’s greatest minds are gathering, we promise to keep pursuingtheo đuổi the answers…and with that, we close our science presentation.”
 “To everyone who came out to attend—”
 ““Thank you very much!””
 Gabil and Vester bowedcúi đầu and spoke in perfect sync. They must’ve worked the presentation out in pretty deep detail; I don’t think this was the first time they’d run through this lecture.
 The content, however, was excellent. I had left it all to them, but it really grabbed your attention—and what’s more, it spread the word about great discoveries while keeping all the key parts a secret. Most important of all—we didn’t have to worry about anyone copying our technology with what we revealed. Changing the nature of plants with magicules was a grand discovery, but it wasn’t something other nations could easily replicatesao chép. They could experiment with it, but it wouldn’t let them mass-produce hipokute or anything.
 Our position of superiorityưu việt remained firm—and our research continued. As Gabil said, great minds were gathering here, and we’d have more before long. In a land so blessed with magicules as this one, we could do all the experimentationthử nghiệm we wanted.
 Overall, this scientific presentation was a major shock to the attendeesngười tham dự. After a morning spent enjoying fine music, this afternoon stimulatedkích thích their intellectualtrí thức curiositiessự tò mò. I’d leave it to the audience to decide which was more enrichinglàm giàu, but given how much interest both events generated, I’d definitely call them a success.
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    A lot of the audience seemed bored at first. I worried that we should have swappedtráo đổi the order out, in retrospect…but it appeared I was worried over nothing. In fact, maybe this was the right order after all. We certainly fulfilled our main goal of making the moversngười di chuyển and shakersbình lắc in the audience interested in us. I internally resolved to give Gabil and Vester unbridledphóng túng praise the next time I had a chance.
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 After the presentation came some free activity time. A number of our VIPs would relax at our salonthẩm mỹ viện, while others would perusenghiên cứu our food stallsgian hàng incognitoẩn danh. A few would savorhương thơm the hot-spring bath, and others would enjoy checking out our amusementvui chơi giải trí facilities. Each one of them had their own guide, so they were free to pursuetheo đuổi their own interests. They were all abuzzxôn xao about the concertbuổi hòa nhạc and science presentation, too, reportedlybáo cáo spreading praise about them to everyone they spoke to around town.
 As I watched them take in the festival, I saw Arnaud and Bacchus come up to me, looking concernedlo âu. “We need to talk,” Arnaud whispered to me. It sounded like something important, so I brought Benimaru and Shion along and guided them to a room in the receptionthu nhận hall.
 There we saw Luminus. I’d suspected we would, given how agitatedkích động the paladins seemed, and I was right. She was in her maidngười giúp việc dress, seated with her legs crossed. The juxtapositionđặt cạnh nhau of her pale skin and the black garternịt tất belts and stockingscòn hàng was, franklythẳng thắn, hot. Arnaud and Bacchus stood boltchớp uprightngay thẳng behind her—the sight of them serving this maidngười giúp việc was a surrealsiêu thực role reversalđảo ngược, but it actually fit her well. Luminus’s powerful aurahào quang at work, I imagine.
 “Now,” she began before I could talk or even sit down, “we have a treatyhiệp ước of nonaggressionkhông gây hấn in place…but that will not be enough.”
 I always knew she was impatientnóng nảy, but not this impatientnóng nảy. Exasperated, I helped myself to a chair. Something told me I wasn’t about to get invited to a seat.
 “Not enough how?”
 “How else? It lacks interaction! If we cannot make contact with each other, how will we ever have interaction?”
 “Um, I don’t see why we can’t…?”
 I organized the situation in my mind as I thought over what Luminus meant.
 As she said, there was a nonaggressionkhông gây hấn pacthiệp ước between the Holy Empire of Lubelius and Tempest. The Western Holy Church was a part of Lubelius, which also helped boost our position with the Western Nations. I really appreciated that, but in terms of interaction, she was right—we had virtuallyhầu như no diplomaticngoại giao relations. We were just too physicallythể chất distantxa xôi from each other. There was no national-level trade. Any circulationvòng tuần hoàn of goods was left to market principles, with whatever merchantslái buôn or nations wanted to be involved.
 We weren’t completely cut off from trade, though. I had actually asked Mjöllmile to send a few traveling peddlersngười bán rong in their direction. Why wait for Lubelius when we could take action ourselves? We were conducting basic market research, and I had already gotten a report of products and goods that the Holy Empire specializedchuyên in.
 That report told me that Lubelius was an agricultural giant, producing great quantities of crops (primarily wheatlúa mì) and exporting much of it to the Western Nations. I looked at a sample, and it was very high-quality—tasty, too. I was hoping to import some, in fact, but as mentioned, the distance involved made it tough. Before we started talking about more formal trade, I wanted to see that problem dealt with first.
 So that’s where we were now. I wanted to deepenđào sâu our relations in the future, but if you asked me what could be done right this minute, I couldn’t give you anything.
 “You inconsideratevô tâm clodđóng cục. Or are you toying with me?”
 “No, no, that’s not it at all!”
 Luminus gave my harriedquấy rầy reply an irritatedbị kích thích sighthở dài. “When I say interaction, I mean cultural interaction. Frankly, I underestimatedđánh giá quá thấp all of you. The people under our protection in Lubelius lack a great deal in the way of artisticthuộc về nghệ thuật talent. Meanwhile, although I expected little, your musical presentation earlier was impressiveấn tượng. I have reconsideredxem xét lại my views of you today.”
 Whoa. Heaps of praise. She had a few kind words for me as we passed each other earlier, but I guess she really did like the concertbuổi hòa nhạc. That, and now I understood her. Today’s musical performance finally made her recognize our talents. I imagined Luminus had some kind of musical band, and presumablycó lẽ she was talking about an international exchange with its members, to help improve both of us.
 “There are some among the vampiresma cà rồng who are artisticallymột cách nghệ thuật inclinednghiêng. They carry on the heritagedi sản of our old music while working on new creative endeavorsnỗ lực, but latelygần đây they’ve been stuck in a rutđường mòn. I think some input from visiting creatorsngười sáng tạo of your realmvương quốc would be a fine catalystchất xúc tác.”
 I had it right on the mark. And really, I appreciated the request. An experience like this always enriches the heart and mind. And if you want to improve your cultural activity, interactingtương tác with other people was the best inspirationcảm hứng you could feed on.
 “I like that idea! We couldn’t ask for anything better.”
 I had no reason to turn her down, so I readilydễ dàng agreed. Looking at our future relations, besides, it was boundràng buộc to have more positive impactsự va chạm than bad.
 “Very good. I will make sure things proceed along those lines.”
 She gave me a satisfied nodgật đầu. Just as she did, an elderly servant placed some tea in front of us. Gunther, I think his name was—just as strong as Louis Valentine but also one talented servant. Diablo was the same way, come to think of it. Who knew that butlersquản gia were such lean, mean fighting machines in this world? And now other servants were bringing drinks to Benimaru and Shion behind me. They weren’t delayed; it was just that the impatientnóng nảy Luminus summonedtriệu hồi me so quickly that they couldn’t keep up.
 Luminus gave them a cold nod—a sign of a strict master-servant relationship, I thought. But:
 “Isn’t that great? Now you can enjoy that music, too, soon.”
 It sounded pompouskhoa trương as she spoke to her attendantstiếp viên. But they didn’t take it that way, saying, “Thank you very much” and “I look forward to it!” in return. They looked happy enough to me, so they definitely meant it. Their attitude to Luminus was based on respect, it seemed, not fear. I found it odd at first—and then I looked closer and realized they were all vampiresma cà rồng.
 Their aurashào quang were whollyhoàn toàn shut off, their powers restrainedhạn chế to the point that they were indiscerniblekhông thể nhận ra from regular people. They were high-level vampiresma cà rồng, I imagined, given how close they were to Luminus. Just the few of them here alone could easily topplelật đổ an entire nation, I’m sure, and here they were serving tea to us. The world can be one irrationalkhông hợp lý place sometimes.
 “Now, Gunther, carry out the necessary details when we return to Nightgarden.”
 “Yes, my lordChúa tể.”
 Luminus noddedgật đầu and took an elegantthanh lịch, silent sipmột hớp of tea—a beautiful showcasetủ trưng bày of manners, one you’d want to teach to a debutantengười ra mắt.
 “Ah yes,” she brightlyrực rỡ said as I stared enrapt at her, “that scientific presentation was quite interesting as well. Dissecting the effects of magicules is quite a fascinatinglôi cuốn idea to come up with. There are those on my staff with a rather odd interest in research. I was thinking we could send them here, but would you mind that?”
 I asked for some more details. The way she put it, there was still little in the way of cultured civilizationnền văn minh among the humans who lived on the surface of Lubelius, but the undergroundbí mật mainlandđất liền boastedkhoe khoang a fairly decenttử tế level of technology.
 “Oh? That’s surprising. I thought you wouldn’t be so secretivebí mật with all that.”
 “I dislikekhông thích causing trouble for myself. If we were too conspicuousdễ thấy, we feared that accursedđáng nguyền rủa lizardcon thằn lằn would find us, remember. I hardly want the angelsthiên thần interferingcản trở with us, either. That’s why I’ve had all our major research moved undergroundbí mật, until we can fully eradicatediệt trừ them.”
 She seemed proud of herself.
 The way she framed it, Luminus was the most powerful political ruler among all the demoncon quỷ lordsChúa tể. She was a vampirema cà rồng, so essentiallyThiết yếu immortalbất diệt, with a life spannhịp transcendingvượt qua even that of elvesyêu tinh. The more powerful among her kind didn’t even need to eat, capable of sustainingduy trì themselves via minute dosesliều lượng of life energy from human beings. There was no doubting the fact that vampiresma cà rồng sat at the top of the food chain.
 But even they had their deficienciessự thiếu hụt. Vampires were called “rulers of the night” for good reason—they could wieldvận dụng untoldchưa kể powers in the darkness, but exposurephơi bày to sunlight wiped them off the planet. It was a huge weakness, but even with it, they remained incrediblyvô cùng dangerous. But again, the more powerful among this advanced race—some among the noblecao quý classes under Luminus—could apparentlyrõ ràng overcome this weakness against the sun. These were called “overcomersngười chiên thắng,” and they could pretty much go around by day and do whatever they pleased. There were very few of them, which was a good thing, since a vampirema cà rồng without weaknesses would be a nightmarecơn ác mộng for humanitynhân loại. Definitely a Calamity-level threat, if not as much a one as Louis or Gunther.
 The servants here were overcomersngười chiên thắng as well. They served Luminus as a sort of hobbysở thích, it seemed—with, of course, a heavy nuancesắc thái of being her bodyguardscận vệ. Being an overcomerngười chiên thắng meant having no weak points and therefore a lot of free time on your hands; that was why so many of them enjoyed making assortedthập cẩm things for fun. They’d craft all sorts of junkrác, in fact, hoping to win Luminus’s affectionssự yêu mến.
 “To be honest,” she said to me, “it’s dreadfullykhủng khiếp irritatingkhó chịu. I have ordered them to develop something more useful, but they’re too fixatedcố định on their own ideas, I suppose. They’ve made no progress whatsoeverbất cứ điều gì. I would love for you to take them in and give them a little education.”
 “Hmm… I wouldn’t mind that, but…”
 But of course I’d have qualmsbăn khoăn about the whole thing unless I got to meet Luminus’s candidatesứng viên. Being an overcomerngười chiên thắng meant enjoying life in the ruling class—someone like them traveling to Tempest for study could lead to problems I had no way of predictingdự đoán in advance.
 Luminus, perhaps seeing my indecisiondo dự, made another offer. “I’m not asking you to work for free, of course. Perhaps I could offer a skill to you.”
 “A skill?”
 “Yes. The ‘secret skills of faith and favor.’”
 What’s that? Sounds really cool! Or at least coolermáy làm lạnh than the kinds of skills I came up with for myself, such as relearning how to get drunksay rượu.
 “What are those?”
 “Oh, it’s quite simple.” She gave me an evil, complacenttự mãn smile. “It allows those faithfulTrung thành to you to harnesskhai thác some of your powers.”
 Whoa. That sounds dangerous. If she taught me this around all these people…
  Report. Luminus has used Spatial Severance to isolatecô lập your location.
 
 Raphael neatly pointed it out, cutting me off before I could get worked up. Ah. That would explain why I couldn’t hear anyone besides ourselves right now. She really was a pillarcây cột among the strongest of demoncon quỷ lordsChúa tể; setting off skills just came naturally to her.
 “So you’ll teach me this in exchange for allowing your students to come here to live for a while? Am I understanding that right?”
 “You are. I would be happy enough to have a cultural exchange with our musicians alone. In a way, this is my tokenmã thông báo of thanks to you.”
 She didn’t appear to be lying.
 “All right. I’ll take your offer.”
 “Hee-hee! Then we have a deal.”
 We did. She’d have her musicians trained here, and I’d have my “secret skills of faith and favor.”
 To put it very simply, these skills were the principles behind all holythánh thiện magic. It involved me using my name as a vessel in order to cast spells. Hinata and the paladins, for example, could wieldvận dụng holythánh thiện magic by using Luminus’s name as a vessel—borrowing a bit of her power with each use. If I could learn the trick behind it, more of the people under me could gain access to holythánh thiện magic.
 Surprising—it seemed like I was getting a lot out of the bargainmặc cả. Luminus being Luminus, of course, I knew she had calculated all of this.
 “That sounds great to me, but are you sure about this?”
 “Oh, I don’t mind. You were likely to discover the truth of it for yourself in a few years’ time anyway. It is best to take advantage of information while it is still valuable, is it not?”
 …
 Ah, I thought. All right. And judging by Raphael’s pained silence, it wouldn’t have even been a few years. We were researching the nature of magicules, and after Hinata’s battle, we already knew the existence of spiritualtinh thần particleshạt. Put those together, and the truth would’ve come to us naturally. Well, not to me but to Raphael, certainly. And Luminus, spotting this, simply offered it while she was still able to extract something from me for it.
 “Well, even so, I appreciate it, Luminus.”
 “As long as you keep your side of the bargainmặc cả, all is well.”
 Attempting negotiationđàm phán with Luminus was still too heavy a task for me. This time it didn’t hurt me, but I’d have to think things through more carefully from now on. I musedngân nga over this as I shook hands with her.
 Thus our buddingvừa chớm nở orchestradàn nhạc would be traveling to Nightgarden shortlytrong thời gian ngắn, while the noblecao quý “overcomersngười chiên thắng” serving Luminus would be coming here for research purposes.
 Once Luminus deactivatedhủy kích hoạt Spatial Severance, we relaxed a bit, as if nothing had happened. I kicked back and enjoyed my tea, listening as Luminus gave me her review of the morning’s concertbuổi hòa nhạc. It seemed like she was more enthusiasticnhiệt tình about exchanges of the musical, and not scientific, sort. Most of her questions involved our orchestradàn nhạc and when we could get them over to her.
 Then, at the end:
 “By the way, Rimuru, there were some rather disagreeablekhó chịu people among the dignitarieschức sắc you invited. Were you aware of them?”
 She acted casualbình thường about this, her tone unchangedkhông thay đổi. I wondered what she meant for a moment—but it had to be her way of warning me about something.
 I guess it wasn’t my imagination after all.
 “Ah yes, that pair?”
 “Mm. If you don’t shirktrốn tránh your duty and keep your witsmưu mẹo about you with them, then very well. But I do hope you will make efforts not to denigrategièm pha the good name of the Octagram.”
 That was her way of signaling the end of our conversation. I noddedgật đầu at her and took my leave.
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 After my spontaneoustự phát conversation with Luminus ended, it was time for dinner.
 For whatever reason, Yuuki, Hinata, and I were assigned to the same table. They were all smiles with each other, busilybận rộn discussing the day’s events and virtuallyhầu như droolingnước dãi at all the food brought in. I could hardly wait to dig in myself as I listened to their reflections. There were two choices available for the evening’s courses, Japanese and Western; Hinata went for Japanese, while Yuuki and I picked Western.
 “I tell you,” Yuuki began, “that was a seriously incredibleđáng kinh ngạc performance. You really should’ve checked it out, Hinata. The food stalls’ll be open later, you know.”
 “Don’t tell me what to do. I achieved what I set out to do today. What’s the problem? Besides, the takoyaki was so good, and…”
 Her voice went down to a whisper and she started making excuses.
 “…But really, though. You guys went with ‘Alias’?”
 I avertedngăn chặn my eyes from Hinata, pretendinggiả vờ to have no idea what she was talking about.
 “But no, I mean it—it’s really worth listening to. I mean, I quite liked that one song already, but hearing it arranged for an orchestradàn nhạc… It just blew me away.”
 Nice one, Yuuki. His unbridledphóng túng praise for Baton and company had successfully divertedchuyển hướng Hinata’s attention.
 “All right, all right,” she said, not sounding that peevedcáu kỉnh. “If you’re going on about it that much, I’ll take the kids there tomorrow.”
 Hinata, for her part, seemed to make the most of today, throwing her money up and down the festival, much to my appreciationsự đánh giá. Clothes, weapons, armoráo giáp, magic items—she bought it all, and at marked-up festival prices, too. She also made her way up and down the food stallsgian hàng, and honestlyThành thật, I think she took the kids just as an excuse to stuff herself. They loved her, though, it sounded like, so I couldn’t complain at all—especially since she’d already volunteered to watch them the next day.
 “Personally, I’m more interested in that research into magicules,” Hinata continued, lowering her voice again. “Healing potionsđộc dược don’t really work on me, you know, because my body breaks down the magicules… And actually, there are some healingđang lành lại magics that work on me and some that don’t.”
 She had apparentlyrõ ràng done a bit of research of her own, to see if there was any potionđộc dược out there that worked on her. Having the ability to annulbãi bỏ magic applied to her sounded good on paper, but the more you thought about it, the more inconveniencessự bất tiện it created.
 “Yeah, you know, I haven’t thought about it, huh? I’m affected by magicules, too, I guess, so…”
 “When you jump between worlds, you take in a vast amount of energy. Sometimes these manifestrõ ràng as skills, and sometimes it results in nothing—like with you, Yuuki. But you’re right—you’re still affected by them. You haven’t grown at all, for one—”
 “Whoa, whoa, don’t put it that way! I haven’t grown, no, but I’ve done a lot in my years here, you know?”
 “I know, I know. You don’t have to get worked up every time I mention it. I’m just picking on you.”
 Maybe Hinata was just picking on him…but with those imposingáp đặt eyes of hers? When she said stuff like that with her sharpenedmài sắc glareánh sáng chói and joylesskhông vui face, it really didn’t sound much like a joke.
 “All right. But you know, Rimuru, I’m fascinatedcuốn hút by the directions you’re taking your research here.”
 I appreciated the complimentlời khen, but Yuuki was really thinking too much of me.
 “No, no, that was really all Gabil and Vester’s own work. I only learned about it the same time all of you did.”
 “Oh?”
 “Didn’t you order them to do that research?” Hinata asked. “And you let them announce it to VIPs from around the world without even knowing what it was?”
 They both gave me incredulouskhông tin looks.
 “Um, this soupcanh is good, huh?” I venturedmạo hiểm, fleeingchạy trốn reality while I fished for an excuse. “But look, what could I do? I want them to be independent!”
 Not having any other ideas, I tried being more forcefulmạnh mẽ in my approach. It didn’t work. They just glaredánh sáng chói back at me.
 “…All right, I kind of regret that. I was really busy, but maybe I should’ve at least heard what it was first…”
 Too late now, of course.
 “Man, Rimuru. You sure are something, you know that?”
 “Honestly. Sometimes, I seriously think he’s a real big shot. Sometimes.”
 That did not sound like praise to me, but ah well. Even I had to admit, it was kind of a slipuptrượt chân. The presentation’s content was great, but I got a bit nervous in the middle of it and Gazel admonishedkhuyên nhủ me about it as well—already, I wanted to be more careful next time. Didn’t think Yuuki and Hinata were gonna rakecái cào me over the coals about it, too, though…
 Fortunately for me, the conversation driftedtrôi dạt back into small talk as the dinner continued.
 Thus the first day of the Founder’s Festival closed to largely excellent reviews. It really felt like a strong start to me, and I had no doubt in my mind that it’d end a great success—not knowing, of course, that I’d learn in short order just how naivengây thơ I was.
  
 
 
   INTERLUDE
 A PROBLEM ARISES
 We were all in the meeting hall for a regular update, waiting for…well, Mjöllmile was the last stragglerngười đi lạc, wasn’t he? It was nine in the evening, right after dinner ended. The festival was still in full swing outside; we could hear flutesống sáo, drumscái trống, and laughing from afarxa. The official closing time was ten p.m., so this was fine; the lodgersngười ở trọ in our noblescao quý’ accommodationschỗ ở could shut the windows to cut off all the noise. We wanted to be sure noise complaints were never an issue with that building.
 So as much as I wanted to tour the evening market, I wanted to get this meeting over with earlier than the late hour I’d kept everyone up until last night.
 “Shuna, Shion, good work today. That performance was amazingtuyệt vời. I was completely surprised.”
 “Hee-hee! We’ve been practicing on the slyquỷ quyệt,” Shuna said with a grinnụ cười toe toét. “I’ve always been a good singer, and I think I’m a rather good fit for that piano instrument. The two songs I played are all I know, though…”
 If she could play that well after starting so recently, I’d say a “good fit” is an understatementcách nói nhẹ nhàng. But indeed, if she had to squeezevắt kiệt practice time into the nooksngóc ngách and cranniescái hố of her busy schedule, I could see why she had to focus on a limited song pool.
 The same went for Shion, too. She smiled at me.
 “I kept my practice hidden alongsidebên cạnh Lady Shuna as well. I wanted to surprise you, Sir Rimuru, and I think we succeeded!”
 There was something beautifully dignifiedđứng đắn, nghiêm túc about her playing the violinđàn vi ô lông. I honestlyThành thật needed to give her some praise.
 “Yeah, you looked great. You’re gonna keep it up, right?”
 “Yes, of course! I’d like to get to the point where we can play all the songs you remembered, Sir Rimuru!”
 “I’ll look forward to that. There’s a lot I’d like to hear from you!”
 Shion’s never seemed more trustworthyđáng tin cậy to me than today. She could be a disappointmentthất vọng most of the time, but right now, she was shining.
 I then moved on to Gabil.
 “Gabil, your presentation was also received favorably. Yuuki was shocked by it, and King Gazel took quite an interest as well. They said that we perhaps revealed a little too much to the public, but I think that was fine.”
 “Ha-ha! Thank you very much! A lot of it was Sir Vester’s doing, but I took the initiative to do the best job I could on it. And conducting those experiments did more than just satisfy my intellectualtrí thức curiosity—it made me want to relate those feelings of mine to everyone else. Perhaps I went a bit overboardquá nhiệt tình with it.”
 “No, no, I’m not criticizingchỉ trích you. Your research surprised me as well, but the content was really interesting. I think our visitors were just as engaged, too. More than enough of a success.”
 Gabil breathed a happy sighthở dài of relief. He must’ve been pretty nervous.
 “Tell Vester I said the same to him, all right?”
 “Absolutely!”
 Vester was likely drinking with Gazel as we spoke. The king might be a bit angry at him, but Vester would probably treat that as high praise. To him, Gazel was eternallyluôn luôn worthyxứng đáng of his respect. During this festival, at least, they should be able to enjoy themselves without worrying about things like rank or position.
 Diablo also updated me on arenađấu trường goings-on.
 “We have our six remaining seed slotschỗ filled, sir, but none of them would be a concern if I was part of the tournamentgiải đấu. I watched the Hero in action as well, but…heh-heh-heh… Yes, he certainly has some fascinatinglôi cuốn tools to work with. Should I take care of him before problems arise?”
 “I told you we weren’t doing that!”
 “As you wish. I think any further briefing on the day’s events would spoilchiều hư the fun for you tomorrow.”
 Diablo didn’t see any issues. Counting Gobta and Geld, our eight tournamentgiải đấu competitors were locked in—and if nothing concernedlo âu Diablo, I didn’t need to hear anything else. With the right seedings, we could see some pretty neatgọn gàng battles. I’ll take Diablo’s advice and wait for the fun tomorrow.
 Soei spoke next, telling me that the kids spent the day enjoying the festival. They’d paid a visit to the tournamentgiải đấu preliminariessơ bộ, cheeringHân hoan on Masayuki, then purchased a large amount of food and souvenirsquà lưu niệm. Geez, Hinata… You sure that’s how a guardianngười giám hộ should act? Hope the kids don’t all wreckxác tàu đắm their stomachs. Now I was a little worried about how things would work out tomorrow.
 So we conversedngược some more while waiting for Mjöllmile. Barring any problems, we’d be done with this meeting in under half an hour—or so I assumed, but given the way Mjöllmile rushed into the hall, pale as a sheet, I had to dismiss this as optimisticlạc quan.
 “S-sorry to make you wait,” he stammerednói lắp, and based on his body language, I could only assume something serious had come up. He was normally so unfazedkhông bối rối, brazentrơ trẽn even, but now he couldn’t hide his panic.
 Shuna offered him some chilledsự ớn lạnh tea, and I waited for him to catch his breath before speaking up.
 “So what’s happening?”
 “I’m deeply sorry, sir, but we have a serious problem. Here’s the thing: We’re out of money.”
 It seemed that the tradesmenthương gia were all houndingchó săn him for payment at the same time, and he had spent the past little while trying to deal with them. Out of money? You’re kidding me. We had all kinds of lavishxa hoa fixturesvật cố định from Diablo’s manorthái ấp, not to mention all his gold and silver, and besides, Diablo had taken 1,500 stellars in restitutionbồi thường from Farmus. If we dippednhúng into that, we could hold a hundred more festivals like this and still have money left over.
 “About that,” he replied when I brought this up with him. “It’s not an issue of budget, Sir Rimuru. It’s that we can’t convert Clayman’s assetstài sản into money—it’s not in the commonly used currency of the world. Gold coins from ancient kingdomsVương quốc have great artisticthuộc về nghệ thuật value, and I know they’re circulatedlưu hành around the Eastern Empire, but…”
 But while they might be used over there, they weren’t recognized as legal tendermềm. The tradesmenthương gia could always have them converted, but this apparentlyrõ ràng wasn’t to their liking. They wanted real gold coinagetiền đúc, as mintedcây bạc hà in the Dwarven Kingdom.
 “So I paid them in regular gold coins at first, but partwayphần đường through, I realized something had gone wrong. But by then, it was too late…”
 Once our own vaultkho tiền was exhaustedkiệt sức of common Dwarven gold coins, Mjöllmile dippednhúng into his own fortunevận may to handle payments. But even that was limited, so he consulted with some of his closer merchantlái buôn friends to figure out what was going on. What they revealed was astonishing—according to them, the new, unfamiliarkhông quen tradesmenthương gia these shopkeepersngười bán hàng had started working with demanded payment only in the common currency.
 In international trade, it was considered reasonable to make pure barterhàng đổi hàng trades, one side’s goods canceling out the cost of the other side’s. They could also enactban hành IOUs, contracts to handle payment later instead of exchanging cash on-site. Payment would be needed sometime, just not right at that moment—one common custom to cover monetarytiền tệ losses in this world, where the concept of charging interest was still in its infancythời thơ ấu.
 However, our nation hadn’t built the trust to back up that custom yet. If our partners demanded cash, our only option was to pay them in cash.
 Mjöllmile understood this well enough. That was why he so carefully managed our budget for this festival, meticulouslytỉ mỉ selecting the merchantslái buôn he worked with. He was apparentlyrõ ràng counting on more large-scale trade with a smaller number of partners, which would allow him to break down the stellars in our vaultkho tiền and use the resulting gold coins to pay out his other debts. Even if that didn’t materializecụ thể hoá, he had known the main sellersngười bán at the festival for years, and—not that it was an excuse, but—he figured they’d be willing to work with him a little more. He thought IOUs or payment in ancient gold pieces would be accepted—but the tradesmenthương gia working under the merchantslái buôn balkedchùn bước at it, and that put even Mjöllmile’s closest merchantlái buôn friends in a bind.
 “I see,” Diablo said, noddinggật đầu. “Something tells me this is being engineered by someone.”
 “And I agree. I never expected someone to meddlexen vào with us like this…”
 So Mjöllmile thought this was deliberatecố ý, too? But who would do that…?
 “I am sorry, Sir Mjöllmile,” Rigurd rumbledầm ầm. “Putting you through all this without even realizing it…”
 Rigurd, too, was busy handling our foreign visitors. If he felt responsible for it, it’s because he realized this was a bigger problem than just one man. No, it was no mistake on Mjöllmile’s part.
 “So someone’s trying to ruinsự đổ nát our reputationdanh tiếng, then?”
 “I would imagine so. The international rules set by the Council of the West stipulatequy định that payments must be made with gold coins mintedcây bạc hà in the Dwarven Kingdom. Different rules apply in different nations, but under the Western Nations’ laws, the tradesmenthương gia are making a perfectly validcó hiệu lực claim…”
 If these people were part of the Free Guild, we could get that organization involved. They received favorablethuận lợi treatment in customs-related matters, and our nation had a fairly good reptrả lời with them. But these were merchantslái buôn from nations affiliatedliên kết with the Council, and while they came from different countries, they had to work by international rules—on the surface, at least. Us saying “well, we go by these rules” wouldn’t be very readilydễ dàng accepted.
 But even before that—what if all these tradesmenthương gia were colludingthông đồng to cause problems? If so, taking a my-way-or-the-highway approach would be even worse. It could be just what they wanted.
 “If we force our rules on them, would that cause a backlashphản ứng dữ dội with the Council?”
 “It’d be another matter if we were already part of the Council, but if we’re thinking about joining it in the future, this would not paint us in a good light, no.”
 Normally, payment in ancient coinagetiền đúc wasn’t a problem. But if someone wanted to messsự lộn xộn up our reputationdanh tiếng, what then? It almost felt like someone was testing us, seeing if we intended to follow international rules.
 “Did someone from the Council do this?”
 “I don’t know who it is, but it’s someone high up, yes. Someone with the ability to build connections with merchantslái buôn far and wide and plant them among the tradesmenthương gia supplying us. Because pulling something like this, you’d need to resign yourself to enduringchịu đựng some losses. That takes gutsgan ruột, and it tells me this is about more than just tarnishinghoen ố our reputationdanh tiếng.”
 Mjöllmile wasn’t from a large country, but he was still well versedthành thạo in the undergroundbí mật economy. If he said this was someone “high up,” someone we couldn’t trace, it had to be seriously bad news.
 “So we can’t force our own rules on them?” Shion asked.
 I noddedgật đầu. “Right. You’ve gotten pretty cleverthông minh, Shion. If we do force our rules on them, there’s a chance the Western Nations won’t count us as alliesđồng minh. And since we want to play nice with humans, we have to avoid that at all costs.”
 “But wasn’t it your plan to build an economic blockhối with Thalion, Blumund, Dwargon, Farmus—er, Farminus, and the demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể Milim’s domainlãnh địa? If Tempest is located in the middle of that, wouldn’t ignoring us lead to even greater losses for them?”
 Whoa! Is this really Shion?! Because I’m honestlyThành thật surprised. She fully understood my thoughts so much, I genuinelychân thật wondered if this was a body double of some sort. Her sharp analysis was right on the mark.
 “Keh-heh-heh-heh-heh… You truly are worthyxứng đáng of being head secretary, Lady Shion. You are correct.”
 “Aren’t I? So why would they try meddlingxen vào with us? If they can’t ignore us, wouldn’t it be better to try building trust with us?”
 For once, Shion wasn’t spoutingphun ra off random junkrác. She really got the gistý chính of this. Astounding. Plus, that was exactly the question on my mind.
 “People can be very strange creatures,” Diablo replied. “They all must work together to survive, and yet they can’t resist building class systems among themselves. And if two groups of them live next to each other, they continuallyliên tục squabblecãi cọ until one proves itself superiorthượng đẳng to the other. The weak and pitifulthương tâm fear nothing more than losing their own vitalthiết yếu interests. And in this case…”
 “Hmph,” Benimaru gruntedtiếng càu nhàu. “Are you saying that the Council’s worried that our economic allianceliên minh puts them in jeopardynguy cơ?”
 “Exactly.”
 Diablo’s explanation was certainly easy to graspsự hiểu biết.
 Benimaru’s question assured me of it, and the rest of my staff seemed convinced. A few of them were already getting worked up over it. “Comical,” a smiling Diablo stated. “These foolishkhờ dại rulers, incapablekhông có khả năng of understanding their position, refusing to accept Sir Rimuru’s kindnesslòng tốt… They should all crumblebể nát ra to the ground.”
 It was a little extreme, I thought, but Shion still noddedgật đầu. “Hee-hee! So the vice secretary agrees?”
 I was glad to see them cooperatinghợp tác, and I was really starting to see Shion in a new light, although I suppose at her corecốt lõi she wasn’t much different.
 “That’s not gonna happen.”
 They both gave me disappointed looks. They’re so predictably alike with stuff like this.
 “Either way,” Soei said, “we cannot let this go unaddressed. Would you like me to thoroughly investigate these tradesmen’s past employers?”
 We’d probably need to. It might just turn up something. But that’d have to wait until after the festival. For now, it was likely best to avoid rashphát ban action, just so we could handle anything that came our way. Once we overcame the problem at hand, then we could figure out who was behind it.
 “That’s important, yes, but hold off for now. Mjöllmile, when is payment due for these people? Can you hold them off until then?”
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    First, I wanted to show them we’d stick to Council rules. If we couldn’t avoid breaking them, we’d deal with matters then. It wasn’t like this would turn into war or threaten anyone’s lives. I didn’t think it was too urgentcấp bách.
 “Yes, well, they’re all enjoying the festival as well, so they are willing to wait until the day after it closes. My own friends have been talking with them, but that’s as far as they were willing to compromise with us…”
 The day after it closes—so three days away. We had two days to work with, essentiallyThiết yếu.
 “And said friends are also helping me raise money at the moment. They’re able to exchange ancient coins for Dwarven ones, at something of a loss to us, but as for whether they can come up with cash funds quickly enough, that’s an open question…”
 Sounds tough. I bet it was. Just taking it over here by wagontoa xe would be difficult enough. One of my staff could use Spatial Motion to hurry up the process, but scramblingtranh giành around the world in search of gold pieces that may not even exist seemed ineffectivekhông hiệu quả to me. Besides, for all I knew (though I doubted it), maybe our foekẻ thù was trying to lurethu hút my main advisers out of town. Again, rashphát ban moves were ill-advised.
 Wait! Weren’t there gold bars among the goods we’d imported from the Beast Kingdom? Could we use those to manufacturesản xuất fakegiả mạo coins? My Analyze and Assess–driven copies would be exactly like the real things, right? Nobody could ever tell them apart, even with the Dwarven Kingdom’s technology!
  Understood. This is not possible. Dwarven coins are inscribedghi with a magicalhuyền diệu serialnối tiếp number that would make counterfeitshàng giả easily identified.
 
 …Oh.
 I took a gold coin from my Stomach and looked at it for a moment. Raphael was right—there was a number inscribedghi on it. I could make an exact copy well enough, but two coins with the same number would be enough proof that at least one was a fakegiả mạo. Besides, um, wasn’t counterfeitinghàng giả punishableđáng bị trừng phạt by death in most countries way back when? No wonder this world used magic and technology to regulatequy định their coinagetiền đúc. I suppose they’d have to, to sustainduy trì a de facto universal currency like this.
 “So we can’t make our own coinagetiền đúc, and we likely can’t buy enough in time…”
 Everyone noddedgật đầu at me.
 “Well, even if it means taking a loss, can we pay them with pure gold, via the bars we have?”
 Wouldn’t the merchantslái buôn be glad for that, at least?
 “I imagine the more intelligentthông minh merchantslái buôn would take that offer, but I have to say no to that!”
 Mjöllmile was having nothing of it. I asked him why. It seemed like a good idea to me, at least.
 “It’s because then they’ll see what kind of footing we’re on. Every time we negotiatethương lượng with a nation afterwardsau đó, they’ll look back at how we dealt with this matter, and they’ll see that if we’re presented with an impossible quandarynỗi khó khăn, we’ll try to force a solution even if it means taking losses. And once we gain that reputationdanh tiếng, people will deliberatelythong thả give us unfairkhông công bằng offers. They won’t see us as an equal trading partner. You can be sure they’ll serenadedạ khúc us with their floweryhoa mỹ words all day, but…”
 Mjöllmile smiled a bit. But he was right. Show weakness to a merchantlái buôn, and they’d fleecevải lông cừu you dry. He sure would, I knew.
 “Regardless, I’ll try my best to assembletập hợp the coinagetiền đúc we need in the scantít ỏi two days ahead. Fortunately, our visitors have been very generoushào phóng to us so far. We might just be able to go on the offensivephản cảm at the end of this!”
 “Thank you.”
 For now, at least, there was no clear solution. Our only real choice was to remain defiantkhiêu khích. We couldn’t do anything too boldin đậm, and if it came to it, we’d just have to force our rules on them. Nothing told us we had to respect every single law people put upon us. This is Tempest, and we’ve got our own way of doing things. I mean, sure, if we could respect everybody’s regulations, that was the best thing—but either way, we couldn’t let those tradesmenthương gia go home empty-handed. We’d force the issue, but we’d do it fairly. Even if they didn’t like ancient coinagetiền đúc, or IOUs, or payment in barterhàng đổi hàng, I didn’t think they had any right to complain.
 “Well, no point worrying too much about this. This is our nation, and if worse comes to worst, we’ll make them follow our rules. So don’t overthink it and just do what you can!”
 “You got it.”
 Mjöllmile brightenedlàm sáng a bit, apparentlyrõ ràng relievedan tâm. I don’t know what the Council will say to us, but let’s be optimistic—by then, we’ll know who this enemy is, at least. Or maybe not an enemy, really, so much as someone feeling us out. It was too early to call them an “enemy.”
 “Right. Meeting adjournedhoãn lại! Good job, everyone!”
 And with that, this evening’s progress report was a wrap.
 Procrastinating on our problems created some annoying issues for me, I felt, but it wouldn’t do to fretbăn khoăn about them too much. It looked like Mollie was really getting eaten up over it, so I figured I’d shoulder some of the load for him.
 “Wanna head out for a little while, Mollie? And you guys, too.”
 None of the men in the room was going to say no. A few of them, like Benimaru, were already in their yukata and ready to have some fun.
 “Ah, but I need to start raising money—”
 “Oh, quittừ bỏ worrying about that for now! If it’s not there, it’s not there. If you get so worked up that it knocks you out, that’d be an even bigger problem for us!”
 Mjöllmile snickeredcười khúc khích. “Ah, I could never say no to you. Well, all right! I, Mjöllmile, am ready to take your offer!”
 So I managed to drag Mjöllmile with me to the festival for a late-night run. That oughtnên to help him mentally recharge—from the heart, too. “Don’t party too much, Sir Rimuru,” I could hear Shuna say as we set off. “And you, too, my brother…”
 Oh, and by the way, I saw a silver-haired girl have a verbalbằng lời nói argument with the proprietorchủ sở hữu of a certain takoyaki stallquầy hàng that had come up in conversation earlier. But let sleeping dogs lie. I’ve said that many times before, but if you stick to that rule, you really do avoid a lot of danger and trouble in your life.
 Thus I gracefullyduyên dáng let them carry on and had my fill of everything the night had to offer.
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CHAPTER 3
 THE BATTLE TOURNAMENT
 I had way too much to drink.
 As a rule, I can drink as much as I want and never get buzzedù off it, but that problem was overcome by toning down my Cancel Poison ability a little. That was a trick Luminus had taught me, and at a festival like this, let me tell you, I was treasuring it. I used that trick last night as well, distractingđánh lạc hướng Raphael just long enough to pull it off and enjoy the pleasant feeling of drunkennesssay rượu for a while.
 The result was this very unexpectedkhông ngờ tới headacheđau đầu. Can I do anything about this?
  …Unfortunately, your Cancel Pain ability has also been weakenedsuy yếu. The pain is likely to continue for the time being.
 
 Oh, come on, that is so on purpose…
 I knew how angry Raphael was last time. I bet it’s even worse now…
  Understood. This fact cannot be confirmed.
 
 It’s a “fact,” huh? And why isn’t Cancel Pain working? It’s got nothing to do with any of that! It’s crazy!
 My complaints apparentlyrõ ràng weren’t making it to Raphael. I was not-so-graciously ignored, and so I had to fight that headacheđau đầu for a while afterwardsau đó. I regretted it—a little—and vowedlời thề to be more careful next time. Of course, I think that every time, so I’ll probably make the same mistake again soon.
 …
 I’m sorry.
 I know I did this, so please ease the pain a little!
 ……
 Raphael’s exasperationbực bội was loud and clear—but after a little while, the pain went away. Let’s try being a bit more careful, for real, next time. Food, after all, can be a sort of poison—not eating it will kill you, but eating too much can wreckxác tàu đắm your body. Drinking, then, is the same thing—or was that stretching it a little too much? I mean, I should just sit back and enjoy the buzzxôn xao a little more instead of trying to force matters…but I just can’t help but try keeping up with my friends.
 After I stopped by a few places with Mjöllmile and the gangbăng nhóm, I decided to go on an “inspectionđiều tra” of the members-only, elf-run club on the ninety-fifth floor of the Dungeon. This was the fanciest club in our nation, passing itself off as a place where only the truly eliteưu tú gain entry.
 For now, it was open to our foreign dignitarieschức sắc for advertisingquảng cáo purposes…and that turned out to be not so smart of an idea. The place was hoppingnhảy lò cò, full of people who couldn’t forget the music they experienced that day and people arguing over the new potionđộc dược discoveries they just learned about. Gazel and Vester were among them, and once we were spotted, I had to hang out with them for a while. We hit it off, drinking and talking well into the night—and all the praise heapedchất đống upon my friends spurredthúc đẩy me to get really drunksay rượu. I regret that now, but I think anyone there would understand.
 And I wasn’t the only one. All the other dignitarieschức sắc were the same. Which, hey, they paid big money for the privilegeđặc quyền, so it’s all good.
 Besides, something else good came from it. A drunkensay xỉn Gazel offered to help me with the gold coins we were missing—and then Archduke Erald came along and promised he’d bring our predicamenttình trạng khó khăn under considerationSự xem xét.
 It was all thanks to the power of alcohol.
 …
 …And so, with somewhat fatiguedmệt mỏi faces, all of us prepared to tacklegiải quyết Day Two of the Founder’s Festival.
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 We were at the newly completed coliseumđấu trường, a gigantickhổng lồ arenađấu trường that comfortably seated fifty thousand. A roof that juttedmũi nhọn over the stands kept direct sunlight from hitting them, extending in a U shape across the arenađấu trường. It was composed of a thin, membrane-like sheet stretched over a frameworkkhuôn khổ that looked like the wings of a dragon—which, really, was designed that way because I thought it looked cool. I wanted something all ominousđáng ngại like that. It really was there to block the sun, but that wasn’t what anyone in attendance thought. They looked up at the eerieghê rợn sight, telling one another about how surprised they were. It even got some of our weirder attendeesngười tham dự oddlylạ lùng excitedhào hứng.
 The stands were full now, not an empty seat in the house. Mjöllmile had worked to get people into the coliseumđấu trường, and now his efforts were paying off. He didn’t leave a single stone unturned. He might’ve been down in the dumpsbãi rác last night, but there was no doubting it—he was a damn capable man.
 The flat arenađấu trường space the stands surrounded was our combatchiến đấu zonevùng, the floor built from gigantickhổng lồ stones carvedchạm khắc and buried in the ground. These hard rocks, each around six feet square, were placed in neatgọn gàng tilesngói to form the foundation. The spaces between them were filled with cushioningđệm that also glueddán them together, forming what looked like a completely smooth rock surface.
 I had crafted this in the short time we had to work with. Regular rock is over three hundred times as solid as concrete, but the type I used here was infusedtruyền with a great deal of magicules, upping that hardnessđộ cứng to ten thousand times—extending six feet into the ground. Not even a nuclearhạt nhân shelter could give you that kind of sturdinesssức bền. I haven’t actually tried it, but I bet it would withstandchịu được a bout of nuclearhạt nhân magic without a problem—and it was imperviouskhông thấm nước to both magic and physical attacks.
 Around this rock-floor arenađấu trường were two defensivephòng ngự barriersrào chắn. The first one was a large magic circle that covered the floor and extended out below the stands—covering the whole ground area so we could use this arenađấu trường for battle training later. The second one was a circulardạng hình tròn zonevùng one hundred and fifty feet in diameterđường kính, where spectatorskhán giả could easily see it. It was within this magic space that the fighting would take place in this tournamentgiải đấu.
 The purpose of these dualhai barriersrào chắn was to ensure the arenađấu trường stayed intactnguyên vẹn and keep strayđi lạc falloutngã ra ngoài from hitting the stands. The first one blocked magicules from getting in or out but didn’t block any abilities unleashed inside it. This created fears that a powerful-enough spell could impactsự va chạm the area around it, and that’s where the second barrierrào chắn came in. If things really got hairynhiều lông in there, I could invokegọi Uriel, my ultimatetối thượng skill, and use it to triggercò súng Absolute Defense. I really didn’t want to show it off in public, but it beat having to deal with injured spectatorskhán giả. The skill triggeredcò súng in an instantlập tức anyway, so I doubted anyone would even notice.
 With all these precautionsđề phòng, I figured we were set to go. The two barriersrào chắn alone should handle matters well enough. When my own staff fought in the arenađấu trường, all bets were off, but the other fightersđấu sĩ who qualified for today wouldn’t have enough firepowerhỏa lực to break through them. Then again, I wasn’t expecting Masayuki the Hero to join in…
 Passions were high in the coliseumđấu trường. Why wouldn’t they be? The battle tournamentsgiải đấu in Englesia were massiveto lớn events, held every year and featuring contests divided by adventurernhà thám hiểm rank. In a world without many good entertainment options, a spectaclecảnh tượng like this was a festival in itself. However, it wasn’t actually open to the common classes. Only the monied were allowed in; the others had to sit tight and awaitchờ đợi the results. Some people would try getting a peeknhìn trộm of the action from atoptrên a roof or column, but I was sure it would’ve been too far away to see much.
 Compared to that, our coliseumđấu trường had tieredtầng lớp seating, providing space for all the throngs—and there were even giant screens on all four sides showing the action, a nice extra service. Optical magic was inscribedghi on these screens, making enlargedmở rộng imageryhình ảnh like this a snap. Some of the attendeesngười tham dự at yesterday’s presentation must’ve guessed it was an adaptationthích nghi of the projectormáy chiếu they saw previously. The screens here were drawing even more interest—again, great PR for us.
 It was important to cover all the little details like this for our sales pitch. That’s the first step to success, one of the lessons I learned during my time working for a company.
 So essentiallyThiết yếu, you could see the action from any seat in the arenađấu trường, and the screens were there to give you a close-up vantage point, so I didn’t think we’d be disappointing anyone here today.
 And now the competitors were approaching the center of the stage, forming a line that faced the VIP boxes we were seated in. The screens showed each one in turn, in enough detail that you could gaugemáy đo their facialtrên khuôn mặt expressions. They all certainly looked uniqueđộc nhất in their own way—and I knew at least a few of them. Gobta and Geld, of course, but that wasn’t all…
 I baskedtắm nắng in the surprise as the introductions began. Each one would get their own little introgiới thiệu, the screens changing their viewpointsquan điểm to offer a close-up view of the fighterđấu sĩ being described. The announcerphát thanh viên was Soka, a dragonewt working under Soei, and she began by announcing the six winners of the battle-royale rounds.
 “First, our most popular competitor! Winner of the first battle yesterday, his name is Masayukiiiii the Herooooo!!”
 She was really getting into it, standing right in front of the competitors with her face unmasked. This wouldn’t affect her work as a covertche giấu agent of ours, would it?
 “Not a problem,” Soei, on standbyđứng gần next to me, said when I asked. “She is disguisedcải trang when on duty, and Soka is particularly gifted at concealingche giấu herself. Besides, we need someone among our ranks to serve as a known figure, for the purpose of public events.”
 If that was his take, I saw no need for worry. She clearly had a gift for emceeingngười dẫn chương trình anyway.
 “No one has seen his gracefulduyên dáng swordthanh kiếm skills in person. Why? Because the moment he takes out his bladelưỡi, his opponent is already dead!”
 So how did he win anything up to now? You could get away with that kind of hypethổi phồng in a street fight, maybe, but Masayuki was winning big tournamentsgiải đấu, right? Maybe he would finish off a competitor in one blow, but could he trick an entire audience like that?
 “How did his fight go yesterday?”
 “To be honest, there was little we could learn from it…”
 As Soei put it, Masayuki hadn’t even unsheathed his swordthanh kiếm. Some of his friends were among those fighting in his round, and they apparentlyrõ ràng dispatchedgửi đi all the other fighters—a good fifty of them—before concedingnhượng bộ victory to Masayuki. There was no chance to gaugemáy đo his skills at all. If he had this large a fan base, he clearly had to have some ability—but I still couldn’t shake the feeling this was all a big put-on.
 Ah well. We’ll see what he’s really made of in the match today.
 “With his overwhelmingáp đảo force, he’s become a household name, declaring himself a Hero at his tendermềm age! But what does Masayuki have in store for us today?! Many are those charmed by his sweet face, and many are the women who swoonedngất đi after one glance from him! Now it’s time for all of us to count our blessings, as we’re about to see him break out everything he’s got!! It’s Ma! Sa! Yu! Kiiiii!!”
 “Yeaaaaah!!” the audience shouted, buying into Soka’s hypethổi phồng. Masayuki was hugely popular, wasn’t he? But…I mean, really? He’s actually that popular? Also, did Soka come up with that scriptkịch bản? If so, she’s got a hidden talent. Half of that was pure garbagerác, the other half bare-faced praise. Where did “Ma! Sa! Yu! Kiiiii!!” come from anyway? It all but meltedtan chảy my brain as I was listening to it. And it had to be hard for Masayuki, too—what if he got toutedchào hàng like that and lost in the first round? I’d be too ashamed to show my face. If anything, it was a really mean-spirited way to introduce him.
 It had to be Soka backhandedly slammingsập him, I thought. No wonder she was Soei’s closest assistant. Malicious.
 The next contestantthí sinh was Jinrai the Mad Wolf. He had a grizzled-hero feel, and despite his shabbytồi tàn equipmentthiết bị, he just looked like a badass. One of Masayuki’s friends, too. By the looks of things, he wasn’t an A rank in terms of strength, but I still felt like you couldn’t go easy on this guy. There was a secret lurkingẩn nấp around him, if you asked me, and I decided to keep a close eye on his match.
 Contestant number three was a man named Gaiye the “Flowing Swordsman,” whose skills with a bladelưỡi were his main draw.
 “He dances like a seasoned performerngười biểu diễn during battle, stealing the hearts of all who watch! Will he show us his gracefulduyên dáng moves today, as the blood spraysXịt nước around him like crashing waves?!”
 Whoa! Scary! Dancing around sprayingphun blood is kind of twisted, isn’t it? He didn’t look as muscularcơ bắp as Jinrai, but depending on those swordthanh kiếm skills, maybe he could rank an A? He didn’t look like that much of a threat, but I’m sure he was a talented adventurernhà thám hiểm.
 The fourth and fifththứ năm contestantsthí sinh were familiar to me. They were the chiefs of the bovoids and the equinoids.
 “Um, why are they here?” I asked Soei.
 “Well, there have been some rumorstin đồn spreading around…”
 “Rumors?”
 “Yes. You know, your offer of naming the champion one of the Big Four…”
 “…What?!”
 For whatever reason, word had gotten out—I figured Gobta or someone must’ve blabbedba hoa about it. As a consequencekết quả, large number of monstersquái vật had requested last-minute entries in the battle-royale matches, apparentlyrõ ràng, resulting in over three hundred competitors and one raucouskhàn khàn time at the arenađấu trường yesterday. This included the bovoid and equinoid leaders, competing against each other as much as the rest of the crowd, and they were both lucky enough to reach the quarterfinalsTứ kết. Or maybe luck wasn’t involved. They were both formidableghê gớm creatures, easily worth an A rank, and an adventurernhà thám hiểm off the street probably wouldn’t stand a chance.
 Still, really, both of them?
 There were a few monstersquái vật ranked A-minus in each of their preliminarysơ bộ rounds, apparentlyrõ ràng, but they literallytheo đúng nghĩa đen trouncedvượt qua them all, throwing them around like raggiẻ dollsBÚP BÊ. That’s what being such powerful bovoids and equinoids got for you. Or to be more specific:
 “…The winner of the fourth preliminarysơ bộ, Boooooooovix!!”
 …Ah, right. I’d named the leader of the bovidstrâu bò Bovix—and to keep from playing favorites, I’d also named the equinoid head Equix.
 ………
 ……
 …
 This was, of course, so I could have them serve as bosses inside my labyrinthmê cung. I wanted one of them to rule the roostchỗ ngủ down on Floor 50 or (as I suggested to them) maybe even swaptráo đổi duties regularly. They said they had sworntuyên thệ their faith to me, so I didn’t hesitatedo dự to put them to work—in exchange for naming them.
 I was used to how this process worked by now, so I tried to hold back my magicule energy as much as I could when naming them, but they went and evolvedphát triển on me anyway. Bovix was now a tauroid, while Equix became a centoid—and given that both were A-ranked before, they had become far stronger than I expected.
 Plus:
  Question. Am I allowed to apply an experimentalthực nghiệm Skill Gift to the subject Bovix?
 
  Yes
 No
 
 Raphael…er, Professor Raphael seemed awfullykhủng khiếp excitedhào hứng about the idea. Apparently, in addition to Combine/Disassemble and Ability Adjust, there was a high chance that Belzebuth’s Food Chain ability could be reversed to grant a skill to a named target. The conditions and compatibilitieskhả năng tương thích involved were a bit trickykhó khăn, but Raphael was eagerháo hức to try it out, so I thought yes to myself.
  Report. Granting the extra skill Ultraspeed Regeneration to the subject Bovix… Granted.
 
 The professor pulled it off.
 Bovix had already received the extra skill Self-Regeneration when he evolvedphát triển, and Raphael just applied Ability Adjust to that. What a surprise—and, in much the same way, Equix just acquired Magic Interference, granting both of them a uniqueđộc nhất addition to their arsenalkho vũ khí. It was clear that Bovix could become a melee-attack specialist now, while Equix would focus on magic attack.
 And Raphael’s experimentationthử nghiệm didn’t end there. The guy even managed to give them an ability I had never heard of before…
 …the Unique Gift known as Determiner.
 This gift allowed the user to create a space that restricted the powers of the target, a sappingnhựa cây skill that sort of combined the ultimatetối thượng skill Uriel’s Unlimited Imprisonment and Dominate Space. But it was an inferiorthấp kém version—easily resisted; the space it created was readilydễ dàng canceled out by the target. Not very restrictivehạn chế at all, really. But if the casterbình luận viên was vastly stronger than the target, they could still drag them into a dedicated space where they’d have the advantage in battle, so a little innovationsự đổi mới could still make it useful.
 It’d depend on the opponent, really. In an evenly matched battle, it’d never succeed but could still trick a foekẻ thù if you used it right. In fact, you might even be able to use it as a defensivephòng ngự barrierrào chắn to reduce that foe’s attack. And if you built a space around yourself where magic was prohibitedCấm… Hmm. You could do some really neatgọn gàng stuff with it. Equix would be working in the labyrinthmê cung, too, so maybe he could use this skill to dangletheo some baitmồi in front of adventurersnhà thám hiểm, offering to make more treasurekho báu chests appear or whatever.
 With this skill, the pair looked more like boss-level foeskẻ thù than ever. And they joined this tournamentgiải đấu only because they were attracted to the completely cosmeticmỹ phẩm title of “Big Four”?
 So yes, apparentlyrõ ràng they had a bet going with each other. Whoever won it joined the Big Four, and whoever lost became the boss of Floor 50.
 ………
 ……
 …
 It gave me a headacheđau đầu, really—but then I suppose those two were a perfect fit for this tournamentgiải đấu.
 “Next, we have Bovix’s eternalVĩnh hằng rivalđối thủ, Equix!! They’ve fought for a hundred years, and still their conflictxung đột continues! Will we see a final resolutionnghị quyết here in the arenađấu trường?! Their combined powers will soon summontriệu hồi new winds of carnagetàn sát, lashingđả kích across the entire tournamentgiải đấu!!”
 Soka nimbly weaveddệt together the words. She was loving this, and clearly she had a talent. She had good looks, too; the audience seemed to like her. There was the tail and wings and hornssừng to consider, but that didn’t get in the way of being “cutedễ thương,” really.
 “And what’s more, either Bovix here or Equix here will become one of the masters of the Dungeon, scheduled to open in town tomorrow!! So beholdhãy chứng kiến their strength today—and if you feel worthyxứng đáng of the challenge, summontriệu hồi your couragelòng can đảm and plungelao xuống into the labyrinthmê cung in search of famedanh tiếng and fortunevận may!!”
 Actually, she was beyond loving this, advertisingquảng cáo the labyrinthmê cung for me and everything. Tomorrow was its grand opening, and much of the audience probably didn’t have any idea what it was yet. And given how strong this pair was, would there be anyone stouthearteddũng cảm enough to tacklegiải quyết it? I feared this was a tacticalchiến thuật blundersai lầm on our part, but then, many adventurersnhà thám hiểm in this world did tend to overestimateđánh giá quá cao their abilities. Let’s hope a lot of them will divelặn in, attracted by all the money and prizes. Mjöllmile had all kinds of plans underwayđang tiến hành for it. It oughtnên to be fine.
 So which of them was going to win? Depending on the draw, they might never actually face each other. After all this buildupxây dựng lên, if one of them got whippedroi da here, it’d sure make us look pretty lamequè. A lot would depend on the battles to unfoldmở ra today, but if they didn’t panchảo out, people might think the Dungeon was a big pushoverđẩy. We’d have to tacklegiải quyết that possibility if it happened. Besides, if people thought they’d have an easy time in there, that’d just attract more challengerskẻ thách thức looking to strike it rich.
 No need to riggiàn khoan the drawing, though. Let’s just see how it works out.
 Still, Equix was the fifththứ năm challengerkẻ thách thức. That left three to go, and just one from yesterday’s rounds.
 “Moving on, our fifththứ năm competitor—the mysterioushuyền bí maskedche mặt man who showed unbeatablebất khả chiến bại strength yesterday! Under his lioncon sư tử maskmặt nạ, he remains anonymousvô danh; is he a defenderhậu vệ of justice or a servant of evil?! And how will he charm us all on the battlefieldchiến trường today?!”
 Pfffttt!!
 The moment I laid eyes on “Lion Mask,” I spatkhạc nhổ out the juicenước ép I was drinking.
 “S-Soei! Is that…?”
 “Yes, there is no mistaking him…”
 He didn’t name him, but Soei was just as sure of his identity. Didn’t Diablo tell me “none of them would be a concern”? What is he, blind? …That, or Diablo was being way overconfidentquá tự tin.
 …But forget about Diablo a moment. I could see a triobộ ba in the arenađấu trường cheeringHân hoan Lion Mask on, tears in their eyes. One was tall, with a tensed-up body, a gentle face, and an earringbông tai. Another was a huge pileĐóng cọc of muscle with a nose ring, and the third was short, squatngồi xổm, and straight-up fat, with a piercedxỏ lỗ lip. They had wild hairstyleskiểu tóc in funkysôi nổi colors, and…well, why beat around the bushbụi rậm? These were Daggrull’s sons.
 You could tell because they had clothing on with sloganskhẩu hiệu like SHION FAN CLUB!! and SHION 4 LIFE on them. That’s them, all right. Ever since Shion beat the crap out of them, they’d become her biggest fans. Maybe this was some form of masochistickhổ dâm fetishtôn sùng they’d developed after getting their asses handed to them—I don’t know; that’s not a world I want to get intimatethân mật with.
 I wanted to ask if they were feeling all right, but I suppose that if you didn’t know Shion, you’d see her as this cool, intelligentthông minh beauty. That’s how I had thought of her at first, too, actually. But ahhh, who cares? Let them be. It’s a matter of time before they learn the truth and their dreams are shatteredvỡ tan, but that was the life they chose. We had agreed to keep a half-hearted eye on them and put them under Shion’s training, but…
 “Hey, Soei, why is that triobộ ba cheeringHân hoan for Lion Mask?”
 “…Because they all lost to him yesterday, I would imagine.”
 Aha.
 They might’ve looked like jokes, but they did have the magicalhuyền diệu energy of a former demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể. Shion had whippedroi da them thanks to their lack of battle tacticschiến thuật, but they weren’t pushoversđẩy at all. In fact, they probably still ranked above the recently evolvedphát triển Bovix and Equix—and if this maskedche mặt fighterđấu sĩ beat all three of them at once, there was no longer much doubting his identity.
 “How disappointing. I’ll need to work them harder than ever now.”
 Shion seemed angry at them, but honestlyThành thật, I had some pitylòng thương xót for the brothers. They messedsự lộn xộn with the wrong guy, is all. They were too cocky for their own good, I’m sure, but against a former demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể who still packed one of the meanest punchescú đấm in the world, it was like a grown-up pittedđọ sức against a team of kindergartenersmẫu giáo. It’d be crazy to expect them to win.
 Still, though… All three of them getting thrown into the same match? Against that monsterquái vật? Talk about bad luck on all sides. One of them could’ve had a chance at the grand prize if things had worked out otherwise. But Shion was revvingvòng quay to “train” them more than ever now, so let’s look forward to that.
 “…Ahhh, and I’ve just received a message from a certain anonymousvô danh fan. It says: ‘I can’t be here, but you better do your best for me! I know you know this, but don’t let anyone discover your secret identity, no matter what! Good luck!!’ Whatever could that mean? I don’t know, but it sounds like a nice message of support for Lion Mask!!”
 Of course she knew. Soka knew, and she was enjoying it. Had Milim gotten in touch with her at some point?
 Right now—according to what she’d told me, at least—Milim was busilybận rộn applying the final touches to the labyrinthmê cung. I let her go, since it beat her getting in my hair over here, but I never thought she’d meddlexen vào with me like this. I hadn’t called Veldora over here, either; he should be with Milim and Ramiris right now, having fun building the Dungeon and losing all sense of time. I didn’t want him getting too excitedhào hứng and razingsan bằng the place, which was one reason I didn’t invite him. Milim throwing an underlingthuộc hạ into the arenađấu trường was a surprise, but Veldora, at least, didn’t have anyone like that to turn to.
 So who would win it all here? Lion Mask had a massiveto lớn strength advantage over anyone else, and while Geld couldn’t match that, I figured he had the best chance at him out of anyone. I wanted him to win, but it’d be an uphilllên dốc battle, huh? At least Lion Mask’s victory wouldn’t lead to any problems, unless there was some kind of double-KO situation with Geld. I also wanted to see what would happen if he drew Masayuki. The Hero had to fight sometime, after all, if he wanted to win, right?
 Either way, good luck to the guy.
 Those were the six qualifiersvòng loại from yesterday. That just left the special entries.
 “And now to introduce the strongest of the strong! The greatest among the government officials of Tempest, two titansngười khổng lồ joining us in the coliseumđấu trường! Each of them boastskhoe khoang the offensivephản cảm force of a thousand—and if they win, they’ve been promised a position in Sir Rimuru’s vauntedkhoe khoang Big Four!!”
 The rumorstin đồn had already spread like wildfirecháy rừng, but hearing the term Big Four get bandiedkhông mui about was honestlyThành thật embarrassingxấu hổ. For Shion, though, it was a badgephù hiệu of pride—and I could see the monstersquái vật in the audience looking at Gobta and Geld with awesợ hãi. Everyone seemed to see a lot more value in the Big Four than I originally envisionedhình dung.
 “First, the eliteưu tú fighterđấu sĩ whose aloofđứng cách xa demeanorthái độ makes all the girls go wild, the warriorchiến binh captainđội trưởng who takes his geniusthiên tài in stride—Gooooobtaaaaa!! Ladies and gentlemen, what are we going to see from him today?!”
 Aloof? Are you sure you’re using that word right? And Gobta was visibly pale up there on the arenađấu trường floor. I thought I could hear him internally shouting, I’m outtara khỏi heeeeeere! I could see why. He was completely outclassedvượt trội by Lion Mask. If they were to face each other in battle, he’d be beaten beyond half to death even if the guy went easy. Sorry, Gobta. I wasn’t quite expecting this. If you want to resentoán giận anyone for this, resentoán giận Milim for putting her ringerngười đánh chuông in on a total larkchim sơn ca.
 But maybe… Hey, if Gobta really strove for it, maybe he could tap into some kind of hidden strength, you know? For all we knew, he might suddenly awakenđánh thức to amazingtuyệt vời powers, the likes of which not even I’ve spotted on him so far.
 …
 This oughtnên to be fun! I could see the path ahead for Gobta was just beginning.
 Anyway, that just left Geld.
 “And with the warm-up acts introduced, I now present to you the star performer—Sir Geld, the high orc saviorvị cứu tinh!! The guardianngười giám hộ angelthiên thần of Tempest, his iron-wall defense repelsđẩy lùi all would-be attackerskẻ tấn công!!”
 Whoa there, Soka. Did you really call everyone up to now, Gobta included, “warm-ups” and give Geld more of a straight-up introgiới thiệu? He’d been a top official of mine for a while, yes, but… You know, Gobta’s an old veterancựu chiến binh by now, too. I guess it’s just a matter of status. If Gobta somehow wins this, maybe Soka would start treating him a little differently.
 “Now we have all eight competitors in the ring! Who’s going to reigntriều đại supremetối cao? The fatefulđịnh mệnh moment is about to arrive!!”
 Oops. If she was done introducing everyone, it was my turn to step up and give an introgiới thiệu. I forgot I was supposed to say some opening words in front of the fightersđấu sĩ. But I didn’t want to look like I was panicking—that’d just be sad. Rigurd was taking care of our dignitarieschức sắc for me, so I left Benimaru to guard them, ordering Soei to watch over the whole of the arenađấu trường for me.
 Then I stood up and headed over, trying to act calm and composed as I used Dominate Space to connect a path from the VIP seats to the main arenađấu trường. When I passed through to the other side with Shion, I was greetedchào hỏi by deafeningchói tai applausevỗ tay.
 “Raaahhhhh!!”
 The sight of me filled our residents, and those from nearby nations, with excitement. I had to respond to them. It gave me a little stage frightsợ hãi, but I worked hard to act all high and mightyhùng mạnh, like a demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể should. Taking the micmicrô from Soka, I turned to the competitors.
 “Fighters, if you survive through the end of today and win the final round tomorrow, I will grant you the gloryvinh quang of my nation…”
 Does that work? I kept my pacenhịp độ slow, giving my best shot at a voice of authoritythẩm quyền.
 Next up, I suppose I oughtnên to give a little encouragementsự khích lệ to each of the entrantsngười dự thi.
 “Masayuki the Hero… Win, and I will invite you to challenge me.”
 We’d already worked out that promise. Masayuki didn’t look the least bit happy about it. In fact, he wincednhăn, as if to say, What do I get out of that? …Nope. It just didn’t seem like he wanted a fight at all. I couldn’t hate him for that.
 My eyes went from him to the next fighterđấu sĩ. “Mad Wolf” Jinrai, right? Masayuki’s friend.
 “And you’re ‘Mad Wolf’ Jinrai, correct? Do you have any requests?”
 Soka deftlykhéo léo brought another micmicrô to Jinrai.
 “Oh! I wasn’t expecting you to talk to me, too. I have only one hope, and that’s to help Masayuki. Sorry, but there’s no way I’m gonna be champion. But instead of that, I’m sure the Hero’s going to defeat you for us!”
 Um, okay. If Jinrai draws Masayuki, then that battle’s pretty much decided already. No, I guess he’s not gonna win.
 “Very well. In light of your sportsmanshiptinh thần thể thao, no matter what results we see, I will prepare a new weapon and armoráo giáp set for you. Please consider it a tokenmã thông báo of my respect for a gallanthào hiệp warriorchiến binh.”
 Given the occasion, I figured a reward along those lines was suitable. Masayuki’s band joining the tournamentgiải đấu certainly put a lot more butts in our seats. I wanted to repaytrả lại him for it…but more than that, I wanted to impress the world with how bigheartedcó tấm lòng bao dung I was.
 “Hmph! Well, if you’re givin’, I’m takin’, but don’t think you can win me over with briberyhối lộ, okay?”
 With a final snortkhịt mũi, he handed the micmicrô back to Soka. He had a lot of sassngổ ngáo, but I thought my kindnesslòng tốt came across to him. He wouldn’t have accepted it at all otherwise.
 Next I faced Gaiye the Flowing Swordsman. He spoke first.
 “Demon lordChúa tể, I am far more powerful than that ‘Hero’ over there! If I win, you’ll fight with me, won’t you?”
 Um? That came out of nowherehư không. I was a terrible ad-libber, so I wasn’t sure how to respond—but then I received some unexpectedkhông ngờ tới help.
 “That is very rudebất lịch sự to Sir Rimuru. If you insist upon it, then I will be glad to engage you after you emergehiện ra as champion. Win against me, and I will make the request to Sir Rimuru himself.”
 Diablo, our refereetrọng tài at the side of the arenađấu trường, flashed a cold smile as he spoke to Gaiye. Whew. Yeah, let’s just leave this to Diablo. I didn’t need any more trouble in my life.
 “At the moment,” I said, “I’ve made a personal promise to the Hero. But if anyone else here wishes to challenge me, I invite you to defeat a Big Four member first to prove your strength. Do that, and I will gladly accept your request!”
 This “Big Four” concept was proving kinda versatilelinh hoạt. I could use it in all kinds of ways, this one included. The more you know.
 Soka finally got around to giving Gaiye a micmicrô.
 “Heh. A fine way to dodgené tránh the question. So be it. To the Hero, to that demoncon quỷ, and to you, demoncon quỷ lord—know that you will all be bowingcúi chào, cúi lạy to me soon!!”
 Hoo boy. Talk about being in way over your head. He should really save that talk for after he wins. Better end this conversation before Diablo loses his tempernóng nảy.
 “…‘Flowing Swordsman’ Gaiye, if you should emergehiện ra as champion, I will grant you the special right to challenge me. How’s that sound?”
 Screw it. Let’s move on. He’s not gonna, after all, so no need to overthink that promise much. I could hear Gaiye snortkhịt mũi and say, “You better keep your word,” but my eyes had already turned to Bovix and Equix. The two of them promptlykịp thời took a knee.
 “I expect big things from you both. Even if you fail to win in this arenađấu trường, remember that you will be rulers of your domainlãnh địa in the labyrinthmê cung. Do not disappoint us.”
 Did that sound good? It came across a bit like a threat, but I couldn’t have a labyrinthmê cung boss fleeingchạy trốn for his life in public. They were free to lose, but I wanted them to show off at least a little before they did.
 “Yes, my lordChúa tể! By the name you granted me, I, Bovix, swearthề I will not stain your reputationdanh tiếng as I give everything I have to the battle!!”
 “And I, Equix, promise you we will honor your gloryvinh quang. As members of this great nation, we will bestowban cho great prestigeuy tín to it in our fighting!!”
 Good, good. A little stiffcứng, but at least they were prepared for battle. And even if they lost, they could take turns guarding the area halfwaylưng chừng down the Dungeon. I didn’t think either of them had a chance here, but let’s just make sure they don’t embarrasslúng túng themselves.
 Which brought us to this guy.
 “Uhhh, ‘Lion Mask’… Don’t be too recklessliều lĩnh up here, okay?”
 “Whoa, whoa, that’s all you got for me? Be serious!”
 “I am serious. So, um… Yeah!”
 There was nothing I could say to him. I could ask him to withdraw or wish him good luck, and it’d all just seem so weirdkỳ quặc. I’d be willing to cheerreo hò for him depending on who he drew, but if he got paired with (for example) Gobta, that’d be a nightmarecơn ác mộng. Masayuki would be a perfect opponent for him, but I wasn’t gonna pinghim my hopes on that.
 If his identity got exposed somehow, that’d shake people’s faith in all of us. It’d be a huge wasted opportunity. Honestly, I couldn’t do much apart from hope for the luck of the draw.
 Onward.
 “Gobta! Great job making it this far!”
 “Um, I had a bye—”
 “I just know you can win this! I believe in you!!”
 I gave him the best pepkhích lệ talk I could, completely ignoring his response. Nowhere to run for him. I was sure he’d do his best to win, in his own way.
 And that just left Geld.
 “Geld, you’re a strong orc. I want you to use that strength to the hiltchuôi kiếm in this tournamentgiải đấu!”
 “Yes, Sir Rimuru!”
 I expected big things from him. “Wish I heard some of that from you,” I could hear Gobta say, but I was done with him. Geld was more the strong, silent type, so we were finished in short order. The rest, I was sure, he’d demonstratechứng minh with his actions.
 After that, it was time to draw the matchings for the tournamentgiải đấu. We’d be staging the quarter- and semifinalbán kết matches today, with the championshipchức vô địch fight slatedphiến đá for tomorrow. That meant six fights today, and we weren’t going to hold a third-place match, so tomorrow would consist of a single bout.
 The competitors all drew numbers at random—Masayuki number three, Jinrai number four, Gaiye number five, Bovix number one, Equix number two, “Lion Mask” number eight, Gobta number six, and Geld number seven. These were then put in a bag and picked, one at a time, the resulting pairings being added to an onstagetrên sân khấu bracketdấu ngoặc.
 The results:
 Match One: Bovix vs. Equix
 Match Two: “The Hero” Masayuki vs. “Mad Wolf” Jinrai
 Match Three: “Flowing Swordsman” Gaiye vs. Gobta
 Match Four: Geld vs. “Lion Mask”
 This drawing was completely fair, so I couldn’t complain…but damn, Masayuki was lucky. That was basically a bye he drew for the quarterfinalsTứ kết. Meanwhile, poor Geld, huh? Facing Lion Mask first thing and all. Could he win? I was honestlyThành thật interested. It was definitely an excitingthú vị matchupphù hợp, even though I couldn’t welcome it with open arms.
 In terms of testing out Masayuki, it was pretty much the worst drawing possible. Whoever won Match Two would be facing him in the semis, and Bovix vs. Equix would be a hell of a match, too. The problem was, it was too good a match, one boundràng buộc to exhaustkhí thải both sides and leave the winner completely out of gas against a fresh, untouchedhoang sơ Masayuki. Meanwhile, the top fighterđấu sĩ from Matches Three and Four would go on to the finals, but if we wound up with Gobta dukingcông tước it out against Geld in the semis, they’d also be too tired to thoroughly test Masayuki’s skill. Plus, Lion Mask was in the mix, and him versus Geld was, as I said, a fight up there with Bovix vs. Equix in excitement.
 I didn’t know how serious Carill—um, “Lion Mask” was about this tournamentgiải đấu, but Geld did have a lot of strength by now. Having them both fight each other in the first round? I just couldn’t believe that draw. It was like destinyđịnh mệnh itself arranged things so Masayuki would have as easy a time as possible.
 Well, no point whiningrên rỉ about it. I could make all the predictionssự dự đoán I wanted, but nobody knew how this would turn out. And while I ponderedsuy ngẫm that, the first match was already about to begin…
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 The other fightersđấu sĩ stepped out of the arenađấu trường, moving back to their waiting area. Bovix and Equix stood at the center, staring each other down and talking trashrác.
 “Hey there, Equix. We should have settled this score long ago, just the two of us. Our fatesđịnh mệnh have intertwinedđan vào nhau for far too long—I hope you’re ready to end it here.”
 “Don’t be stupid, Bovix. I, Equix, am the only one worthyxứng đáng to serve in Sir Rimuru’s eliteưu tú Big Four! It’d be far more suitable for you to hole up in the labyrinthmê cung, enjoying your retirement.”
 “Silence! Why would the likes of you ever deserve to be in the all-dominating Big Four?!”
 Without warning, their battle began.
 They were both close-quarters power types, ax and shieldcái khiên against spearthương and shieldcái khiên in a pitched battle. Seeing them fight, you could tell they were meleecận chiến types, not the sort to cast magic or other arts. Bovix heftedsức nặng his large ax upward, swinging it down toward the floor—but it clangedkêu vang against Equix’s shieldcái khiên as he pushed it back. It brought Bovix’s body down, and Equix wasted no time advancing with his spear—but a nimblenhanh nhẹn backstep from Bovix had its tip whistlinghuýt sáo through thin air.
 The battle continued for a good twenty minutes, an edge-of-your-seat balance between offense and defense that showed no signs of letting up. They had fought for the past hundred years, and this duelđấu tay đôi didn’t look like it’d end any sooner. The breathtakingngoạn mục monsterquái vật battle kept the crowd raptsay mê with excitement—after all, one rarely if ever had a chance to see two monstersquái vật of their level fight from such a close distance away. Normally, you could go your entire life without witnessing a duelđấu tay đôi between two A rankershạng like this.
 They were evenly matched, and that was why the battle extended so long. It was fun to watch. But it came to an abruptđột ngột end.
 “It’s over!”
 Bovix moved to finish things, throwing his great ax—a projectileđạn attack that could pulverizenghiền thành bột boulderstảng đá, capable of breaking both its target and the weapon they were holding. Equix’s left arm explodedphát nổ off him, flying through the air. He had sacrificedhy sinh it to stop Bovix’s throw.
 But he just smiled. That was exactly what Equix wanted, and in a single moment, he closed the gap between him and Bovix. Bovix was no doubt expecting Equix to dodgené tránh his ax entirely, and this new move left him unpreparedkhông chuẩn bị for this assaulttấn công.
 “It ends here! Take this—Equine Spear Flail!”
 Equix was at his chest, and the flurryxôn xao of spearthương strikes he unleashed was impossible to avoid. With no way to dodgené tránh them, Bovix suffered a successionkế vị of stabcú đâm wounds all at once. Equix was willing to literallytheo đúng nghĩa đen give an arm for this victory, and now he had it—or so he thought.
 “Not so fast! Lightning Horn!!”
 With a roarGầm, Bovix landed a headbutthúc đầu on Equix with his hornssừng. Lightning crackledlạo xạo up and down them as they extended out twice as long as before. They were viciousluẩn quẩn weapons, and they tore into Equix’s right eye and arm. That settled the battle. The spearthương fell out of Equix’s uselessvô ích limbchân tay as electricity shot through where the hornssừng had stabbedcú đâm him, searinglàm cháy da his wounds. It almost looked like the blood was being boiledđun sôi out of him.
 Equix had gained the Self-Regeneration skill during his evolutionsự tiến hóa, but the lightningtia chớp damaged him far faster than he could healchữa lành himself. Bovix, meanwhile, had Ultraspeed Regeneration, and the massiveto lớn holes in his chest and stomach were already closing up.
 The battle was his.
 Injuries that’d normally cause instantlập tức death were no problem with Ultraspeed Regeneration. And with Self-Regeneration, even Equix’s many wounds were starting to healchữa lành themselves. By the time they left the arenađấu trường, they were both back to normal, Equix already groaningthan van about how he’d get him next time. Glad to see he was well.
 But it was over. Bovix was the first to advance, his masterfultinh thông fighting earning him cheershoan hô from the crowd. What a way to kick off this tournamentgiải đấu.
 Seriously, though. Seeing it in action again, Ultraspeed Regeneration was almost like cheatinggian lận.
 Equix no doubt used the tacticschiến thuật that had served him well in the past. That onrushxông lên, followed by a flurryxôn xao of spearthương stabscú đâm, would’ve ended most contests. That was why he didn’t fear those obviously fearsomeđáng sợ hornssừng for a moment, and that cost him dearlythân yêu. I hoped this taught him a lesson. He’d need, I thought, to be more careful, eyeing his foekẻ thù and figuring out where his acesát chủ in the hole were.
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 Match Two pittedđọ sức the Hero Masayuki against Jinrai the Mad Wolf, and as everyone knew in advance, it ended with a forfeittịch thu for the Hero. The two of them just shook hands in the center of the arena—and that triggeredcò súng wild cheeringHân hoan and applausevỗ tay.
 It made no sense. Why would a handshakebắt tay whiproi da the crowd into such a frenzyđiên cuồng? I could hear them shouting, “The Hero has done it again!!” and so forthra. Why was he so popular? It was alienngười ngoài hành tinh to me.
 …Ah well. I resolved to stop thinking about things I couldn’t change. On to the next fight.
 Match Three was the Flowing Swordsman Gaiye against Gobta. How would it turn out?
 By the looks of it, Gaiye qualified for the rank of A, if barely. His weapon and armoráo giáp were all Rare-level goods, proving that as an adventurernhà thám hiểm, he was among the best in the business—but Gobta had a set of Unique-class armoráo giáp. I didn’t think he was Gaiye’s match in skill, but add all their traitsđặc điểm together, and you had a pretty decenttử tế matchupphù hợp.
 “Ready? And…begin!!”
 The battle started at Soka’s signal.
 “Hah!!”
 With a short breath, Gaiye planted his feet down and thrustđẩy his swordthanh kiếm. It was a sharp thrustđẩy, and I saw where the “flowing” part of his nicknametên nick came from. Excellent work. But Gobta’s chest guard blocked it.
 “What?! Such fine armoráo giáp for pettynhỏ mọn infantrybộ binh…?!”
 “Gahhh! That…that’s too fast!!”
 This happened just after the starting signal. Gobta didn’t even have enough time to remove his daggerdao găm. Goddammit! I said to myself, scoldingtrách mắng him. You’re leaving yourself far too open! Gobta’s armoráo giáp stavedkhuông nhạc off the blow, but it wouldn’t next time. It was Gaiye’s excessivequá đáng self-confidence that saved him there, but next time he’d clearly go for a joint or some other unprotectedkhông được bảo vệ spot.
 “Pffft! How about this?”
 He unleashed a dancing slashgạch chéo, striking at Gobta multiple times. Gobta managed to dodgené tránh them all, already at the end of his ropedây thừng and practicallythực tế on the vergebờ vực of tears. By the look on his face, he was probably aiming to get run out of the ring and disqualifiedbị loại. Victory was quickly off the table; he was just trying to protect himself—and that might’ve been the right answer, but I wish he could’ve tried a little harder. Given how interesting a match this looked like on paper, Gobta’s reaction was a disappointmentthất vọng.
 I thought that settled it, but—tantalizingly enough—the battle just refused to end. Gobta kept sidlingrảnh rỗi over to the edge of the arenađấu trường, and Gaiye kept cutting him off.
 “Is he toying with him?”
 “He doesn’t seem to be a very nice person, no. Gobta is hardly gallanthào hiệp himself, but I find this man’s behavior quite distastefulkhó chịu.”
 Shion and I were in agreement. Hmm… Now I kind of wanted Gobta to win.
 “Ha-ha-ha! Think you can run from me, you peonngười làm công?!”
 Gaiye fought with a bastard swordthanh kiếm, its length somewhere between “short” and “long.” He also had a gauntletgăng sắt on his left hand that he landed punchescú đấm with, no doubt to devastatingtàn phá effect. It was an unusual fighting style, and when he came at you with both arms raised, it was hard to guess exactly what he’d do. To Gobta, who learned more standard swordsmanship, it was no doubt a trickykhó khăn foekẻ thù to juggletung hứng.
 Still, Gaiye never landed any decisivequả quyết wound. The only real blow so far was the very first one on Gobta’s chest plate.
 “Gobta’s being very observantquan sát,” Shion remarked. “You wouldn’t be able to dodgené tránh those swordthanh kiếm strikes for so long unless you could keep up with how he moved his weapon.”
 She had high praise for him, and so did I. He did take a few punchescú đấm, but any swordthanh kiếm slashesgạch chéo were always met, and deflectedlàm chệch hướng, with his daggerdao găm.
 “All right! Come on, Gobta! Stay focused! Show me what’s in you and beat this guy! I’ll give you a raise in your allowancephụ cấp! And, um… If you win the whole tournamentgiải đấu, I’ll give you that new fishing polecây sào you wanted!”
 “R-really?! Then I’m pulling out my last resort, okay?!”
 If he had a “last resort,” I really wished he’d used it sooner… But regardlessbất kể, my encouragementsự khích lệ seemed to do the trick. He actually wanted to fight. I wasn’t exactly thrilledhồi hộp with resorting to briberyhối lộ with him, but with someone as lazy as Gobta, that should’ve been my first tacticchiến thuật. I mean, I already had Geld in there; I didn’t expect much out of Gobta—but with things as they were, I really needed a full effort from him.
 “Gah-ha-ha-ha-ha! Don’t try to look smart around me, peonngười làm công! The likes of you could never beat the strongest out there!”
 Gaiye continued to give chase, laughing the whole way. He was no doubt sure of his victory, not even botheringlàm phiền to keep an eye on Gobta. But now Gobta was prepared to do anything to win—and thus, Gaiye was doomedsự chết.
 “Summon! Okay, come on over!”
 Gobta was head of the Goblin Riders—and, of course, that meant he could summontriệu hồi a starwolf and Unify with it. This gave him magicule energy on the level of an A-minus monsterquái vật, combined with the swordthanh kiếm skills drummedcái trống into him by Hakuro. Against someone like Gaiye, he could more than hold his own.
 Again, though… Why didn’t you just do this first, man? Damn it, Gobta! He just wanted to lose this ASAP, I knew it.
 But at least now he was serious about…
 Huh?
 “Wha—?”
 “Summoning, eh? But a dark direwolf is no threat to—”
 Then Gaiye fell silent. The dark-colored wolfchó sói Gobta had summonedtriệu hồi had smashedđập tan into him at top speed. The swordsmanNgười đánh kiếm was wrong—Gobta hadn’t summonedtriệu hồi a direwolf of any sort, a C- or D-level threat at best. Instead, this dark wolfchó sói, wagginghay bông lơn his tail and pinningghim Gaiye to the ground as he lickedliếm him… It couldn’t have been anyone but Ranga.
 “Ranga… What’re you doing?”
 “Tch… Quite a tacticchiến thuật. I must hand it to Ranga. He’s become quite the schemermưu mô.”
 I don’t think so, Shion. I really don’t think so. Gobta looked just as surprised as us, so I didn’t think he meant to do that. This was purelyhoàn toàn Ranga’s doing; he must have bargedxà lan into Gobta’s summoningtriệu hồi without asking. And here I thought he was sleeping in my shadow—I had no idea he’d hatchnở this sort of plan.
 Soka ran up to Gaiye, then turned toward Diablo. “Gaiye is unconsciousbất tỉnh. A brilliant move. I think the battle’s over.”
 Diablo the refereetrọng tài, his face deadpanbế tắc, ruled this a validcó hiệu lực attack. He had to have recognized Ranga, right? I mean, I knew he was in his smaller, regular-wolf size, but… Oh well. They got along, that much I knew.
 “And the winner is… Goooooooooob-taaaaaa!!”
 Soka’s proclamationlời tuyên bố was drownedchết chìm out by the cheershoan hô. Given the lack of booingla ó from the crowd, everyone must’ve accepted summonsgiấy triệu tập as fair game in this match.
 “Really…?” whispered Gobta. Nobody heard him in the roarGầm.
 “But, um, can we really get away with this?”
 “Summoning magic is explicitlyrõ ràng allowed in the rules. I would think it is not a problem.”
 Well, if Rigurd thought so, then all right…but Ranga decided to join in, huh? Hmm. Are you sure this isn’t an infractionvi phạm? Because up to now, I’d given Gobta zero chance of winning his first round—but with Ranga, there was no telling any longer. Considering my initial goal of testing out Masayuki’s skills, maybe this was a blessing in disguisecải trang.
 Right! Time to stop worrying about it. I defiantlythách thức decided to let it go.
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 Match Four, Geld vs. Lion Mask, was another one worth watching.
 “Heh-heh-heh… Nice to see I can kick ass for the first time in a while, huh?!”
 Lion Mask was certainly ready for this.
 “Being able to cross arms with such a vauntedkhoe khoang warriorchiến binh is a very unexpectedkhông ngờ tới surprise. I will make the most of this chance to fight such a seasoned opponent and tacklegiải quyết you with everything I have.”
 With that, Geld removed the top half of his armoráo giáp and readied his fistsnắm tay.
 “Hohh! You want to fight barehandedtay không? Nice. That’s another one of my specialtieschuyên môn.”
 He took his own stancelập trường against Geld.
 What followed was one for the ages, a battle that was sure to go down in the history of this tournamentgiải đấu. It was fistnắm tay against fistnắm tay, generating great shock waves of force that sent howlingrú lên winds across the arenađấu trường.
 Geld didn’t use kicks at all, battling exclusivelyduy nhất with punchescú đấm and throws while shufflingxáo trộn his legs to maintain balance. No matter what attack was thrown at him, he didn’t waverlung lay at all. It was… What do you call it? The peekabooú òa style, a term I remembered seeing in one boxing mangatruyện or another. At the same time, the punchescú đấm he threw as he looked for openings, even the ones meant to keep his opponent in check, had the power of a cannonđại bác tuckedgài inside. That was thanks to his lower body, the base of the cannonđại bác, transferring all the kineticđộng học energy in his body to his fistnắm tay. But his fistsnắm tay weren’t his only threat—he had shoulder attacks, and if they got caught in a grapplevật lộn, he could perform throws.
 Lion Mask, meanwhile, was an all-around fighterđấu sĩ who could launch just about anything at any time. His arsenalkho vũ khí was extensiverộng rãi, his physiquevóc dáng virtuallyhầu như the equal of Geld’s; there would be no overwhelmingáp đảo him with power. In this world, magicule energy meant a lot more than external looks, so Lion Mask may as well have been stronger than Geld.
 But not even he could stay on the attack for long, a testamentdi chúc to Geld’s superiorthượng đẳng defensivephòng ngự skills. Kicks that could crushngười mình thích rocks slammedsập against his arms, attempting to throw him off balance, but Geld paid them no mind. So Lion Mask attempted every other trick in the book—jabs, chopssườn, roundhousesnhà tròn, and ax kicks from all directions. All this at speeds that fooled you into thinking there were multiple Lion Masks. The flurryxôn xao of attacks all nimbly hit home, but none of them affected a defense-focused Geld.
 “Ha! Man, this is fun! You’re taking my blows like they’re a passing breezelàn gió nhẹ!”
 “Heh-heh-heh… I am the one who should be complaining,” Geld replied, frustrationthất vọng in his voice. “You give me no chance to counter you. Your attacks seem rough, but each one is well refinedtinh chế…”
 He was holding out well enough for now, but he must’ve felt that things would only go downhillxuống dốc from here. Lion Mask’s strength was the real thing—and there was no telling how deep down it went. The way he’d unleashgiải phóng blows that cut through his armoráo giáp, far enough out of range to avoid counters—it reminded me of an attack helicoptertrực thăng. It was clear who had the upper hand, but it took more than strength to decide a battle. Sometimes, luck played a part—and who would Lady Luck smile upon today?
 The crowd was growing more passionatesay đắm by the moment.
 “Wh-whoaaa!!”
 “Wow, what is…? What is that…?!”
 Someone shouted at the top of their lungsphổi, a bag of frieskhoai tây chiên from the food stallsgian hàng in one hand. Others were excitedly cheeringHân hoan, their faces reddenedửng đỏ from the beer they were drinking. The crowd knew just how amazingtuyệt vời these fightersđấu sĩ were, and it made them roarGầm their approval. Geld, the calm, reserved professional, against Lion Mask, whose aurahào quang just made you want to worshiptôn thờ him—this fight definitely made a known name out of the two of them.
 The blows they exchanged were devastatingtàn phá, but they didn’t seem any closer to resolving this. It was two steps forward, two steps back, both fightersđấu sĩ keeping it even as time wore on. The same held true after half an hour, an excitedhào hứng Soka offering her commentarybình luận the whole way. Even Diablo kept close watch over them, eyes deadlychết người serious.
 Twenty minutes later:
 “You’ve done well to hold out against me this long. My complimentslời khen to you!”
 “Heh, heh-heh… It—it is an honor, receiving such praise from such a loftycao figure…”
 “Enough flatterytâng bốc. But let me ask you something.”
 “…Anything.”
 “Why aren’t you using any skills?”
 “Isn’t it evidenthiển nhiên? Because you still have not shown your true self to me.”
 “Heh-heh… Ha-ha-ha-ha-ha! You call me a ‘lofty figure,’ but you were aiming to win? Interesting. I can’t show you my full true self, but I can show you some real moves!”
 They spoke as they kept up the onslaughttấn công dữ dội. The audience couldn’t have heard it, but I picked it all up through Diablo’s ears. Geld’s lack of skill usagecách sử dụng was a mysterybí ẩn to me as well, but that was why? Geld wanted to fight against Lion Mask and notchkhía an unconditionalvô điều kiện victory?
 Lion Mask—or, let’s just say it, Carillon—could Animalize at any time to unlockmở khóa his full force in battle. His current form was just a temporary one; he couldn’t tap his full potential like this. Geld knew it, and that was why he fought strictly with his own body, not resorting to Protector or Gourmet even once. I was sure he didn’t want to get that serious with the fight in public, of course—that anonymousvô danh letter read in the introductions all but ordered him not to.
 Carillon was no doubt in agreement, and if it meant revealing his identity, then going all out in this arenađấu trường was off the table. Even so, he was strong. Your average monsterquái vật or magic-born didn’t stand a chance; he could even conquerchinh phục high-level elementalsnguyên tố.
 Despite that, Carillon was beginning to get a little serious.
 “Let’s go!”
 “Yeaaah!”
 A golden burst of mysticalthần bí force flashed for just a moment, focusing itself on Carillon’s right hand. The fistnắm tay plowedđã cày into Geld’s arms, leaving afterimagesdư ảnh behind. The force was shudderingrùng mình, explodingnổ tung against both his arms, sending them flying away from the now-exposed pithố of his stomach. It was one of his weak points, and Carillon wasted no time throwing a right jabcú thọc straight at it. The shock wave coursed across Geld’s body with an energy that was physicallythể chất destructivephá hoại.
 “Well done… This is the end for me…”
 Geld staggeredloạng choạng back. But he did not fall. He was trying to make his way outside the ring boundary. Diablo ran over to propchỗ dựa him up, looking toward Soka.
 “It’s over! The winner is Liooooon…Maaaaaaaask!!”
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    Massive cheershoan hô. Massive applausevỗ tay. The crowd didn’t hold back for a moment, screaming their praise at the competitors.
 “I call that Lion Cannonfist. You should be proud, Geld. Not only did you take the full bruntgánh nặng of one of my secret moves and survive—you’re still able to walk.”
 “Heh! Heh-heh-heh… I would love for us to fight no-holds-barred sometime.”
 “So would I. I haven’t had a scrapsắt vụn this fun in a while.”
 Geld and Carillon both noddedgật đầu, each treating the other with respect. I could tell they had a deep, heartfelttận tình connection now. Neither of them thought this was the end—and it wasn’t. If they both got serious and used their full arsenalkho vũ khí of skills, the whole match would’ve been different. But the win went to Carillon this time, and Geld was out of the tournamentgiải đấu.
 Still, I wanted to tell Geld that I was proud of him. These cheershoan hô right now—this was what it was all about. That’s how amazingtuyệt vời a bout this was. I clappedvỗ tay as loudly as all the others as Geld left the arenađấu trường.
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 The quarterfinalsTứ kết were in the books, and it was time for an intermissiontạm nghỉ. The semifinalsbán kết would take place after the lunch hour.
 A lot of the next round would come down to how fatiguedmệt mỏi the winners from the last one were. We had healingđang lành lại potionsđộc dược for all the competitors, so their physical injuries were healedchữa lành, but you couldn’t tell how they were doing magicule-wise from the outside.
 With the morning’s excitement still on everyone’s mind, the fifththứ năm match of the day was about to begin.
 In the center of the arenađấu trường, Masayuki and Bovix faced each other down, ready to fight for a berthbến in tomorrow’s final. The big question for this bout: Were Masayuki’s powers real, so to speak? Because unless my mind was playing tricks on me, it looked like Masayuki’s knees were quiveringrun rẩy a bit. Trembling with excitement for the upcomingsắp tới bout, maybe? And the sweatmồ hôi coming down the back of his neck was almost like a river. Was he really as powerful as Hinata? I just couldn’t convince myself of that.
 As I observed him, Bovix helped himself to Soka’s micmicrô.
 “So you’re the ‘Hero’ who picked a fight with Sir Rimuru? A pitylòng thương xót, then, you so fail to realize your place.”
 He was tauntingchế nhạo Masayuki. But the Hero just gave him an aloofđứng cách xa smile—or, to put it in a less complimentaryca ngợi way, his mouth gave an odd twitch—and let it slide. Then he extended a hand to Soka, asking for a micmicrô.
 “Heh. Your fighting was a marvelkỳ quan to see.”
 “Um… Yes.”
 He wasn’t taking the baitmồi. In fact, he was praising him. Masayuki’s more mature than I thought.
 “…But that makes it all the more a pitylòng thương xót.”
 “A pitylòng thương xót? What is a pitylòng thương xót about it?”
 The Hero didn’t seem in a great hurry to start this match. What was he going to say next?
 “If you were in peak shape, it would’ve been fine for me to fight with my full strength. But you used the majority of your endurancesức chịu đựng in the previous round, didn’t you? I just find that to be such a pitylòng thương xót.”
 I wasn’t expecting him to announce that he’d not fight all out this round. It seemed like a sincerechân thành gesture—that, or maybe just making excuses?
 “What are you—?”
 “I, um, I just mean, if I fought and beat you right now, I wouldn’t get any joy out of it.”
 “……”
 “I’ve heard the demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể Rimuru appointed you one of the masters of the labyrinthmê cung he’s prepared? I guess you’re more interested in joining the Big Four, but…”
 “Fool! The role of master of Floor 50, the midsectionphần giữa of the Dungeon, is a great honor for myself and Equix! But it will not prevent me from aiming for even loftier heights…”
 “Oh? Well, sorry to say, but the way I see it, Geld yesterday looked far more suited to the Big Four than you strength-wise…”
 “Nnnnnngh…”
 First he praised him; then he dissed him. What was Masayuki thinking?
 “If I fight you now, I’m likely gonna win. But at your full, rested peak, I don’t know how it’d go—especially down in the labyrinthmê cung, your home turfsân cỏ. I just think, you know, it’d be such a waste if we had to settle this right now.”
 “Nnnnnh?!”
 Whoa, man. I hate to think this, but does Masayuki have no intention of fighting at all…?
 “I’ll be tacklinggiải quyết the Dungeon here, definitely, no matter how my fight with the demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể works out. You know? So what do you think? You can get back to full strength, I can meet you down there, and you can try to fendchống đỡ me off.”
 Now I was sure of it. Masayuki was acting all breezythoáng mát and self-confident, but to me, it looked like Bovix was scaring the crap out of him. Was he trying to sweet-talk him into concedingnhượng bộ right now…? I had ordered Gobta and Geld to weigh Masayuki’s talents for me, but Bovix didn’t know that. Maybe…
 “Hngh…heh… Gaaa-ha-ha-ha! Yes, I fully understand what you mean! And it is true—just as you surmisedphỏng đoán, I have no strength to spare right now. I defeated Equix by only a razor-thin marginlề, you see… But very well. I will trust in you and wait down in my labyrinthmê cung!”
 Dahhhh, I knew it! Bovix actually said yes to him! And even worse, he was grinningcười toe toét like an idiot as he shook hands with the guy! And the crowd was going wild for it, of course. You’d think someone declaring he had no interest in fighting would be greetedchào hỏi with boosla ó and jeersgiễu cợt, but for reasons I couldn’t guess, they loved every bit of this. I heard people praising Masayuki’s magnanimityđộ lượng, Bovix’s wisdomkhôn ngoan for admitting his disadvantageđiều bất lợi, and all kinds of other strange things, across the whole coliseumđấu trường.
 It made no sense. I really had no idea what was going on. It was so clearly a bluffbịp bợm, but the audience thought it was a geniusthiên tài stroke. I guess he just got some kind of weirdkỳ quặc charismauy tín—
 —Wait a second. If that’s what I’m thinking, maybe I’m getting hoodwinkedbịp bợm with everyone else. Was this all just an act? If he wanted to avoid combatchiến đấu with Bovix because he knew I’d be here and wanted to hide his abilities from me, I suppose that did make sense. I couldn’t let my guard down yet.
 So Masayuki was still in the running, already qualified for the final. Gobta and Carillon—I mean Lion Mask—were fighting in the second semifinalbán kết match, and I didn’t need psychicnhà ngoại cảm powers to know how that would go. How well could a teenagethiếu niên hero manage against a former demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể? Thinking about it that way, maybe this wasn’t such a bad thing.
 It helped reassuretrấn an me a little, at least, as I watched Masayuki leave the arenađấu trường, blanketedphủ kín with applausevỗ tay.
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 Now for the final bout of the day: Gobta against Lion Mask.
 This one was pretty much over before it began, but I still wanted to cheerreo hò on Gobta as much as possible. I did promise that fishing polecây sào if he won it all, and let me tell you, I was proud of that polecây sào. It was a new model with a reinforcedcốt thép reelcuộn, designed by me so I could catch up with him in our informalkhông chính thức fishing competition. I wasn’t about to give it up that easily. I could make another polecây sào with little trouble, yes, but it’s about the competition. Gobta wanted it, and that gave him the motivation he needed—which was great for me, so I had to root for him.
 I mean… You know. Lion Mask—Carillon—was so gonna win. He was probably gunning for the championshipchức vô địch; if not, he would’ve bowedcúi đầu out after that intensemãnh liệt fight with Geld. That’d sure help quashhủy án my anxiety—about Masayuki, I mean. Carillon would be the perfect candidateứng viên to test him out with. I wasn’t sure I could count on Milim’s underlingthuộc hạ to pitch in for me, but right now, I felt there was nothing to worry about. He could get easily distractedbị phân tâm, making me worry he might cut out of this tournamentgiải đấu on a whimý thích, but now it was clear I was too frazzledsự mệt mỏi for my own good.
 Geld and Carillon didn’t knock each other out, and now all my worries were in the past. The rest, I figured, I could leave up to him.
 But, as if reading my mind, Gobta was here and absolutely burning with passion. Why is he always running contrariantrái ngược to my needs? He never puts in an effort when I expect him to… Whoa. Wait. I was supposed to be cheeringHân hoan for him. Carillon was gonna win, but I couldn’t laugh at Gobta’s efforts, either.
 I turned my eyes to him. Gobta, who had summonedtriệu hồi Ranga from the beginning this time, had his back turned to me. Oh man, he was just gonna rely on him again, wasn’t he? That’s why he acted so confident—he’d just have Ranga fight for him. Not only was it legal, if Gobta wanted any chance of victory, that was his only strategy.
 If I had to guess, Ranga was stronger than Geld. Carillon in no-holds-barred mode was one thing, but this stuntedcòi cọc version of him? I thought Ranga had a decenttử tế shot.
 Which… Hang on. If he did win, what then? If, on the tiny—I’m talking microbe-size—chance Gobta won, then he could reveal Masayuki’s powers for me, and my original plan would finally pay off. In other words, it didn’t really matter who won here, as far as I was concernedlo âu. Leaving matters to Gobta concernedlo âu me a little, but hey, what happens, happens.
 So I started cheeringHân hoan my head off for Gobta.
 The match began.
 “I’m not the hobgoblinyêu tinh I usually am today!”
 Then why were you running from your last opponent?
 “Don’t make me laugh, kid. Listen, before anyone gets hurt, why don’t you just hurry up and forfeittịch thu—”
 “Okay, Ranga, you’re up!”
 “At once!!”
 Brushing aside Carillon’s offer, Gobta made the first move. He and Ranga worked as a well-synchronized team; they must have strategizedhoạch định chiến lược a bit over lunch. He was serious. He really wanted to win.
 He did, but…
 “Tiger Talon!”
 Sharp, bladelikegiống như lưỡi kiếm clawsmóng vuốt grew out from Carillon’s feet. He unleashed a tornado-like jumping roundhousenhà tròn, aimed at both Gobta and Ranga. His long, sharpenedmài sắc clawsmóng vuốt offered no clueđầu mối about their trajectory—and even if you dodged them, their tips emittedphát ra some kind of vorpal wave that cut through any target they faced. This skill was just something for Carillon to play with, but to Gobta, it’d probably make his life pass before his eyes.
 “Byahhh?!”
 Gobta fell off Ranga. I knew it. This was just asking too much. He franticallyđiên cuồng clamberedleo thang away, attempting to scamperngười lừa bịp out of Carillon’s sight—but nobody had any right to laugh. I mean, yeah, the crowd was all laughing, but they could do that because they didn’t realize how fearsomeđáng sợ Carillon was. Just facing him up and attempting a frontalphía trước attack deserved to be praised.
 But Carillon left him alone. Or really, he had to—because Ranga, freed from the weight of Gobta, was now snarlinggầm gừ at him. He was currently the size of a large dog, but even so, his teeth and clawsmóng vuốt were sharp enough.
 “Tch!”
 Carillon stopped those fangsrăng nanh with his left arm, letting it be sacrificedhy sinh to his bite. Then he brought the arm straight down, sending Ranga crashing toward the ground. But Ranga didn’t relentmủi lòng. With a spin, he kicked against the stone floor and out of harm’s way.
 “Wh-whoaaa… That’s some wolfchó sói there.”
 “Yeah, but aren’t dark direwolves ranked C at best?”
 “Oh, you mean the monsterquái vật Sir Gaiye mentioned? But is that really a direwolf?”
 The crowd was already stirring, astonishedngạc nhiên at Ranga’s moves. Some of them were already conjecturingphỏng đoán on what he could be. He’s a Tempest Starwolf, guys. Special-A grade and not the kind of thing you’ll see raidingđột kích your garbagerác at night.
 “Elephant Stampede!!”
 Carillon broke out another attack. The aurahào quang kneadednhào into it smashedđập tan into the ground from the skies above, like random lightningtia chớp strikes. There might’ve been room to escape in an open environment, but not in this arena—if a ring-out counted as a loss, your only choice was to take the blow. Or so I thought. But Ranga fledchạy trốn right away from it.
 “Huhhh?”
 Carillon was the most surprised of all. He probably didn’t expect Ranga to just give up the match. It disappointed him a little—and for just a moment, that left him open.
 “Yeah, right there!”
 Ah!
 Was that Gobta talking? And that black shadow setting off on cue—it was Ranga. Just when I thought he’d fledchạy trốn outside the arenađấu trường, he jumped right out of Gobta’s shadow, like nothing was amisskhông ổn.
 “Weren’t you out of the ring?!” Carillon shouted.
 “Keh-heh-heh-heh-heh… A resummon is not against the rules.”
 Diablo shot the ex–demon lordChúa tể down. Carillon blew it. Yes, Ranga was much stronger than Gobta. In Carillon’s eyes, Ranga needed far more attention paid to him. But his opponent was Gobta, and as long as he didn’t step out of the arenađấu trường, he hadn’t lost. It was an underhandedthủ đoạn move, but ever since this match began, he had been toeingngón chân the boundary—this was what he’d aimed for the whole time: playing the fool while hungrilyđói khát strivingphấn đấu for victory.
 This was how he’d do it, and the results changed the tidethủy triều of the match.
 A fangrăng nanh brushed past Carillon’s head. The attack caught him off guard, and he dodged it by a hairbreadth…or maybe not. I thought he’d fully avoided it, but then Carillon brought a frenziedđiên cuồng hand to his face. Just as he intended to, Ranga had struck a successful blow.
 The attack took its tollthu phí, too. Carillon was on his guard, of course, but he must’ve been confident that he could weather any blow as long as it wasn’t a direct hit. Instead of clumsilyvụng về staggeringsửng sốt back to dodgené tránh Ranga, he dodged just barely enough to seguephân biệt to his next move—a simple choice for someone as dominanttrội as Carillon. As a masterfultinh thông lordChúa tể of the battlefieldchiến trường, he had to make it look easy—that’s how he thought, and his powers made that naturally possible. That’s why he had the strength and agilitynhanh nhẹn to dodgené tránh the attack that came after Ranga’s surprise reappearancexuất hiện trở lại.
 This time, however, Ranga wasn’t aiming for Carillon at all but the maskmặt nạ he had on. With his honedtrau dồi instinctsbản năng, Carillon decided to do the baretrần trụi minimum necessary to avoid taking damage—and that let Ranga bite right through his maskmặt nạ.
 Now Gobta was all smiles. “Sweet! Right on target!” he joyfullyhân hoan shouted. Then he whippedroi da out his daggerdao găm and launched a shot of Icicle Lance.
 “Take this!”
 “Y-you little sneakđánh lén!!”
 The boltchớp wasn’t meant to topplelật đổ Carillon but to ripxé the maskmặt nạ off him. Likely realizing this, Carillon fought back with both hands over his face—and that gave Ranga free reinkiềm chế to attack. And with his hands essentiallyThiết yếu tied behind his back, fendingchống đỡ off the starwolf was a herculeanphi thường task.
 “So dirty…”
 “What a cowardlyhèn nhát way to fight…”
 “Fight for real, you bastard!”
 The spectatorskhán giả weren’t exactly satisfied with this. But Gobta didn’t care.
 “Shut up! In this world, might makes right! Sir Rimuru said so himself!”
 He was playing to the audience now, shouting right at them. I really wished he wouldn’t drag me into this…
 “Tch. I can see why he’s aiming for a spot in the demoncon quỷ lord’s Big Four. Fighting like that, and not being ashamed of it for a moment.”
 “Yeah. In fact, he’s acting like this is a completely normal tacticchiến thuật!”
 “He looks kinda dopeyngái ngủ, but he’s sharp, you know? He was aiming for that from the get-go.”
 “Ahhh, I bet the demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể suggested it to him. I mean, check out that stupid-looking face of his. You think he could’ve come up with that?”
 “Scary, isn’t it? A demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể capable of bossing around the Big Four…”
 Great. Now the crowd was making me out to be some trans-dimensional mastermindchủ mưu. It’s all Gobta, okay? All his fault. And I really didn’t need a Big Four who required my constant input in order to function, but the crowd would never get that. It was just sad.
 Now Gobta and Ranga had the initiative—and when Carillon finally took a step outside the ring, it was over.
 “Curse him! All right. You’ve outwittedđánh lừa me this time.”
 I could tell he was furiousgiận dữ, but he still had his reason with him. Better to bowcây cung out, he thought, than to continue this farcetrò hề any longer. And he was probably right—if it became known that a former demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể lost in a tournamentgiải đấu like this, it’d sparktia lửa an international furorsự giận dữ.
 …Of course, he did lose only thanks to a publiclycông khai announced message from a certain anonymousvô danh benefactorân nhân. Without that, I doubted this strategy ever would’ve occurred to Gobta.
 “Stunning! Absolutely stunningkinh ngạc!!”
 Soka’s shouting revvedvòng quay up the crowd once more. I heard cheeringHân hoan, shouting, even laughter. Everyone had their own takes, but either way, they truly enjoyed this fight.
 “Did that man really need to concealche giấu his face so badly? That seemed rather exaggeratedphóng đại to me…”
 Sounded like some of them were even advocating for Gobta. He was definitely the heelgót chân of the day, but between his lovableđáng yêu face, his nimblenhanh nhẹn moves, and everything else, nobody could find it in their hearts to hate him too much.
 The crowd was happy, for sure. Geld and Carillon’s battle was praised for the high quality of its combatchiến đấu; with this one, people would be talking about Gobta’s anticstrò hề for a while to come.
 This world’s starvedbỏ đói for entertainment. Instead of the rule-bound tournamentgiải đấu at Englesia, the anything-goes atmosphere of this one seemed to grab people’s hearts a lot more. It was objectively a terrible bout, but in the end, I guess it kinda worked.
 Later:
 “As punishmenthình phạt for joining a match without permission, I forbidngăn cấm you from lurkingẩn nấp in my shadow until further notice!”
 Ranga, trottingtrót lọt up to me with his tail wagginghay bông lơn, must’ve assumed I would praise him for a job well done. This was a shock to him, but I honestlyThành thật wondered why he thought I’d like it. But…well…those patheticđáng thương hại, sad eyes he gave me… They tuggedsự kéo mạnh at my heart, I guess.
 “Ranga, I know I gave you that punishmenthình phạt, but my final decision depends on tomorrow’s contest.”
 “…!!”
 “You’re theoretically being summonedtriệu hồi by Gobta, so listen to what he says and try not to do anything recklessliều lĩnh, all right?”
 “Yes, master!”
 Ranga and Shion were good friends, and I think Shion’s influence made him go overboardquá nhiệt tình at times. I had to put my foot down here, or I couldn’t guess what kind of terrifyingđáng sợ things he’d try next. If he remembered his role as Gobta’s summonedtriệu hồi beastquái thú, everything should be fine—at least, he wouldn’t overdolàm quá sức it against Masayuki, I thought.
 “Gobta, I want you to work with Ranga and give me a hundred percent in the final tomorrow!”
 “You got it!”
 Perfect. I was sure Gobta would have no problem gaugingmáy đo Masayuki’s true might. The worst-case scenariokịch bản I pictured involved Ranga going into full “beastquái thú” mode in front of the crowd and then having Masayuki beat his ass. That meant I’d have to step into the ring, and I doubted we could talk things out then.
 I really wished we knew more about Masayuki’s skills in battle. That worried me. Still, I hoped we could settle this without conflictxung đột. If Gobta could win, we were good—but that all depended on tomorrow.
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 Thus, despite a few unexpectedkhông ngờ tới twists and turns, Day Two wrapped up in an orderlytrật tự fashion. Today’s six matches were over, which left only the finals tomorrow—a, shall we say, quite unexpectedkhông ngờ tới matchupphù hợp between Masayuki and Gobta.
 Once the arenađấu trường emptied out, the night stallsgian hàng reportedlybáo cáo saw massiveto lớn profits. The fanboys were crazy for Masayuki, so-called hard corescốt lõi were devoted to Geld or Carillon, and a few dyed-in-the-wool arena-battle nerdsmọt sách tossedquăng their hats in with Gobta. They were all smiles with one another on the streets, talking excitedly about the day’s bouts.
 The same was true at our own dinner, spent enjoying a multicourse meal at our tables with the other VIPs. All anyone wanted to talk about was today’s tournamentgiải đấu. Apparently, that Gaiye dudeanh bạn was pretty famous; Gobta’s beating him very suddenly made him the focus of attention. A lot of people had high expectations for the final tomorrow, and my own table was no exception.
 “That was sooooooo great!! Just seeing Sir Masayuki stand there looked so crazilyđiên cuồng cool!!”
 “You think so? I like Mr. Tempest more!”
 “And Geld was so awesome. Talk about letting your fistsnắm tay do the talking!”
 “Yeah! When Lion Mask did that all-out assaulttấn công on him, his face didn’t even move an inch!”
 “Exactly! And Lion Mask was fierce!”
 “That barrageđập phá was something, huh? I was amazedngạc nhiên. Just one cool move after another. I wanna learn some of them!”
 “You too, Gail? So do I!”
 “Yeah, me too!”
 Alice was all Masayuki. Chloe didn’t particularly care. Kenya and the other boys thought Geld was cool under pressure, but Carillon was the more popular choice. He was kind of like an action hero, actually, what with the “Lion Mask” bit.
 Watching them carry on, I eyed the food on the table with anticipationdự đoán. Instead of multiple courses, we were all being treated to a fried-shrimp special, along with meatloafổ mì thịt steakbít tết and cream-filled croquettescroquette. A very kid-friendly menu, in other words, although I was definitely a fan, too.
 If we were nobilitygiới quý tộc, we’d have servants cartingđánh xe all of this over, but tonight we cut that out. Each table was separated by noise-dampening partitions—having to worry about manners every single meal was exhaustingmệt mỏi, so I had us go with this setupcài đặt on Day Two. That let us chat all we wanted as we enjoyed dinner.
 The kids were abuzzxôn xao about the battle tournament—and if they were that excitedhào hứng about it, I’m sure ticket sales were through the roof. I had my concerns about tomorrow, but no point worrying too much about that.
 I could see Carillon grinningcười toe toét at me from the next table over, no doubt hearing the kids carry on. Milim was there, too, looking a bit more peevedcáu kỉnh. Guess that noise dampeninggiảm chấn didn’t work too well after all—they heard every word from us, although the opposite was also true.
 “Heh-heh-heh! Glad everybody saw how cool I was. Your kids there have good taste.”
 “Don’t be silly! How can you be ‘cool’ if you couldn’t even win the tournamentgiải đấu?”
 “Oh, don’t be that way, Milim. I wanted to keep things nice and easy, all right? Nice and easy.”
 “Pathetic! Have you forgotten your pride as a former demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể?”
 “Ha-ha-ha! Of course not. I got to take on a foekẻ thù I’ve had my eye on for a while, and I didn’t care about winning anyway.”
 “I’m quite jealousghen tị,” I heard Middray add.
 “You said it! I should’ve just disguisedcải trang myself and joined in instead…”
 Dude, if Milim asked to join, I would’ve stopped her at all costs.
 “Whoa there, Milim. That’s way too recklessliều lĩnh.”
 “He’s right, Lady Milim. A demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể as brimmingđầy ắp with graceduyên dáng as you would never be able to hide her identity.”
 Carillon and Middray agreed with me, at least, immediately trying to dissuadekhuyên can Milim of the idea. I didn’t think she was “brimming with graceduyên dáng,” but oh well.
 “Ah, whatever. Let’s all watch the final match together!”
 “Oh? Are you done with your labyrinthmê cung work?”
 “It’s all perfect! So I’m gonna go around with Rimuru and his gangbăng nhóm tomorrow!”
 “Would I be able to join you?” I heard Frey ask.
 “I’ll pass,” said Carillon. “My staff invited me out. It’s too bad I didn’t make the final, but I want to take my time and look around town tomorrow.”
 So Milim would be watching, too. Carillon planned to go out with his Lycanthropeers, and I suppose Frey would be keeping an eye on Milim. Good thing there was only one round of the tournamentgiải đấu left. Milim was excitedhào hứng for the labyrinthmê cung opening as well, so I figured we didn’t have to worry about her.
 “But if it was that engaging of a tournamentgiải đấu, perhaps I should have joined in?”
 “Ha-ha! Actually, what were you doing all day?”
 “Hee-hee… Middray was in the concertbuổi hòa nhạc hall the whole time.”
 So was Frey, it seemed, if she knew he was there. If they liked the music that much, I was sure the orchestradàn nhạc would be delighted to hear that.
 “Huh? You mean that stuff that put me to sleep yesterday?”
 “Carillon… A barbarianMan rợ like you wouldn’t understand high art, I suppose…”
 “Whoa, Frey, don’t talk to me like that!”
 “Hey, which stuff was this?”
 “Music, Milim. Remember that large band of musicians Clayman was so proud of, who played such beautiful music? Well, there’s a band just like that here.”
 “I think this band’s better than Clayman’s, but…”
 “Oh? So you know that much about music after all, Carillon?”
 “That doesn’t sound like much of a complimentlời khen to me, Frey!”
 “Well, no, it’s not. I didn’t mean it as one.”
 “You people just treat me like crap…”
 “I’ll have you know, Luminus herself spent the day at the concertbuổi hòa nhạc hall as well, in the best seat available. I doubt someone like you could fully understand that music, is all I’m saying.”
 “Really? Luminus? Wait, she’s here?!”
 “Hey! I like music, too, you guys!!”
 Certainly a livelysống động conversation. I was glad they were having fun.
 As I listened in on the other guests, Hinata leaned closer to me.
 “So? If you do wind up fighting that kid Masayuki, what’re you going to do?”
 Way to drive to the corecốt lõi of the issue, huh?
 “Huhhh? You’re fighting Sir Masayuki, Mr. Tempest? I know you’re strong, but I don’t think you’re that strong!”
 “Sure he is! I think he’s way stronger!”
 The kids promptlykịp thời began to argue over who’d win in our theoreticallý thuyết fight. Alice and Kenya sided with Masayuki, the others with me. That gave me a one-vote advantage, which I thought I could gloathả hê about, but:
 “Oh, whatever. To be honest, not even I have a good gaugemáy đo of Masayuki’s strength. You should be warythận trọng of him, though, of that much I’m certain.”
 That sounded like a warning. She didn’t go into great detail, since doing so would reveal several of her own skills, but apparentlyrõ ràng she had done some investigationcuộc điều tra into Masayuki. The results told her that even she would find him a difficult challenge.
 “Of course,” she said with a laugh, “I still think I’d beat him, nine times out of ten…”
 Then things got worse.
 “Oh yeah, I don’t think you could lose to anyone, Hinata!”
 “Uh-huh. I hate to say it, but you’re amazingtuyệt vời.”
 “I don’t think anyone in the world could beat Hinata!”
 “Me neither…”
 “No doubt about it. Not even Lion Mask could put up a fight against her.”
 It was unanimousnhất trí. Hinata was stronger than Masayuki. Me against him was a split decision, but Hinata against him? Five to zero. I was honestlyThành thật hurt for a moment.
 “Well,” I grumbledcàu nhàu to Hinata, “I do think Masayuki’s interested in hearing me out, unlike some people. I don’t think I’d have that much to worry about.”
 “…In what way?”
 The air suddenly froze between us. That was a land mine. One that was plain as day, and I’d stepped on it anyway.
 “Oh, um, nothing. Never mind.”
 “If you’re calling me out, I’ll fight you anytimeBất cứ lúc nào.”
 Man, what a tempernóng nảy!
 Realizing my mistake, I managed to placatexoa dịu her with the flanbánh flan I was going to enjoy for dessertmón tráng miệng. A devastatingtàn phá loss for me. Loose lips, etceteravân vân.
 “But you’re right. Masayuki seems open to reason. Yuuki said he was his guardianngười giám hộ, so if need be, I can talk with him. But we may not need to.”
 “No?”
 “Meaning, maybe he’ll lose tomorrow.”
 “Hmm, I won’t denytừ chối that, but this is Gobta we’re talking about… He’s got a knacksở trường for screwingbắt vít things up right when it counts…”
 He was pretty strong, if he’d only take a normal approach to things. But he kept getting these crazy ideas in his mind midwaygiữa chừng, and that put everything off-kilter. That’s just who he was. And what if he tried something crazy in the final?
 …
 Hmm?
 For a moment, it seemed like Raphael was about to say something. Did I imagine that? Ah well. I’m sure it was nothing important.
 But we were talking about Gobta vs. Masayuki. Gobta, with Ranga, seemed to have a clear advantage. If Masayuki could beat Ranga, that definitely made him a serious threat—but somehow, I just couldn’t see the kid like that.
 “If you ask me, though, I think Gobta has a lot of potential.”
 “Oh, sure,” I said. “I’ll grant you, he has a lot of good sense. But… You know. He’s Gobta.”
 Gobta, with a bad habit of doing something stupid and losing a fight he could’ve won.
 “All right. Well, I’ll be looking forward to tomorrow.”
 With that, she ended the conversation and took the kids out to the night market. Please, I beggedăn xin her in my heart, please don’t spoilchiều hư them too much…
 Hinata was concernedlo âu for me, in her own way. I appreciated that.
 If Gobta lost, we’d work something out then. I was prepared for it, and I didn’t think anything too bad would happen as a result. For now, I really oughtnên to enjoy the festival.
 We had tonstấn of problems and tonstấn of things to do, but these days really seemed fulfilling to me. I felt happy. So it was time to switch gears. I promised Gazel I would meet with him, and it was time to follow through on that.
  
 
 
   INTERLUDE
 THE MIDNIGHT CONFERENCE
 I entered the receptionthu nhận room with Benimaru, Shion, and Diablo. Mjöllmile was already there, tension writlệnh upon his face. Shuna was taking care of all of us, preparing some drinks once we arrived. “His Majesty should be arriving soon,” she said—and just as she did, the door opened and Gazel himself appeared.
 “Did you wait long?”
 “No, we only just arrived, too.”
 With a few short greetingslời chào hỏi, we took our seats.
 “So let us begin with my conclusion. I placed a contact early this morning asking my men to assembletập hợp all our current surplussố dư coinagetiền đúc. This resulted in just a little over fifteen hundred gold coins. I cannot collect more from these people, so consider that the most I can provide by tomorrow morning.”
 Compared to all the gold coins in circulationvòng tuần hoàn, this wasn’t very much—but as Gazel put it, that was the most they could provide without affecting the Dwarven Kingdom’s own economy.
 I had asked him the previous night for help making change out of our stellarthuộc về sao gold coins, and he had agreed to help.
 “Thanks a lot. That’s actually more than I expected. Sorry to put you through that.”
 “Mm. I’ll have it sent tomorrow morning via Heavenly Transport, so you’ll have it by evening.”
 Fifteen hundred gold coins was a nontrivial amount of weight. I hated to put them through the trouble of delivering them, and with my Dominate Space skill, I could always just stop by Dwargon to grab them. That’d be safer and surer, besides.
 “You know, I can just go pick them up for you. I’m the one asking for them anyway.”
 “…Oh? Ah yes, you have Spatial Motion. That would reduce the chance of a mistake, yes. All right. I will contact them. That leaves the main question to discuss: Will this be enough to pay off your merchantslái buôn?”
 “Hmm, well…”
 It was close, very close, but not enough.
 This being the first year of the Founder’s Festival, we were sparing no expense to launch the event. This resulted in a need for more gold coins than expected—over 3,000 in all. In my mind, this converted to around 300 million yenđồng yên. A staggeringsửng sốt figure, given the scopephạm vi of this world’s economy.
 We had the money to cover this in our vault—1,500 stellarthuộc về sao gold coins. If you exchanged these, they’d break down to 150,000 regular gold coins. This was why I didn’t hesitatedo dự to blow 2,000 or 3,000 on this festival. It wasn’t that we lacked the funds; if we could break down the stellars into regular gold coins, payment was easy. But since we were dealing with newer, small-scale tradesmenthương gia for many of our services here, that just wasn’t possible.
 As a result, we needed regular gold coins in our vault—but Tempest was not at the point where we could institutehọc viện a currency-based financial system. There just wasn’t much gold coinagetiền đúc floating around yet. Silver coins of all sorts were everywhere, but Dwarven gold coins? We had fewer than a hundred of those.
 To this we could add my personal stashcất of 300, plus the 1,000-ish Mjöllmile managed to put together. Around 1,400 in all. That, plus Gazel’s promised funds, didn’t make it to 3,000.
 “Not enough?”
 “Based on the accounting in my head, we’ll want a few hundred more.”
 “That’s the accounting you ran this festival on? Why, I’m amazedngạc nhiên you ever got it off the ground!”
 “Yeah, I kinda made things up as we went along. We didn’t have much time to set it up, so what could I do?”
 “…I don’t even know how to begin lecturing you.”
 Gazel let out a long, theatricalthuộc sân khấu sighthở dài, his eyes despondentchán nản. I mean… We were all really into it, you know… Nobody said no to me… Right? But if I told Gazel any of that, I knew he would explodenổ tung. The king, without some drink in him, could be kind of scaryđáng sợ at times. I was intelligentthông minh enough to avoid excessivequá đáng talk when he was like this.
 “In that case, perhaps I could make up the difference?”
 Suddenly, someone interruptedbị gián đoạn our conversation. I looked over to see who it was, only to find Elmesia, Emperor of Thalion, with Archduke Erald in towkéo. She sat next to Gazel, who visibly wincednhăn when he saw her—just for a moment, but still enough to give you pause.
 Carefully, I turned to Erald. “Um, Duke Erald…and the Heavenly Emperor, too? What brings you both here?”
 “Well, Sir Rimuru, when…I spoke about this with Her Excellency, she was kind enough to offer her support to you…”
 Erald did all the talking, Elmesia just serenely smiling next to him. The archdukeđại công tước himself looked a bit pained as well, and I could pick up on why. She was making him say it himself, for reasons I better not prynâng lên into. Sleeping dogs and all that.
 “Oh, no, um, this is a problem we should handle ourselves…”
 “Is it? Were you not just wailingthan vãn a moment ago that you lacked the money? I was only offering our support in light of the friendly relations our two countries will share going forward…?”
 Her lips were smiling. Her eyes weren’t. My instinctsbản năng whispered to me that this was trouble.
 “Um, no, as I was saying…”
 Trusting in those instinctsbản năng, I leaned toward turning down the offer. I did need someone to trade us some gold coins, but the idea of owingmắc nợ Elmesia a favor spookedsợ hãi me. We were short only a few hundred, and if it came to it, we could leave a merchantlái buôn or two in the lurchlảo đảo for the time being. As long as we didn’t lose face from it, and as long as nobody lost money in the end, I didn’t think people would resentoán giận us too much.
 Such were the calculationsphép tính behind my decision, but:
 “Give it up. Once that woman speaks her mind, she won’t relentmủi lòng until she’s had her way. Trust me, you would rather make enemies with every merchantlái buôn on the continentlục địa together than her alone. You are far better off accepting her offer.”
 Gazel spatkhạc nhổ out the words, looking just as pained about it as Erald. It was surprising from him, the Heroic King having so much trouble dealing with a fellow leader.
 “My, my, Gazzie. You are taking my side? How wonderful!”
 She smiled. It was so transparenttrong suốt. And given that “Gazzie” nicknametên nick, I began to understand what their relationship was like.
 “Would you mind not calling me that, please? What is it you’re after here?”
 “Oh, you’re always so formal! Your grandfather was much more freewheelingthả rông than that, you know.”
 “If he was, then my father must have led a trying life. Would you mind getting down to business?”
 I thought Gazel was pretty uninhibitedtự do himself, but for the most part, he played the role of a sobertỉnh táo, duteousbổn phận king. Maybe it was his youth, growing up with such a harriedquấy rầy father, that inspired him. When his father ruled, that was Gazel’s last taste of true freedom, and it was then that he first met Erald and Elmesia. I imagine that’s when he trained under Hakuro as well. The way Elmesia talked to him about that era—I could imagine Gazel picturing him like an annoying aunt showing up at every family event just to bugsâu bọ you. No wonder he found her to be trouble.
 “My, my, so hastynóng vội. Were you always so impatientnóng nảy like that, hmm?”
 He was doing a good job hiding it—it didn’t look that way at all—but I was sure Gazel was intenselymãnh liệt irritatedbị kích thích. He might’ve fooled me, but Elmesia could see it bright as day. Reading someone’s subtletế nhị body language was a piece of cake for nobilitygiới quý tộc. What I was witnessing was an intensemãnh liệt, high-stakes game of wits…and Gazel, something of a mentorngười hướng dẫn to me, was like a deercon nai in the headlightsđèn pha to Elmesia. Now I could see why he was wincingnhăn so much.
 The emperorhoàng đế asked Shuna for a cup of wine. She was settled in her new seat now; there would be no shooingđuổi theo her away. Gazel and Erald exchanged glances and simultaneously sighedthở dài. Those two acted like they dislikedkhông thích each other, but they were in total sync here. In terms of Elmesia treating them both like children, they shared a lot in common.
 With my lack of experience, I doubted I could ever out-negotiate Elmesia. Gazel’s advising me to give in made sense.
 “Oh, this is good!”
 “Thank you.”
 Elmesia smiled broadlyrộng rãi at the wine Shuna had poured for her. It was one of Shuna’s treasuredkho báu varietals, a drink that seemed to change in taste with every sipmột hớp. If the emperorhoàng đế didn’t like this, it’d be hard to find anything better for her. That was a relief.
 “Right, then,” Gazel said, trying to shift the conversation. “Our time is valuable. We can’t afford to consume it with your capricesthất thường. All right?”
 “Yes,” Elmesia said, finally yielding to Gazel’s demands. “In exchange for providing my support, I have one condition to ask. Whenever you organize a festival as grand as this, I want you to invite me. If you promise me an invitation for your events going forward, I would be happy to help with your monetarytiền tệ exchange. Because, goodnesslòng tốt me, why would you ever stage such a wondrouskỳ diệu event and not let me know about it?”
 Erald turned his eyes skywardlên trời, hand against his templengôi đền. Gazel looked like he’d just swallowednuốt a bugsâu bọ.
 “I’d be glad to,” I casuallytình cờ replied.
 Elmesia smiled at me, elatedphấn khởi. The difference in enthusiasmsự nhiệt tình between us was palpablecó thể sờ thấy. Maybe that was the wrong thing to do. But if she liked this kind of excitement and wanted to be part of the action going forward, I couldn’t ask for anything more.
 “Royalty aren’t the slaves of the people, you know,” she said. “If they can live freely, that makes their citizens happy as well—as it does me. I think it could help bring joy to everyone!”
 “There is truth to that. I agree with you. It’s reassuringtrấn an to see people on my side…and I look forward to it staying that way.”
 We shook hands with a smile. Now she was part of the team—a team consisting of me, Mjöllmile, and her. Call us the Three Pranksters, I suppose. Gazel and Erald shiveredrùng mình a bit as they looked on, fearing the worst, but they didn’t matter to us.
 Elmesia promptlykịp thời took out what I could only describe as her magic pursecái ví.
 “This is just my pocket money in here, so I only have around a thousand gold coins at the moment. If you need more, I can arrange for that, but…?”
 “No, that alone will be more than enough,” I replied, not skippingnhảy a beat. “Could we exchange those for ten stellarthuộc về sao golds, then?”
 What was this emperorhoàng đế thinking? Just carrying around 1,000 gold like it was spare change under her sofaghế sô pha? She was living on another planet from the rest of us, as close to an A-list celebrityngười nổi tiếng as you got in this world. Gazel was right—I did not want to cross her.
 “That’s quite fine. Don’t forget our promise, all right?”
 “Of course not!”
 I smiled and noddedgật đầu at her—and right there and then, we made the exchange. Now, if I could get that 1,500 gold exchanged over at the Dwarven Kingdom tomorrow morning, we had the money we needed. I sighedthở dài, relievedan tâm. The problem was behind us.
 “How nice, Sir Rimuru,” Diablo said as he refillednạp lại my cup of tea. I watched him tend to Gazel’s and Elmesia’s cups as I savoredhương thơm the hot brewủ rượu.
 Benimaru intrepidly smiled. “If someone thought that Sir Rimuru wouldn’t be able to play by the rules, we’re about to prove them very wrong.”
 Yes. I was no longer going to be dunkedÚp rổ on by someone. No need to kowtowkhấu đầu to those tradesmenthương gia demanding their money. I had saved face pretty well, I thought; it was a heavy load off my shoulders. But then Elmesia started insinuatingnói bóng gió something else to me.
 “You know, though, I think someone would have offered their help even if you couldn’t prepare the gold coins in time, hmm?”
 “Oh? What do you mean?”
 I was being honest. I really didn’t know.
 “If you want someone to do your bidding, it’s far easier to have them owenợ you a favor, rather than browbeatinghung dữ or scaring them into it. It’s also successful quite a bit more often.”
 She smiled warmlynồng nhiệt at me. That was no doubt the smile of a ruler, and it elicitedgợi ra a swiftnhanh response from Diablo.
 “I see. You think, for example, someone might’ve swoopedsà xuống in at the last minute to mediatetrung gian for us, uninvitedkhông được mời?”
 “That might be the case, yes. But if such an interloperkẻ xen vào did show up, who’s to say that they weren’t being controlled behind the scenes by someone, hmm?”
 “Keh-heh-heh-heh-heh… An interesting thing to consider. Causing the problem, then alleviatingxoa dịu it while creating an obligationnghĩa vụ for us. That does seem like a viablekhả thi schemecơ chế. But…”
 “This interloperkẻ xen vào, perhaps, would’ve been willing to accept a signed contract allowing payment at a later date, even if you didn’t have the gold coins. It would show world leaders that Tempest could not be trusted, while they could be. You would be quite obligatedbắt buộc to them, yes.”
 “How greedytham. Truly, a very human approach. I’ve learned a lot from this.”
 Um, so…? Did this mean someone might be putting the merchantslái buôn up to this just so they could make us owenợ a debt to them? And they might be doing someone else’s bidding here? They’d be more disposabledùng một lần that way? I see… If we trusted in this person, they’d reapgặt hái the benefits; if not, they’d abandonbỏ rơi the whole strategy. And maybe they were just doing this to make us look bad…but I felt like Elmesia might be right. I could see Diablo agreed, judging by the evil grinnụ cười toe toét on his face.
 “It makes little sense to me,” Benimaru said, “but can you think of anyone who’d want to do that? Is some member of the Council of the West trying to test us or what?”
 Elmesia smiled, not taking offense at his tone. “Oh, I wouldn’t know! Thalion isn’t part of the Council. But maybe he would know something?”
 She was staring right at a pensivesuy ngẫm Mjöllmile.
 “Um, me?!”
 Being fingered like this unnerved him, but he quickly regainedgiành lại his composuređiềm tĩnh.
 “I have heard rumorstin đồn,” he furtivelylén lút stated. “Rumors of a kind of shadow committeeủy ban that enjoys de facto control over the Council. It’s composed of the ruling classes, the highest-level leaders from the Council’s nations…but I wouldn’t believe it for a moment. The Council is composed of elected representativestiêu biểu from each country, but royalty’s hereditarycha truyền con nối. They don’t need to worry about losing their seat.”
 So Mjöllmile was familiar with a few rumorstin đồn going around the merchants—rumors about a cabalâm mưu of rulers who held the most power among the Western Nations. It smackedtát of a conspiracyâm mưu theory, though, and Mjöllmile himself didn’t lend it much credenceuy tín.
 “Well, if someone should appear tomorrow and attempt to mediatetrung gian with us on this matter…I will give them a thoroughtriệt để examination and fully expose their backgrounds for you.”
 Soei was here, kneelingquỳ next to me. I never noticed him…but, hiding my surprise, I gave him a cool, composed nodgật đầu.
 “My goodnesslòng tốt. What a shock. I hardly even detected his presence.”
 “This is why I told you, Your Excellency, the denizenscư dân of this domainlãnh địa are like nowherehư không else. Paying a personal visit is just too dangerous…”
 “Tee-hee-hee! But it’s offered such interesting experiences. May I ask you a question, Sir Rimuru?”
 Hmm? What’s she want to know now?
 “Yes?”
 “I am considering enactingban hành a new pacthiệp ước with you, but before I do, I wanted to hear your thoughts.”
 Elmesia’s demeanorthái độ changed. She was no longer hiding her real face—the face of a ruler, one she’d shown me for a moment earlier. It was turned straight at me. I could feel an overpoweringchế ngự pressure—Heroic Aura, at a level incomparablecó một không hai with Gazel’s.
 “Let’s hear it.”
 I fought back with my own Heroic Aura. We exchanged stares—or more like fired them at each other like cannonballssúng thần công. I tried to take the full bruntgánh nặng of hers, not avertingngăn chặn my eyes for a moment.
 “How do you plan to deal with that demoncon quỷ over there? That incrediblyvô cùng dangerous primalban sơ one…”
 Primal? I didn’t know what Elmesia meant, but was she talking about Diablo? He’s pretty strong, yeah, but not that dangerous, no…
 “Um… Nothing, really? I mean, Diablo’s doing a pretty good job for me, so what’s the problem?”
 “…Let me rephraseviết lại the question. If that demoncon quỷ were to go out of control, how would you take responsibility for that?”
 Out of control? I…um, could picture that, actually. She must’ve had perfect insightcái nhìn thấu suốt into what I was going through. No, there was no telling when Diablo might decide to go berserkđiên cuồng. But did that apply to Diablo alone? It wasn’t a topic I wanted to think about much, but I had another problem child in Shion, too. And while I appreciated Elmesia’s concern, I wasn’t sure what she could do about it.
 “Well, I’ll stop him before that happens. That’s all I can really do to prevent any falloutngã ra ngoài, isn’t it?”
 If there was another way, I’d love to hear it. But the only option was to prevent it before it took place. Diablo looked content enough at my response, which I didn’t appreciate much—this is about you, you know.
 And I wasn’t the only one perplexedlúng túng here.
 “Huh? Um… Wait a minute. Not to drop the act for a moment, but you’d stop that demoncon quỷ? You’d step up to do that?”
 “Yes. I know it’s maybe a likely scenariokịch bản, but latelygần đây he’s started listening to what I’ve told him more. I think he’s much more mature than previously.”
 I felt confident about that. If they kept it up, Diablo and Shion wouldn’t cause any problems at all, I didn’t think. I didn’t like how Shion was listening to this like it wasn’t about her, but… Ahhh, it’d be all right.
 Hearing my response, Elmesia started gigglingcười khúc khích like a young girl. “Oh my. Did you hear that, Erald? This demoncon quỷ lord’s an even bigger piece of work than how you described him!”
 Archduke Erald found a way to scowlcau có even more than he already was. I pitiedlòng thương xót him. Speaking of overlythái quá freewheelingthả rông rulers…
 “It is fine, Lady Elmesia. If that is what Rimuru says, then I’ll support it. And should push come to shovexô, trust me, Gazel Dwargo will come to Rimuru’s aid.”
 Gazel stepped up to support me. It seemed like the first time in a little while.
 Elmesia gave us a contented look. “All right. I understand your position. If you should ever become an enemy to mankindloài người, I will exercise all my force to stop you. So instead, let us continue to deepenđào sâu our bonds and maintain our current friendly relations. Erald?”
 “Y-yes!”
 “I, as representativetiêu biểu of the Sorcerous Dynasty of Thalion, herebybằng văn bản này officially acknowledgethừa nhận the Jura-Tempest Federation as close friends with our nation. Please handle the paperworkcông việc giấy tờ for me.”
 “Y-yes, Your Excellency!!”
 That’s an emperorhoàng đế for you. All that dignityphẩm giá, all that authoritythẩm quyền, as she ordered Erald around like an errandviệc lặt vặt boy. I could stand to learn from that.
 Elmesia turned to me. “Right. Should anything come up, feel free to confertrao with me or Gazzie. And please don’t let yourself go out of control, am I clear?”
 This wasn’t making sense. We were talking about Diablo or Shion, I thought, and now she was referring to me? Since when? And me, going out of control? Man, that was just rudebất lịch sự.
 “Hey, um, you know, I’m a pretty prudentkhôn ngoan person. Why’re you talking like I could go crazy somedaymột ngày nào đó?”
 “Rimuru, who was the leader who decided to hold a Founder’s Festival on a passing whimý thích?”
 Gazel’s gazenhìn chằm chằm burned into me. I’d have to say it was me, I suppose.
 “Um, Mollie, right?”
 “No it wasn’t, Sir Rimuru!”
 Mjöllmile didn’t want to play along.
 “All right, all right. Yes. I promise I’ll talk things over with you guys in advance next time, okay?”
 “Very good. I hope you will.”
 “This isn’t the kind of advice I’d normally give to the king of another nation…but this time, we are. Don’t think badly of us for it.”
 Griping about this too much, Gazel said, would be meddlingxen vào with our internal affairs—but since a lot of my ideas often ran counter to commonly accepted normsđịnh mức around here, they wanted me to keep them in the loopvòng a little more. It wasn’t any judgment on how good, or bad, those ideas were—they just needed more warning.
 And this wasn’t a bad thing for me, either. In fact, it’d be good fortunevận may for all the countries involved, given that we’d need to prepare for the angelsthiên thần attempting to destroy civilizationnền văn minh sooner or later.
 So we had gone from solving my gold-coin problem to the leaders of two nations lecturing me at the same time, but I didn’t mind. The tough stuff was over.
 I had a promise from Elmesia that we’d work to build good relations. What started as an informalkhông chính thức chat turned into a great diplomaticngoại giao coupcuộc đảo chính for me. I figured things couldn’t get any better, so I was about to end the night when Elmesia brought up another topic. She was staring straight at me, her expression a tad desperatetuyệt vọng.
 “Um, was there something else?” I nervously asked.
 “No, no, nothing major. It’s just, um, I have a request… I want you to introduce me to Mr. Yoshida!”
 “Y-Your Excellency, what nonsensevô lý is this?! How shamelesskhông biết xấu hổ! Sneaking that into these high-level talks!”
 I was expecting some other weighty political issue—but this? Erald was freakingkinh dị out, but no, this was nothing major. Yoshida was cooking for us all through this festival on the invite of Shuna, but I hadn’t heard anything about his future plans. I’d certainly like him to stick around, but that would be up to him. Connecting him to Elmesia, in itself, wasn’t a big deal.
 “Oh, that would be simple. But don’t force him into anything, all right?”
 “Of course I won’t!”
 That seemed to please Elmesia well enough, so we would introduce them to each other after the festival.
 And so our impromptungẫu hứng three-way summithội nghị thượng đỉnh among some of the biggest superpowerssiêu cường in the world came to a quiet close.
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CHAPTER 4
 THE FINAL ROUND AND THE LABYRINTH’S GRAND OPENING
 The morning of Day Three.
 I had already completed my little jauntđi chơi to the Dwarven Kingdom and exchanged my stellars for gold coins. That takes care of that. Now we’ll have to wait and see how the schemermưu mô behind this reacts.
 So, all anxietiessự lo lắng for the future quelleddập tắt, let’s go back to enjoying this festival. Kicking off, we had today’s first main draw: the tournamentgiải đấu final between Masayuki and Gobta.
 The coliseumđấu trường was already whippedroi da up for this, people arguing and betting with each other over who would win. Mjöllmile was taking those bets, of course, and I looked forward to seeing how much we’d make off that. The most surefirechắc chắn way to win at gamblingbài bạc, after all, is to run the game. No matter who looked like the favorite, you were always going to profit that way.
 I had made a bet on Gobta, in hopes of maybe earning some pocket money out of it. No, it wasn’t because he was a long shot. Definitely not. I certainly didn’t place a large sum on Gobta just because the oddstỷ lệ cược were so crazilyđiên cuồng skewedlệch against him. Uh-uh.
 Um, but that didn’t matter anyway, all right? I had a hobgoblinyêu tinh to cheerreo hò on.
 “Aaaaaall right, ladies and gentlemen! The final match of the tournamentgiải đấu is here at last!! Which of our two competitors will seizenắm bắt the championshipchức vô địch for himself today?! Will it be ‘Lightspeed’ Masayuki or Gobta, the fighterđấu sĩ rising up and making a splashgiật gân as he viestranh giành for a spot in the illustriouslừng lẫy Big Four?!”
 Soka’s commentatingbình luận was as fresh as ever. She was talking up Gobta in such a breezilynhẹ nhàng casualbình thường manner. It was, in a way, insurance to keep Gobta from ditchingđào mương the tournamentgiải đấu and hiding out somewhere—a crueltàn nhẫn way of doing it but damn effective.
 Diablo lifted up his hand. The arenađấu trường fell silent. Was it me, or were some of the female audience members falling for him? I banishedđày ải the thought from my mind.
 If Gobta beat Masayuki today, all my problems were in the past. If, on the other hand, Masayuki really was a fighterđấu sĩ on the level of Hinata, Gobta was toast—but we could still learn a lot from this battle. If Masayuki had, well, pretty much any trouble dispatchinggửi đi Gobta today, for example, we’d know that he was no threat at all to us.
 Gobta had both Ranga and astonishingkinh ngạc good luck on his side. It wasn’t a bad way to test Masayuki out, I thought.
 Soka was now busy introducing the competitors in detail. Once that was done, the fight would begin. I patiently awaitedchờ đợi the moment. How much of Masayuki’s real skill could Gobta pull out of him?
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 Masayuki was panicking.
 When he saw Bovix and Equix’s battle yesterday, realizing he’d be fighting whoever won, he turned pale as a ghostbóng ma.
 I’m dead. If—if I fight either of those monsterquái vật freakskỳ quái, they’ll ripxé me in half!!
 Somehow, he’d found the right words to turn Bovix against himself and forfeittịch thu the match. He really wanted to patvỗ nhẹ himself on the back for that one. But the match after that threw Masayuki right back into despairtuyệt vọng. How the hell can I beat them?! Did they only open this country’s tournamentgiải đấu to insaneđiên cuồng monstersquái vật or what?! Both the competitors at yesterday’s closing match were more terrifyingđáng sợ than even Bovix. It made him want to cursenguyền rủa at the world.
 He didn’t eat one bit last night, feeling all the world like a condemnedlên án prisoner waiting for the call to the gallowsgiá treo cổ.
 Looking back, things really have been going too well…
 Leaning too much on the strength of his friends, letting people bandykhông mui him around as a Hero and champion, he’d let it go to his head, figuring “it’ll all work out somehow.” And it had, so far, enough so that Masayuki never really doubted it much…or maybe he deliberatelythong thả strove not to think about it. He believed, without evidence, that his group was invinciblebất khả chiến bại and could defeat all comersngười đến. That was how Masayuki managed to maintain some sense of sanitysự tỉnh táo about all this.
 But how did I kid myself into trusting any of those stupid delusionsảo tưởng? I gotta go. I gotta get out of here!
 The urge had seizednắm bắt his mind again and again.
 “Heh! Once you win your fight tomorrow, Masayuki, how ’bout you move right on and challenge the demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể on the spot?”
 The question from Jinrai was so innocent. Masayuki wanted to shout You’re crazy! at him.
 This was all that demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể Rimuru’s fault. He looked so kind, so vulnerabledễ bị tổn thương, that Masayuki wasn’t as warythận trọng as he should’ve been. Otherwise, he would’ve taken more careful steps to protect himself.
 “Either way,” said Jiwu, “it’s only a matter of time, Sir Masayuki. Soon, you will slapcái tát the demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể silly, and this nation will finally be free!”
 “But shouldn’t we talk with Yuuki before he fights him? You’re calling this an easy fight, but what if he somehow loses tomorrow?”
 Jinrai looked up. “Whoa, Bernie, are you kidding me?”
 “Yes, I’d be more worried if Lion Mask made it to the finals, but Gobta, this hobgoblinyêu tinh? It has to be in the bag. The battle will be over before he can even summontriệu hồi that beastquái thú.”
 No, it wasn’t in the bag. Masayuki had no idea how he’d defend himself. All he could picture was a future full of teeth, clawsmóng vuốt, and daggersdao găm. But his companionsbạn đồng hành had so much faith in him, he couldn’t reveal his feelings to them.
 So he just nonchalantly said, “Well, I’ll try my best!” and bluffedbịp bợm his way through the evening.
 And now, time had beaten its mercilesstàn nhẫn path all the way to this moment.
 Masayuki visited the bathroom several times in the lead-up to the final, just to make sure he didn’t peetiểu himself in the arenađấu trường.
 Gaaahhhh, what am I gonna do? How can I escape this coliseumđấu trường alive?!
 Facing him was a fighterđấu sĩ who exudedtoát ra coolnesssự mát mẻ. His name was Gobta, accordingtheo to the lady announcerphát thanh viên next to them. Jiwu thought beating a hobgoblinyêu tinh was a cinchnắm chặt, but Masayuki just couldn’t see it. A hobgoblinyêu tinh? You liarngười nói dối! Goblins are the weakest monstersquái vật in the world! So what’d this guy do to evolvephát triển into such a heroic-looking dudeanh bạn?!
 “Ladies and gentlemen! The final round of the First Tempest Battle Tournament is about to begin! On one side, we have Gobta, young captainđội trưởng of the Goblin Riders and a member of the demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể Rimuru’s personal staff! On the other, Lightspeed Masayuki, Hero and champion of the Western Nations! What kind of battle will these two giants show us today?! You can see them staring each other down, here in the center of the arenađấu trường. In just a few moments—”
 When she stopped talking, the battle would begin.
 Oh crap. I’m seriously running out of time.
 He’d thought his bladderbọng đái was empty. His nerves were telling him otherwise. They pounded against his mind, urging him to release himself. If he wasn’t so worked up, he might’ve been interested in things like the cutedễ thương butt lurkingẩn nấp underneath the base of the announcer’s tail, but now was no time for that.
 Masayuki recalled his skill—Chosen One, his soleDuy Nhất uniqueđộc nhất. He still didn’t know much about it. The name had been reported to him by this cold, businesslikethích kinh doanh voice in his mind. Only recently had he come to know that this skill provided him assortedthập cẩm effects. He knew it made people react in ways that always benefited him, making him worshippedtôn thờ as a modern-day champion. But he couldn’t find a way to turn it off—and now, it had brought him into this arenađấu trường.
 …Yeah. And that power did its stuff against Bovix yesterday, too. And if it can just get me safely through this one…
 As far as Masayuki knew, Chosen One simply made everyone assume the wrong thing about him. He resolved to bet on it one more time. This inner decision helped calm him a little. He looked at his foekẻ thù. Then—was it a coincidencetrùng hợp ngẫu nhiên? Their eyes met. And he saw that he was looking a bit agitatedkích động, too. Fidgety.
 Huh? Wait, is this gonna work…?
 Opponents reacted this way to him at the tournamentsgiải đấu in Englesia, too, assuming Masayuki was all-powerful and throwing in the towelcái khăn lau. It happened more often than he could count.
 Now, maybe—just maybe—he could win this. And the moment he thought that, his legs stopped shaking.
 Maybe, if all goes well, I can win without doing anything again.
 His witsmưu mẹo were returning to him as he thought it over. But in all too short of a time, he’d have to reconsiderxem xét lại his wisdomkhôn ngoan…
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 “Ready? And…begin!!”
 At Soka’s signal, the battle kicked off.
 “Woooo! Let’s do it!”
 Gobta acted first, plunginglao xuống straight ahead. I feared this was some kamikazekamikaze move to get himself hurt (but not too hurt) so he could quittừ bỏ. I was wrong. I guess that fishing polecây sào I’d dangledtheo in front of him was pretty damn temptinghấp dẫn.
 Heading straight for his foekẻ thù, Gobta slipped right past him in a baseball-style slide, taking position against the outerbên ngoài boundary like yesterday. His eyes were on his foekẻ thù the whole time, but Masayuki didn’t even react, slowly turning back toward Gobta with a distantxa xôi smile.
 “Whoaaa! Is handsomenessđẹp trai the key to strength after all?! Gobta’s trickykhó khăn maneuverscơ động were totally ignored as the dashingbảnh bao Masayuki shows just how unfazedkhông bối rối and comfortable he is!”
 Soka’s commentarybình luận hit hard. It’d make anyone with hang-ups about their looks cry, not just Gobta. Yeah, Masayuki was handsomeđẹp trai, but this was playing favorites a bit too much.
 “Heh…heh-heh… All part of the playbookvở kịch… You’re acting like nothing I can do will hit you, huh? I wanted to see just how far I could go with my own strength today…but I can’t even touch you, huh? Then it’s time to use this—my new, ultimatetối thượng power!!”
 Oh lordChúa tể. He was up to no good again. This was so going to fail. No one was around to stop him, but I really wished he’d actually try practicing something before bustingbật ra it out in public like this.
  Report. Last night, the subject Gobta obtainedđạt được the uniqueđộc nhất skill Summon Demon Wolf. It is believed that the subject Ranga’s forcing himself into yesterday’s summoningtriệu hồi is the cause, but it combines with the extra skill Unify to “unifythống nhất” the summonedtriệu hồi Ranga with the summoner.
 
 Huh?
 So wait, Gobta could use Summon Demon Wolf to, like, mergehợp nhất with Ranga? How did he…? Hey, wasn’t Raphael about to say something last night but kept quiet instead? Was it about that?!
  That accusationbuộc tội is—
 
 That accusationbuộc tội is what, huh? If Raphael couldn’t even drive himself to finish the sentence, something must be going on. Gobta suddenly awakeningthức tỉnh to this crazy new power out of nowherehư không was way too unnaturalkhông tự nhiên to believe. I was beginning to think Raphael may’ve helped greasedầu mỡ the wheels a little, helping Gobta pick up this skill.
 Raphael stayed silent. He never lied to me, but he was in no hurry to answer with the truth, either. I could force the issue, but maybe I didn’t need to. Let’s just see what happens. Good timing, at least.
 “Check this out! Transform!!”
 The air warpedcong vênh around him. Ranga appeared behind his back—and then they “unifiedthống nhât,” Ranga’s body seemingdường như to mergehợp nhất with Gobta’s. To make a long story short, the results looked like a bipedalhai chân version of Ranga—and I’ll admit it. It looked way cool. Dammit! Why does Gobta get to transform into something so awesome like that?!
 “Whoaaa! Sweet! What is that? So cool!!”
 Milim, next to me, was dancing in her seat. I could understand her excitement. Gobta drove me insaneđiên cuồng sometimes. Turning into some dashingbảnh bao fantasytưởng tượng creature like this…
 “L-look at that! Gobta has transformed into something far from himself…!”
 “Yes,” a composed Diablo said to the excitedhào hứng Soka, whose voice had ratchetedbánh cóc up an octavequãng tám or so. “The ability to infusetruyền your own body with the power of a summonedtriệu hồi creature. A very rare skill.”
 “So Gobta is using the power of the creature he summonedtriệu hồi yesterday for himself? Amazing! We’re witnessing something amazingtuyệt vời here, folks!!”
 “Wait,” I whispered. “So it’s kind of like Gobta extracting all of Ranga’s force for his own use?”
 “Impressive, isn’t it? Ranga seems to be giving himself up to Gobta, but this combokết hợp might work a lot better than I thought.”
 “But we’re talking Gobta here.”
 “Oh-ho-ho! And Gobta is my apprenticehọc nghề, remember. He may not be the greatest physical specimenmẫu vật, but he has experience fighting magic-born more powerful than he is. If he can ablykhéo léo harnesskhai thác Sir Ranga’s power, he may grow in ways I cannot predictdự đoán…”
 My officials seemed impressed, at least. And the rest of the crowd was watching on silently, holding their breath.
 “Heh-heh! Now it’s my turn!”
 It’s been your turn, dudeanh bạn. Masayuki hasn’t done anything.
 My jealousylòng ghen tị was driving me to pick on him internally.
 Then Gobta disappeared before my eyes…figuratively. My eyes could follow him, but I’m sure most of the audience thought he vanishedbiến mất.
 “G-Gobta is gone?” Soka shouted, very deliberatelythong thả drummingđánh trống up the tension. “Where did he go?!” I knew she could see him as well—nice performance on her part.
 And then, right before her eyes…
 Booooom!!
 There was a small explosionvụ nổ, accompanied by a thunderingsấm sét sound. It was located by the wall under the stands—right by the VIP boxes I was in, as it happened.
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    Thus, I had a close-up view…
 …of Gobta, right after declaring it to be his turn, running straight for Masayuki—and then continuing to run right past him, until he smashedđập tan into the wall.
 I knew he should’ve rehearseddiễn tập that first. Even before he tried it, I knew there was a pretty big chance he’d screwĐinh ốc it up.
 “Whoa! Gobta isn’t getting back up! Is he all right?”
 He wasn’t. In fact, bashingđánh đập himself against the wall had knocked him unconscious—and the out-of-bounds line was far behind him. He was out.
 That idiot had no control over that transformationchuyển đổi at all. Everything worked great up to taking in Ranga’s powers, but I could see those powers treated him like a chewnhai toy. To put it simply, he wanted to start running, then stop running—but his brain was still judging these maneuverscơ động based on his original body dimensionskích thước. A second of time in Gobta’s world was far different from that same second in Ranga’s. Before he could even think to stop, his head was against the wall.
 Even worse, as Soka pointed out, he showed no sign of getting back up. It was the shock of the collisionva chạm, rather than actual physical damage, that had knocked him out.
 What can I say? First he reveals this supercool new monsterquái vật, then he reveals himself for the doltcá heo he is. Very true to character.
 “……”
 I was stunnedchoáng váng into silence.
 “That fool,” Benimaru mutteredlẩm bẩm, eyes turned upward.
 “That’s Gobta for you.” Shion snickeredcười khúc khích.
 “…”
 Veins throbbednhói on Hakuro’s foreheadtrán…
 “Wow, so that’s your fighting apprenticehọc nghề, Dad?”
 …and Momiji added more fuel to the fire.
 It was, shall we say, a hard-to-describe sort of tension. And Gobta deserved it, franklythẳng thắn. The crowd around us was also having trouble parsingphân tích cú pháp these events. I could hear one of them try to explain them, based on the sparsethưa thớt evidence at hand.
 “Wait… Did he throw him aside in midairgiữa không trung?”
 The arenađấu trường was so quiet, the words echoedtiếng vang oddlylạ lùng well.
 “Amazing. Amazing, Masayuki!”
 “Whoaaaa… That was awesome!”
 “I barely even saw it happen. This is just too crazy!!”
 The praise for Masayuki spread like a virus across the coliseumđấu trường. Then, as if this explanation was the unvarnishedkhông đánh bóng truth, cheershoan hô began to eruptphun trào, heraldingbáo trước Masayuki’s victory before Soka and Diablo could even take action.
 My neighbor, however, was quiveringrun rẩy with anger.
 “Is… Is this some kind of twisted joke? After looking all cool like that… I mean, what was that?”
 After that radicalcăn bản transformationchuyển đổi, this was the result. Gobta had shot expectations sky-high with Milim, then sent them crashing down to earth. It only amplifiedkhoa trương her anger.
 “Now, now, I, um, I think he did his very best! In his own way…”
 “Rimuru, you know spoilinghư hỏng him isn’t good for him!”
 “That’s right, Sir Rimuru. I think I have been too lenientkhoan dung with Gobta as well. We should all be more stringentnghiêm khắc with him going forward.”
 Hakuro agreed with Milim. This was the first I heard of him going easy on Gobta.
 “Right! I’ll whiproi da him into shape. Rimuru, let me borrow Gobta for a while. I’ll make him into the most wonderful fighterđấu sĩ you’ve ever seen!”
 Milim’s eyes were sparklinglung linh now. This was a rare monsterquái vật, and she just had to have him, I was sure. If I noddedgật đầu my approval here, that’d be so mean to Gobta…but then I thought of something else.
 “Actually, I have a favor to ask of you. I’ll accept your offer if you accept mine; how about that?”
 “All right. Let’s hear it.”
 “So there’s this set of ruinssự đổ nát in Clayman’s domainlãnh địa, right near his manor. I don’t want people pokingchọc around them without permission, and I think they’re packed with artifactshiện vật that’ll teach us about the ancient past, so I’ve been keeping them untouchedhoang sơ for now.”
 “Mm-hmm.”
 “And I’d like to explore these ruinssự đổ nát, but I wanted to get your permission first.”
 “Why’re you asking me?”
 Because it’s your domain now, doofuskẻ ngu ngốc.
 “Milim, who’s the ruler of that domainlãnh địa right now?” Frey asked Milim quietly before I could even say it.
 “Oh…” Milim shot straight up in her seat. “Oh, right! That’s me, isn’t it? Right! I knew that!”
 Great. Glad she remembered.
 “So…”
 “Of course it’s fine!”
 That was easy. Maybe Milim just wanted to put the subject behind her, but as long as I got her permission, anything was fine. Sorry, Gobta, but at least I was achieving something out of this. I mean, Gobta essentiallyThiết yếu self-destructed, and I still didn’t know anything about Masayuki’s skills. He wouldn’t mind if I at least got some use out of this travestytrò hề, right? It’d help build him up, besides. All’s well that ends well.
 “But when you do this exploring, Rimuru, you’ll take me along, right?”
 “Ummm, that’ll depend. I’ve actually reached out to an expert from the Free Guild on this topic, but if they give the okay, you can come, sure.”
 “Ooooh! Sounds like fun!”
 “Yeah? Don’t get your hopes up. It might turn out pretty boring.”
 I continued to chat with Milim as we awaitedchờ đợi the certifiedchứng nhận results, which took a few minutes. Finally, Soka and Diablo wrapped up their discussions.
 “The judgment is in! And while I’m concernedlo âu for the still-unconscious Gobta, the winner is…”
 Don’t remind me, I thought as I listened to Soka’s announcement.
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 “Check this out! Transform!!” came the shout—and only then did Masayuki realize he was being far too optimisticlạc quan.
 Whoa, wait a second! What’s that thing?! I heard nothing about this!!
 There was no way he’d finish Gobta before any summoningtriệu hồi took place. He was transforming his own body now—something Masayuki totally didn’t expect.
 The sheertuyệt đối power in the air was electrifyingđiện khí hóa. To the amateur-level Masayuki, this looked like a towering monolithđá nguyên khối of strength. He knew there was healingđang lành lại potionđộc dược on hand, but no way it could help him. It couldn’t raise the dead.
 Dude! If one of those clawsmóng vuốt tears through me, this armor’s about as good as cardboardcác tông! If I knew this was gonna happen, I never would’ve turned down full-plate for being too heavy…
 For that matter, he realized in the midstgiữa of his reveriesự mơ tưởng, not even a full suit of magisteel armoráo giáp could help much.
 “Heh-heh!” Gobta shouted. “Now it’s my turn!” Then, not waiting for a reply, he burst into action.
 Masayuki was this close to saying, Wait a minute! I give! His life, he concluded, meant far more to him than his pride. Faced with this transformed monsterquái vật, victory no longer mattered to him at all. But regardlessbất kể of what he thought, events moved on without him.
 Before he could say, I forfeittịch thu, a rumblingầm ầm boombùng nổ echoedtiếng vang across the arenađấu trường as Gobta self-destructed. Masayuki, unable to react, just stood there dumbfoundedchết lặng. A small piece of the stone wall scratchedcào against his cheek. The stingingchua cay pain told him this was all too real.
 No… No way… I could never have dodged that. I know people misconstruehiểu sai my words to my benefit, but if I wasn’t able to get away with murder like this, it’d be hopelessvô vọng for me…
 It was clear what would happen. Gobta would be disqualifiedbị loại, and he’d be crownedđăng quang champion. But Masayuki began to wonder if that was really good for him. Would winning this provide him with anything he wanted?
 The right to battle a demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể? You gotta be kidding. That’s totally suicidetự tử!
 Masayuki wasn’t a fool. If he was named champion, it’d be him against the demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể Rimuru. He understood what that meant for him. That black wolfchó sói who just whippedroi da by him, as well as Lion Mask from yesterday, were both opponents he had no chance of beating—and they both worked under Rimuru. Pick a fight against that guy, and he’d just get pummeledđập mạnh.
 Pummeled? More like killed!
 It wasn’t about whether his skill would work or not. The demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể was in a whole other universe; it was hopelessvô vọng. Thus, Masayuki decided he needed to get out of here, prontongay. Seriously, the crowd thought he threw that freakkỳ quái into the wall? That was just depressing.
 He had to do something fast, or else Gobta would lose. Masayuki’s mind raced faster than it ever had before in his life. How could he arrange things so he could lose and remain in one piece?
 “The judgment is in! And while I’m concernedlo âu for the still-unconscious Gobta, the winner is…”
 Oh crap.
 “…Wait.”
 Masayuki went on the move, panicking internally but playing it cool on the outside as he brought his hand up toward Soka.
 “Um…?” Soka figured Masayuki had something to say, so she handed him a spare micmicrô.
 “I think I lost, actually,” he said, trying his hardest to keep his voice from shaking.
 “Ummm… But, Masayuki, sir,” Soka replied, bewilderedhoang mang, “it looks very much like Gobta took himself out of the match…”
 “Perhaps. But you know, I couldn’t keep up with that attack at all. I don’t think I have the experience needed to challenge a demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể quite yet; I just thought…”
 He spoke slowly, trying not to get tongue-tied as the sweatmồ hôi poured down his entire body. It was a real stretch of an excuse, but he tried to make it sound as reasonable as he could. Then, without saying anything else, he walked out of the arenađấu trường and never looked back. If someone asked him a question right now, he’d have no answer for it, so he decided to just leave without another word.
 With my skill active, I’m sure the crowd will imagine some way to make that sound convincing for me. Right now, getting out of here’s my best option…
 Masayuki had never focused so much on moving his legs before now. But it worked. He was out of his potentially lethalgây chết người pinchnhón.
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 Gobta was just lying there, sprawledngổn ngang on the ground, but then Masayuki declared out of nowherehư không that he lost.
 “What is he thinking?”
 “Hmm… I don’t know.”
 “He couldn’t have been scared of Gobta. What’s motivating him to do that?”
 Benimaru and Shion had no clueđầu mối what had happened, either, as they watched Masayuki walk off.
 So was he just a big fakegiả mạo after all? Or was there something else going on in his mind? Ah well. If Masayuki was giving up on fighting me, then I’d call it a good way to settle matters.
 The crowd, too, was confused at first.
 “…Is it because he can’t drumcái trống up the will to face the demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể?”
 “No, no! You saw that throw. It was masterfultinh thông.”
 “He said he couldn’t keep up with his attack. Is he hurt?”
 “There is a small cut on his cheek…”
 “What?! He managed to land a blow on Sir Masayuki?!”
 The murmuringthì thầm continued anonvô danh.
 “Wait! I’ve got it!” one man screamed. “Sir Masayuki just gave the demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể a reprieveân xá!”
 “What do you mean?”
 “The demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể declared he wants to be friendly with humans. You all know that, right?”
 “Of course.”
 “Yeah!”
 “So that’s why,” the man smugly said, “what Masayuki did just now was give a warning to Rimuru.”
 It did sound oddlylạ lùng convincing, as much as it irritatedbị kích thích me. That’s likely why the people around the man started noddinggật đầu at him.
 “I see… And that reminds me: Sir Masayuki didn’t unsheathe his swordthanh kiếm this time, either, did he?”
 “Well spotted. You’re right. That’s his way of telling us he could win this tournamentgiải đấu anytimeBất cứ lúc nào he wanted to!”
 “Right! And if the demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể pulls any false moves, he’s not gonna take that sitting down. That’s what he’s saying?”
 “Probably. Of course, if they ever did fight, I bet he’d stop before landing a killing blow.”
 “So he’s willing to lose some face just to bring the message across… What a wonderful young man he is!”
 “That’s the Sir Masayuki I know!”
 “He’s so cool!!”
 They were starting to interpretthông dịch this in very surprising ways. But soon, all of them were in agreement, singingđộc thân Masayuki’s praises like a church choirhợp xướng.
 “Ma! Sa! Yu! Ki! Masayukiiiii!!”
 What the hell? Was this a religion or what? I felt like I was getting a glimpsecái nhìn thoáng qua into something terrifyingđáng sợ.
 Masayuki answered the chantingtụng kinh with a raised hand as he exitedlối ra. His motioncử động was a bit awkward-looking, which struck me as curious. What a strange kid. Why does he get all this praise heapedchất đống upon him?
  Understood. It is believed that this is the effect of a uniqueđộc nhất skill possessed by the subject Masayuki Honjo.
 
 Just when I thought some things in the world couldn’t be explained, Raphael stepped up and explained them for me. I guess the professor was doing a little analyticalphân tích work on him.
 Apparently, Masayuki’s skill, when it takes effect, could manipulatevận dụng the thoughts and feelings of people under its spell. He’d just forfeitedtịch thu the championshipchức vô địch because he saw how powerful Gobta had become, I suppose—and given how he’d won over Bovix yesterday, I imagined Masayuki hadn’t thought he could beat him, either. I thought back to his performance so far, based on this new assumptiongiả thiết. As far as I could recall, it was like he couldn’t even react to what his foeskẻ thù were doing, could he? No wonder he never took out his swordthanh kiếm.
 I suppose the conclusion to make was that Masayuki himself couldn’t fight very well. Hinata said she couldn’t read his strength at all, and I could see why. There was no strength to read.
 Still, it wasn’t safe to look down on him. If he could influence the people around him that much, making him your enemy could be seriously dangerous. Definitely not someone to triflechuyện lặt vặt with—if anything, I think I need to stay on his good side. Maybe I could threaten him, like “Heh-heh-heh, I know your secret”— Nah. Just joking. I bet he was rackingkệ his brain figuring out how to deal with Bovix later; no way his friends would let him weaselchồn out of that rematchtái đấu.
 Maybe I’d offer him some sympathysự đồng cảm. I could help propchỗ dựa him up as a Hero, even; it’d certainly be helpful advertisingquảng cáo the labyrinthmê cung challenge to people.
 “Soei! Make contact with Masayuki and tell him I want to meet with him.”
 “At once!”
 “Keep it courteouslịch sự, okay? If you could invite him to lunch after this, then perfect.”
 As a fellow native of Japan, I’d like to talk to him anyway. I’ll ask Hakuro to whiproi da up some sushisushi. Hopefully this hunchlinh cảm of mine turns out to be true.
 While I was thinking about Masayuki, Gobta was finally coming to. As he did, Soka and Diablo, after some deliberationthảo luận, apparentlyrõ ràng decided to accept Masayuki’s request.
 “Today’s been a cavalcadekỵ binh of unexpectedkhông ngờ tới events, but with Masayuki’s withdrawalrút tiền, Gobta is our champion!!”
 I could hear jeeringgiễu cợt from pockets of the crowd. Yeah, I’d be disappointed, too—here we were, the big final, and we’d gotten a champion who gave up and a half-wolf who almost killed himself. If I paid good money to see this, I’d find it totally validcó hiệu lực to demand a refundđền bù. Luckily for me, they were in the minoritythiểu số. Masayuki made that decision himself, and nobody was blaming me for it. I imagine Gobta proved his strength well enough that nobody was too dissatisfiedbất mãn with this result. Of course, Gobta was still the heelgót chân in everyone’s mind, and with his anticstrò hề today, that reptrả lời would be set in stone.
 “So, Gobta! How are you feeling right now?”
 “Uh… Huh? Really? I won?”
 “You sure did! And you really put in an excellent performance today!”
 Yeah right. All Gobta did was trip over himself and get knocked out, and Soka was trying her hardest to revvòng quay him up.
 Regardless, though, the fight was over.
 Afterward, I stepped back into the arenađấu trường and gave out awards to each of the competitors, offering all eight of them my thanks and praising their performances. I also gave Masayuki’s friend Jinrai the set of equipmentthiết bị I’d promised him. Gaiye said, “Give that to me, too!” when he saw it for some reason, but we had no such agreement, so I ignored him. Masayuki also agreed to my offer of a meeting—he looked more resolutekiên quyết to me now, but he didn’t have the wrong idea about this, did he? If there was any misunderstandingsự hiểu lầm, I’d take the time to unravellàm sáng tỏ it for him.
 That left Gobta.
 “You did well, Gobta. I herebybằng văn bản này name you a member of the Big Four as of today!”
 He had taken a pretty rockyđanh đá road on his way to it, but a championshipchức vô địch was a championshipchức vô địch. As promised, I appointed him to the Big Four, a title Gobta would no doubt find quite alluringlôi cuốn. From now on, if he ever lost to anyone, I could just say, “Heh-heh-heh! He’s the weakest of the Big Four! A disgraceGhét bỏ to his team!” and people would accept it. It was the perfect role for him, one that’d no doubt make Gobta seem pretty cutedễ thương and charming. In fact, it was almost too perfect for him. Scarily so.
 “Thank you! I’ll keep doin’ my best!”
 And with that, the First Tempest Battle Tournament came to a close.
 If only it really was over for Gobta. But his personal hell was just beginning.
 “Okay, are we ready now? ’Cause I’m gonna start training him hard!”
 Milim was beamingrạng rỡ at me when we returned to the VIP boxes.
 “Oh, uh, sure. Don’t overdolàm quá sức it, okay?”
 “Nothing to worry about! He’ll undergo my special training inside the labyrinthmê cung, so he can die all he wants to!!”
 Ah yes, she could use it like that, huh? I wasn’t sure Gobta would see that as much of a consolationan ủi. All I can say is, it’s gonna be tough for him. Not even death would offer sweet release for him. Just thinking about it made me shiverrùng mình.
 “Gobta, can we talk over there for a moment?”
 Milim marched right over to Gobta…and picked him up with one hand.
 “Pyahhh?!”
 There was so much strength focused on her arm, I was surprised I didn’t hear any bones crunchlạo xạo. Milim was smiling, but her eyes sure weren’t.
 “Congrats on the win. But that last match was pitifulthương tâm. I’m not going to let that one slide! It’s time to start training you!”
 Milim really enjoyed Gobta’s transformation—which was why his subsequenttiếp theo lamebrained acts angered her so much. Her reaction made it clear that her expectations and excitement had been deeply souredchua.
 “You’ll be facing off against me personally. You’re gonna be stronger in no time!”
 “Wh-whoa! Lady Milim?! I—I didn’t ask for that!”
 Gobta was panicking. I doubted anyone was listening to his input.
 “This is a good opportunity for you, Gobta,” Hakuro said with a forcefulmạnh mẽ smile. “I want you to put everything you have into training with her.”
 “M-Master, are you selling me off—?”
 “Silence!” Milim said, shutting him down before he could finish. How crueltàn nhẫn.
 “Oh-ho-ho… Don’t make a disgraceGhét bỏ of yourself like that, Gobta. This is all for your sakelợi ích!”
 I wasn’t sure Gobta was listening to Hakuro any longer. This was him getting back at Gobta for acting like such a clownthằng hề in front of Momiji, I bet. It definitely wasn’t for his sakelợi ích.
 Thus, Gobta was now Milim’s property. I turned my attention to the other party involved in this stuntdiễn viên đóng thế.
 “My master, my teamworktinh thần đồng đội with Sir Gobta brought us the championshipchức vô địch!”
 Ranga ran up to me, abandoningbỏ rơi Gobta without a second thought. Smart of him. He didn’t want to get caught in the cross fire at all. Unfortunately, there was no fleeingchạy trốn from Milim.
 “Hold it! Ranga was your name, right? Gobta can’t complete his training without you!”
 “?!”
 Ranga looked at me, his eyes pleadingcầu xin. Sorry, man. Once Milim gets an idea in her head, she tunes out everybody else. Besides, he was the one who went into battle without my permission, so he had this coming. I didn’t see any need to help him.
 “Wah-ha-ha-ha-ha! Don’t worry! I won’t do ya no harm!”
 And with that, Milim strode off, dragging Gobta and Ranga behind her.
 Really, I thought Gobta relied too much on his own good luck. That, and Ranga had a tendencykhuynh hướng to fight on instinctbản năng. If they could polishđánh bóng their skills a bit and work with each other more, that transformationchuyển đổi could really be something formidableghê gớm, you know? Milim must’ve thought to train them because she spotted that. Here’s hoping they worked on that, bit by bit, and gained something concrete from it. I’d be expecting big things from Gobta, and Milim’s the girl who’d bring him there.
 Farewell, Gobta. Farewell, Ranga. I’ll never forget your couragelòng can đảm! I vowedlời thề to say a prayer for them as I saw them leave with Milim.
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 It was time for lunch—a lunch I’d now be spending with Masayuki.
 This was nothing that fancy, really. I told him I wanted to speak with him alone; the rest of his group could stand by in a separate room. We had a little trouble earlier, but I was sure Masayuki could smooth things over with them later.
 “Um, well, good to make your acquaintancengười quen, I guess? My name’s Masayuki Honjo, and people call me ‘Lightspeed’ and ‘the Hero’ and stuff…”
 He was blushingđỏ mặt a bit. Yeah, calling yourself “the Hero” in our old world would be about the most embarrassingxấu hổ thing ever. People would think you’re a thoughtlessthiếu suy nghĩ moronthằng ngu if you tried it. I’m sure it made him feel creepyrùng mình. That, and it looked like he was worried how I’d react to him. He remembered how he promised to defeat me, although that was mostly just his friends egging him on. This must’ve been awkwardvụng về for him. I’m a demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể, after all. He had to be scared out of his witsmưu mẹo, fearing he’d picked a fight with a foekẻ thù way out of his leagueliên đoàn.
 He was no doubt conflictedmâu thuẫn, but he didn’t need to worry about me. I was ready to leave the past where it belonged—in the past. A nice meal together should help us work out our issues.
 “Yeah, I know we spoke before, but it’s nice to meet you, too. I am Rimuru, a demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể, but my real name’s Satoru Mikami. I used to work for a building contractorNhà thầu.”
 Masayuki wasn’t too keensắc sảo on touching his food, so I decided to just blurtbuột miệng it out. I hadn’t used that name in a long while, but it still felt like it fit me, a lot more than I anticipatedđoán trước. It wasn’t like I was hiding it—I just never had the chance to use it much.
 “…Huh? Are… Are you Japanese?”
 Masayuki didn’t quite seem to believe me. And yeah, I did look kind of like a cutedễ thương little girl at the moment. I couldn’t blame him.
 “Yeah, more or less. But let’s talk about that over lunch, all right?”
 That finally inspired him to pick up his chopstickschiếc đũa.
 “Um, this is okay for me to eat?”
 “Of course. I had them whiproi da up something Japanese for you.”
 Sushi and tempuratempura were on the menu today. They had wowed Hinata earlier, and I thought Masayuki would be just as grateful—he hadn’t been part of our pre-festival banquetyến tiệc, so I was sure it’d be the first time he’d seen sushisushi in years.
 “This isn’t, like, my last meal before my executionchấp hành, is it?”
 “No. You seem sensiblehợp lý; we’re from the same place. I just wanna be friends with you.”
 Seeing this spread must’ve given him the completely wrong idea. Maybe he thought this was the last meal he’d eat in his whole life. I told him I was from Japan, but he still doubted me.
 “Well, um, all right…”
 He finally took a bite—and the moment he did, he fell silent. His eyes looked different now, and his chopstickschiếc đũa, and his mouth, sprang into motioncử động. He was so focused on his meal that it didn’t seem like the right time to start talking, so I waited until he was done.
 And the moment he was:
 “…All right. Satoru—um, I mean, Rimuru, I’ll gladly become your servant!”
 I had no idea where this came from. I mean, I could tell he was starvingchết đói for good Japanese food, but I hadn’t even said anything yet. Besides, he must’ve had his own thoughts about me.
 “Servant? Uh…”
 “No, it’s fine. I don’t have anything keeping me from abandoningbỏ rơi this Hero crap. It’s just embarrassingxấu hổ when they do that ‘Ma! Sa! Yu! Ki!’ chanttụng kinh, and… Really, I’ve been constantly trying to figure out how to escape from all this.”
 This sounded like the real Masayuki here. And as I enjoyed some post-meal tea, I let him tell me his story.
 Masayuki was a pretty smart kid in his old world, going to a high school that put most of its gradstốt nghiệp into college. He liked reading mangatruyện and light novels, something he kept a secret, and he complained to me about how it must’ve led to this for him.
 “My skill’s called Chosen One, you know? It’s just so…stupid.”
 He’d wanted to be a hero, and as he saw it, that’s why he wound up here. And his skill, Chosen One, was about what I figured it was. It let him naturally guide the thoughts of those around him, almost like brainwashing—and that’s what brought him to Hero-dom. This ability was beyond his control; he couldn’t turn it off even if he wanted to. That’s not too user-friendly—or maybe it’s a little too much so.
 “Maybe it is, but that doesn’t mean it’s not incredibleđáng kinh ngạc. You would’ve won the championshipchức vô địch if you didn’t bowcây cung out.”
 The tournamentgiải đấu was amplePhong phú proof that this skill worked. Victory was his if he wanted it.
 “Yeah, but it’s only caused me trouble. I do nothing, and people just make all these assumptionsgiả thiết about me… That was the whole way I won over in Englesia, too.”
 As he put it, he let that get to his head. Even with his efforts crushingthầm yêu the Orthrus crime ring, he didn’t actually do anything—people just treated him like a king. He could completely give up and things still worked out his way, so life was generally pretty easy for him. The experience at this tournamentgiải đấu, though, made him realize that if this ever failed, even once, it’d end his life.
 That was why he’d decided it was time for a reality check, and I thought he was right. But would Chosen One affect me?
  Understood. Against ultimatetối thượng skills, nearly all lower-level skills are canceled.
 
 So it doesn’t affect me. Good. Because I intended to go easy on him anyway, but I didn’t realize he was a complete amateurnghiệp dư in battle. I bet even a quick jabcú thọc from me would be disastroustai hại.
 “Well, you made the right choice—and probably at the last moment possible. I think you should be proud of that.”
 “You think? But Gobta transformed into that terrifyingđáng sợ…thing and… You know, I didn’t need brains to realize I could never beat him.”
 I wasn’t so sure about that, actually, A pretty decenttử tế chunkđoạn of people were taking Gobta on regularly… But yeah, Masayuki did the right thing.
 So we chatted some more, giving each other our stories and backgrounds. For the most part, though, I just gave a quick rundownchạy xuống of my life, spending more time listening to Masayuki talk. His friends worshippedtôn thờ him like a god, so he couldn’t really speak franklythẳng thắn with them. He had nobody to ventlỗ thông hơi to except Yuuki, and his busy schedule made it difficult to meet up. It made the stress and irritationkích thích accumulatetích trữ.
 Basically, he revealed everything about himself to me, without me having to ask any questions.
 “Well, I’d like to hear more from you, but my lunch break is just about over. So let me ask you this: What are you going to do now?”
 “How do you mean?”
 “I mean, you promised Bovix a rematchtái đấu, right? Are you gonna tacklegiải quyết the Dungeon?”
 “Ahhh!”
 I guess Masayuki had forgotten all about it. He must’ve been planning to promptlykịp thời skipnhảy town.
 “Well…what should I do?”
 “Ahhh, don’t worry. Bovix is only guarding the area around Floor 50, and the Dungeon’s supersiêu huge, so it’s gonna take a few days just to make it that far.”
 “Oh. So if I pretendgiả vờ to tacklegiải quyết it, I’ll make it through today, at least?”
 “Exactly. And all the dignitarieschức sắc here right now are gonna leave town tomorrow.”
 The festival ran for three days. The highwaysXa lộ were going to be packed with people tomorrow, so we’d mainly be working to keep traffic smooth. The real cleanupdọn dẹp work wouldn’t start for two days, once all the visitors were gone. The big Dungeon opening today was mainly a demonstrationtrình diễn for the royaltytiền bản quyền and nobilitygiới quý tộc in town—a pre-unveiling, really, or a temporary opening until it began normal operation.
 Thus, I didn’t think anyone would go more than a few floors down in the several hours it was open today. Besides, I also had an idea about that battle between Masayuki and Bovix. Not to disappoint him, but I didn’t want Masayuki to get defeated. Since I had him here and all, I wanted him to function like a living, breathing billboardbiển quảng cáo for me, leadinghàng đầu the Dungeon-conquering adventurersnhà thám hiểm down and getting them enthusedđam mê about tacklinggiải quyết the challenge.
 “So I’d like you to grab people’s attention for me, but do you think you can do that?”
 “…Wow. That’s pretty reassuringtrấn an to hear. That’s why you gave Jinrai all that great equipmentthiết bị, huh? And personally, if screwingbắt vít up in there won’t kill me, I can tacklegiải quyết the labyrinthmê cung worry-free. It sounds perfect!”
 He gladly pledgedcam kết his support. I’d meant nothing of the sort with Jinrai’s gift, but that certainly worked out well, too. Going into the Dungeon de facto toplessđể ngực trần was just asking to be killed.
 “And I’ll be glad to leakhở some hints about conqueringchinh phục the Dungeon, too. If you can use them to get down pretty far for me, that’d be great. Also, if you see anything you think we could improve, don’t be shyxấu hổ about telling me.”
 I wouldn’t offer any help going beyond Floor 50—we wanted to keep things on the up-and-up here, so I advised him to keep that in mind. But even there, he’d never die as long as he held on to his Resurrection Bracelet, so it was all good.
 “Sounds great! I feel like I’m betaphiên bản thử nghiệm testing a game or something.”
 “Ah… Now that you mention it, it is kinda like that. But no need to knock yourself out today. Try to reach, like, Floor 5 or thereaboutsgần đó.”
 A game, huh? That’s an interesting observation to make.
 “All right,” Masayuki said with a refreshingsảng khoái smile. “I’m glad we got to talk to each other, Rimuru. It’s really put my mind at ease. Now I’m starting to think this world isn’t so bad after all.”
 His skill had made things pretty easy for him before now, but he was still anxiouslo lắng a lot of the time. Having someone pledgelời hứa their support for him must’ve eased his worries. That, and our nation was at the cutting edge of technology in this world. Our baths and toilets made our accommodationschỗ ở far better than anywhere else, and the variety and quality of the food here must’ve surprised him, too.
 “We have that orchestradàn nhạc, and we’re teaching painting to people. Pretty soon, I plan to get some theater productions going. I want to have fun here, and I’m not gonna skimptiết kiệm on investing in that stuff.”
 “I really respect you, Rimuru! Um, what about mangatruyện?”
 “Hee-hee-hee! Of course we’ll have mangatruyện, Masayuki. That’s a longer way away, but nobody else is gonna do it, so…”
 “Whoa! I-I’ll follow you wherever you go, Rimuru!”
 And so Masayuki decided to remain in town for the time being. I planned to stay in close touch with him, passing on information and such. Hopefully we could have these talks regularly—I wanted to kick back and ask him about our old world, too. It’d be a nice nostalgiaHoài cổ trip. That, and I wanted to prodsản xuất his memory for mangatruyện. He was keenlynhiệt tình curious about my collection, and I definitely hoped to stay on good terms with him.
 Now I had a new friend.
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 Our Dungeon was finally slatedphiến đá to open this afternoon, and I decided to perform one last check beforehandTới trước, just in case. Heading down to the open area at the bottommostdưới cùng floor, I was greetedchào hỏi by Ramiris, who came flying right up to me.
 “We’re just about to open things up, but how’s it all going?”
 “Ha! Who do you think I am, huh?”
 She certainly sounded confident—and Veldora, lumberinglàm gỗ out from his room, seemed pretty proud of himself, too.
 “Kwahhh-ha-ha-ha! Fear not, Rimuru. We have overlookedbỏ qua nothing!”
 Uh-oh. I was suddenly very worried.
 “Whoa, are you sure about that? I don’t want you guys doing anything stupid during the unveilingtiết lộ today, okay?”
 “Ha-ha-ha! No worries! Just leave it all to us! I activatedkích hoạt every safety feature.”
 “Heh-heh-heh… But starting tomorrow, the labyrinthmê cung will baretrần trụi its fangsrăng nanh!”
 Ramiris and Veldora looked at each other and sneeredchế nhạo. Were they really gonna be okay? Because they weren’t assuagingxoa dịu my fears at all.
 “Um, I’m gonna say this just in case you forgot, but we’re closing the labyrinthmê cung right after this, okay?”
 “Wh-what?!”
 Why was Veldora saying “Wh-what?!” to me? I’d told him as much several times before, but I suppose he wasn’t listening.
 After seeing how today turned out, I wanted to fine-tune the labyrinth’s difficulty levels. Thus, my plan was to close things up for two or three days, then reopenmở lại after that. We also hadn’t worked out admissionnhận vào prices yet, and we needed trained personnelnhân viên in place to sell the Labyrinth Cards (i.e. the tickets) and other items. We didn’t have the free time or people for that so far, but I wanted to talk it over with Mjöllmile after we finished the post-festival cleanupdọn dẹp.
 Looking back, maybe it was a mistake to leave the final details to this pair. I mean, Ramiris and Veldora looked like they were having fun, and I was busy anyway, but…man, they were paying no attention at our meetings. But I didn’t want to yellhét lên at them, either. Everyone was a little flusteredbối rối right now.
 “Calm down, okay? I’ll do my best to get us officially open as soon as possible, so just sit tight until then.”
 “Okay!”
 “I will trust in you, Rimuru!”
 Great. That oughtnên to get us through today… Oh, but I almost forgot. I had something extremely important to ask.
 “By the way, is Milim in here?”
 “She is.”
 “Yep! She took two unlimited-use Resurrection Bracelets from us and ran off.”
 “Ahhh. And I gave her control over Floors 96 to 99, right? The dragonrồng chambersbuồng with the elemental-effect floors and everything?”
 “That’s right. She has been putting a great deal of work into them.”
 “She sure has! And she even gave me the rights to the dragonsrồng she caught for those floors! She said that if we raise them right and they evolvephát triển into Dragon Lords, they’ll be intelligentthông minh enough to understand my commands!”
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    Ramiris was all smiles. I guess, in her mind, even Milim had some good facetskhía cạnh to her.
 The sight of Milim flying through the air, carrying captured dragonsrồng in her arms, must’ve given anyone who saw her quite a shock. Apparently, we’d received complaints about it the first two times, but people got used to it from the third time onwardtrở đi. I guess our town’s residents just accepted it as normal.
 Milim had found for us four dragonsrồng in all—a Fire Dragon, Frost Dragon, Wind Dragon, and Earth Dragon. These were elementalnguyên tố Arch Dragons, just as Milim had promised us, and even now they were about as intelligentthông minh as your typicalđặc trưng farm animal. Give them care like you would any petthú cưng, and it’d be possible to connect with them.
 “Huh. Did you put collarscổ áo on them or anything?”
 “For now, yes. These are my belovedngười yêu dấu servants, so I want to be darnchết tiệt sure we set up a clear master-and-servant relationship!”
 I see. Ramiris was certainly thinking deeply about this, and what I heard sounded good enough to me. But back to the main topic.
 “So is Milim in the dragonrồng chambersbuồng right now?”
 “Yep. She said she found some playmatesbạn cùng chơi to help my servants stay in shape!”
 “Indeed. I believe I went fishing with one of them once. But how is someone like him going to play with a dragonrồng?”
 You’re better off not knowing, I think. But all I needed was Milim’s current location. If she was toilingcực nhọc away near the bottom of the labyrinthmê cung, I doubt she’d meddlexen vào with our opening at all.
 “Right. She probably won’t get in the way, then, so I’m fine with that. We’re about to open the labyrinthmê cung right now, so can you come up top for me?”
 “Yep! I’d be happy to,” chirped Ramiris.
 “I will pass. It is the role of the labyrinthmê cung master to awaitchờ đợi his challengerskẻ thách thức!”
 …Look, I told you, nobody’s gonna make it to the bottom in one day! In fact, you’d probably have to wait many days before anyone shows up. I refrainedngưng from telling him this, however. That’s so kind of me.
 “Great. Well, good luck, then!”
 Leaving Veldora with some encouragementsự khích lệ, I took Ramiris along as we teleported to the chamberbuồng up top.
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 With lunch over, a large number of people had arrived at their seats. Ramiris and I were there to greetchào hỏi them.
 “Welcome back, Sir Rimuru,” Diablo said, smiling. He was done with his refereeingtrọng tài work, and I heard he was looking for me. I gave him a quick nodgật đầu and hello of my own, then switched gears and took a look at our program. I had a lot of expectations for the Dungeon we were opening. It was one of the centerpiecestrung tâm of our nation’s future development, so I wanted as many of our visitors to explore it as possible. Fortunately, it seemed like few to none of our invitees decided to take an early leave after lunch. The hall was nearly full, so I thought this would function as pretty decenttử tế advertisingquảng cáo.
 Turning toward the event space, I could see Soka and Mjöllmile, the lattersau này of whom would take Diablo’s place as guide and announcerphát thanh viên during this event. It was time to go, so I gave them both my signal.
 “All right! The time has come! The final event of Day Three of the Founder’s Festival is about to begin!”
 “Ladies and gentlemen, thank you for your patiencetính kiên nhẫn. We are about to show you a small portion of our impregnablebất khả xâm phạm Dungeon, one of Tempest’s greatest achievements. It is the ultimatetối thượng challenge for adventurersnhà thám hiểm, presented by our leader, the demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể Rimuru. Will anybody out there be able to conquerchinh phục it?!”
 Mjöllmile was giving this spielnói dối from center stage, micmicrô in hand. He wasn’t quite as much of a natural at this as Soka, but he looked well enough in his element.
 What he had to say was this: Running a demonstrationtrình diễn of the labyrinthmê cung was well and good, but taking all the visitors here inside the Dungeon was too dangerous. There were several hundred members of the ruling class in here; add our more nearby residents, and the number became several thousand. A crowd that size crammednhồi nhét into the labyrinthmê cung would be far too unrulyngỗ nghịch to guide around.
 Instead, we’d come up with the idea of sending several parties down there and showing their progress on a large screen. That presented a few technologicalcông nghệ challenges, but we had already succeeded at providing a clear picture on a huge screen at the battle tournamentgiải đấu, and we could use the same techcông nghệ for this.
 The projectormáy chiếu that Gabil and Vester built was proving useful for a variety of purposes. It’s what we’d used to display the battles on-screen earlier, via a video-recording crystalpha lê ball stored inside the machine. This crystalpha lê was inscribedghi with magicalhuyền diệu communication spells that let it receive images recorded far away and project them here, allowing the audience to watch the challengerskẻ thách thức from a safe distance and enjoy the entertainment.
 Getting a king or princeHoàng tử injured would be a huge problem; as a result, only a few selected parties would actually be experiencing the labyrinthmê cung today.
 “And so,” a smiling Soka shouted, “we’d now like to open the labyrinthmê cung up to adventurersnhà thám hiểm! Are there any members of the audience courageouscan đảm enough to delveđào sâu into the Dungeon we’re proud to offer you?”
 That was our cuegợi ý. Ramiris, perchedcá rô on my shoulder, summonedtriệu hồi a temporary doorwayngưỡng cửa to the labyrinthmê cung in the center of the stage. We could’ve just brought any challengerskẻ thách thức down to the basementtầng hầm here, but it was important to put on a show for things like this.
 “““Oooohhh!”””
 See? The crowd was amazedngạc nhiên, just as I hoped they’d be. A quiet sort of excitement was taking root among them, the adventurersnhà thám hiểm in the audience sizing up one another. We were strictly accepting volunteers today, and if possible, I wanted to see a lot of participants—and even if nobody raised their hand, we still had Masayuki’s group. That was part of why I wanted to negotiatethương lượng with him earlier; he had already explained matters to his friends, and they were on standbyđứng gần right now. I had given them a map of the first five floors to ensure against any mistakes. Hopefully they’d serve as the advertisingquảng cáo pitchmenngười ném bóng I wanted.
 So would we see any volunteers? As it turned out, my concerns were for nothing.
 “Heh-heh… I dunnokhông biết what a demoncon quỷ lord’s labyrinthmê cung is all about, but I’m ready to ripxé the facademặt tiền from it! You might think you’ve cowed us all, what with that phonyrởm battle tournamentgiải đấu and everything, but you won’t get us this time!”
 “Yeah! Basson’s right!”
 “If the highwayXa lộ wasn’t so jammedbị kẹt, Basson would’ve won the whole tournamentgiải đấu!”
 “Heh-heh-heh… You’re not forgetting about me, are you?”
 “Ah, don’t be that way, Gomez. They know all about how strong you are. As long as you and I are together, our ‘Great Lightning’ team’s got nothing to fear!”
 Oh? Looks like we’ve got all kinds of challengerskẻ thách thức. This Basson guy must’ve shown up too late to join the tournamentgiải đấu. If he was around to see it, he should’ve known full well how powerful the competitors were…but with a couple of matches forfeitedtịch thu, the quality of the fighting was admittedly hit-or-miss. I was sure there were a tontấn of people like Basson who assumed they were invinciblebất khả chiến bại and so on. But that was fine. I figured we’d see a few skepticshoài nghi who refused to believe in any of this. Those would be our future customers, after all.
 “And Masayuki the Hero wasn’t anyone special in the end, either, was he? He’s strong, I’ll grant you that, but in a fight, you gotta see it through to the end! Letting the demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể of this country off the hookcái móc like that… How half-hearted of him! It sickenslàm ốm me!”
 Um… He admitted that Masayuki was “strong”? Okay, whatever.
 “Yeah, this so-called labyrinthmê cung is a big conlừa đảo job—and Basson and I are gonna expose it for what it is right now!”
 Basson’s group certainly had gustothích thú.
 “I refuse to allow them to beratenhiếc móc you like this, Sir Rimuru.”
 “Let me go over and shut them up a bit—”
 “Halt!”
 I couldn’t let my guard down. Shion was irritatedbị kích thích, and Diablo came this close to going out of control. I hurriedlyvội vã stopped them—but at least they didn’t threaten to kill them this time.
 “They’re just a little overconfidentquá tự tin, okay? Besides, I think it’ll be more fun if we get people like them.”
 They might be a little dumbcâm, I thought, but they were the right people for this job. Shion and Diablo noddedgật đầu their agreement—I was used to handling them by now.
 Basson was a fighterđấu sĩ with a shavedcạo head; Gomez, a sorcererphù thủy in a black robeáo choàng. They had four others in their party, none of them worth writing home about. This sextetbộ sáu would be our first challengerskẻ thách thức.
 Then someone unexpectedkhông ngờ tới spoke up.
 “We’ll take the challenge!”
 Three people jumped out of the audience. I thought I’d seen them before… Wait, is that Elen?!
 I was having Elen’s triobộ ba help with the founding of Yohm’s new nation. They were going around the Free Guild locations in the former Farmus, and I had asked them to aid Yohm however they could. A B-ranked adventurernhà thám hiểm was a fearsomeđáng sợ presence in itself, and Elen’s party was now rated B-plus. They were allowed to cross national borders unhinderedkhông bị cản trở, so I figured this was the perfect job for them. They hadn’t joined Yohm on the way here, so I assumed they had gone back home or something, but no. I had no idea they were planning this, in fact—they must’ve been hiding it so Archduke Erald didn’t stop them.
 “We’re really going to do it?”
 “Oh, of course we are! I haven’t had any adventures latelygần đây, so I’ve been waiting for this!”
 “Let me ask—as leader, I have the right to say no, right? Right?”
 “Um, no? Not at all. It’s already set in stone!”
 Crazy. I felt so bad for Kabal. And I thought I’d just heard Erald screaming over in the other room, only to fall silent after the sound of something smashingđập phá. I could picture what had happened but chose not to. Hopefully, at least, Elen would be done before her father woke up.
 Our third party here was led by Masayuki, hero of the day. They all calmlybình tĩnh strode onstagetrên sân khấu, greetingLời chào the audience with smiles.
 “Ma! Sa! Yu! Ki! Masayukiiiii!”
 Yes, yes, all right. They hear you. The applausevỗ tay in the room was deafeningchói tai. What a studđinh tán he is.
 Counting Masayuki, there were four people in the party, including the formerlytrước kia toplessđể ngực trần Jinrai cladbọc in the armoráo giáp I’d given him—a suit of Mithril Armor, crafted by Garm and rated as a Rare on the scale. It was heavier than Yohm’s Exo-Armor and not quite as effective but just as durablebền chặt. It even gave the wearerngười mặc anti-poison effects.
 I had also given Masayuki a rapierkiếm as a present. I’d asked him over lunch why he never drew his swordthanh kiếm, and he flatlythẳng thừng replied, “Well, like, it’s heavy, so…” Honestly, I was shocked by how much of a blufferbịp bợm he was. He had some kendo experience but none with actual swords—and besides, in this world, slicing Japanese katanas weren’t as popular as heavy, skull-crushing bladeslưỡi, so they were all gonna have a little heftsức nặng to them.
 As he told me, even striking a pose with a swordthanh kiếm for a long time was difficult for him. So I gave him this rapierkiếm, advising him to try working out a little more as well. This bladelưỡi was a discardedbỏ đi version of the one I gave to Hinata—it had the same light weight and strength, but not her sword’s uniqueđộc nhất traitđặc điểm of always killing your opponent on the sevenththứ bảy landed attack. Just swinging this thing around was enough work for Masayuki; he didn’t need that sort of advanced feature anyway. Plus, the rapierkiếm also remedied exhaustionkiệt sức for its user to some extent. If all Masayuki would do was strike a pose and keep it steady, this swordthanh kiếm was more than enough.
 So the party of four was soakingngâm in the cheershoan hô from the audience, none of whom questioned their change in equipmentthiết bị.
 We planned to set a time limit of three hours, calculated back from my intended goal of keeping anyone from going past Floor 5. Masayuki’s party had a map, giving them an advantage over the others, and I was counting on them to advertiseQuảng cáo the labyrinthmê cung for me.
 So three parties, then? That didn’t seem like too many, but of course, a lot of people would think twice about challenging a shadyrâm, demoncon quỷ lord–run labyrinthmê cung. We needed to address, and quelldập tắt, that hesitationdo dự with this demothử nghiệm today.
 But just as I was about to move the show along:
 “Wait. I’ll join in, too.”
 A man cladbọc entirely in black appeared onstage—Gaiye the Flowing Swordsman.
 “You’ve done a fine job trapping me in your bluffsbịp bợm and trickerymưu mẹo, haven’t you? Heh-heh-heh… The demoncon quỷ lord’s Big Four, or whatever they’re called, certainly play dirty, do they not? I can understand if they’re afraid of my talents, but they picked a fight with the wrong foekẻ thù. You can schemecơ chế all you want, but I’m about to crushngười mình thích your ambitionstham vọng for good!”
 Quite an introduction. I was wondering what he was doing here, and now I knew, I guess. Basically, he couldn’t understand how Ranga had beaten him and decided it was all a trap. He assumed I was up to something no good with this labyrinthmê cung, and now he was standing up to stop me in my tracks, I guess. And yes, I was up to something—but probably not the things Gaiye was picturing.
 “Right. This time, I’m going to chopchặt his little—”
 “Yeah! Get ’im, Diablo!”
 “No. Don’t get ’im. And stop imitatingbắt chước my voice, Shion.”
 These people… I swearthề, why were they always like this? Whenever someone said something about me, they just give them no mercynhân từ. And Shion was getting so sensitive to every affrontsỉ nhục, too, imagined or not. Maybe it was time I thought of some more serious measures for her.
 But whatever.
 Gaiye looked like he wanted to go solođấu on this, but was he gonna be okay? I was honestlyThành thật concernedlo âu. On the other hand, it’d be nice to get a sample of how a loneđơn độc adventurernhà thám hiểm would faregiá vé in the labyrinthmê cung. We might as well make him the fourth “party” today.
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 Now that we had our challengerskẻ thách thức, the long-awaited moment was here. It was time to open the Dungeon.
 There wasn’t much time to work with, so all four parties would be going in at once. Soka would stay here to commentatebình luận on the on-screen action. Inside guidancehướng dẫn would be best handled by the dryadsngười khô, who’d also serve as “cameramenngười quay phim” as they accompanied each party. We didn’t have many of them, but there were a few—Treyni, Traya, and Doreth included. The others were young and inexperiencedthiếu kinh nghiệm in battle but boastedkhoe khoang tremendousto lớn magicalhuyền diệu force. Under Ramiris’s management, they’d make for perfect labyrinthmê cung managers.
 “These four people,” Soka said, “are the curatorsngười phụ trách of our labyrinthmê cung. Normally they will not accompany parties entering the Dungeon, but for today’s run, we’ll have one shadowing each team.”
 The quartetbộ tứ gave their hellos to the crowd. These were named Alpha, Beta, Gamma, and Delta—not having names would be inconvenientbất tiện, so I’d just pulled those out of my head. It didn’t cost me any magicules; since dryadsngười khô are high-level monstersquái vật, I could have them consume their own magic force for the job. Ramiris was their boss, so all I did was help come up with their names. As sisters, they all had the same looks, so telling them apart via visuals alone was a challenge. Monsters often rely on things like magicalhuyền diệu waveforms to identify individuals, but I thought that was asking a lot of humans, so names were more helpful.
 “If you guys run into any trouble, feel free to ask them for advice! And now, let me run down the rules for you all! First, I’m going to give these to everyone!”
 Soka pulled out a couple of items, Alpha and the other dryadsngười khô giving the same ones to each party.
 “These items here, you see, we’re planning to offer for sale when people enter the labyrinthmê cung. Does everybody have them now?”
 As she spoke, each item was shown in a close-up on the screen. This pseudo-television technology was really helpful for stuff like this. Currently, it was showing a set of ten High Potions, one Full Potion, and a bunch of Resurrection Bracelets and return whistlescòi. These had been provided for free during today’s betaphiên bản thử nghiệm test—if they were kind enough to volunteer, I didn’t mind giving them some compensationđền bù. The dryadngười khô chaperonesngười đi kèm would have some backuphỗ trợ items, too, just in case, so they could get whiskedđánh trứng to safety if things went south.
 Given the size of this thing, it was entirely possible that a party wouldn’t get out of Floor 1 in the time allottedphân bổ. Even if they took the shortest path to the stairwaycầu thang down, we’re talking a literalnghĩa đen mile or so of walking—and given that this was a mazemê cung, they were gonna be covering much more distance than that. For the next three hours, it’d be best if the parties tried just hard enough to keep the audience entertained—and once time expiredhết hạn, they’d use their items to get back up top.
 I had other rewards for them, too, of course. For advertisingquảng cáo purposes, I had some treasurekho báu chests set up containing souvenirsquà lưu niệm in the form of decenttử tế armoráo giáp and so on. During actual operation, these chests wouldn’t show up until Floor 2 onwardtrở đi, but we were being generoushào phóng today.
 Finally, Soka explained the most important item in the lot.
 “Now, take a look at this item. This is known as a Resurrection Bracelet, and we highly recommend you purchase this when you enter our labyrinthmê cung. What does it do? Believe it or not, it resurrectssống lại you from the dead!!”
 The crowd immediately began chatteringhuyên thuyên about this. ““Impossible!”” I could hear a few of them shout.
 “Ladies and gentlemen, quiet, please! This is important, so I want to be sure everybody’s paying attention, all right? The key thing here is that this item only works if you are inside Tempest’s Dungeon! It doesn’t do anything at all outside the labyrinthmê cung, and given the stakescổ phần involved, we want to be absolutely sure everyone’s aware of that. Always remember that at all times—this doesn’t work outside!”
 That was important. If someone assumed otherwise, it’d make for some sad scenes if they tried using it and failed. I didn’t want people to claim I was liablechịu trách nhiệm. It’s up to you to keep yourself safe, okay, guys? But I knew that some people just loved to cause a scene and complain about anything and everything, so we needed to be 100 percent sure we drilledkhoan this point into everyone’s minds. Nobody could be allowed to think this worked outside the labyrinthmê cung; we couldn’t have some idiot think, Hey, maybe it’ll work somehow. If you messsự lộn xộn that up, hey, it’s not our fault. The promoter—i.e., me—bore no responsibility.
 You know, in my old world, I always felt like people foistedchống đỡ way too much responsibility on retailersnhà bán lẻ and companies. If some fool breaks the rules, goes crazy, and gets themselves killed, all I can say is that they had it coming—but if we’re negligentkhông lo about providing guidancehướng dẫn and cautionsthận trọng, then it does become our fault. That’s why we needed to be thoroughtriệt để about our warnings here.
 “…So once again, never, ever attempt to use this braceletvòng đeo tay outside!”
 Soka was being exactly as clear and thoroughtriệt để as I hoped. Good. The only unresolvedchưa được giải quyết item on my wish list was to have someone actually die in there—something people would admittedly be reluctantmiễn cưỡng about. But Ramiris had upgradednâng cấp the Resurrection Bracelets to the point that they even canceled out pain upon determiningxác định you were dead. They also gave you a delay of around ten seconds between when you died and when you got teleported back up, so if you or a fellow party member could take suitable measures in time, you could still get fixed up on the spot. Resurrection, being a divinethiêng liêng skill and everything, was too high-level for most people to cast, but still.
 By the way, Full Potions normally cannot regeneratetái sinh the soul, but since your soul was stuck firmly inside your own body inside the labyrinthmê cung, you actually could “resurrectsống lại” people with a Full Potion to restore the body. I feared encouraging this, however, since (again) it may give people the idea they could pull that trick outside as well. That’s why, unless you resurrectedsống lại a downed adventurernhà thám hiểm the standard way, their body and soul would get teleported topsidemặt trên after ten seconds. Just like Masayuki, one should just think of it like a dungeon-exploration video game.
 Anyway, that wrapped up the initial briefing. Now I just needed someone to try out the Resurrection Bracelet for me.
 “So who would like to experience this for themselves?”
 I doubted anyone would, actually, but Soka brightlyrực rỡ belted out the question anyway. Talk about thick-skinned.
 Basson, the giant skinheadđầu trọc of a man, gruntedtiếng càu nhàu at this. “Hmph! You’ll never die in the labyrinthmê cung? That’s a funny joke. If you think I’m gonna believe that and get myself killed in there, you got another thing coming!”
 The people around him noddedgật đầu their assentsự đồng ý. This was just common sense. Not even Elen’s team was taking the baitmồi.
 “Heh… Well, who do you think should do it? You go first.”
 Gaiye the Flowing Swordsman pointed a finger at Mjöllmile. He wanted someone else to go first, not him, and I guess that was to be expected. I wished he were more politelịch sự about it, though.
 “Me? An understandablecó thể hiểu được suggestion, I suppose. I’d be happy to.”
 Mjöllmile, perhaps expecting this, wasn’t agitatedkích động at all. In fact, he’d already experienced it once. The members of Team Reborn under Shion had experimented with it many times, so he fully believed it was safe—and going through it one time removed any fear from the process. So, with as much statelytrang nghiêm majestyuy nghiêm as he could musterTập hợp, he put on the braceletvòng đeo tay and set foot inside the labyrinthmê cung. The challengerskẻ thách thức followed behind him.
 “Now, if you actually attack Mjöllmile in here—”
 Soka took up the swordthanh kiếm on her hiphông, preparing to slashgạch chéo at Mjöllmile. But before she could continue, Gaiye cut him off.
 “You can’t trick me. Krahhh!”
 There was an arcingvòng cung flash in the air, and then he sliced Mjöllmile’s arm clean off.
 “…Hey!!”
 Soka tried to stop him, but nowherehư không near in time.
 “Gaaahhh!”
 Mjöllmile started shouting as well, bringing a hand to the gapinghổng wound. The reduced-pain effect kept him from dying of shock, but I’m sure getting forciblycưỡng bức amputatedcưa đi wasn’t a very pleasant feeling.
 “Ha-ha-ha-ha-ha! And now it’s almost time for the final blow!!”
 Was he just playing with him? What a bastard. I almost lost my tempernóng nảy, but then I saw a smile on Mjöllmile’s face. That restored my cool—and just as it did, Gaiye’s swordthanh kiếm hewedđẽo Mjöllmile’s head clean off. At once, his body turned into a collection of light particleshạt, flowing up and gathering by the door at center stage. Mjöllmile, along with what he was wearing, formed anewmột lần nữa from these particleshạt, fully restored.
 The crystalpha lê balls carried by Alpha and the other dryadsngười khô recorded all of this, transmittingtruyền it to the large screen in the hall.
 “And there you have it! I’m back in perfect shape!”
 Mjöllmile stood there, as if he hadn’t just been brutallytàn bạo murdered. His severedcắt đứt arm was attached to him as well. It couldn’t have been a better performance.
 “Whoooaaa!!”
 The audience cheeredreo hò for him. Some of them screamed that it was a miraclephép màu. I’d say the demonstrationtrình diễn was a success. I didn’t want people to think this was an elaboratephức tạp trick, but thanks to Gaiye’s penchantthiên hướng for sudden violence, I think everyone was more convinced than they would have been otherwise. If anyone still didn’t believe it, we’d just have to let them experience it for themselves. Of course, it wasn’t risk-free, so the best thing to do in the labyrinthmê cung was to simply not die. Take care of yourself down there, and you’ll never have to go through it.
 I figured we could let adventurersnhà thám hiểm who challenged the labyrinthmê cung spread the stories for us, and things would work themselves out. I thought some curious daredevilsliều lĩnh would want to get killed just to see what the experience was like, and that was no problem to me, either. The important thing was that adventurersnhà thám hiểm had nothing to fear if they took on the Dungeon—and I thought Mjöllmile had just ensured that for me. I gotta say, he’s got couragelòng can đảm. He put up with Gaiye’s morbidbệnh hoạn anticstrò hề because this is exactly how he wanted this to turn out. Definitely need to thank him later for taking that role, I thought as I looked at the screen.
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 “The Dungeon is now open for explorationthăm dò! A brand-new world is waiting for you inside. What could be awaitingchờ đợi those intrepiddũng cảm enough to battle their way through to the bottom?”
 Soka was onstagetrên sân khấu, kicking off her commentarybình luận, as the screen showed the viewpointsquan điểm of all four parties. The live connections worked without a hitchxô, bringing the audience inside the labyrinthmê cung. She was taking a documentary-style approach to her announcing, and I really appreciated her attention to detail as I watched the parties set off.
 The first one that caught my eye was Basson’s, as they plungedlao xuống past the orderlytrật tự, well-built stone-type walls that defined Floor 1.
 I figured at least one party member would be drawing a map on the way, but nobody was. They weren’t even leaving marks on the walls to keep their bearings, instead just pleasantly chatting as they strode down the corridorshành lang. Were they gonna be okay? I knew people like them explored caveshang and went on hunting missionsSứ mệnh in lushtươi tốt forests and so on—how did this party find its way to their destinationđiểm đến otherwise? They didn’t hire a guide every time, did they?
 “Tch! It’s the same damn kind of corridorhành lang over and over! And all these crossroadsngã tư đường!”
 “Weren’t we at this intersectionngã tư before, boss?”
 Just as I feared, they were lost. I’d told them earlier how big this place was, but had they tuned that out?
 “Whoa, this is bad news, Basson! This mazemê cung is bigger than I thought…”
 Ah. Yeah, the first floor alone was over eight hundred feet long per side. They had been told this was a pretty big place, but I suppose they were picturing something cozier. I guess that, if you heard it described as a man-made structure beneath the coliseumđấu trường, you’d likely think it wasn’t that big, either. But oh well. It wasn’t my problem—and again, it made for good advertisingquảng cáo.
 However, I really didn’t want these parties to face instantlập tức death at the start of Floor 1. If we went that insanelyđiên cuồng hard on them from the get-go, nobody would want to take the challenge. They needed to get at least a little far in. They could always die to be transported back, and there was an SOS feature in their braceletsvòng đeo tay as well, which treated the wearerngười mặc as dead and let them escape at any time. The dryadsngười khô could also come to their rescue, and there was one accompanying each party, ready to promptlykịp thời bring them back to the surface.
 So I really wanted them to be serious about plumbinghệ thống ống nước this labyrinth…but Basson was too busy getting irritatedbị kích thích at his panickyhốt hoảng party members.
 “What are you people? Idiots? I’ve never heard of such an enormouslớn lao mazemê cung before. That demoncon quỷ lord’s just feeding us a tall tale. He’s using magic or something to disorientmất phương hướng us.”
 “Oh… Oh, he is!”
 “You’ve convinced me, Basson!”
 “Yeah, the magicule concentration around here is pretty high. You’re probably right. This must be illusoryhão huyền magic or the like.”
 “You said it, Gomez. We’ve been following the right-hand rule religiouslytôn giáo so far. Worst-case scenariokịch bản, we’ll just wind up back where we came.”
 Oh dear. Labyrinth difficulty was the least of their concerns. They might’ve thought they were thinking things through, but they sure weren’t. I wouldn’t be so harshthô ráp on them if they were taking notes on paper, but no way could they memorizeghi nhớ a path through all these similar-looking corridorshành lang, packed with forkscái nĩa, four-way intersectionsngã tư, and dead ends. Between the uniform decorthiết kế nội thất and the twistiness of the paths, simply going right at every opportunity wasn’t going to get you anyplacebất cứ nơi nào.
 These challengerskẻ thách thức were just way too idioticngu xuẩn. Couldn’t count on them for too much, I guess…
 …But then Basson’s party disappeared. Or, to be more exact, they fell down to the next level.
 “Wh-whoaaa! Was that a trapdoorcửa sập?”
 I was as quizzicalkỳ quặc as Soka. Did we set up any trapdoorscửa sập on the first level?
 “Ramiris…”
 “Um… Yes? How can I help you?”
 “…When I set up this floor, I really don’t think I installedcài đặt anything like that. You haven’t been messingsự lộn xộn around with my design, have you?”
 I tried to keep a smile on my face, so as not to scare Ramiris. That being said, I still found it prudentkhôn ngoan to grab her to keep her from flying away.
 “Well, actually,” she replied with a forced smile, “we wanted to make the labyrinthmê cung a more complete creation, so…”
 Upon further interrogationthẩm vấn, Ramiris admitted to placing a fairly decenttử tế number of trapdoorscửa sập around. I had to chewnhai her out for this. A floor this large doesn’t need trapdoorscửa sập, all right? The idea was to tire adventurersnhà thám hiểm out and sapnhựa cây their endurancesức chịu đựng, but these kinds of traps had the opposite effect, essentiallyThiết yếu serving as time-saving shortcutsđường tắt. Traps are only traps, after all, if their effect matches your intended purpose.
 “But, um, but, I mean, you had a lot more fiendishquỷ quyệt trapdoorscửa sập in the lower levels, didn’t you? So I thought, you know, perhaps you forgot to installcài đặt some higher up. I just did it out of kindnesslòng tốt, you see?”
 I didn’t need that type of kindnesslòng tốt.
 Sure, if they wanted to make this into a punishingtrừng phạt gauntletgăng sắt, I could get that. If I left everything in the hands of Ramiris, Veldora, and Milim, they’d litterrác the whole labyrinthmê cung with insaneđiên cuồng traps like that. But I didn’t want that at the very start. That was the whole reason I worked on the topmosttrên cùng floors myself!
 Quickly, I turned my attention to the other parties.
 Elen’s group was theoretically led by Kabal, but Elen herself had fully taken over the leader role. On the whole, they had no sense of direction at all, so I thought beating the first floor could prove difficult for them…and I was half-right.
 The group didn’t run into any traps, at least, as they carefully advanced. Amazingly, they were even writing down notes as they went, following the textbooksách giáo khoa method of dungeonngục tối conqueringchinh phục.
 “Oh? Elen’s party is sure taking this seriously. They didn’t hit any trapdoorscửa sập, and they’re dodgingné tránh the traps I set up as well. And they already lootedcướp bóc three treasurekho báu chests? They’re having a pretty smooth time so far.”
 “…Eh-heh-heh!”
 Um? What’s so funny? Why are they having such a smooth time of it? And something about Ramiris hiding her reaction with a laugh rubbedxoa me the wrong way.
 “…Uh, Ramiris?”
 “Y-yes? What is it?”
 “I trust in you, okay? I know you wouldn’t hide anything from me.”
 “Of—of course not, Rimuru!”
 “So let me ask: Did you do something to Elen’s group?”
 Nothing looked amisskhông ổn on-screen, but they were performing a little too well. As one would expect in a dungeonngục tối, many of the treasurekho báu chests throughout contained nothing of value—but Elen’s party picked three chests in a row with killersát thủ lootcướp bóc. It stank of cheatinggian lận.
 “Well, actually…”
 Not that again.
 “What did you do?”
 “Oh, um, well, Elen and her group gave me a nice little gift, so we really hit it off, you could say! So then—”
 ………
 The more I heard, the worse my headacheđau đầu got.
 In the midstgiữa of labyrinthmê cung construction, Elen had given Ramiris a large number of cakes. These were bakednướng by Mr. Yoshida, so I’m sure they were all deliciousthơm ngon. Elen had made similar overtureskhúc dạo đầu to the dryadsngười khô as well, and bit by bit, she had gleanedlượm lặt information from them about the first floor. Ramiris realized this after a while, but as she put it, the magic of those pastriesbánh ngọt was simply irresistiblekhông thể cưỡng lại.
 “I mean, what could I do?! I didn’t see it as a problem! And Master Veldora and Milim didn’t, either!”
 Now she was firing back at me, trying to portraymiêu tả her actions as totally justifiablechính đáng. But it was straight-up briberyhối lộ. I was exasperatedbực bội at how quickly corruptiontham nhũng had become an issue down there.
 Still, no need to catastrophize about it. I had adjusted the labyrinthmê cung today to skewnghiêng easier difficulty-wise. Plus, only the first floor had been exposed to her. The treasurekho báu chests with the real top-shelf prizes weren’t on that level.
 “Kabal’s party is doing a good job landing treasurekho báu, isn’t it?”
 “That it is,” Mjöllmile told Soka, joining her in the announcer’s role. “Sir Rimuru mentioned that chests can sometimes be found in small side rooms and the like, but they need to watch for traps as well.”
 “Good point! Do you think there are neatgọn gàng items in them?”
 “There’s some really good stuff in the lower levels, I would imagine… And speaking of which, I understand there are three types of treasurekho báu chests in all—gold, silver, and bronzeđồng. It seems only the bronzeđồng chests run the chance of being booby-trapped.”
 These three chest types contained different sets of items. Floor 1 contained nothing but bronzeđồng chests. Silver chests could contain items up to the Special level of rarityviệc hiếm có, but most of them were seeded with potionsđộc dược, silver coins, and other useful stuff. This included some of the lesser-quality swordsthanh kiếm forgedgiả mạo by Kurobe, only ranking a Normal in quality. Overall, nothing that would really cost us much if someone was gunning for them.
 “But it’s the gold chests you really want, I suppose,” Soka said.
 “Quite so,” agreed Mjöllmile, reading from some notes I’d given him earlier. “And apparentlyrõ ràng, those only show up on floor numbers that are a multiple of ten—the boss chambersbuồng, in other words.”
 “What do you mean by that?”
 “Well, as all of you know, Sir Bovix has been appointed the guardianngười giám hộ of Floor 50. In much the same way, we have other guardiansngười giám hộ, or ‘boss monstersquái vật,’ positioned in chambersbuồng in front of the exitlối ra stairwaycầu thang in Floors 40, 30, 20, and 10. The gold chests are only for those adventurersnhà thám hiểm who can defeat such formidableghê gớm foeskẻ thù, and they could even contain Rare-level weapons and armoráo giáp!”
 This was meant to be an advertisingquảng cáo event, so I didn’t want opportunities like this one to go to waste. The scriptkịch bản here was admittedly kind of tritetầm thường, like a late-night infomercialthông tin thương mại, appealinghấp dẫn to people’s greedtham lam with such refreshingsảng khoái alacritysự sốt sắng that I was almost ashamed to be one of the writers. But it worked like a charm. The mention of Rare weapons sent a clamorkêu la across the audience.
 “I imagine most people here got to see Bovix’s strength for themselves. He is the kind of powerhousecường quốc challengerskẻ thách thức have waiting for them in here, so if anyone thinks they’ve got the muscle for it, I’d love to see them challenge this labyrinthmê cung!”
 “That’s right! And one more thing: As you can see on this screen, each floor is very large in size. I imagine you’d need to clear out several days if you wanted to fully conquerchinh phục the Dungeon, huh?”
 That was our basic setup—Soka asking leadinghàng đầu questions, Mjöllmile answering them. The classic “play-by-play” and “color commentarybình luận” setupcài đặt, and they were doing pretty well as partners.
 Like I said before, Floor 1 had only bronzeđồng chests.
 “…You didn’t messsự lộn xộn around with the contents of the chests, did you?” I asked Ramiris.
 “All good there!”
 Ah, all right. I didn’t appreciate Elen gaming the system like this, but her party was advancing the “right” way, and it made for perfect advertisingquảng cáo. I suppose she earned whatever she picked up down there today. Giving her a map and list of trap locations was a blatanttrắng trợn rule violationsự vi phạm, but I’d overlookbỏ qua it this time.
 So I knew Elen’s party was safe. What about Masayuki, whom I’d given my own set of hints?
 “And look at this! They’ve already made their way to Floor 4! What speed! We’re definitely seeing ‘Lightspeed’ at their quickest today, folks!”
 Pfffthhh!!
 Why, man?! It hasn’t even been thirty minutes since we began! Why was he already down to the fourth level?!
 Masayuki’s party had hit virtuallyhầu như every trapdoorcửa sập so far, as if aiming for them, which gave them a head start to the lower levels. And the crowd…
 “Ma! Sa! Yu! Ki! Masayukiiiiii!!”
 …I didn’t even need to look at them, really. Even audience members who laughed at Basson blunderingsai lầm into a trapdoorcửa sập sang Masayuki’s praises whenever he found one. It was incrediblyvô cùng unfairkhông công bằng, but that was just Masayuki’s power doing its thing. He was probably resentingoán giận me right now, given that the infothông tin I’d leakedhở to him was less than fully reliableđáng tin cậy. Sorry, man. It wasn’t my fault, not that that was an excuse.
 By Floor 4, they’d start to see monstersquái vật patrollingtuần tra the corridorshành lang. I was sure my map wasn’t looking too reliableđáng tin cậy at this point, what with those fearsomeđáng sợ trapdoorscửa sập at random locations, but I still prayed they’d do their best with the situation.
 That just left Gaiye, and he was using his physical gifts to rush through the labyrinthmê cung, Delta flying at full speed to keep up.
 Being a demi-spiritual being, Delta could “teleport” herself using whatever nearby plant life there was—but doing that would cut off the video she was telecastingĐường truyền, so she was franticallyđiên cuồng chasing after Gaiye instead, I suppose. It was an impressiveấn tượng effort, and I was glad to see her so devoted to her post.
 Gaiye, of course, paid her no mind, proceeding along at his own pacenhịp độ. Judging by how he wasn’t getting lost at all on his way to the stairwayscầu thang, I was guessing he had some kind of magicalhuyền diệu positioning system activatedkích hoạt.
  Understood. This is the elementalnguyên tố magic spell Automap.
 
 Aha. You wouldn’t need a map at all, then, huh?
 This magic flashed pinpointxác định positionalvị trí datadữ liệu into your brain, sort of like what the Great Sage used to provide me. If Gaiye was keeping it constantly activatedkích hoạt, he must’ve been well versedthành thạo in magic, too, not just swordsthanh kiếm. Pretty gifted in both as well, I’d say.
 Upon reaching out to Fuze, I learned that Gaiye was indeed an A-ranked adventurernhà thám hiểm, a very rare breed. Based on his performance, I’d call that more than fair. He was on Floor 2 right now but would be reaching the next stairwaycầu thang down shortlytrong thời gian ngắn. If he kept up this pacenhịp độ, he should make it to Floor 5 in the two hours or so remaining. This was much faster than I envisionedhình dung; I didn’t see this speed coming at all.
 But something caught my attention. There was something sparklinglung linh within Gaiye’s eyes—something unusual. His lips were twisted downwardđi xuống, his eyes bloodshot—and even when he hit Floor 3, he kept up his blazingrực lửa speed. Unlike the first two floors, however, he started duckingvịt into side rooms, checking them for treasurekho báu chests…or, really, just raidingđột kích the chests without hesitationdo dự, like he knew where they were all along. Strictly silver chests, too.
 “Uh… How’s he doing that?” I grumbledcàu nhàu. Raphael had no response, so not even he knew.
 “I feel like that adventurernhà thám hiểm Gaiye’s got this intensemãnh liệt greedtham lam pushing him forward, y’know? Like his nose can smell out where the gold is.”
 Ramiris’s appraisalthẩm định was a tad vaguemơ hồ, but I think I might understand what she was getting at. It was clear there was nothing normal about Gaiye, between this and the gruesomekhủng khiếp treatment he gave Mjöllmile. Hopefully, I reasoned as I watched him sprinttăng tốc forward, I won’t have to get involved with him much.
    [image: ]
 
 
 
 We were now two hours in, and Basson’s party had just found another hidden room.
 “Basson! There’s another chamberbuồng in here!”
 A fellow party member happened upon the latchchốt cửa for the door.
 “Not another trap, is it?” a doubtfulnghi ngờ Basson asked.
 The adventurersnhà thám hiểm had been stymiedcấm cản by a paralysis-poison trap I’d laid for them, as well as a treasurekho báu chest loaded with sleeping gas. They even got accostedđi lại by one of the weaker mimicsbắt chước in the labyrinthmê cung, so now they were eyeing every chest with cautionthận trọng.
 “Hey, Ramiris, which chest was in that chamberbuồng? I’d really like them to find something good soon. It makes for bad advertisingquảng cáo otherwise, and I’m kinda starting to feel sorry for them…”
 Seeing them bumblekêu vo vo around reminded me of my days of buying ten lootcướp bóc cratescái thùng in a mobile game and getting nothing but crap from them. After all this failure, they just seemed pitifulthương tâm to me. They’d never come back if they completely lost their drive to continue, so I wanted them to land something pretty soon.
 “Um, n-no worries there. It’s just, y’know, that challenger’s party is really awfultồi tệ. Not that I’m one to talk, but I didn’t expect anyone to be this recklessliều lĩnh. But that chamber’s got one monsterquái vật and one silver chest. I don’t remember what’s inside, but it’ll definitely be worth the trouble this time!”
 Great. Today, at least, I wanted something good to come their way—
 “Whoa, boss, it’s a trap! There’s a monsterquái vật!”
 “Geh. Wanna fall back?”
 “We can’t, Basson. He’s already locked on to us!”
 “A giant bear?! Yeah, no running from that…”
 Both sides began to size each other up, gaugingmáy đo their first move. I…was concernedlo âu. Why would the simple presence of a monsterquái vật spook them so much? No, you didn’t see creatures like this on Floor 1, and Floor 2 had nothing too powerful on it. But this hidden chamberbuồng had a silver chest with a fairly decenttử tế item inside, so we’d just placed a monsterquái vật in there to protect it. Ramiris was right—this hidden room housed the best prize of the entire floor, and the giant bear guarding it was a C-ranked monsterquái vật. Basson’s team was rated B; this would be easy pickings for them…and yet, the sight of that beastquái thú scared the pantsquần dài off Basson and Gomez.
 “Basson, I see a treasurekho báu chest on the other side!”
 “And it’s silver…”
 “It might be a trap, but we gotta do it. Brace yourselves, people!”
 “Let’s go!”
 Now the party of six was finally ready to fight, grippingThu hút their weapons tightly as they stared the bear down.
 “I’ll distractđánh lạc hướng it. You guys catch it off guard!”
 Basson, as leader, intended to play the advance-guard role. The moment he jumped into the room, he let out a roarGầm, drawing the bear’s attention. The two of them faced off.
 “Whoa, Basson’s party has started fighting a monsterquái vật! Is that a giant bear they’re up against? Those enormouslớn lao clawsmóng vuốt could easily take your life with one swipevuốt, it’s said!”
 Soka’s commentarybình luận made me realize how wrong I was. Ah yes—this wasn’t a game. Basson’s party wasn’t proving it too well today, but they were professional adventurersnhà thám hiểm, and they didn’t like getting hurt. The stakescổ phần dictatedsai khiến that one wrong move could end your life, so naturally, they wanted to avoid any combatchiến đấu that didn’t suitably reward them. I told everyone that dying in here was perfectly safe, but it looked like that’d take a while to sink in.
 Maybe I needed to reconsiderxem xét lại the pitch I was making with this labyrinthmê cung…
 And then battle began. Basson was up in front, fendingchống đỡ off the giant bear’s attack. His face was tautcăng ra. He had gone with a set of hard leather armoráo giáp today, which left his arms and sides undefended—no wonder even a lower-level foekẻ thù was making him sweatmồ hôi. The swipesvuốt from his ax were heavy and punishingtrừng phạt, no doubt, but they didn’t offer good defense against a clawedmóng vuốt foekẻ thù. Instead, he was deftlykhéo léo using his circulardạng hình tròn shieldcái khiên to push the giant bear’s arms away.
 Meanwhile, his companionsbạn đồng hành were offering him support, focused on staying safe as they aimed for the enemy’s eyes and footing with their barrageđập phá of attacks. It was Gomez the sorcererphù thủy who struck the final blow, however, with a Windcutter attack that hit home.
 “And the curtain has closed on their battle with the giant bear! That was quite a battle, wasn’t it?”
 “That it was. Truly a textbooksách giáo khoa approach—not going in too far at any time. These are true veteranscựu chiến binh of the craft at work.”
 I listened to Soka and Mjöllmile’s banternói đùa as I thought over the fight. The party had worked well together. They’d wrapped up that battle successfully in around five minutes, with nobody hurt on their side. To me, though, this was a serious problem. My head started to hurt again.
 “Guys, this was a fight they would’ve dominated from the start. Why were they being so damn careful with it…?”
 “…Yes, I’m a tad surprised as well. But that’s the normal approach, isn’t it?”
 “I guess so. I was worried when I saw they weren’t drawing a map, but I guess their approach to this is just too far removed from what we pictured.”
 “Right, right. It might take some people three days or so just to wrap up Floor 1…”
 “Hmm… In which case, maybe we better start thinking about supplying food or something…”
 Man. I sure wasn’t expecting our plans to go awrykhông như ý like this. Basson’s party had adventurersnhà thám hiểm of assortedthập cẩm ranks, but as a team, they were equivalent to a B. With the right equipmentthiết bị, I figured Basson and Gomez could both meritcông lao a B by themselves. The sight of a party of six experiencing so much trouble on Floor 2 was beyond unexpectedkhông ngờ tới. They were the clear victorsngười chiến thắng of that battle, but five minutes? That was too long. Yeah, their emphasisnhấn mạnh on safety was probably the mark of professionals…but maybe they should focus more on healingđang lành lại injuries with potionsđộc dược and learning how to fight a little more efficiently.
 As I frettedbăn khoăn about this, the party approached the treasurekho báu chest.
 “Looks like there’s a treasurekho báu chest in the room. And that color’s silver, isn’t it? What could we find inside…?”
 Soka’s buildupxây dựng lên filled the audience chamberbuồng with tension. Other parties had opened many chests by now, but it seemed like the crowd couldn’t get enough of that moment when the chest swung open.
 One of Basson’s party members popped open the top. Eesh, at least try to be on the lookoutcoi chưng for traps, guys! There weren’t any on silver chests, but they wouldn’t know that… They already had a doseliều lượng of paralysis-poison earlier, along with sleeping gas before that. Now the party was taking turns picking someone to open chests, like it was a kind of punishmenthình phạt. It was so low-level, it scared me to look at them. For someone like me, used to the unwrittenbất thành văn rules of video games, it was complete amateurnghiệp dư hour. People here might not be used to uncoveringphát hiện ra chests in the middle of huge mazes…but was that why they were being so thoughtlessthiếu suy nghĩ about opening them?
 Along those lines, Elen’s party was looking far more sensiblehợp lý. They had Gido with them, so up to now, they had managed to raidđột kích the chests without getting caught in any traps. Not having a thief-type specialist in his party might be a problem for Basson. Hunter-type adventurersnhà thám hiểm who made most of their coin from bodyguardcận vệ work might not be used to situations like this. It’d be best for them to bring on a dedicated explorernhà thám hiểm or just expand the size of their party.
 But… Hang on. Maybe the labyrinthmê cung really was more difficult than we pictured. I thought Basson’s crew was just kind of low-level, but with nobody here well versedthành thạo in this kind of dungeonngục tối hackinggian lận, perhaps things were just going to go slow at first. We’d need to reconsiderxem xét lại that later.
 “Oh! Ohhhhh! Basson, it’s a swordthanh kiếm!!”
 Nice! They’d finally drawn a winner—a big winner.
 Top prizes for these chests included high-grade potionsđộc dược, ancient gold coins, quality armoráo giáp, and so on. Starting on Floor 2, you also had a tiny chance at uncoveringphát hiện ra a Rare-level item, and that was exactly the kind of swordthanh kiếm Basson’s team had just found.
 “Oh, actually, Master Veldora said that he adjusted the chests from Floor 2 down to give out more jackpotsgiải độc đắc like that.”
 “Did he? Ah. But this party didn’t find anything good until now…”
 Veldora saw the problem and addressed it, but with a party this unluckykhông may, it still didn’t help. If he hadn’t fudgedtin giờ chót the statsthống kê a little, Basson would’ve been finding nothing all day. Drawing a Rare item was certainly quite a comebacksự trở lại. It meant good PR for us, and I bet it’d drive Basson’s party to try their luck some more. Thinking about it that way, I had to admit—Veldora did a good job.
 “That was a smart decision on Veldora’s part, though. People need to have some positive experiences in here, or else it’ll affect our future strategy.”
 I’d have to thank him later.
 Basson’s party, meanwhile, was passing the swordthanh kiếm around to one another, staring at it and whistlinghuýt sáo their astonishmentsự kinh ngạc. Seemed they liked it.
 “Okay, guys,” Basson said as he put his ax away and switched to the swordthanh kiếm, “let’s keep this up!”
 The next chamberbuồng had three lesserít hơn batscon dơi flittingbay around, but Basson managed to swipevuốt them all down with one hit. The bladelưỡi must have helped, because they were starting to move faster. One of Kurobe’s apprenticeshọc nghề had crafted that swordthanh kiếm, which just barely qualified for Rare status, but to Basson, it must’ve been a legendaryhuyền thoại piece. The same was true for Gaiye; I heard that even A-ranked proschuyên nghiệp had difficulty acquiring a full set of Rare equipmentthiết bị. If so, no wonder Basson was so excitedhào hứng.
 The party was now proceeding more quickly, making up for lost time and accumulatingtích trữ a large number of magic crystalspha lê from the monstersquái vật they slewxoay.
 “This is nice. We’re definitely comin’ out ahead. I think we’ll earn a lot more than I thought before the day’s through!”
 “Yeah, I definitely want to pay another visit here once it’s fully open!”
 Now the party was all smiles as they venturedmạo hiểm farther into the Dungeon.
 I turned my attention to Elen’s group.
 Since they were on Floor 1, they’d have trouble finding any Rare items. They were being very cautiousdè dặt as they proceeded—too much so, really—but the approach paid off with all the chests they got to raidđột kích.
 Now, though, they were suddenly switching tacticschiến thuật.
 “Are we about ready?”
 “You’re really going to do this?”
 “Um… Do I get a voice in this…?”
 “Here we go! Time to hookcái móc some big fish!”
 Completely ignoring Kabal, Elen began to head for the lower levels. They had just under an hour to go, and I guess they chose this moment to go for broke. It looked like they’d focused on Floor 1 so much up to now because they were trying to gather as many potionsđộc dược as they could. Now it was time to make use of Ramiris’s infothông tin and attempt to get all the way down to Floor 10.
 “It looks like Kabal’s party is on the move. They’ve been thoroughtriệt để in their work so far, proceeding bit by bit, but now they’re making a beelineđường thẳng for deeper floors.”
 “Hmm… Are they looking for treasurekho báu chests with larger payoffsphần thưởng? But it’ll be hard to discover chests out of sheertuyệt đối luck…”
 “But it looks like you can find Rare items from silver chests, like Basson’s party did earlier, right?”
 “Right, but it’s not something you can aim for, really. Sir Gaiye has opened something like twenty silver chests so far, but he still hasn’t scored any Rares.”
 “So they’ll need to look for gold chests to be guaranteed Rare items?”
 “That’s correct. But they’ll only find gold chests in the designatedchỉ định boss-monster chambersbuồng, mostly.”
 “Mostly? Are they anywhere else?”
 “Well… Actually, there are other powerful creatures in the labyrinthmê cung that you may run into at random. These are called ‘area bosses,’ and the rooms they guard could contain golden chests.”
 Soka’s and Mjöllmile’s guidancehướng dẫn convinced me of what Elen was after.
 “Hey, Ramiris?”
 “Yeah?”
 “Did you leakhở out the locations of the area bosses as well?”
 “Well, um…”
 “Well?”
 “…?! I—I think such a thing might have been included, yes!”
 Oh lordChúa tể.
 But—hey, let’s stay optimisticlạc quan. These area bosses, something I included mainly for fun, could also be good PR for us—and I knew I laid one out in Floor 4. Its position changes whenever it’s defeated, but those guys should still be where I left them…
 Essentially, this floor housed a small monsterquái vật lairhang ổ inhabitedcó người ở by several giant batscon dơi, each ranked C-plus. If you weren’t aware of them, you’d have to face a torrentdòng chảy of monstersquái vật all at once, but if Elen’s party saw them coming, I suppose they could prepare for it well enough. I just didn’t want it to look like they knew in advance there was something in that lair—that’d seem a little too contrivedgiả tạo.
 But I had nothing to worry about. Elen’s party deliberatelythong thả used trapdoorscửa sập to go down to Floor 5, pretendedgiả vờ to be injured so they could advertiseQuảng cáo the effects of potionsđộc dược for me, and claimed loudly to be searching for somewhere to rest all the way to the monsterquái vật lairhang ổ. The perfect act from start to finish. They had futures in the theater, I tell you.
 “Guys, there’s a small chamberbuồng around the corner. Let’s rest in there.”
 “All rightyhữu khuynh! Are you okay, Kabal?”
 “Y-yeah. Boy! That potionđộc dược worked like a charm. I feel absolutely fine, but let’s rest a little bit before we start farming some more.”
 Kabal’s delivery was a touch wooden, but nobody noticed. The eyes of everyone in the audience were on the big screen as Gido opened the door.
 “Whoa-ho-ho! Giant batscon dơi!!”
 “Stay calm! Kabal, you’re on!”
 “…I don’t want them suckinghút my blood, but…”
 Despite Kabal’s reluctancemiễn cưỡng, he heftedsức nặng up his Scale Shield, hiding behind it as he faced the full bruntgánh nặng of the batscon dơi’ attack. It looked like a trickykhó khăn situation at first glance, but Kabal was cool as a cucumberquả dưa chuột. The giant batscon dơi had no way of cutting through a shieldcái khiên that durablebền chặt, so he shruggednhún vai off their strikes without breaking a sweatmồ hôi.
 As he distractedbị phân tâm them, Elen completed her magic spell.
 “Here we go! Icicle Shot!!”
 A flurryxôn xao of small, sharpenedmài sắc shardsmảnh vỡ of ice flew at the batscon dơi. In a room this small, they had nowherehư không to fleechạy trốn. With her magic amplifiedkhoa trương by her Dryad’s Staff, Elen’s blastvụ nổ of ice tore the entire flockđàn of batscon dơi to shredsxé nhỏ.
 “Hmm… Too easy, by the looks of things.”
 “You may be right. If this were Basson’s party, I bet it’d be a life-and-death struggle…”
 “I feel like giving out a gold chest for this is costing us.”
 “Maybe, but let’s not use Elen’s party as our yardstickthước đo for this, hmm?”
 Ramiris had a good point. Plus, if you think about it, this went easy for Elen only because she cheatedgian lận; she wouldn’t get this advantage normally. If she had run herself raggedrách rưới all around the labyrinthmê cung before finally discovering a gold box, I’d be happy to toastnướng her good fortunevận may then.
 “That was a fine battle, wasn’t it?” Soka asked Mjöllmile on micmicrô.
 “Yes, this is definitely a well-seasoned team of adventurersnhà thám hiểm. They certainly made it look easy. Ah, and here’s Sir Gido opening a treasurekho báu chest…”
 “Ooooh! A gold chest! Are we really going to see a Rare item come out?!”
 I focused in on Gido’s hands. He was guaranteed a Rare, but exactly what, I couldn’t guess.
 “Looks like a swordthanh kiếm…”
 “Awww, I wanted some sorcerer’s armoráo giáp!”
 “A swordthanh kiếm?! Sweet! Someone up high must be watching how hard I’m working!”
 Three people, three reactions. Gido couldn’t care less, Elen was pouting, and Kabal showed his first real enthusiasmsự nhiệt tình of the day. The sheertuyệt đối across-the-board variety made me laugh.
 “…And it looks like a weapon, Mjöllmile!”
 “Ahhh, I’m sure it is. The demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể Rimuru has given me word that every gold chest is guaranteed to house an excellent item inside.”
 I didn’t remember saying that, but I was glad Mjöllmile was kind enough to hypethổi phồng it up for me.
 This chest contained a Tempest Sword—everyone thought it was a Rare, but it was actually a Unique. Like the Tempest Dagger I’d given Gido, it was a masterpiecekiệt tác of a weapon, forgedgiả mạo by Kurobe from Charybdis scales. Veldora had made “jackpotgiải độc đắc” finds like this more common for today, and maybe that’s why Elen’s party scored a killersát thủ item that usually showed up just 1 percent of the time.
 Then, their missionSứ mệnh done for the day, the party promptlykịp thời prepared to head back. Talk about a cold, calculated approach, huh? I dunnokhông biết.
 “We kind of lavishedxa hoa too much on them,” I said as I laughed at their indomitablebất khuất drive for richessự giàu có, “but ah well.”
 How were Masayuki’s team and Gaiye doing?
 Both were drillingkhoan deeper and deeper down, as if in a footracecuộc chạy bộ, but it was clear who had the advantage. Masayuki’s party was overwhelmingly ahead, already at the ninththứ chín floor by the time two hours passed by.
 “They’re just way too fast…”
 “I’m sorry! I didn’t think challengerskẻ thách thức would use trapdoorscửa sập that way.”
 “Ahhh, I doubt Masayuki is deliberatelythong thả aiming for them, but…”
 Even as Ramiris and I spoke, the party tore their way across Floor 9. With over fifty minutes left to go, they reached Floor 10—and thanks to yet another convenientlythuận tiện placed trapdoorcửa sập, they managed to get deep inside, right nearby the boss chamberbuồng. Masayuki’s good luck again, no doubt.
 “I never would’ve guessed they’d go this far in under three hours…”
 Their speed just totally floored me.
 By this point in the labyrinthmê cung, you’d start to encounter monstersquái vật in the middle of corridorshành lang as well, not just in rooms. Sometimes they’d appear in small groups, too—but Masayuki’s friends did an impressiveấn tượng job against them. Nearly all their foeskẻ thù fell with one hit; at no time were they ever endangeredbị đe dọa. And since my map was accurate except for the trapdoorscửa sập, they were still checking it to figure out the way ahead.
 Finally, the party reached the last chamberbuồng in the floor. The stairs to Floor 11 would appear only once they defeated the boss lurkingẩn nấp inside—a black spidercon nhện, ranked a B in difficulty.
 The party coweredthu mình lại against this fearsomeđáng sợ sight…
 “Yahhh!”
 …and Jinrai then slashedchém it to death in one swipevuốt.
 Damn. That was frustratinglàm nản lòng. Against Team Masayuki, a black spidercon nhện didn’t even begin to pose a challenge. If it weren’t for all those damn trapdoorscửa sập, at least they would’ve had to spend more time getting here…
 Thus the party picked up their gold treasurekho báu chest, grabbing a Rare-level daggerdao găm from it. That, and they even added their names to the floor’s save point. I decided, right then and there, to just do away with all the trapdoorscửa sập.
 Once the boss was slainbị giết, Masayuki’s group used their return whistlecòi to head back to the surface, making them the second group to emergehiện ra after Elen’s.
 Just when the party exitedlối ra the boss chamberbuồng, the door leadinghàng đầu to it opened again.
 “Masayuki’s party is back with us, but now Sir Gaiye is going to challenge the boss!”
 “Gaiye has traversedđi qua this far into the labyrinthmê cung all by himself. No traps or pitfallscạm bẫy have caught him yet, and he’s been going at a breathtakingngoạn mục clipkẹp the whole time.”
 “Yes, at the speed he’s going, he’s racing past trapdoorscửa sập before they can even open. That’s an unexpectedkhông ngờ tới approach to take! I don’t think most people could copy it.”
 The adventurernhà thám hiểm types in the audience noddedgật đầu in agreement with Mjöllmile. Going solođấu was one thing, but a multimember team could never pull a trick like that. Gaiye didn’t have the greatest of personalities, but he was every bit worthyxứng đáng of the A rank he was rewarded. He had run into no problems in these early floors, taking every measure available to score as many silver chests as possible. He was about the worst betaphiên bản thử nghiệm testerkiểm thử I could’ve picked, but I couldn’t do much about that now.
 “Pffft. That piece-of-garbage swordsmanNgười đánh kiếm beat me here, eh? Oh well. Bring back that boss for me!”
 Gaiye wasted no time coppingcảnh sát an attitude. It was gratingghê tai, but I was mature enough to put up with it.
 “So what happens at a time like this, Mjöllmile?”
 “Well, I’m told that the boss is resurrectedsống lại in approximately thirty minutes.”
 “And the gold treasurekho báu chest with it?”
 “That’s what I understand, yes. Otherwise, Sir Rimuru was concernedlo âu people would start fighting each other for the right to tacklegiải quyết a boss.”
 “I see, I see. In that case, I’m afraid Gaiye may not have enough time…”
 “No, there’s not much time left. I imagine that’ll be the end of this run for him.”
 Fifteen minutes remained out of the three hours allottedphân bổ. Gaiye, once the situation was explained to him, did not take it well.
 “Are you kidding me?! You think you can boss me around in here? I know how talentlessbất tài all you people are, but I don’t see why I need to stooplưng tôm down to your level! Get this boss back here now!”
 The greedtham lam was visible in his eyes as the self-centered vitriollời thậm tệ continued. Delta took it all in stridesải bước, but the next thing Gaiye said changed matters for her.
 “Hmph! The master of a talentlessbất tài fool is a talentlessbất tài fool. There’s no need at all for me to abidechịu đựng by the rules of you buffoonstên hê!”
 Oops. Shouldn’t have said that. That’s all but declaring to the master of the labyrinthmê cung that you aren’t gonna play by her laws. Gaiye’s shouting wasn’t going to change anything, but was the master going to ignore that insultsự sỉ nhục?
 Doubtful.
 “Your statement clearly violatesxâm phạm the regulations set by us,” Delta calmlybình tĩnh stated. “I will let this go if you apologizexin lỗi, but I will not allow any more abusivemắng nhiếc language.”
 Gaiye snortedkhịt mũi at her. “What? Why’s a guide like you think you’re so far above me? Don’t make me laugh!”
 “Clear rule violationsự vi phạm confirmed. Executing punishmenthình phạt.”
 “Huh? Punishment? What could you ever do to—?”
 At the next moment, Gaiye’s body was boundràng buộc and lifted into the air by vinescây nho that sprang up from the floor around him.
 “…Wha—?!”
 “I have removed the pain suppressor feature on your Resurrection Bracelet. Do you feel like apologizingxin lỗi yet?”
 Small thornsgai shot out from the vinescây nho, piercingxuyên into the slitsrạch between his armor’s plating. The results were painful for him. This was the spirit magic Thornbind, and Delta was able to launch it with zero spell-casting delay.
 “D-damn you! You think that’s all it takes to beat me?”
 “This is your final warning. Do you have any interest in apologizingxin lỗi?”
 “The hell I do! This level of magic could never—”
 His shouting was cut off mid-sentence, as Delta used her slendermảnh khảnh hands to slice Gaiye’s head off.
 He had chosen the wrong person to pick a fight with today. Yes, he was an A-ranked adventurernhà thám hiểm, but Delta was a dryadngười khô. Even without battle experience, her speciesgiống loài had instinctsbản năng that made her a threat beyond Hazard level. Once she was a bit more well versedthành thạo, she’d be at the Calamity tiertầng with Treyni and the others. Someone like Gaiye had no chance.
 The sight of Gaiye, who had wowed in the battle tournamentgiải đấu, getting destroyed by the gentle-looking Delta made the crowd audiblyrõ ràng gaspthở hổn hển. The Flowing Swordsman may’ve thought he was strong, but he was killed in an instantlập tức, unable to defend himself. Seeing that projected on such a large screen would scare the crap out of anyone.
 “Ah yes,” Mjöllmile said in hushedim lặng tones. “In the labyrinthmê cung, the words of the mazemê cung master essentiallyThiết yếu serve as the law. Ignore her rules, and the managers will deliver a swiftnhanh punishmenthình phạt like the one you saw just now.”
 As he put it, if you followed the rules, you were perfectly safe.
 “That, um, that’s pretty scaryđáng sợ. So what happens to Gaiye, then?”
 “Nothing at all, actually. He will be stripped of the items he’d acquired in this trip into the labyrinthmê cung, but otherwise, he is alive and well… Although without the pain suppression feature on his Resurrection Bracelet, I imagine it’s a rather gruelingmệt mỏi experience for him at the moment.”
 There was no real punishmenthình phạt, you could say. All it meant was a resetcài lại back to what you were before venturingmạo hiểm inside, and nothing else. Serious rule infractionsvi phạm might require us to banlệnh cấm you from the Dungeon entirely…but we planned to discuss that once we saw how things went.
 “Ah! Gaiye’s now out from the labyrinth—but unlike you, Mjöllmile, it appears he’s unconsciousbất tỉnh.”
 Immediately after the decapitationchặt đầu, Gaiye dissolvedgiải thể into particleshạt of light and was resurrectedsống lại at the surface—still knocked out. That’s because Delta exercised her right to restrict the functionalitychức năng of his Resurrection Bracelet, a sort of nuancedsắc thái way to meteđo out extra punishmenthình phạt. He was safe and unhurtkhông bị thương, but his body would need some time to recover from the shock of “dying.”
 Between his mistreatmentngược đãi of Mjöllmile and outrightngay contemptkhinh miệt for Delta, Gaiye was proving to be one of the most distastefulkhó chịu people I’d ever met. Seeing him like this was, to say the least, gratifyinghài lòng. Hopefully, he learned his lesson a little.
 “Yes,” Mjöllmile continued, “as long as participants follow the rules, the Resurrection Bracelet always works perfectly. But as all of you saw, Sir Gaiye was deliberatelythong thả flauntingphô trương regulations, so… The labyrinthmê cung has a number of rules for visitors to follow—for example, no conflictsxung đột among adventurersnhà thám hiểm, and always follow the advice of the maze’s managers. We plan to distribute a book of rules once normal operation begins, and our guides will also provide rule rundownschạy xuống to those adventurersnhà thám hiểm who can’t read. We’ll want all of you to follow the rules and behave well inside, lestkẻo you meet the same fateđịnh mệnh Sir Gaiye just did.”
 “Oh, I could imagine Gaiye might be a little disappointed about this result, but during normal operation, all you have to do is wait a short period of time, and the boss will reappearxuất hiện trở lại! It’s against the rules to fight other adventurersnhà thám hiểm, so it’s important to wait your turn and conquerchinh phục this Dungeon the right way!”
 Soka used a melodiousdu dương tone of voice to run all of this down. What’s “the right way” mean here? She didn’t specify. I thought the crowd felt kind of awkwardvụng về about this, but Soka’s follow-up largely steamrolledtàu hơi nước over all of that.
 As she went on, Gaiye woke up again…then reeledcuộn back in shock, remembering what had happened to him. Seeing him recovered (if intenselymãnh liệt frustratedbực bội) helped calm the crowd down a great deal.
 Well, good.
 It seemed like the crowd had accepted Mjöllmile’s explanations for everything. He may have been a total prick, but the things we learned observing Gaiye were quite useful. If we could work out how to deal with high-level adventurersnhà thám hiểm sprintingtăng tốc down just to raidđột kích treasurekho báu chests, hopefullyhy vọng we could avoid losing a mintcây bạc hà on this. That, and everybody certainly knew how the rules worked now.
 All in all, I’d say Gaiye’s journey proved pretty satisfactoryđạt yêu cầu for all of us.
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 Thus, each team wrapped up their runs, leaving only Basson’s party inside. They had about ten minutes left, so I’d want them to wrap up shortlytrong thời gian ngắn.
 As I thought about that, one of Basson’s companionsbạn đồng hành screamed loudly and fell to the ground in the corridorhành lang. Someone in the adjacent room must’ve gotten him; he was alive, but there was an arrowmũi tên straight through his right eye.
 See? I told you going in all carelesscẩu thả like that was dangerous.
 There was a single skeletonbộ xương inside this chamberbuồng, wieldingvận dụng a bowcây cung and taking potshotsbắn súng at anyone through the door. The second party member through the archwaycổng tò vò was rewarded with a boltchớp between the eyes; he fell as well, but unlike Gaiye, he disappeared into light particleshạt after ten seconds. Nice. We’d have at least one challengerkẻ thách thức experience death before time expiredhết hạn, then.
 The remaining four party members made quick work of the skeletonbộ xương.
 “Ahhh, look at this!” Soka said, talking quickly. “We haven’t had anyone drop out yet, but that skeletonbộ xương has just claimed two victims! But don’t worry, because the deceasedngười chết will be revivedhồi sinh shortlytrong thời gian ngắn back at the surface!”
 The audience was rivetedđinh tán by the you-are-there viewpointquan điểm they had of the battle. Having it shown on such a huge screen like that really did make it feel like you were exploring the labyrinthmê cung with them. I heard screams here and there whenever a monsterquái vật appeared, which I thought was a pretty cool reaction. Maybe it was like watching a horrorkinh dị film; people started shouting their heads off when that party member died, too.
 Maybe staging viewing events of the action inside the labyrinthmê cung would be a fun idea. We’d work this out with the participating adventurersnhà thám hiểm in advance, of course; we couldn’t get away with showcasingtủ trưng bày their exploitskhai thác without permission. Really, today was helping me come up with all kinds of little ideas.
 For now, though, time was almost up. This offered a nice taste of the show to everyone, I thought.
 Basson’s party helped keep things tensecăng thẳng throughout; in the end, they were pretty good challengerskẻ thách thức, actually. They may’ve dissed Masayuki and crowedcon quạ about “ripping the facademặt tiền” off the labyrinthmê cung and accusedbị buộc tội me of running a conlừa đảo job, but once they were in, they forgot about all of that and focused on their task. Now they were sheddingrụng lông tears and wailingthan vãn the names of their fallen comradesđồng chí. Not only did they have the wrong impression, they clearly weren’t the kind of people who listened to anything they were told. As betaphiên bản thử nghiệm testerskiểm thử, they were tremendously helpful.
 “All right, everyone, it’s just about time to return to the surface.”
 Alpha, the guide for Basson’s party, interruptedbị gián đoạn their mourningtang chế in her matter-of-fact voice. Basson looked lividtức giận at her for a moment, but Alpha ignored him and forced their return whistlescòi to activatekích hoạt.
 “Goddamn you!” Basson protested—but he swallowednuốt his words back on the surface.
 “Oh, hey, Basson. I guess I actually got resurrectedsống lại.”
 Being greetedchào hỏi by his alive (and very confused) companionbạn đồng hành made Basson’s anger vanishbiến mất.
 “Whoa! Awesome!! You really came back to life?!”
 “Yeah, I thought I was done for, but it didn’t hurt near as much as I thought, and now I’m back to normal.”
 “Man, are you serious? ’Cause if so, this is just amazingtuyệt vời. There’s so few people out there who can cast resurrectionphục sinh magic, and this braceletvòng đeo tay does it all for us?!”
 The group chatteredhuyên thuyên on some more as they celebrated their revivedhồi sinh companionbạn đồng hành.
 “Ugh, dammit, my eye…”
 “How about we use this?”
 The man with his eye shot out had it all fixed up with a doseliều lượng of potionđộc dược.
 “This is crazy. For people like us, you know, our bodies are our main assettài sản. So having this sort of setupcài đặt is like a dream.”
 “Wow, so it’s true?! Man, we can really go all-out next time!”
 You were going all-out, man. I don’t think I saw you check for traps once all day. Once they get nastierbẩn thỉu on later floors, you’re gonersngười đi.
 I could criticizechỉ trích their style all day, but I stayed mum for now. The key thing was how the crowd reacted, and after seeing how Basson’s party faredgiá vé start to finish, I think they understood how safe the Dungeon was.
 As an advertisingquảng cáo stuntdiễn viên đóng thế, I’d call today a success.
 The challengerskẻ thách thức were all lined up onstagetrên sân khấu now. I headed up as well, standing in front of them, to offer some closing remarks.
 “So what did you all think?” I asked, micmicrô in hand. “Did you have fun today? Our Dungeon will be officially opening to the public in just a few more days. I guarantee to all of you that it’s perfectly safe, so if you’re interested, go ahead and give it a try for yourself. And if any of you can conquerchinh phục the hundredth floor on the bottom, I will grant you the right to challenge me to battle!!”
 With that, the event was over—and my instinctsbản năng told me we kicked ass. The tournamentgiải đấu final was excitingthú vị enough, but viewing these test runs into the labyrinthmê cung really did make it seem like you were there. It was a great way to round out the show.
 Of course, it would’ve been perfect if the show actually ended then. But:
 (Rimuru, what is the matter? I have yet to see any challengerskẻ thách thức. How long do I have to wait?)
 Veldora, lordChúa tể of the labyrinthmê cung, sent me a Thought Communication that clearly indicated he hadn’t listened to a word I said. Way to ruinsự đổ nát the moment, man.
 (Shut up! How many times do I have to tell you?! Listen to me: You’re not gonna see anyone good enough to make it to the bottom for a while!)
 (Wh-what?! That was not how I understood it!)
 (Then you understood it wrong, dumbassđồ ngu! Why don’t you try actually listening to me?!)
 We argued about this for a little while afterwardsau đó. You know how you sometimes see kids get yelledhét lên at during a fair or festival, because they get too worked up and all that? It’s so regrettablythật đáng tiếc common—so this time, I lectured Veldora until I was damn sure he was sorry.
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CHAPTER 5
 AFTER THE FESTIVAL
 It was the final night of the festival, and to cap it all off, we held a massiveto lớn banquetyến tiệc. Shuna and Mr. Yoshida worked on full overdrivechạy quá tốc độ, sparing no expense to provide the best dinner spread yet. We wanted to leave a good impression at all costs.
 Here, I started noticing more noblescao quý chatting and laughing with one another. They must’ve made friends over the past three days, and the mood overall was much more convivialtầm thường than the first night.
 Right now, I knew that Veldora, Ramiris, and Milim were enjoying a fun night in the labyrinthmê cung, alongsidebên cạnh Carillon, Frey, and Middray, too. Treyni and the elvesyêu tinh were working hard to keep them fed and entertained, and I was planning to join them later, dessertmón tráng miệng in towkéo.
 Over in town, there were visiting merchantslái buôn, adventurersnhà thám hiểm, nearby farmers, and residents all enjoying good food and drink together. The bars and restaurants were opened up for free, letting people drink, sing, and carry on all they wanted. Here, too, people were letting their guards down. Monsters, humans—it didn’t seem to matter as the night wore on. There was music, along with singers following the beat and dancersvũ công moving to the rhythmnhịp.
 In a way, it was painful to think that this moment was going to end. It seemed like such a waste, sort of. Starting tomorrow, everyone would be back at their old jobs. The thought depressed me—but, at the same time, made all the effort feel worth it. It was strange, and I didn’t think I was the only one experiencing it, but everyone still looked like they were having fun.
 That, I suppose, is what happiness is. And watching all the happy scenes, I hoped that this peace could last for a long time to come.
 And so the night wore on…
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 All too cruellytàn nhẫn, the festival came to an end.
 The highwaysXa lộ had been full of people heading back home since morning. The security team, led by Rigur in place of Gobta, had been busy since before sunrise.
 “I bet you wanted to sleep past noonbuổi trưa the day after this festival, huh?”
 “Ha-ha-ha! You can’t work security if you let the drink consume you, not the other way around!”
 Rigur was serious about his job. No wonder he was Rigurd’s kid. If this was Gobta, I was sure he’d go right up to me and say, “Boy, don’tcha just want to sleep past noonbuổi trưa the day after a festival?” I was in full agreement with that, so maybe I would’ve spoiledhư hỏng them a little along those lines, but silence is golden.
 Unlike Gobta, after all, Rigur never complained about anything, brisklynhanh nhẹn giving orders to his patroltuần tra. Thanks to that, our VIP visitors began their journeys home without major issues. The highwaysXa lộ were wide enough, so as long as a wagontoa xe didn’t block the road, the waves of people shouldn’t stop. Some even planned to stay in town for a few more days, anticipatingđoán trước the rush back, so I didn’t think we’d have too many complaints.
 Leaving the highwaysXa lộ under Rigur’s management, I went back to my own work. Today, for startersngười bắt đầu, I had to pay out those gold coins. Over a hundred merchantslái buôn were now seated in our main meeting hall, waiting for us. Rigurd and Mjöllmile were maintaining order and explaining matters for me, but it was about time I showed up as well. This was going to be a critical moment, and I knew I needed to nailmóng tay it.
 Arriving at the meeting hall, I could already hear people arguing from the outside.
 “I told you, everybody is going to be paid today, so please stay calm and wait just a bit longer!”
 “You think you can trick us like that?”
 “I waited for you until the end of the festival. Hurry up and just pay me my due!”
 “Whoa, whoa. I certainly understand your concerns, but can you show some deferencesự kính trọng to us, please?”
 “Yes! Are you intending to drag our names through the mudbùn for introducing you to our friend Mjöllmile?”
 “No, sir, we’re not. All we want is for what’s owednợ to us to be rightfully paid…”
 “And that’s why I’m telling you to be patient. This nation isn’t going anywhere, and they said they can pay everyone right now in anything besides Dwarven gold coins. Can you help us out a little and hold on until things are cleared up?”
 “A likely story!”
 “Yeah! Come on—pay up!”
 It sounded like some of Mjöllmile’s merchantlái buôn friends were trying to smooth things over with the tradesmenthương gia we owednợ money to. Maybe this was just how they operated as merchantslái buôn, but I couldn’t have been happier to see it. It proved that Mjöllmile really was a good judge of character.
 “All right, everyone, can we please take a few deep breaths? I, Meusé, representing the Kingdom of Ghastone, am here to tell you that not even a nation of monstersquái vật will defaultmặc định on their debts to any of you. Isn’t that right, Mjöllmile?”
 That sounded like a big shot. A noblecao quý from the Kingdom of Ghastone, one of the commercially active nations ringing Englesia.
 “Y-yes, Duke Meusé, you are exactly right! However—”
 Hmm. A princeHoàng tử from Ghastone—not a superpowersiêu cường but still decentlyđàng hoàng sized. Any noblecao quý with a title like that was no slouchthõng thượt.
 “In that case, I do hope you will put to ease the minds of everyone here and provide payment, following the international regulations of the Council of the West.”
 Duke Meusé was a powerful noblecao quý, but he was still acting like a gentleman in these negotiationsđàm phán. Mjöllmile was an important person in my government, but for now, he had no official title or noblecao quý name. He was still something of a guest, with some temporary power as my representativetiêu biểu at times like this. Rigurd, one of my ministers, was also there, but the fact that this princeHoàng tử remembered Mjöllmile’s name and dealt with him personally… It was literallytheo đúng nghĩa đen the royal treatment. I mean, a noblecao quý remembering a commoner’s name—oftentimes, even if they knew the name (which was frequently not the case), they’d pretendgiả vờ not to. That was how nobilitygiới quý tộc worked, apparentlyrõ ràng, the way Mjöllmile described it to me, so I bet he’s the most surprised of all right now.
 “P-please, Duke Meusé, just one moment. Our initial contract stipulatedquy định that payment via customaryphong tục methods is acceptable. By ‘customary,’ of course…”
 “Mjöllmile, I am not here to concern myself with such triflingchuyện lặt vặt matters. When working with merchantslái buôn, and with nations as well, trust is the most important thing. And trust is something created by keeping one’s promises, is it not?”
 “You are absolutely right, my princeHoàng tử, but—?!”
 “Silence! These people engaged in business with you because they trusted your team. You have no intention of tramplingchà đạp over this trust, do you?”
 “Of course not. But we have our own issues to deal with—”
 “Heh-heh! I see, I see. So that’s how it is, Mjöllmile? Well, fortunatelythật may mắn for you, I’ve got an idea for how to solve those issues. Would we be able to talk in private for a moment? You can take Sir Rigurd there with you.”
 …Ah. So that settled it. It was exactly what Elmesia had warned me about. It was like when something I studied until I had it perfectly down showed up on the test—that feeling of total control. It was like I had that inside me.
 I’m gonna aceát chủ this.
 “Um, what do you mean?” Mjöllmile continued, making a grand act out of it. Like any veterancựu chiến binh merchantlái buôn, he was both cold-blooded and a bornsinh ra actor. He must’ve realized the same thing I did, but he didn’t let any of it show on his face. I could probably just leave things to him and this problem would be solved, but I didn’t want it that way.
 It was time to take action. There was no point eavesdroppingnghe lén forever; I wanted to end this farcetrò hề sooner rather than later.
 Diablo opened the doors wide. “That will not be necessary,” I said as I walked through them. Behind me was Benimaru, followed by Shion and then Diablo, who quietly closed the door behind us.
 “Did you wait long?” Benimaru asked, noddinggật đầu at the merchantslái buôn. “You’re being rather loud, you know.”
 The merchantslái buôn looked surprised to see me, my words turning them pale. They must’ve figured I’d stay away and let Rigurd and the others handle matters—but here I was with my staff. I didn’t think they knew what to do next.
 “The demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể Rimuru has entered the building,” Rigurd said, glaringtrừng mắt nhìn at the merchantslái buôn. “Bow your heads!”
 A few of them stood up and hurriedlyvội vã bowedcúi đầu. The majority stayed in their seats, giving me funny looks. It figured. If you’re a small-time tradesmanthương gia, not educated in dealing with nobilitygiới quý tộc, it’s hard to react instantlyngay lập tức.
 Duke Meusé himself was about to rise, so I spoke up to save him the trouble.
 “No need for such formalityhình thức, Rigurd,” I said with a smile as I looked around the meeting hall. Rigurd noddedgật đầu and quietly stood aside.
 Among the crowd, I saw not only merchantslái buôn but a few journalistsnhà báo in disguisecải trang. I suppose they were going to report this far and wide if we disgracedthất sủng ourselves as a country. Maybe I’d fall to my knees and tearfully admit that we couldn’t pay; maybe I’d violently force the merchantslái buôn to clamYên tĩnh up. Either way, they’d play up the details in scandaloustai tiếng fashion in their articles, no doubt.
 But we were on to them. A journalistnhà báo more loyaltrung thành to our side snitched about this to Diablo. Thus, he had praised the mediaphương tiện truyền thông assembled—“Keh-heh-heh-heh-heh, how laudableđáng ca ngợi of you all”—but they looked dreadfullykhủng khiếp scared, their smiles frozen in place. I could tell they had a strong desire not to antagonizeđối kháng Diablo; something bad must’ve happened to them before. It sounded a bit threatening of him, but that was an issue between Diablo and the press, not me. It’d be clownishhề hề if I was to intervenecan thiệp.
 “Well, well, the demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể Rimuru. I hope you are doing well at the moment? I apologizexin lỗi that we have not come to know each other before now.”
 He was the perfect princeHoàng tử, giving me an elegantthanh lịch bowcây cung. My presence threw him for only a moment; he regainedgiành lại his composuređiềm tĩnh soon after. A gentle, relaxed expression was on his face as he greetedchào hỏi me for the rest of the group.
 “Duke Meusé from the Kingdom of Ghastone? What brings you here? I’m not sure we had any pressing business with you?”
 I smiled back, beginning with the line I’d prepared in advance. I wasn’t the type to witherkhô héo in front of royaltytiền bản quyền, and here, too, I managed to smoothlythông suốt handle the occasion. Advance prepchuẩn bị and review are so important.
 “Well, you see, there are some tradesmenthương gia here doing business with this nation for the first time at your festival, and they have come to me claiming their validcó hiệu lực rights have been neglected. It is the job of the nobilitygiới quý tộc to protect their citizens, and while I regret my rudebất lịch sự directnesssự bộc trực, I have come to mediatetrung gian on this issue.”
 So brazentrơ trẽn. You could just tell he was completely blackhearted. I’m not far behind him, but since I’m a slimenhớt, I’m fetchingly translucentmờ compared to him.
 “I see, I see. But that’s strange. Mjöllmile over there told me that our budget is amplePhong phú enough. If people are still waiting for payment, then why is that?”
 “Ah, well, these people only accept payment in Dwarven gold coins…”
 Mjöllmile was just meant for the stage. He took my question meeklynhu mì, attempting to explain the issue—only to have Duke Meusé interruptngắt him.
 “Isn’t that to be expected, Mjöllmile? A legitimatehợp pháp merchantlái buôn from Blumund such as yourself should be fully cognizantnhận thức of international commercialthuộc về thương mại law, I would believe! Unlike the slipshoddép xỏ ngón members of the Free Guild, the only currency these people trust is Dwarven gold.”
 Duke Meusé was on the merchantslái buôn’ side, not raising his voice a bit as he pleadedbiện hộ their case, making certain he remained a benevolentnhân từ third party. I was sure he was waiting for the moment when he could intervenecan thiệp with me and make Tempest owenợ him a favor.
 For now, on the surface, he was acting tremendously fair. But all he was really doing was pushing his own rules on us. I glanced at Diablo. He read my signal and noddedgật đầu back, smiling. We were all set to go.
 “Ah. Yes, I see. I had heard that members of the international mediaphương tiện truyền thông were here, so I was wondering what the issue was, but it was something that trivialkhông đáng kể?”
 “That is why, Sir Rimuru, if you would be able to leave this matter to myself…”
 Now Benimaru spoke up. His imposingáp đặt presence visibly unnerved some of the merchantslái buôn. They must’ve thought I was going to threaten them into doing my bidding, like their plan called for.
 “Not so fast, Benimaru. Based on what I hear, I can understand the concerns of these merchantslái buôn.”
 The audience looked a tad surprised that I held Benimaru back. Or dissatisfiedbất mãn, maybe. Things were going well, and then I had to rain on the paradecuộc diễu hành.
 “But, Sir Rimuru, I can’t help but wonder… They may not be Dwarven coins, but we do have ancient gold coins. If they will not accept those, I think we could provide them with the equivalent value of our Tempest-made goods. Why are they not content with that?”
 “I agree with you, but I’m sure the merchantslái buôn have their reasons.”
 I gaugedmáy đo Duke Meusé’s response as Benimaru and I banterednói đùa. He seemed to be waiting for a chance to speak up, unite the merchantslái buôn, and entrapgài bẫy me.
 “Then how about this? Perhaps you could place your trust in our nation and, as Benimaru suggested, accept IOUs or goods in equivalent value?”
 Mjöllmile, seeking to end this quickly, got the ball rolling. If the other side agreed to this, then perfect—we had an amicablethân thiện agreement in hand. But if not—if I was standing here at the negotiationđàm phán table and they were willing to make me look foolish—then I was prepared for that.
 “I—I don’t believe a word of it!”
 “Y-yeah!”
 “This is a nation of monstersquái vật, and that is exactly why we seek payment in reliableđáng tin cậy, trustworthyđáng tin cậy Dwarven gold coins. I hope you will find it in your heart to understand that and, please, be generoushào phóng in your—”
 The merchantslái buôn here ran the gamutâm giai, from complete neophytestân sinh to veteranscựu chiến binh familiar with manners around nobilitygiới quý tộc. But either way, their responses were all one-sided, not taking me into considerationSự xem xét at all.
 Ah, I thought. It’s too bad.
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 Meusé thought the time had come.
 He was worried the merchantslái buôn might grow hesitantlưỡng lự when faced with the demoncon quỷ lord’s coerciveép buộc ways, but so far they were following his instructions, just as he planned.
 And if you think about it, it made sense. Meusé was a princeHoàng tử in Ghastone. He was young, just thirty-five years of age, but he had ties to the powerful Rozzo family. This made him one of the rulers of the Western Nations, part of just a small handfulmột nắm đầy tay of upper-class nobilitygiới quý tộc. Practically speaking, only a very few people could afford to turn their backs on his orders.
 This plan came in the form of an order to him from the eldestcon cả member of the Rozzo family. Meusé was asked to make the demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể Rimuru owenợ him a favor and gain his trust—and if he succeeded, he was promised a promotion to the Five Elders.
 Yes. The Five Elders—the very peak of the entire world. Meusé was elated—and at the same time, he sworethề to tap every power at his command to executehành hình this order, no matter what it took.
 Thus he promised a lucrativebéo bở future to the self-interested merchantslái buôn he made contact with. He brought in newspaper writers from around the world to ensure his own safety. And now he was personally facing the demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể, the loneđơn độc job he couldn’t leave to anyone else.
 This Rimuru had made his presence known only a short time ago, but he had already killed Clayman, renownednổi tiếng for his cold crueltytàn ác, and declared himself a new demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể. A fearsomeđáng sợ one, said to be connected to the Storm Dragon that laid waste to an army of twenty thousand. Meeting him in person terrifiedsợ hãi Meusé, but when placed on the scales with the gloryvinh quang he could earn, it was easy to bottle up his fears.
 Meusé himself knew exactly what he wanted. That’s why he was being used like this, although he hadn’t noticed. It was exactly the way Elmesia El-Ru Thalion pictured it.
 Seeing the demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể and his personal staff in person honestlyThành thật came as a surprise to Meusé. He was planning to talk Mjöllmile into a corner and ask him to bring the demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể over. But while this wasn’t quite in the scriptkịch bản, it did save him some time. They had reporters in the audience, and there were many more in the hall below this one.
 Everything was set up. Once the merchantslái buôn rejected the demoncon quỷ lord’s offers, Meusé’s plan was all but complete. After that, he just had to assuagexoa dịu the merchantslái buôn and start running this room. That’s all it would take to make Rimuru start to thank him.
 A calm smile emergedhiện ra on his face as he began to speak, already convinced of his success.
    [image: ]
 
 
 
 “How about this, Sir Rimuru? If you are in something of a financial bind, then perhaps you could discuss matters with me personally? Indeed, fateđịnh mệnh may have brought us together here for a reason. If I could be of service to—”
 It was just as I predicted—and a pretty shoddykém chất lượng acting job, too. Duke Meusé was making the request. My officials, standing behind me, looked on coldlylạnh lùng at him. Noticing their gazesnhìn chằm chằm, the dukecông tước appeared a tad flusteredbối rối. Maybe he felt something wasn’t going to plan—but it was too late for him.
 Time to serve things up.
 “I appreciate the offer, but it will not be needed. Come in.”
 Following my order, Geld lumberedgỗ xẻ into the hall, carrying a large traycái mâm loaded high into the air with gold coins.
 “Wha—?!”
 “No…”
 “Is all of that…?”
 The crowd stirred.
 The moment he laid eyes on the coins, the color of Duke Meusé’s face visibly changed. He must have realized that his plan of action had failed.
 “You were seeking payment, right?” Rigurd declared. “Very well. Here it is—all in Dwarven gold coins.”
 You could hear a pinghim drop in the hall.
 “Wa… Please wait. Wait just a moment, Sir Rimuru?!”
 Duke Meusé looked pretty panicked. It’s a bit too late for that, isn’t it?
 “Yes?” I coldlylạnh lùng asked.
 “Are…are these all Dwarven gold coins?” he asked, face contortingvặn vẹo. “Counterfeit currency is a clear violationsự vi phạm!”
 Hmm… Is that really something you should be accusingbuộc tội me of? Because that really sounds patheticđáng thương hại, Meusé.
 “Rather a rudebất lịch sự thing to say to Sir Rimuru,” Diablo said, stepping forward. Benimaru was looking angry as well, and I was starting to get bad vibesrung cảm from Shion behind me.
 “I… My pardonsxin thứ lỗi. But is this really…?”
 “If you doubt them,” I said with a smile to the witheringkhô héo princeHoàng tử, “feel free to have them appraisedđánh giá.”
 “In that case, if you’ll excuse me, I will use my trustyđáng tin cậy magic tools to examine them.”
 It’d normally be unthinkablekhông thể tưởng tượng được to interruptngắt a conversation between Duke Meusé and me, but… Ah well. No point quibblingkhông phân minh over little details. This merchantlái buôn who just spoke up must’ve been a protégé of the dukecông tước, a colluder of sorts. No doubt these events disturbed him so much, he forgot his manners. He was a fakerkẻ làm giả, not the real thing—not that I’m much of a “real” king myself yet, of course. But let’s move on.
 “Sir Rimuru, these reporters told me they wanted to write an article about these negotiationsđàm phán. What should we do?”
 Shuna, after receiving my Thought Communication, spoke to me from behind the closed door, just as we had rehearseddiễn tập. The journalistsnhà báo had gathered outside the room at Diablo’s behest—and when I gave the signal, they’d burst inside to serve as witnesses.
 “Well, they have impeccablehoàn hảo timing, don’t they?” Benimaru replied. “If we are going to appraiseđánh giá the coins, then let the press be in attendance as well.”
 Then, as planned, the reporters entered the meeting hall.
 “They… They’re real!!” the shocked merchant/colluder bellowedgầm lên. Of course they were.
 “Indeed,” one of the reporters said with a knowing look, “and these are some impressiveấn tượng gold coins at that. Some of these date back to quite a long time ago. They may not have been circulatedlưu hành before now.”
 Those were probably the ones Elmesia had traded to me. I was sure she must have tonstấn of them squirreled away somewhere. And with the reporters attestingchứng thực to their value, the merchantlái buôn could do nothing else. Even if he wanted to try swappingtráo đổi real ones out for fakesgiả mạo, the mediaphương tiện truyền thông was practicallythực tế breathing down his neck—and if he did try that, then Soei, watching on from the shadows, wouldn’t let that go unaddressed.
 “So is everything settled, then? I believe our merchantslái buôn were concernedlo âu about their payments, so go ahead and settle our accounts for me, if you could.”
 “Yes, my lordChúa tể!” Rigurd and Mjöllmile said, answering my rather stuffy-sounding command. Producing a sheafbó of documents and receiptsbiên nhận, they began the payment process. It all went smoothlythông suốt, under the watchfulthận trọng eye of the reporters.
 “And you’re the last one, then.”
 Now we were all done. Our last piece of business for the Founder’s Festival was settled.
 “Ha… Ha-ha-ha… Impressive, Sir Rimuru. I have no idea how you managed to assembletập hợp such a fortunevận may in Dwarven gold…”
 Duke Meusé looked dreadfullykhủng khiếp stiffcứng now. In front of him were all those pilescọc of coins, shining even after we paid them out. The merchantslái buôn looked a tad confused themselves, unsurekhông chắc chắn what to do now that things were off scriptkịch bản.
 In the midstgiữa of this, the merchantlái buôn I’d called the “colluder” spoke up.
 “Well, as far as we’re concernedlo âu, as long as you respect international law, we have nothing to complain about. We hope to continue doing business with you in the future—”
 “Um, we’ll pass on that, thanks,” I replied.
 The merchantslái buôn stared at me, eyes wide open. So, for that matter, did my staff.
 “Wh-what do you…?”
 “Our business with you is complete,” I said, as if stating the obviousrõ ràng. “There’s not going to be any more.”
 My staff was now shocked. Only Diablo looked on with a smile. I suppose he was the only one who guessed what was on my mind here. That’s too bad.
 “I-I’m not sure I understand…”
 “What is the meaning of this? If you pay us, we can trust in you anytimeBất cứ lúc nào…?”
 “Are you looking down on us simple tradesmenthương gia? You know that nations can hardly trade with each other without traveling peddlersngười bán rong?!”
 The truth was beginning to set in, I suppose, as the merchantslái buôn started shouting.
 “Don’t…you think…you are being quite rudebất lịch sự to Sir Rimuru, the king of our nation?”
 Shion burned with a quiet anger as she spoke. The merchantslái buôn fell silent, no doubt sensing the danger. I figured I’d take advantage of the silence to finish things off.
 “You know, I’m not into this cat-and-mouse stuff, so I’m just gonna come out and say it. You guys were the ones going on about how you couldn’t ‘trust’ our nation, weren’t you? Well, trust is a two-way street. It requires both sides to believe in each other. I don’t think it involves one side meeklynhu mì accepting everything the other says to it. Mjöllmile asked you all multiple times to trust in us, didn’t he?”
 “Th-that…”
 “But…”
 “I mean, I understand what you’re thinking here. We’re monstersquái vật, and you know we want to trade with the Western Nations, but you’re not sure if we can truly abidechịu đựng by human rules—that kind of thing.”
 “Y-yes, exactly! And that is why—”
 “But, you know, that’s why we suggested a compromise with barteringhàng đổi hàng goods or using ancient coins. And you kicked all of that to the curblề đường.”
 “…!!”
 “Ngh…”
 Mjöllmile had practicallythực tế thrown out his back bowingcúi chào, cúi lạy so much, trying to negotiatethương lượng with them. But all the merchantslái buôn here had laughed in his face. I wasn’t about to forgivetha thứ that.
 “You guys only want to do business with people you can trust. And you know what? So do we. We only want to do business with people we can trust. Therefore, I refuse to allow any of you to conduct work in our nation. I won’t banlệnh cấm you from entering, but don’t expect permission to conduct commercialthuộc về thương mại activities anymore.”
 It took this declarationtuyên ngôn for the merchantslái buôn to realize just how serious this was. We had a new market here, one that lots of people expected would balloonbóng bay in size, and there was no place for them in it.
 The statement made Duke Meusé turn white. If he didn’t know yet that he had failed, he did now. “I—I refuse to allow such tyrannybạo ngược!” he shouted, unable to hold it in. “These people were only asking for their justified rights under international law—”
 Did he see being unable to trade with us as a problem? I certainly had plans to make this into a giant new economic union, one bigger than all the Western Nations combined. That was probably why he wanted to join the bandwagonphong trào early and make friends with me—but if he could read us that far, he really shouldn’t have taken this approach. I never show mercynhân từ to my enemies.
 “Their rights, huh? I think you may have the wrong idea, so if you’ll let me correct you real quick, our nation is not part of the Council of the West yet. I’d like to join them sometime, but if I can’t, then so be it. I’m not gonna mind.”
 “Wha…?!”
 “I mean, we’ve already decided this land’s going to be the center of a vast new economic blockhối. Why? Because I want it to be.”
 “Wh-what kind of nonsensevô lý are you…?! Such arrogancekiêu căng, strictly on your own volitiontự nguyện—”
 “It’s not arrogancekiêu căng. We’re all working together as a team toward the same goal, and we’re boundràng buộc to see results from it. All I’m doing is helping out.”
 I was trying to make it sound all cool, but really, I was prioritizingưu tiên the stuff I wanted to make happen first, I suppose. I wasn’t sure I could denytừ chối claims of being arrogantkiêu ngạo, but I still had to lashdây da roi back.
 “And I want to be on equal terms with the Council of the West, too. But, you know, if they try to keep us down, then forget it. I’m not gonna force a relationship; we can just work through the Free Guild instead. Do you understand me?”
 Besides, if we really needed to, we could sign individual pactshiệp ước with each nation in the west, like we did with Blumund and the Dwarven Kingdom. There was no need to hurry things along. Just polishđánh bóng up our nation, make ourselves more valuable, and in time, we were boundràng buộc to have a country that people would trust in. As far as I was concernedlo âu, that way of thinking was set in stone.
 “All… All right. In that case, I will be glad to serve as an intermediaryngười Trung gian with the Council. I think we have had some regrettableđáng tiếc misunderstandingssự hiểu lầm, but I hope I can be of aid to you, Sir Rimuru.”
 Duke Meusé is certainly a hard worker. Ah well. If he had retreatedrút lui earlier, I wouldn’t have needed to say all that stuff, but noooo.
 “Mm, I don’t think I can ask for your help, Sir Meusé. You’ve kind of lost your footing here already, you see?”
 “Um?”
 Duke Meusé froze, unable to parsephân tích cú pháp what I’d just told him. Well, all right. It’s settled anyway. I didn’t want to say it myself, but at this point, explaining everything start to finish was probably the kindest approach.
 “Once all the reporters here go back to their home nations, they’re going to write articles. Articles about this struggle related to merchantlái buôn payments behind the scenes of the Founder’s Festival we held. They’re going to make the truth clear, and I’m sure all the stories are gonna be very entertaining.”
 “………”
 Duke Meusé’s mind must’ve been racing. It was telling him what would come next, and the results made him look sicker and sicker. See, this was exactly why I didn’t want to say it.
 “Here, we have merchantslái buôn who rejected our requests and demanded payment only in Dwarven gold coins. Then we have this upper-crust member of nobilitygiới quý tộc who comes swoopingsà xuống in to unite them, even though he’s not personally involved at all. If someone read that newspaper article, what would they think?”
 “I, um, that…”
 Of course, that was all Diablo’s doing. He had assembledtập hợp the reporters, revealing the information in detail. That alone would prove we were justified as a nation, and most people would sense a conspiracyâm mưu among the merchantlái buôn ranks. I agreed with them. Information means something only if it’s used correctly. Instead of fabricatingchế tạo the facts and trying to spread them around, it’s always better to start with the facts and just hand them out.
 It was my discussions with Gazel and Elmesia that helped me come up with this strategy, though. Diablo even personally thanked them, talking about how he “still had a great deal to learn” and all. I thought they both helped us a lot this time, and I wanted to more amplyđủ repaytrả lại them sometime soon.
 “So there will be no need for you. Mjöllmile, who you so thoroughly disrespectedthiếu tôn trọng, has my full and utmosthết sức support—enough so that I trust all my nation’s finances to him. He’s been far more help to me than you have, for one.”
 “Ah…?!”
 Duke Meusé’s face twisted in humiliationsự sỉ nhục as the merchantslái buôn began to look desperatetuyệt vọng. Meanwhile, the reporters were having much more fun than they expected when they first filed in. Some of them were rapidly taking down notes of the event—one they didn’t mind recording, since they didn’t take any of the falloutngã ra ngoài. A few even had expensive magic items for recording images of our negotiationsđàm phán. This was definitely gonna spread wide. The princeHoàng tử may have called the press over to save his own hide, but it wound up having quite the opposite effect.
 “You can take care of the rest.”
 “I would be happy to, Sir Rimuru.”
 I pattedvỗ nhẹ the shoulder of the deferentialcung kính Mjöllmile, whisperingthì thầm, “Thanks, Mollie,” as I passed by and out of the room with my staff. It sort of felt like he smiled back at me, but I didn’t see it on his face—his calculating eyes were back on Duke Meusé, then on the merchantslái buôn around the room. I don’t think anyone would mind if I made him our chief financial manager.
 On the other side of the door, I could hear him speak: “Now, since all our business has been settled, if I could ask everyone to accept their payments…” His way of putting a final period on these events, I suppose.
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 Chasing the dukecông tước out of town was gratifyinghài lòng, but we still had many problems to deal with. Thus, it was time for our customaryphong tục review meeting.
 We were back in the usual meeting hall, not the fancierhuyền ảo hơn one for the festival’s receptionsthu nhận and banquetsyến tiệc. It was the night after the festival wrapped up, but a few guests were still around for this conference—Gazel, Elmesia, Yohm and his gangbăng nhóm, Fuze, and even Yuuki, Hinata, and Masayuki. They were joined by a few other rare invitees, all here on my invitation, and the rest of my staff were all on hand as well, making it a packed house. Milim and the demon-lord crowd were not invited—if I had too many people here, we’d lose cohesionsự gắn kết. We had a lot to talk about this time, so the itineraryhành trình was already pretty full.
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    One concern of mine, though, was Veldora. He was holed up in a corner of the room, poutingbĩu môi, and I was sure he was gonna say something—probably whiningrên rỉ about how no challengerskẻ thách thức showed up. Hoping against hope that he wouldn’t derailtrật bánh this thing, I got the meeting started.
 “Umm, first off, thanks to everyone for your help!”
 That was our signal to begin.
 The first person to speak was Benimaru, surprisingly enough.
 “That was quite a shock, however, Sir Rimuru—you penalizingxử phạt the merchants that way as well. I was not expecting that.”
 The rest of my cabinettủ noddedgật đầu in agreement. I guess the majority figured it was water under the bridge once the coins were paid. Seeing how harshthô ráp I was must’ve surprised them more than I thought.
 “Indeed,” Rigurd said. “I did not expect such draconianhà khắc measures myself.”
 Hearing this must have piquedkhêu gợi Gazel’s curiositysự tò mò. “What? How did you handle them, Rimuru?”
 I explained the whole story to the audience. When I was done, Gazel rolled his eyes at me.
 “That was certainly…drastic.”
 But he didn’t get angry, at least, demonstratingchứng minh he understood my view of things, if only a little.
 “Hee-hee-hee-hee! I think he did the right thing. If someone nipscắn you, you nipcắn them back. He was only thinking about what’s coming ahead, wasn’t he?”
 Ahhh, there was no outfoxing Elmesia. Her intuitiontrực giác, and her knacksở trường for decipheringgiải mã my mind, was almost scaryđáng sợ.
 “What’s coming ahead, Sir Rimuru?” Benimaru asked.
 I shruggednhún vai. “Well, it’s just like I said to all of them. I have no intention of sitting downwindngược chiều gió from the Council of the West forever. If possible, though, I’d like to build a friendship where we’re all on equal footing.”
 “Yes, we’re aware of that. That is why we were prepared for a patient process, up to that point.”
 I noddedgật đầu back at Rigurd. “Right. So listen: That dukecông tước, Meusé, was just an errandviệc lặt vặt boy, like Lady Elmesia said. I rejected him, and I followed their rules while I did it. If they want to continue this, their only choice is to send someone higher up on the food chain.”
 “I suppose so, yes…”
 “…So you think we will have another chance to negotiatethương lượng with them soon?”
 “Yep. And that round will come after the terrible mistake they committed today. I think we’ll kick off our next round of talks with just as much of an upper hand.”
 “I see…”
 “I think the other side doesn’t want to make it look like they’re clearly our enemy. That’s why they wanted to put a dog collarcổ áo on me, like we just saw them try—and now that they failed, they’re gonna have to face up and admit we can be an equal partner. And with that…”
 “Either they wagetiền công economic warfarechiến tranh against us or they go back to the table. And neither side is really prepared for the former. Each one, after all, has a fully functional economic blockhối even if the other side doesn’t exist.”
 Gazel was right. And in this case, once our negotiationsđàm phán ended next time, that would be it—and we’d have an overwhelmingáp đảo advantage.
 “And if that’s how things turn out, then we can start working independently with each member of the Western Nations, regardlessbất kể of what the Council’s laws or whatever say. It’s not war so much as an economic invasioncuộc xâm lăng, I suppose.”
 “Keh-heh-heh-heh-heh… And you can leave that to me, Sir Rimuru. In fact, I could present you with all the Western Nations on a traycái mâm in short order!”
 I’m not asking for that, Diablo. In fact, it’s not what I want at all. He was freakingkinh dị me out again.
 “Look, if you do that, it’s just gonna leave me with more garbagerác to deal with, all right?!”
 No. Definitely no.
 “M-my pardonsxin thứ lỗi, sir.”
 “Ugh, you little brownnoser. Enough butting in and go fetchtìm về some more tea for Sir Rimuru!”
 Shion landed a follow-up blow to the dejectedchán nản Diablo. I wasn’t much a fan of her act, either, but let’s ignore that for now.
 “Admittedly, I do think we could executehành hình Diablo’s idea, if given amplePhong phú time. But—for now, at least—there’s no point in doing that. I could think about it if there’s a bunch of conflictxung đột going on, but it’d involve a lot of pain on our part. If we’re just trying to build friendly relations, I don’t want to go through that much trouble for it.”
 That seemed to convince everyone. We had our hands full just trying to improve our own country. Our first prioritysự ưu tiên right now, above everything else, was to establish a firmvững chãi economic blockhối for ourselves.
 “Yes,” Elmesia said, “your opponent will have no choice but to negotiatethương lượng. But I have to sympathizethông cảm with them a little. It’s rather hard to extract good conditions from a partner for whom economic sanctionsphê chuẩn and military threats mean next to nothing.”
 The same could easily be said for Thalion, I think…but she was right. It’s safe to say that our rivalsđối thủ’ options were restricted at best.
 “I see,” Geld replied. “That makes sense to me. So why go down so hard on the individual merchantslái buôn?”
 Maybe he felt I was being vindictivethù hằn. It wasn’t like all of them were in collusionthông đồng with Duke Meusé—and those who were might’ve been forced into it out of obligationnghĩa vụ or the like. Revoking their Tempest business licenses was the biggest surprise to my peers.
 But I had a reason, of course. I smiled and tried to explain, but before I could open my mouth, Mjöllmile—his smile even bigger than mine—intervened.
 “Heh-heh-heh… The reason is simple, everyone. Just like Emperor Elmesia said, if someone nipscắn at us, we have to nipcắn them back.”
 “How do you mean, Mjöllmile?”
 “Nip them back?”
 “I-I’m not sure that’s enough explanation…”
 Benimaru, Rigurd, and Geld were still in the dark. Diablo was not, but he just poured out his tea instead of commenting—maybe he was still a bit bent out of shape about before. Pretty weak-minded for a demoncon quỷ, isn’t he?
 “Sir Rimuru asked me to take care of the remaining details for him. What he meant by that was to make those strandedmắc kẹt merchantslái buôn obligatedbắt buộc to us and turn them into forces for ourselves.”
 Wow, Mjöllmile. I figured my message would get across to him, but he perfectly understood my intentions the whole time. I was going to fill him in afterwardsau đó for safety’s sakelợi ích, but it looked like I wouldn’t need to.
 “If you want someone to do your bidding, it’s far easier to have them owenợ you a favor, rather than browbeatinghung dữ or scaring them into it. It’s also successful quite a bit more often.”
 Those were Elmesia’s words, and all I did was put them into action. There might have been a little scaring and browbeatinghung dữ added to the mix, but I don’t think I made any mistakes.
 “Ah yes. Well played, Sir Rimuru.”
 “Indeed, that makes sense to me, too.”
 “So, Sir Mjöllmile, did you succeed in winning them over to our side?”
 “Heh-heh… Without fail, indeed. I told them I would intervenecan thiệp in their cases, and now they’re all indebtedmang ơn to us. Thanks to that bit of threatening from Sir Rimuru, things went much easier than I expected!”
 Mjöllmile grinnednụ cười toe toét as he spoke, making him look a tad villainoushung ác. I was glad he was successful, but he was making me out like a mobđám đông boss or something. I wasn’t too fondngây thơ of that, but ah well.
 Regardless, everyone seemed to understand my reasoning now, so we moved on to the next topic.
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 The next topic…or really, the main topic, I should say.
 “So as we’ve described to you, Mollie here has taken care of the merchantslái buôn for us. It’s a problem that’s given me a headacheđau đầu for several days, and now that it’s behind us, I’d like us to share some thoughts on how we feel about the Founder’s Festival. Any feedbacknhận xét you have to offer is fine, so let’s get talking!”
 The moment I finished speaking, Gazel cleared his throat. “Rimuru, as the king of a nation alliedđồng minh to you, there’s something I want to say. I think we talked a little bit last night about you going out of control, but what I saw during the festival disturbed me. What was the meaning of that?”
 “Um, what?”
 I had no idea what he meant, but judging by the grumpygắt gỏng look on his face, I had done something bad again. What it was, I really had no clueđầu mối. Maybe my outburstbộc phát against the merchantslái buôn? It didn’t seem that way.
 “You aren’t aware of it yourself, then? See, this is exactly why I can’t take my eyes off you for a moment! Vester, you said that projectormáy chiếu was developed by you and Sir Gabil, correct? And was it also you who came up with the technology to transmitchuyển giao images from remote locations?”
 “Ah, er, Your Majesty, that…”
 Vester looked like a boy caught with his hand in the cookiebánh quy jarcái lọ. Did he get so wrapped up in research that he forgot to report back to Gazel? Probably so. “Careless as ever,” I heard Kaijin say under his breath.
 “My lordChúa tể,” Gabil said, “that is incorrectkhông đúng. Sir Vester and I did develop that technology, yes, but the idea of incorporating the demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể Clayman’s magicalhuyền diệu image-recording items in the projectormáy chiếu was none other than Sir Rimuru’s!”
 Oh, thanks, Gabil. Did he really think it was smart to blabba hoa about that? I wincednhăn as Vester looked like he wanted to crawlbò into a hole.
 “…I thought so,” Gazel replied, looking tired. “I truly wish you could’ve given me some advance notice before you revealed that thing.”
 We only saw it as a useful, and vitalthiết yếu, inventionsự phát minh for entertainment purposes, but to the assembledtập hợp royaltytiền bản quyền and nobilitygiới quý tộc from the Western Nations who witnessed it, the reaction was quite different. “Why, this technology has so many potential uses,” Gazel ruefully continued. “I hardly even know where to begin with it. But trust me, not a soul in the audience failed to understand how valuable it was.”
 Really? Because to me, it was just—like—hey, check out the tournamentgiải đấu fights on this big, easy-to-view screen. Everyone dug it, it was good, and that’s that. But to the world leaders on hand, it was a pretty heavy doseliều lượng of culture shock.
 “Something like that could change the way wars are wagedtiến hành,” Gazel’s friend Vaughn chimedkêu vang in, Dolph noddinggật đầu in agreement.
 It was all too easy, it turned out, to think of military purposes for it. Giving orders to armies from a safe location, for example, would provide a huge advantage. Generals could send in assaulttấn công teams to conduct enemy recondo thám and channelkênh their findings over to the main force, all without exposing themselves to any danger. Compared to person-to-person magicalhuyền diệu communications, this provided far more information far more quickly. Everyone was provided with the same visual and audioâm thanh datadữ liệu, vastly improving the accuracysự chính xác of orders.
 Thus, this thing that we casuallytình cờ revealed to them was actually a revolutionarycách mạng technology, one that had the potential to completely revampcải tạo civilizationnền văn minh as this world knew it. I made it because I thought it’d be kinda nice to have, but it was really a Pandora’s box of ideas.
 “I wish you told me earlier,” I blurtedbuột miệng out.
 “I wish you told me earlier!” Gazel bellowedgầm lên back.
 Now I regretted it—but hey, that’s what this meeting was for. Things don’t go the way you want them to all the time.
 “Well, um, it should be said that running that projectormáy chiếu requires a lot of magicules, so it doesn’t work unless the user’s pretty powerful magically. The range and quantity of datadữ liệu also depend on the user, so I don’t think this is gonna spread that fast, you know?”
 I tried to deflectlàm chệch hướng the issue as best I could. That issue was actually being addressed with the development of a new magicule-gathering system, but something told me I shouldn’t mention that right now. I’d break the news to Gazel in private later.
 For now, the Dwarven king sighedthở dài. “Regardless, please try not to present such militarily useful technology without a moment’s thought again, could you? Why, I think you may be the only person in the world who’d think of developing this for entertainment purposes.”
 I thought that wrapped up the topic, but then Elmesia spoke up.
 “Yes, if you have any other inventionssự phát minh like that, I’d be happy to buy them, you know. I believe the world you come from has what’s known as a ‘patentbằng sáng chế’ system? I would gladly compensateđền bù you for the rights to this technology, if you would give us prioritysự ưu tiên in harnessingkhai thác them.”
 “You know, Ellie, I think Thalion could do a lot with Tempest’s bath and toilet infrastructurecơ sở hạ tầng!”
 “I know, Elen. Our negotiationsđàm phán with Mr. Yoshida have paid off as well, so I hope to see you pay more visits to my manorthái ấp in the future, all right?”
 “Oh, of course!”
 Before I could reply, Elen broke into the conversation. She was seated adjacentliền kề to Elmesia, and the way they carried on, they seemed like two loving sisters more than anything. I knew they were related by blood and all, but Elen was acting shockingly familiar with the emperorhoàng đế of a dynastytriều đại. Meanwhile Erald, her father, was already going pale and shouting “Elen?!” in a high-pitched voice.
 “Y-Your Excellency! I know Elen is my daughter, but please refrainngưng from spoilinghư hỏng her, if you would! And, Elen, you will not call Her Majesty ‘Ellie’!”
 “Erald certainly can be loud, hmm?”
 “Oh, I know! Dad’s always exaggeratingnói quá like that!”
 Man. These two girls put together may be downrighthết sức dangerous. I felt bad for Erald. It was really shocking, how perfectly in sync Elen and Elmesia were. They probably were close friends, not just acting that way. Given the high fivesđánh nhau they occasionally gave each other, the class system hardly seemed to exist at all with them. Elmesia El-Ru Thalion, Her Excellency the Emperor of Thalion, a figure who not even national leaders from the Western Nations could gain an audience with, seemed like a much different woman here. The royal knightHiệp sỹ guard behind her looked just as surprised.
 “Members of the Magus! What you are seeing here is a state secret. Do not divulgetiết lộ it to anyone else!”
 Erald saw fit to give that order, but I wasn’t sure how much it’d be followed.
 “And so,” Elmesia continued, paying him little mind, “I would like you to send engineers from Tempest to our nation. This is an official request, of course, so I will gladly pay you for the guidancehướng dẫn they will offer.”
 “You want us to send manpowernhân lực your way?”
 “That’s right. If you want to keep your corecốt lõi technology a secret, you could always just send us whatever complete tools or resources we may need instead.”
 “Hmm… So we’d need a way to export the parts we make here over to Thalion.”
 We needed to tacklegiải quyết a few issues before I could grant Elmesia’s request. The pipes used in our kitchens, toilets, and bathrooms were manufacturedđược sản xuất using technology from Kaijin and the other dwarvesquỷ lùn; I wasn’t sure if Thalion’s engineers could re-create it, and teaching them from scratchcào would take too long. Instead, it’d be much easier to just manufacturesản xuất the needed parts here and send them over to Thalion.
 “And while you’re at it, perhaps you could transport them via that ‘train’ system you were talking about? I can provide the funding, so I hope you can begin developing that at once…”
 It was like she was reading my mind. Gazel had a mind-reading skill or two, I knew, but was that the case for Elmesia as well? It didn’t seem that way to me, but I’d better keep my guard up. Regardless, though, her offer was worth considering.
 “We haven’t gotten around to developing an actual train yet, no. If some of your ‘sorcerousphù thủy science’ experts might be able to help with that, I’d appreciate it.”
 “Of course they can! Erald?”
 “Y-yes, Your Excellency! I will send word out promptlykịp thời.”
 Erald was still undauntingly faithfulTrung thành to Elmesia. He seemed more like a useful servant to her than a high-ranking noblecao quý. Gazel looked at him, his eyes piteous—the Dwarven king told me not even he could boss Elmesia around, so Erald’s behavior must’ve given him something to think about.
 Thus Elmesia, Emperor of the Sorcerous Dynasty of Thalion, was interested in teaming up with us. We’d no doubt sign a technology-sharing agreement and begin tandemsong song research before too long. With Thalion’s sorcerousphù thủy science and Dwargon’s pioneeringtiên phong work in elementalnguyên tố engineering, linking these distantxa xôi lands together might not be a dream after all. The “overcomersngười chiên thắng” Luminus planned to send our way might be able to help out, too—I’d need to see what they were like first, but maybe they’d provide some useful input.
 “This is a great thing to hear, Lady Elmesia. It oughtnên to vastly accelerateThúc giục development. We may just see ‘magitrains’ become practical for regular use sooner than we think.”
 “Oh? You call those ‘magitrains’?”
 “Yeah. My basic idea is to develop ‘spirit corescốt lõi,’ or spirit magic–driven power reactorslò phản ứng, then installcài đặt them into a sorcerousphù thủy science-based control system. Sounds perfect, right?”
 “Ha! You make it sound so easy.”
 “How fascinatinglôi cuốn! Very fascinatinglôi cuốn indeed. I hope we can see it sooner rather than later.”
 Gazel must’ve thought I was far too optimisticlạc quan, but his smiling face told me he was sure I’d manage it. Seeing him like that, I don’t think he was really one to talk about “going out of control” on projects like this… Elmesia, meanwhile, looked like a girl who found a new toy, her expression astoundingly bright. It left quite an impression, much unlike the depressed-looking Erald by her. This definitely would accelerateThúc giục development, for sure.
 “All right. In that case, we’ll start by layingđẻ down rails to Thalion first. We can do that alongsidebên cạnh our highwayXa lộ construction, so that’ll save us some time.”
 If we were leadinghàng đầu the project, it’d be easy to make sure it was all unifiedthống nhât under the same standards. Completing the rail network first shouldn’t be an issue, I thought, but:
 “Wait! Sir Benimaru suggested the concept of a ‘tunnelđường hầm’ to me at our meeting. Will you be needing one of those in the future?”
 The question came from Momiji, an unexpectedkhông ngờ tới participant. If she was asking whether tunnelsđường hầm would be necessary, was she saying Thalion was open to us blastingnổ mìn one into their mountains?
 “If possible, I would like to open one in the future. Our first order of business is building a rail nexusmối quan hệ in Blumund. From there, we’ll go through the Kingdom of Farminus and connect to the western entrance into Dwargon. Meanwhile, we plan to lay track south of Blumund as well, eventually winding up in Thalion. If we try to go through the Western Nations, we’d get tied up acquiring land-use rights and such. In other words, if we detourđường vòng the track around the mountains, it’ll lead to huge losses. At the same time, though, we don’t want to force you into anything you don’t want to do.”
 “I understand. I will trust in you, Sir Rimuru. If you can guarantee that it will not affect our mountains, I am willing to give you permission to build this ‘tunnelđường hầm.’”
 “For real?!”
 “Yes. Um, for real. But as a personal request, I hope you will enlistnhập ngũ Sir Benimaru to overlookbỏ qua this…”
 Momiji’s cheeks reddenedửng đỏ as she spoke. I didn’t need her to finish the thought.
 “Benimaru!”
 “W-wait a second! Are you trying to sell me off, Sir Rimuru?”
 “Don’t make it sound like that. Geld’s in the middle of a big job, too, you know. We’ll need someone good at leadinghàng đầu people, and you’re the best guy we have!”
 Geld noddedgật đầu at me. Benimaru, meanwhile, looked like I was driving him up the wall.
 “I’m afraid it’s just not possible. I don’t know anything about construction!”
 No, I bet not.
 “Ah yes… Yes, it may not be possible, huh…?”
 And here I thought I could sacrificehy sinh Benimaru and get this whole thing wrapped up fast. Things never quite work out like that, I suppose. I didn’t want Benimaru out of town for that long anyway, so this idea was a stretch from the start.
 “Well, sorry, but Benimaru’s my right-hand man here. Perhaps he could join me during my regular visits to inspectquan sát our progress, but…”
 “Oh, that’s fine, too. As long as he will visit our homelandsquê hương when you do.”
 Momiji was all smiles. And judging by Hakuro’s triumphantđắc thắng chucklecười thầm, I suppose that compromise was acceptable from the start.
 “Are you giving in yet, Benimaru?”
 “I am not, but if you need a bodyguardcận vệ during your inspectionsđiều tra, I will accept that position.”
 He shruggednhún vai. That was as much as he was willing to give. But it still made Momiji happy, and I wasn’t going to force any more out of him. The rest, you could say, is up to them. I’d just reapgặt hái the profits.
 “So, Lady Momiji…”
 “Just ‘Momiji’ is fine, Sir Rimuru.”
 Hakuro noddedgật đầu at me as well, not minding the informalitykhông chính thức.
 “In that case, Momiji, I’d like to conduct some surveying work to see if a tunnelđường hầm is possible. Is that all right with you?”
 “Yes. Feel free to carefully inspectquan sát the range for any potential issues.”
 And if we didn’t find any, that meant we could start digging. With the tengu rapidly softeninglàm mềm their stancelập trường against us, it looked like construction would go far more smoothlythông suốt than I thought. Good. Next time I’m over, I’ll be sure to say hello to Kaede, Momiji’s mother—and I’ll make sure Hakuro is with us.
 “So, Lady Elmesia, if we have your permission to perform similar surveying and excavationmoi lên work within Thalion’s borders?”
 “You may have any permission you like. Erald, please make the arrangements.”
 Elmesia so readilydễ dàng passed off responsibility to other people—truly, a living ideal for me to follow.
 “Yes, Your Excellency. Sir Rimuru, I will prepare the necessary permits. However, when construction work begins within Thalion, I request that workers from our nation be brought in for the project.”
 Erald was looking more bedragglednằm lê lết trên giường by the minute. Working under such a free-spirited emperorhoàng đế would turn anyone into a gifted servant. But he never forgot to add his own conditions, making sure each of his bulletđạn points was fulfilled. If we handled all construction, that might make things harder for him, I suppose—but I had no objectionsự phản đối, so I accepted the offer. And with a promise to help out if we ran into trouble along the way, we wrapped up the conversation.
 This had started as a review meeting, but now we were rapidly deciding on a variety of important issues. That’s because, thanks to the political leaders in the hall, we were cutting through an astonishingkinh ngạc amount of bureaucraticquan liêu red tape all at once. Though, really, it was mostly Elmesia’s doing.
 In the midstgiữa of this, Yohm, who had been silent so far, spoke up.
 “Hey, pal—er, Sir Rimuru. I got a question, but is now okay to ask it?”
 Simply offering one’s opinion in this room packed with the world’s biggest names took a lot of couragelòng can đảm. Yohm must’ve been maturing as he grew into his new role.
 “What’s up, Sir Yohm?”
 “Well, I’d prefer to explain it myself, but I’m not too well versedthành thạo in this stuff, so I’d like my lady here to go over it instead. That okay?”
 By which he means Mjurran? Because Yohm doesn’t strike me as the kind of guy who’d take in concubinesvợ lẽ. My mind was put at ease when Mjurran stood up.
 “Sorry I haven’t been around latelygần đây, Sir Rimuru.”
 “Me neither, um, Lady Mjurran. Glad you’re well.”
 “After everything you’ve done for me, Sir Rimuru, you hardly need to add ‘Lady’ to my name.”
 Um, actually, I do, don’t I? I knew everyone there, Elmesia especially, had been talking really informallykhông chính thức all evening, but I didn’t think this was something she’d want to get used to. But it was a bit too late for that, I suppose. Let’s hear her out, then tacklegiải quyết that subject later.
 “Okay, Mjurran, what’s your question?”
 “Right. This is related to the highwayXa lộ from Blumund to Dwargon running through our nation, as you discussed earlier. Should we consider this a part of the Monster-and-Man Cooperative Alliance you’ve mentioned before?”
 Monster-and-Man…Cooperative…Alliance?
 I liked the sound of that.
 “You can treat it that way, yes. And I think I like that name for it, too. It encapsulatesđóng gói the ideal we’re aiming for really well.”
 Monster and man working together for each other’s benefit. The term monster covered a diversephong phú spectrumquang phổ, of course, including some speciesgiống loài better termed demi-humans. But regardlessbất kể, that was the exact ideal I had in mind.
 In the center of this allianceliên minh was our nation, Tempest. To the east, the Armed Nation of Dwargon. To the west, the Kingdom of Blumund. To the south, Milim’s domainlãnh địa. This alone was a vast allianceliên minh of monstersquái vật, and to that we could add the human side, centered around Blumund and including Farminus up north and Thalion down south—an expansivemở rộng amount of human-controlled land. Plus, Blumund was our interfacegiao diện to the Western Nations and the people who lived there. If these diversephong phú lands could join hands and form a true team, then I thought the Monster-and-Man Cooperative Alliance was a fine name for it.
 “Thank you very much. Now, my question. In order to realize this ideal, our nation is willing to cooperatehợp tác with you as much as we possibly can. Luckily, Diablo has coerced…um, I mean convinced our noblecao quý ranks to join our side, and they are now very submissive—er, cooperative with us, so I think they will listen to anything we tell them. Thus, as one of the first steps our fledglingnon nớt nation takes, we are thinking of launching a new national-level project to help support you.”
 Basically, her question was what kind of project they should launch.
 “Well, it’d involve agriculturenông nghiệp, I guess, like you’ve been talking about.”
 “Everything is going well there. We’re having our people grow the designatedchỉ định crops without issue.”
 “Um, so what else…?”
 Was there something else? Everything I thought to ask her about was already taken care of. Diablo’s work cowing the noblecao quý ranks into submissionnộp hồ sơ was complete, and Yohm enjoyed overwhelmingáp đảo support among the people. The role of the military in his government was clearly defined, and the entire nation was now united.
 The old Farmus was gone, and the new Farminus had taken root in its place. I thought that tying up the loose ends from that was job one, but as Mjurran explained, that was already finished. The citizens had by now been notifiedthông báo that agriculturenông nghiệp would be the nation’s focus for the next little while, too.
 I was impressed. Diablo may’ve set everything up, but Mjurran, taking over from him, had a greater talent for this than I thought.
 “Okay, well, can you bring together anyone who’s still out of work for me?”
 “Certainly, Sir Rimuru. We were hoping that we could help with the rail-laying work for you as well. This transportation network will be a lifelinedây cứu sinh for moving around the crops we produce, won’t it?”
 “Yeah, I imagine so. You’ll probably be producing a lot more than we’d be able to consume internally, besides. I think it’s important for a nation to bring food to anywhere it’s needed before it rotsthúi.”
 Back in the Farmus erakỷ nguyên, when the government had traded on the slyquỷ quyệt with the Dwarven Kingdom, the products involved were crafts, weapons, and other durablebền chặt goods that didn’t deterioratexấu đi over time. Responsibility for their transport was assigned to the merchantslái buôn; the nation collected customs taxes as essentiallyThiết yếu free income for no work on their part. That would change now. The nation would need to boost its trust, guaranteeing goods alongsidebên cạnh the merchantslái buôn. It was the start of a new erakỷ nguyên, one where Farminus provided guaranteed logisticshậu cần for trade.
 “I look forward to the day when these ‘magitrains’ run across the grasslandsđồng cỏ of our nation. I think they will transform our merchantlái buôn class and how they conduct their business. We have much to learn if we want to contributeđóng góp.”
 “Yep. They’ll run far faster than wagons—a journey that takes a week now will be run in less than three hours. And that’s with carrying over a hundred times more goods at once, I imagine.”
 “““What?!”””
 Gazel and Elmesia didn’t seem surprised, perhaps assuming this kind of leap. Everyone else was stunned—it was just so unexpectedkhông ngờ tới. Yuuki, Hinata, and Masayuki, meanwhile, all cracked smiles for other reasons.
 “So yeah, I’ll want to purchase the land we need now and plan our rail lines out to be as straight as possible, for efficiency’s sakelợi ích. Geld’s staff, and the beastmen studying here in town, should be mastering surveying before long. I’m thinking of leaving that work to them and just performing the final checks when they’re done. Mjurran, I can put all the workers you can give us under their command. Divide them up into teams, led by whoever’s literatebiết đọc out of them.”
 “Very well. This is getting a little excitingthú vị.”
 Mjurran sounded up for it. She seemed ready to offer her support from the very start, so things would go pretty smoothlythông suốt with Farminus, I felt.
 The next person to raise a hand was Fuze. He smiled at me.
 “With all the leaders here, I haven’t had a chance to introduce myself yet. Hello.”
 He had attended the full festival, including the prelaunch banquetyến tiệc, but all the celebritiesngười nổi tiếng I was hanging with apparentlyrõ ràng made him too timidnhút nhát to speak up. I had noticed him, actually, but sadlythật đáng buồn, the timing never quite worked out. He’d looked like he was enjoying the show, though, so I’d resolved—and then promptlykịp thời forgot—to chat with him later.
 “Ahhh, sorry about that. I meant to say hello, but…”
 “No, no, it’s fine, Sir Rimuru. You looked busy regardlessbất kể. But anyway, today I have a friend who wants to speak about the very topic we’ve been discussing.”
 He then introduced the Baron of Veryard, a man I knew well, to the audience. I remember how much of a hard worker he was, one I trifledchuyện lặt vặt with at my own risk.
 “My name is Veryard, and I appreciate being granted the permission to attend. Thank you, Sir Rimuru, and thank you in advance to everyone else I am speaking to.”
 He stood handsomelyđẹp trai uprightngay thẳng, then gave the hall an elegantthanh lịch bowcây cung. It was an impressiveấn tượng performance. One could hardly believe he was a rank-and-file noblecao quý from a small nation.
 “Now, on behalfthay mặt of my lordChúa tể, His Majesty King Doram of Blumund, I wish to ask a question.”
 Veryard took a moment to survey the audience. The king himself was in attendance, along with his wife, the queennữ hoàng. They barely even registered. I hardly knew they were in here. I had told King Doram that we’d plan an official conferencehội nghị shortlytrong thời gian ngắn, but I suppose we didn’t need to any longer. This was kind of functioning as one. He was all smiles, an affableniềm nở old man in appearance, and I wasn’t sure if that was a good look for him right here.
 In his place, Veryard began to speak.
 “I was informed by Fuze that Sir Rimuru would be speaking about matters related to our homelandquê hương of Blumund’s future place in the world. I have also heard from King Doram that he plans to make Blumund into a hubtrung tâm for commercethương mại and distributionphân bổ. I have been thinking about what that might look like, but listening to everything discussed today, I now have a much clearer picture. It appears, Sir Rimuru, that you envisionhình dung Blumund as a sort of clearinghousetrung tâm thanh toán bù trừ for logisticshậu cần. Now, the ‘magitrains’ you speak of will no doubt vastly change the normsđịnh mức of this field. If a hubtrung tâm in this new logisticalhậu cần network is built in our nation, I am sure we will see goods from every corner of the land gather within our borders. Naturally, we will need someone to overseegiám sát all these goods, as well as people to overseegiám sát what each nation is lacking and make the necessary arrangements to address that deficiencysự thiếu hụt. Sir Rimuru, do you wish for us to perform these roles?”
 That’s Veryard for you. A lot sharper than Fuze, to be sure. And he put exactly what I was thinking about into words.
 “Yes, that’s right, but can you manage that? Because I’m sure it goes without saying that if all you can provide is space for this, that’s fine, too. In that case, we’d promise to pay you a percentage tax every year for use of the land, but…?”
 “Oh, nothing of it. Staying out of this business and lazilylười living off the profits is something our citizens would never be satisfied with. Certainly, we are willing to offer education and prepare for the times to come!”
 Man. How many years into the future was this guy looking? I had the good Professor Raphael watching over me, but this guy was using his own brain to keep up with all of this? That went beyond just being visionarynhìn xa trông rộng; it was like his mind was more sharplyđột ngột refinedtinh chế than anybody else’s in the room.
 But he was right. Blumund was about to experience a paradigmmô hình shift that would make it reconsiderxem xét lại its value system for just about everything. The same would be true for other nations, but for Blumund, I’d imagine the results would be dramatickịch. Veryard could see this, and he just declared that he was preparing for it.
 What a guy this is. He had already bested me in one round of negotiationsđàm phán. Just as I thought, I definitely had to stay alertbáo động around him. I swearthề, I’m really glad he’s not my enemy right now.
 “In that case, by all means. I’d like you to examine what sort of goods will be imported and exported from each nation and build ways to transport products to places that need them. For a nation so gifted in gathering and manipulatingvận dụng information, you’ll be uniquely qualified, I’m sure.”
 “Ah, there’s no pulling the woollen over your eyes, Sir Rimuru. Very well. I promise you that I will bring this issue home and deliberatecố ý over it in further detail.”
 Like you’re one to talk, I thought as I noddedgật đầu.
 I was trying to hold a Founder’s Festival review meeting here, but now it’d turned into a huge political war of nerves. But it was worth it, because I no longer had to negotiatethương lượng with Blumund. I was expecting to take more time navigatingđiều hướng all manner of trickykhó khăn issues, but Baron Veryard helped spring me from all of that. Was that a good or bad thing? I wasn’t immediately sure, but if we were at this point, might as well throw all my weight into supporting it.
 With that, I promptlykịp thời began to agonizeđau khổ over what I would ask Veryard for first.
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 So we had talked on end about thornygai góc issues related to running our nations, but now it was really time to focus on the festival. I mentally changed gears, preparing to listen to everyone’s feedbacknhận xét.
 “All right, does anyone else have anything to add…?”
 Someone shot to their feet, as if waiting for the signal. It was Veldora. I dreadedsợ hãi this moment so much, I thought about pretendinggiả vờ I didn’t notice him, but…
 “Rimuru, what is the meaning of this?”
 What’s the meaning of what?
 “How do you mean?”
 “The labyrinthmê cung! You know what I mean. I was anticipatingđoán trước so much, and nobody even attempted to tacklegiải quyết the hundredth floor!!”
 After all that lecturing I gave him, he still wasn’t the least bit apologeticxin lỗi, was he? He just. Doesn’t. Listen.
 Already, he was going on about the lines he memorizedghi nhớ for the fatefulđịnh mệnh encounter and so forthra. I wanted to snap back at him about how little I cared, but I didn’t. If I did, that’s when he’d start really throwing his weight around.
 “Well, yes, I have my thoughts about that as well.”
 “Do you? How reassuringtrấn an to hear. So what are you going to do about it?”
 What? I dunnokhông biết. At the very least, we’d have to start dividing adventurernhà thám hiểm groups by strength levels.
 “We’ll need to work on it, that’s for sure. Because the challengerskẻ thách thức who came in were all decent, at least. Intermediate or better, you know?”
 “Decent…?”
 “That’s kind of rudebất lịch sự…”
 “But I’m not sure I can denytừ chối that…”
 Kabal’s party gloomilyảm đạm sighedthở dài at me. Considering how devoted they were to robbingcướp my treasurekho báu chests blind, I hoped they would forgivetha thứ at least a little sassngổ ngáo.
 “Nah, nahkhông. Me, all I had to do was walk a little bit, and we were on Floor 10. The next thing I knew, my companionsbạn đồng hành beat the boss for me…”
 I think Masayuki meant to comfort them with that, but it just came off as self-aggrandizing. Then again, Elen didn’t seem too despondentchán nản about the experience, so maybe it wasn’t a big issue. I figured I could leave them be.
 “…So I wouldn’t count on anyone knocking on your door for a while to come.”
 Of course, for Veldora, he might not ever get any visitors, but…
 “What?! Then what did Ramiris and Milim and I work so hard for?!”
 He really should’ve included me in that list, but ah well.
 “Hey, don’t worry. In terms of worldwidetrên toàn thế giới advertisingquảng cáo, yesterday’s unveilingtiết lộ was a big success.”
 “Oh?”
 “Can you give us the details, Mollie?”
 Mjöllmile stood up, brimmingđầy ắp with confidence as he addressed Veldora.
 “The footageđoạn phim we revealed from inside the labyrinthmê cung drummedcái trống up interest from multiple nations. I think Rare items appearing from the treasurekho báu chests generated a great deal of attention.”
 “And that was my doing.”
 Ummm… Actually, Veldora may have done something right, maybe…?
 “If my guess is correct, the noblescao quý in the audience will likely be sending the adventurersnhà thám hiểm on their payrolllương bổng into the labyrinthmê cung before long!”
 As he explained it, the noblecao quý classes often hired adventurersnhà thám hiểm or stoutbia đen mercenarieslính đánh thuê to serve as bodyguardscận vệ. Now that they saw the treasureskho báu potentially available in the labyrinthmê cung, they’d likely send those people over to collect the bootychiến lợi phẩm, earning the rights to whatever they picked up in exchange for supporting them. Even adventurersnhà thám hiểm without wealthy patronsngười bảo trợ would likely take multiple trips in, searching for fortunevận may and gloryvinh quang. As Gaiye so eminentlyxuất sắc showed us, Rare weaponryvũ khí and armoráo giáp really were that hard to pick up otherwise.
 We wouldn’t mention it here, by the way, but Mjöllmile had an even more viciousluẩn quẩn schemecơ chế in mind—bringing on shillscò mồi who’d “score big” in the labyrinthmê cung for him, like a crookedquanh co lotteryvé số, to stokechâm ngòi everyone’s gamblingbài bạc instinctsbản năng. Having them obtainđạt được flashylòe loẹt items that everyone could see as valuable would no doubt drumcái trống up a competitive spirit among the adventurersnhà thám hiểm. Between that and other little tricks, we were planning ways to get adventurersnhà thám hiểm and noblescao quý alikenhư nhau addictednghiện to this thing.
 And Mjöllmile had even more plans in store.
 “That’s not all, either. I am considering institutinghọc viện a bountytiền thưởng system as well. If we announce that anyone who conquerschinh phục the Dungeon down to the hundredth floor will win a vast sum of money, I believe many noblescao quý will bring adventurersnhà thám hiểm over and support their questnhiệm vụ to win it all.”
 He grinnednụ cười toe toét. Dangle a vast fortunevận may in front of nobilitygiới quý tộc, he suggested, and they’re all too greedytham to resist. Talented adventurersnhà thám hiểm would quickly find patronsngười bảo trợ to hire them, no doubt, using their wealthy bosses’ funds to shore up their equipmentthiết bị and tacklegiải quyết the labyrinthmê cung in better shape.
 It’d be like athletesvận động viên taking sponsorshipssự tài trợ, actually, wouldn’t it? And if their adventurersnhà thám hiểm performed well, that’d paint their patronsngười bảo trợ in a better light and maybe earn them more money elsewhere. That’d offer more than enough reason for them to step up, Mjöllmile thought—and the noblecao quý sponsors could kick back in the city, too, enjoying all the entertainment while their “team” hackedgian lận away.
 It could be fun, too, to broadcastphát tin labyrinthmê cung runs to the coliseumđấu trường seats. Between this, that, or the other thing, we’d likely be able to attract large audiences.
 “Sponsors,” though, huh…? Hearing that concept from Mjöllmile really impressed me. I always knew he was talented, but I didn’t think he had this much insightcái nhìn thấu suốt into the future. There’s no doubting that sponsors would love adventurersnhà thám hiểm in their stable landing a huge item or scoring an impressiveấn tượng boss defeat. There’s no telling what he’d think of next.
 Now, just one more thing.
 After a great deal of discussion, Mjöllmile and I had something we wanted to work on with the Free Guild. My financial partner had everyone in the hall enthralledsay mê; even Veldora had shut up. Realizing this was his chance, he spoke up.
 “Now, while we have Grand Master Yuuki Kagurazaka here, I have a request, or an offer, to present to you.”
 “An offer? What’s that?”
 “As I said, we are planning to offer bountytiền thưởng prizes in the labyrinth—and that’s something we would like the Free Guild to manage.”
 “Why is that?”
 “Mainly for the advertisingquảng cáo effect, you see. With all the Guild locations out there, you’ll be able to spread the word quickly worldwidetrên toàn thế giới.”
 “Yeah. That’s certainly true. But what else?”
 “Well, in addition, I wanted to use Guild membership cards to manage the challengerskẻ thách thức.”
 “Ah. Wow. Yeah, that’s quite an idea…”
 Yuuki sighedthở dài, either amazedngạc nhiên or exasperatedbực bội.
 We had thrown around the idea of issuing “Labyrinth Cards” to challengerskẻ thách thức, but this actually required a lot of work. This way, we could reduce running expenses and give some of the workloadkhối lượng công việc to the Free Guild’s staff. In a way, it was Mjöllmile’s questnhiệm vụ to palmlòng bàn tay off responsibility for it on someone else.
 “But this offers certain advantages to the Free Guild as well.”
 “Oh?”
 “You see, the monstersquái vật in the Forest of Jura are managed by the orders of Sir Rimuru. That management will be expanding to the edges of the forest’s expansivemở rộng borders in the future…”
 “…Ah. And when it does, there’ll be less monster-hunting work to be had?”
 “Precisely. But that won’t be a problem, because the labyrinthmê cung will be home to a vast number of monstersquái vật in time. Hunting them down provides magic crystalspha lê, as well as peltsda thuộc, fangsrăng nanh, clawsmóng vuốt, and other componentsthành phần, all on a regular basis…”
 “…!!”
 “And wouldn’t that boost the Guild’s profits as well?”
 Defeating monstersquái vật let you obtainđạt được parts and ingredientsnguyên liệu from them. Selling them to the Guild earns adventurersnhà thám hiểm income. When the Guild sells them to shops and so on, they earn the resulting profit marginlề. And meanwhile, we’d leave adventurernhà thám hiểm management to the Free Guild and collect taxes from them.
 Going forward, there was likely gonna be a lot of out-of-work adventurersnhà thám hiểm going around. This labyrinthmê cung can help create new outletschỗ thoát, and new jobs, for them to take advantage of. Nobody loses, I thought.
 But how would Yuuki respond?
 “I’m sure Rimuru gave you a few suggestions about this, didn’t he? Well…Mjöllmile, was it? I’d like to think about this idea, but it’s likely that we’ll accept it and establish a new location in town here. Would you be able to provide a building for it?”
 “Of course. Once you know who you’ll assign here, we can work out all the details later.”
 “Man, there’s just no beating you, Rimuru…”
 Yuuki grinnednụ cười toe toét at me. Mjöllmile and I had our deal.
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 I turned back toward Veldora.
 “Did you hear that? Once that’s accepted, we’re gonna have a tontấn more adventurersnhà thám hiểm going in.”
 “Mm-hmm…”
 “And a year may be asking too much, but in two or three years, I think we’ll see some pretty formidableghê gớm challengerskẻ thách thức.”
 “Oh? And why is that?”
 “Well, it’s simple logic. They’ll be polishingđánh bóng their skills in a labyrinthmê cung where there’s almost no chance of dying. It’d be weirdkỳ quặc if they didn’t get stronger.”
 “Ah yes. Well said, Rimuru. I look forward to this!”
 To someone as long-lived as Veldora, two or three years went by in a flash, I imagined. He was smiling now, chatting about how excitingthú vị this could be. Right. If that placatedxoa dịu him for now, then we were good.
 As I gloatedhả hê internally, Hinata raised her hand.
 “May I have the floor?”
 “Yes?”
 I didn’t think she’d complain to me at this point, but I still tensedcăng thẳng up anyway. Once I decided I had a hard time with someone, it was difficult to shake that image from my mind, I guess.
 “I have a request…or a suggestion.”
 The way she put that wasn’t exactly encouraging. Mjöllmile’s eyes were avertedngăn chặn, sweatmồ hôi running down his head.
 “…I’m listening.”
 “Thank you. If you’ll excuse me—”
 Hinata’s concern was for labyrinthmê cung users failing to conduct adequateđủ safety measures during outside work. If they grew used to not dying inside there, she feared, they might wind up unpreparedkhông chuẩn bị when they’re in the “real” world. This had occurred to me as well, but I concluded it was just a “play at your own risk” thing and that was that. Having Hinata point it out left me tongue-tied.
 “Hmm… Well, apart from warning people, I didn’t think I could do very much…”
 “It’s an issue that could affect people’s lives, you know. You can’t just let it go unaddressed.”
 “Um, yeah, but…?”
 “No.”
 “Y-yeah, but, Hinata?”
 Before I could pleadbiện hộ with her, Hinata offered a suggestion of her own.
 “…But if you accept the suggestion I’m about to make, I’ll be fine with what you’re doing here.”
 “All right. I’ll listen. What is it?”
 I tried to be reserved with her. I shouldn’t have worried.
 “Ha-ha-ha! You are such a… Never mind. You don’t have to tensecăng thẳng up like that. This could be useful to both of us.”
 “Huh?”
 “Challenging this labyrinthmê cung is a fine idea. It’ll help improve your corecốt lõi skills, and I think you can learn how to effectively dispatchgửi đi assortedthập cẩm monstersquái vật better this way. But I’m concernedlo âu that it’ll reduce people’s awareness of the potential lethalitysát thương involved. So I’d like to send over a Priest or two from the Western Holy Church.”
 “A Priest?! No! Have you lost your mind, Chief Paladin Hinata?!”
 It wasn’t me shouting but Fuze. A lot of other people were surprised as well, so I asked why. It turns out a Priest, in Church parlancecách nói, was a kind of magic user, a religious healerthầy thuốc. I think I had actually heard about them before—they were a rarityviệc hiếm có, in fact, one of the few individuals in the Church hierarchyhệ thống cấp bậc able to harnesskhai thác “holythánh thiện magic,” which the organization kept a guarded secret. Those ranked a bishopgiám mục or higher could apparentlyrõ ràng perform “divinethiêng liêng miraclesphép màu,” including the replacementthay thế of lost body parts.
 “I am quite serious. Yes, their abilities are classifiedđược phân loại, but they, too, need to learn and grow. No matter how much genius-level talent they have, only a very few manage to master the divinethiêng liêng miraclephép màu of Resurrection. At this rate, we risk losing skills and loretruyền thuyết that have been passed down for ages. Times of war are one thing, but it can be frustratingly difficult keeping this knowledge alive during peace.”
 So basically, raising the dead as a skill was dying out because there were fewer dead to raise? Maybe it wasn’t exactly that, but I understood what Hinata meant well enough. Her idea was to use my Dungeon to help improve her people’s holythánh thiện magic.
 It was heaven-sent, exactly what we needed here. Even if they never learned Resurrection, having Priests with high-level healingđang lành lại spells around would help keep people safer during work outside the labyrinthmê cung. If I wanted to fully learn the “secret skills of faith and favor” Luminus turned me on to, seeing and analyzing a Priest’s skills in action would be a good shortcutđường tắt as well. I had no reason to turn Hinata down.
 “Well, they’d all be welcome here.”
 “Hee-hee! I thought you’d say that.”
 Ignoring the gaspsthở hổn hển of surprise around us, Hinata and I came to an agreement. Priests were now going to be lurkingẩn nấp around the labyrinthmê cung.
 I thought that was the end of the meeting, but Hinata had one more suggestion.
 “Also, changing the subject a little, I’d like to have the paladins try conqueringchinh phục the labyrinthmê cung as part of their training.”
 “Huhhh?”
 “We could have Sir Veldora over there—say, weren’t you selling takoyaki at one of the food stallsgian hàng?”
 “That… That doesn’t matter, does it? Just go on with what you were saying!” I beggedăn xin.
 “Y-yes! I was certainly not running a takoyaki stand under the name ‘Alias’!”
 “…Oh. And here I was trying to kid myself that it was someone else… Well, all right,” Hinata grumbledcàu nhàu, looking a bit tired out. But there was no fooling her. Although, really, anyone who knew Veldora would’ve spotted it.
 The Storm Dragon insisted that he wanted to run a food stallquầy hàng with a grillnướng during the festival, so I asked Mjöllmile to get him a space and someone to help out. Then, for reasons that were beyond me, Veldora convinced the busy Kurobe to craft a special grillnướng top for him—one made for cooking takoyaki, the balls of batterBột nhồi and octopusbạch tuộc, more popularizedphổ biến in the city of Osaka.
 I allowed this provided that nobody found out it was Veldora running it, but—really—everybody in town knew the guy anyway, so I beggedăn xin everyone involved to just keep it a secret from the coworkersđồng nghiệp at the stallquầy hàng. Along these lines, I asked him to come up with a fakegiả mạo name for the festival, and he decided upon “Alias” for it.
 Thus we had “Alias Takoyaki” among the stallsgian hàng, and from what I heard, it was actually a huge success. But now we were going way off-subject.
 “So, um, if we can forget about that for a moment, can you tell me more about the paladin training you’re picturing?”
 I lobbedthùy the conversation back toward Hinata. She didn’t protest, thankfullyrất may.
 “Based on what I’ve seen, new paladin recruits likely wouldn’t be able to win against that Bovix guy from the tournamentgiải đấu. So I’d like to group them in parties of five or six and let them go inside. It’ll give them more on-the-field training, and it’ll also help train the Priests I mentioned. And if I had to guess, our higher-level paladins could probably make it to Floor 50 right now.”
 “Oh? That is quite fine by me. In fact, bring them on!!”
 Veldora was certainly up for it. And paladins were all ranked A or higher. With that kind of force, a few of them in a team could probably get past Bovix.
 “I’d also like some of our captainsđội trưởng to join in.”
 More murmursthì thầm of surprise from the crowd.
 “Do you mean that, Lady Hinata?!”
 “You would have us divelặn into the labyrinthmê cung as well?”
 Arnaud and Bacchus, the first paladins to ever stay in Tempest, immediately fired back at Hinata. She didn’t relentmủi lòng.
 “Why wouldn’t I? It’s the perfect training ground, and you’ll never get killed in there. If foeskẻ thù that strong are found around Floor 50, they’ve got to be even stronger below there. Maybe even you couldn’t win.”
 Veldora contentedlyhài lòng noddedgật đầu. The paladins, meanwhile, were lividtức giận.
 “N-no, um, I don’t think so, Lady Hinata. We’re the Crusaders, the most powerful army out there…and we have a Saint among us, the complementbổ sung to a demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể.”
 “Exactly. The demoncon quỷ lord’s personal leaders are one thing, but a typicalđặc trưng dungeonngục tối monsterquái vật would be cannonđại bác fodderthức ăn gia súc to us—”
 “Then prove it to me.”
 Arnaud and Bacchus’s defense was pulverizednghiền thành bột by Hinata’s perfectly fair argument. Certainly, if they could beat Floor 100 and conquerchinh phục the whole labyrinthmê cung, that’d prove they were correct, all right. That was the pure truth, and there was no possible way to spin it.
 Sadly, though:
 “W-wait a minute! But isn’t the guardianngười giám hộ of the hundredth floor…?”
 “Heh-heh-heh… Kwaaah-ha-ha-ha! It’s supposed to be a secret, but I will let you in on it—it is I, Veldora the Storm Dragon!!”
 He was certainly enjoying himself, as Arnaud and Bacchus turned pale with despairtuyệt vọng. There was no turning back now. I gladly accepted Hinata’s request.
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 That seemed to finish up most of our business, so I decided to take this opportunity to get one thing straight. In fact, this was the main reason I’d called so many people in here.
 “Now, there’s one thing I’d like to ask all of you…”
 My question was about the merchantslái buôn from eastern lands. I had a suspicionnghi ngờ they were plotting something, so I wanted to discuss this as I cautionedthận trọng the rest of the hall about them.
 “Our nation is open to anybody, and we allow people to go in and out as they please, so I’m sure Eastern merchantslái buôn are taking advantage of that. But…”
 “Yes, King Gazel, we have been putting them all under surveillancegiám sát.”
 Henrietta, knightHiệp sỹ assassinkẻ ám sát and head of Dwargon’s intelligence organization, had been keeping tabschuyển hướng on them. That kept them from doing much, I’m sure. Taking any action would be suicidetự tử, in fact.
 “Unfortunately, we have only a small presence as a trade partner, but we do have a talented intelligence agency. We do receive goods from the East, but not many of their merchantslái buôn are seen within our borders. Perhaps they do not see us as worth the effort.”
 “Um, should you really refer to yourself in those terms…?”
 So they came to Blumund, too, if not in great numbers. It sounded like they were watched over carefully, so no worries there.
 “And is my own kingdomVương quốc safe from them?”
 “Of course, Your Excellency. All imported goods are kept internally by our dynastytriều đại. The thirteen kingdomsVương quốc are not given the right to access them.”
 The Sorcerous Dynasty of Thalion’s borders were all but closed to foreignersngười nước ngoài. It barely even interactedtương tác with other nations, and there was no way for merchantslái buôn from the East to get inside. I sincerelytrân trọng doubted any of them could hoodwinkbịp bợm Elmesia, so they were likely fine as well.
 My main worries were for Farminus, the new nation I’d left to Yohm.
 “Hey, by the way, did Razen check our account books like Diablo asked?”
 “You need to stop speaking so informallykhông chính thức, Yohm… Sorry. He said he examined them all, investigated how much impactsự va chạm there was from the merchantslái buôn, and severedcắt đứt ties with them all.”
 Of course Diablo had it handled. It’s scaryđáng sợ how talented he is. I thought about giving him some praise, but not in front of all our guests.
 “And as far as the Free Guild goes, we’ll have to leave those decisions to each office.”
 I was sure they’d have to. Not all Eastern merchantslái buôn were government agents; some of them were just conducting regular business, no doubt. The Guild headquarterstrụ sở chính couldn’t tell every regional base to cut off all current trade with them. Their members needed work, after all. Thus, Yuuki instead promised he’d make sure the headquarterstrụ sở chính provided guidancehướng dẫn as best they could, so I’d leave matters to him.
 “And the Western Holy Church—or, I should say, the Holy Empire of Lubelius has haltedtạm dừng lại all business with Eastern merchantslái buôn.”
 “Oh?”
 I wasn’t expecting that from Hinata. I asked why, and she replied that they came close to being taken advantage of.
 “There was a merchantlái buôn named Damrada, a fairly important one, so we trusted in him… I never thought he’d actually try to trick me.”
 “Trick you?”
 “Yes. On the night of the Walpurgis, someone snuck into Lubelius. I happened to be around to chase him away, but I was actually supposed to be meeting with Damrada then.”
 “Hmm. And those two events have to be connected, huh?”
 Listening to Hinata’s rundownchạy xuống, Gazel agreed with her—Damrada and this intruderkẻ đột nhập must be related. I thought so, too. But how was this mysterybí ẩn foekẻ thù involved with the Eastern merchantslái buôn? And wasn’t that when the demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể Roy was killed, too? Was that this intruder’s doing?
 “Well,” I concluded, “either way, I think we all know what we’re dealing with.”
 Everyone noddedgật đầu. Good. Building a network of nations on the alertbáo động for Eastern activity would help us get a gripnắm chặt on their future moves. And now that I knew we were all on the same page, I officially adjournedhoãn lại the meeting.
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 Now, only my own staff remained in the meeting hall.
 “So, Sir Rimuru, have you come to a conclusion?”
 “Yep,” I said to Benimaru. “No doubt about it. The ‘patronngười bảo trợ’ Clayman refused to identify is Yuuki Kagurazaka.”
 “Keh-heh-heh-heh-heh… I agree. The lack of evidence is an issue, but I have no doubts, either.”
 If Diablo agreed, there was no room for questioning it. I had only become sure of it after Luminus gave me her advice. The other woman I was reserving judgment on for now, but Yuuki was definitely suspect.
 I mean, only a very few people knew about what had happened between Shizu and me. I wasn’t sure who leakedhở that infothông tin to Hinata, but she told me herself that it was a merchantlái buôn from the East. Then, as I conducted my own investigationscuộc điều tra, I came across some interesting information.
 “Mjurran told me that she never heard of the Moderate Jesters.”
 “Clayman was always a careful demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể,” Geld said. “He didn’t trust his own men one bit. I think he kept that company of clownsthằng hề a secret from them all.”
 He was right. Clayman believed nobody, and he wanted the Moderate Jesters to remain unknown to his entire bureaucracyquan liêu.
 “However, as Shuna proved in her investigationscuộc điều tra, he and the Eastern merchantslái buôn had public connections to each other. Mjurran saw them herself. She even advised them a few times.”
 “Hohh. Which means…”
 “The clownsthằng hề approached Clayman disguisedcải trang as merchantslái buôn?”
 Geld and Gabil seemed convinced. I noddedgật đầu back at them.
 “I got some testimonylời khai from Adalmann on this subject. Apparently, the Jesters showed themselves to him.”
 The Jesters did not go through any particular pains to hide themselves. They certainly didn’t disguisecải trang themselves as merchantslái buôn, and if Adalmann saw them, they must have at least venturedmạo hiểm near Clayman’s manorthái ấp. No one had seen them inside, however—which made my theory more likely.
 Diablo’s smile widenedmở rộng. “The Moderate Jesters and the Eastern merchantslái buôn… There’s little doubt these two groups are connected.”
 “Right,” Benimaru said with a smile of his own. “And if Laplace didn’t show up in that battle, then it was likely him who killed Roy.”
 Out of the three Jesters I knew, Footman and Teare were busy behind the scenes in the battle against Clayman’s forces, looking for and killing any magic-born liablechịu trách nhiệm to betrayphản bội the demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể. What was the third among them doing, then…? Benimaru had to be right—this other Jester was infiltratingxâm nhập vào Lubelius, in search of something.
 “Everyone who knows about Shizu and me was present at today’s meeting. That was why I asked the last question I did.”
 Kabal, Elen, and Gido were out of the question. Gazel and Elmesia could be crossed off the list. Fuze, Veryard, and Blumund’s royal couple were beyond a reasonable doubt—they had no clear motiveđộng cơ and only trivialkhông đáng kể connections to the merchantslái buôn. And Hinata, being almost victimizedlàm nạn nhân herself, couldn’t have perpetratedgây ra this.
 That just left Yuuki.
 “He admitted that he has connections to Eastern merchantslái buôn, yes.”
 “He couldn’t have pretendedgiả vờ otherwise. That high-quality paper they’ve got is made in the Eastern Empire, apparentlyrõ ràng, and Yuuki always had an amplePhong phú supply of it. There’s no way he could’ve deniedtừ chối it.”
 “Keh-heh-heh-heh-heh… We could’ve extracted something more from him today. A written confessionlời thú tội or the like. A pitylòng thương xót we didn’t.”
 It was, but I wasn’t too sad about it.
 Shizu and I had a uniqueđộc nhất relationship. Nobody who knew about it was the kind of person who’d breezilynhẹ nhàng gossipchuyện phiếm about it to complete strangers. If someone leakedhở the news, it had to be someone opposing me. And if you considered the list of people who were sure that information leakhở would make Hinata act—Yuuki was the only one I could think of.
 To tell the truth, I had suspected Kabal’s group at first. But it was Elen’s advice that made me decide to become a demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể in the first place. Plus, with Elmesia backing her up the whole time, there’d be no reason for her to tell the Eastern Empire about me. Revealing such a vitalthiết yếu secret would benefit the enemy alone, not her at all—and the same was true for the Blumundians. If they wanted to oppose me, they wouldn’t have signed a treatyhiệp ước with me. They would’ve just held back, avoiding deep ties with us, and profited from the falloutngã ra ngoài.
 “If I had to guess, the Eastern merchantslái buôn are trying to expand their influence in the Western Nations. And the Church forces got in the way of that, didn’t they?”
 “I think so, too. If they pittedđọ sức you against Hinata, Sir Rimuru, chances are they hoped you would kill each other off.”
 “Yes. It is clear that it didn’t matter to them who killed whom.”
 Benimaru and Diablo were in agreement with me. I went on.
 “The two main influentialcó ảnh hưởng groups in the Western Nations are the Council and the Church, and I’m guessing the Eastern merchantslái buôn are trying to work on both of them, slowly expanding their cloutảnh hưởng over time. And working with them…”
 “…is the Free Guild, then?”
 I brisklynhanh nhẹn noddedgật đầu at Diablo. As motivesđộng cơ went, this was the biggest and most plausiblecó vẻ hợp lý one. I had no physical evidence to back it up, but my conclusion was already made.
 “So what will you do?”
 I thought I could hear Diablo offering to assassinateám sát him at once, but I pretendedgiả vờ not to.
 “That’ll depend on what our foekẻ thù does. I wondered if I was wrong for a moment, judging by how much support he offered us today, so let’s just be very careful with him and see if we find a way to grab him by the tail.”
 “Very well. I will ensure the Guild building in town is kept under constant surveillancegiám sát.”
 “Thanks, Soei. Everyone else, I don’t want to see any unauthorizedkhông được phép moves from you!”
 “““Yes, sir!”””
 Excellent.
 Honestly, I wanted to corner the guy right now and interrogatethẩm vấn him. But without evidence, if he talked his way out of it, I’d be sunk. Yuuki ran the entire Free Guild, and I couldn’t accusebuộc tội him out of the blue with nothing to fall back on. And besides, maybe—I mean, it’s not a nonzero chance—maybe I really was wrong about all this.
  Understood. The chances of that are believed to be extremely low.
 
 They’re believed to be, that’s for sure. Without real evidence, not even Raphael could make a firmvững chãi conclusion.
 “Well… In my old world, we had a concept called ‘presumedcho là innocenceVô tội.’ In other words, someone’s always innocent until it can be proved that they’re guilty. But even so, don’t let up on them.”
 My staff noddedgật đầu their understanding.
 I had no idea what Yuuki was thinking. Hinata, Clayman too, the Eastern merchantslái buôn, the Free Guild, maybe the Council itself, and I—perhaps we were all dancing on the palmlòng bàn tay of his hand. We couldn’t be sure of that right now, but that was about to change. We knew who to watch out for, and now we just had to quietly prepare and wait for the confrontationđối đầu to come…
 The excitement of the festival was over. Normal life rushed back into the scene all too quickly. We had a mountain of things to do; problems kept pilingĐóng cọc up, no matter how many we solved. There was no time for me to wallowđắm mình in melancholyu sầu.
 I heavedphập phồng a gloomyảm đạm sighthở dài as I thought about the game of witsmưu mẹo Yuuki and I were likely about to engage in.
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EPILOGUE
 FLAMES OF AVARICE
 Duke Meusé staggeredloạng choạng along. He had just tasted fear. Fear and despairtuyệt vọng.
 The demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể Rimuru was no one he had any hope of handling. The plan was to make Rimuru owenợ him a favor, then tamechế ngự him into doing exactly what he wanted him to. But, looking back, he couldn’t have been further out of his leagueliên đoàn.
 It made Meusé feel laughablebuồn cười. He thought he had him wrapped around his finger, but the shoe had been on the other foot the whole time. He couldn’t help but laugh about it, but he no longer had the mental fortitudesức chịu đựng.
 And thinking about it, those people have it worse than I do…
 He recalled the merchantslái buôn gathered up for him. A handsomeđẹp trai man came from behind the demoncon quỷ lord’s shadow, reading off their names, birthplacesnơi sinh, and the type and price for each and every one of their goods. His voice was like an accursedđáng nguyền rủa spell binding Meusé’s heart.
 How deep did they search…?
 If they were disallowed from dealing in the demoncon quỷ lord’s domainlãnh địa, they’d all have to return to their home nations. And Rimuru knew that. Reading off all their nationalitiesquốc tịch was his way of applying that extra beat of pressure to their threats.
 The demoncon quỷ lord’s domainlãnh địa would no doubt develop further in the future, as would any nation working with it. It was the creation of a new, and powerful, economic blockhối, and it meant any nation shut out of it would immediately fall behind in competitivenessnăng lực cạnh tranh. No nation had the luxurysang trọng of sheltering its own merchantslái buôn and ignoring a new allianceliên minh like this.
 Having just experienced the Founder’s Festival, Meusé could see that as the unvarnishedkhông đánh bóng truth. Such wonderful music, such innovativeđổi mới science. The gourmetngười sành ăn delights, all raritiesviệc hiếm có in the Western Nations, were a shock to him. Monster nations, rural towns, and so on… He’d looked down on them all before he came here, but now he felt patheticđáng thương hại for doing so. Sensing all this culture he had never seen before made his heart throbnhói.
 Being spurnedbị hắt hủi by this demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể was a serious issue, one that had to be remedied no matter what. But so confident was Meusé in his schemecơ chế that he misjudgedđánh giá sai how Rimuru would react to it.
 Those merchantslái buôn may have nowherehư không left to go, but I’m just the same…
 There would be no more advancementthăng tiến in his career. The Five Elders weren’t forgivingkhoan dung enough to allow failures in their midstgiữa. He would lose his fortunevận may; perhaps he’d even be purgedthanh trừng. But all Meusé could do was report the truth. Because no matter where he went in this wide world, there was no fleeingchạy trốn the eyes of the Rozzo family…
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 “I see he really did fail, Grandfather.”
 “That he did, Maribel. I should have let you handle that. When I first heard the news, I thought that nation was too valuable to destroy, and now look…”
 “You couldn’t help it. I saw and heard it, too…and I felt it. The aromamùi thơm of a culture from my past. But that’s why we need to erasetẩy xóa it all before it becomes known.”
 It was Maribel’s indirectgián tiếp way of telling Granville Rozzo his orders were too half-hearted. And as head of the Rozzo family and chief mediatorngười hòa giải among the Five Elders, Granville bitterlycay đắng agreed with her.
 The Tempest Founder’s Festival was attended by the world’s ruling classes. It was Granville who ignored Maribel’s warnings and decided to see it. If they could bring the demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể Rimuru under their wing, they could’ve invited him onto the Council—in a way that benefited them, of course.
 That was their decision…but with far fewer movablecó thể di chuyển được pawnscầm đồ available at the moment, Granville grew timidnhút nhát. That was why Maribel stopped him from taking action, instead having a third party feel this demoncon quỷ lordChúa tể out. And as a result, Duke Meusé failed.
 If only Maribel was there, the Rozzos would never have lost. Granville was sure of it, but Maribel looked like a young child…and instinctivelytheo bản năng, he hesitateddo dự to let her go off alone.
 “Grandfather, I need to make a move of my own.”
 “…That’s the only way?”
 “Don’t worry, all right? I am Maribel. I am greed. I wish for everything, and I take it all for myself. This world belongs to the Rozzo family!”
 “That it does. You’re right. It’s all in your hands.”
 Granville gently caressedmơn trớn Maribel’s head.
 Thus Maribel the Greedy took action. And then, one month later, a letter arrived in Tempest from the Council of the West.
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   AFTERWORD
 Long time no see. Here we are at Volume 9. The deadlinethời hạn for this one came early for me, so it’s a relief that I got it submitted in time.
 Volume 9 counts as the continuationtiếp tục of the “Demon City Opens” arcvòng cung from the web novels, and really, now that I’m done writing it, it was absolutely crazy that I thought to cramnhồi nhét the contents of Volumes 8 and 9 into a single book. The last volume had returned back to normal with fewer pages, but this one has, well, yo-yoed back up. Yes, yo-yoed. My diet was successful, I let my guard down, and boom, I’m right back where I came from. My own weight’s the same way, actually; I yo-yoed back up around fifteen pounds because I don’t have the free time for exercise when writing. Next time, I’ll try to spread things out some more so it doesn’t turn out like this.
 Really, the first thing here needs to be the plot. Of course, the term plot is a little nebulousâm u, so let’s use some more concrete terms.
 First, write out the characters and events that’re appearing!
 You gotta do that, at least. It’s very important, as I learned the hard way; time lines and relationship charts play second fiddlevĩ cầm.
 Why am I saying this? Because toward the end of writing, I kept on making serious errors along the lines of “Ah, I forgot to put this event in!” or “Ah, I haven’t insertedchèn this character yet…”
 Honestly, there are too many characters in this volume. I regret that a little, but I’m just going to say it. I couldn’t help it. This volume depictsmiêu tả a big festival, and it was hard to cut anyone out.
 This makes me recall a conversation I had with my editor, Mr. I, early on in this series—while I was writing Volume 2, maybe.
 “I like how you aren’t introducing too many characters for the first time in this volume.”
 “Oh, you think so?”
 “Yeah. If readers don’t remember characters, they’ll start to have trouble figuring out who’s who. Then they won’t be able to focus on the story.”
 “I see…”
 “That, and designing visuals for them all can be difficult, among other reasons.”
 “Should I maybe remove some? People like Kurobe don’t appear much. Maybe I could combine Hakuro with the blacksmiththợ rèn character?”
 “Nah, you’re doing fine now. Slime has a lot of uniqueđộc nhất characters, so I think it’d be more of a problem if you cut them in weirdkỳ quặc ways!”
 …That sort of thing. I’m not as confident with my memory skills as I used to be, so I think I’m filling in some of the hazier points, but that was the gistý chính of the conversation.
 At the time, I just thought, Ah, neatgọn gàng, so I don’t have to cut anyone. Kurobe exists as he is today thanks to Mr. I. So, with this get-out-of-jail-free card, I no longer restrainedhạn chế myself from introducing new characters.
 Then, while writing Volume 7, I contacted him one day…
 “Ummm, if we could talk…”
 “Sure, what is it?”
 “I’m going to have some more people serving Hinata, but is that okay?”
 “…How many are we talking?”
 “You see, I’m planning for six captainsđội trưởng, plus around three other people.”
 “That sounds like a lot to me—”
 “Well, wait a minute. You know Hinata is responsible for two different groups, right? Don’t you think we’re gonna need to name a fair amount of people under her?”
 “If you put it that way…”
 “Also, I want to beefthịt bò up the Luminus side, so I’d like to add some other main characters to it!”
 “I see! All right. In that case, let’s go with it!”
 Thus, although he realized I was favoring my belovedngười yêu dấu Luminus, Mr. I was convinced to let me add Arnaud and the other paladins, as well as the Three Battlesages.
 Now, going from Volume 8 to Volume 9, all these characters are getting wovendệt in with new ones, and it’s turning into a huge crowd. The thought was, Oh man, it’s gonna be chaossự hỗn loạn. If I had given names for everyone first thing, I could’ve avoided these kinds of mistakes. I learn something new every day, I suppose, and I’ll be using that knowledge going forward.
 So I remembered all of this as I completed my final check, and then I realized:
 Wait, the Three Battlesages don’t appear at all, do they?
 Come to think of it, Glenda double-crossed Luminus and shackedlán up with the Rozzos, but what have Saare and Grigori been up to in the meantimetrong khi chờ đợi? As all of you saw in Volume 9— Oh wait, you didn’t, because they never showed.
 Ah well. These things happen. Characters who even the author almost forgot about who didn’t appear this time are boundràng buộc to come back in the future, so keep an eye out for their exploitskhai thác!
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 Moving on, I need to give everyone a notice about a mistake I made.
 In the Japanese editionphiên bản, Emperor Luminus refers to herself in the first person as warawa, which (in my mind) reflects a very primnghiêm trang, fussykiểu cách noblewomannữ quý tộc. However, it turns out that warawa in the Japanese language is actually a self-deprecating, humblekhiêm tốn personal pronounđại từ. I had the completely wrong impression.
 I actually knew this by the time Luminus appears in the print novel version, but I thought changing things at this point would be too strange, so I’m still going with warawa.
 There was a time in the web novel version when I used the Japanese term yakubusoku to mean “not up to a task” when it actually means “overqualifiedthừa năng lực for a task,” which a lot of people pointed out was wrong. Honestly, I wish I could’ve kept that in the print version. I hoped that readers would understand what I meant even though I misusedlạm dụng the term. However, deliberatelythong thả misusinglạm dụng vocabularytừ vựng in a printed piece of literaturevăn học might prevent people from learning the correct meaning of words later on. I think a writer should be allowed freedom of expression, but yes, it’s important to use vocab correctly, or at least discouragekhông khuyến khích incorrectkhông đúng usagecách sử dụng.
 As for Luminus, nothing’s been altered for her, so I just want to make it clear here:
 Luminus has no intention of acting humblekhiêm tốn or deferentialcung kính toward anyone!!
 Just think of her as arrogantly calling herself warawa, as befitsphù hợp her atmosphere. Thanks.
    [image: ]
 
 
 
 Now I’m almost out of afterwordlời bạt pages. Once again, Mr. I just called me up and said, “Hey, six afterwordlời bạt pages please, okay?” Hoo boy. My first draft already had a tontấn of text, and as we revised it, I expanded my depictionsmiêu tả of some characters—and now this afterword. It looks like Mr. I has once again lost any resistancesức chống cự to these volumes getting thicker and thicker.
 I can’t complain, since it beats being asked to parebóc vỏ it down. Okay, that’s not entirely true. But I’m a little concernedlo âu about how the next volume will turn out. The plot’s really going to start moving, I think, so…
 With all the events in store, I’m excitedhào hứng to see how I’m going to piece the story together. I’m hoping to really focus on the plot this time, starting with a scene in the labyrinthmê cung I couldn’t quite fleshxác thịt out in this volume.
 See you in the next volume!
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