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      Chapter 1: From the Dark Depths of the Swamp


      “Mmmh...”


      When I woke up, I found myself looking at the ceiling—or rather, the canopy of the bed I was lying on. My body felt heavy, and I couldn’t move my limbs as I wished. And though I could open my eyes, the blinding light only served to make me dizzy.


      “Young Master Vanitas...” A trembling voice spoke from beside the bed. I found its deep, aged tone to be familiar for some reason.


      “Ugh...” I groaned.


      “Y-Young Master Vanitas has awakened! What a miracle! Y-You there! Go call for the doctor! Ah, we must also inform the master and his wife!” the elderly butler ordered a maid that was waiting in the corner of the room.


      I gazed at the scene vacantly, then called him, “Gramps.”


      “Yes! What is it, Young Master?”


      Young Master, huh? But that’s not what I want to know.


      “Who am I?” I asked.


      “Who are you...? Did the high fever make you lose your memory?!”


      “Answer my question.”


      “O-Of course! You are the heir to the marquisate of Lindblum, Vanitas Lindblum!”


      I fell silent. I knew that name. Vanitas Lindblum was one of the antagonists of that novel.


      “Hmm?”


      “I-Is there a problem?” the elderly butler—Jürgen—asked, confused.


      “No, it’s nothing...” I replied as someone, an old physician, approached my bed. Despite his age, he sure had come fast.


      He took my temperature, checked my pulse, and performed a brief examination before announcing that I didn’t appear to have any issues.


      From there, things moved at a blinding pace.


      Suddenly, a woman with gorgeous blonde hair and amber eyes violently opened the door to my room. “My dear Vanny! Thank goodness you woke up! I was so worried!” she shouted before rushing over to my bedside and enveloping me in a teary embrace.


      That woman was Lavinia Lindblum, and she was Vanitas’s mother—which made her my mother now too.


      “You’ve been burning with a high fever for three whole days and nights, Vanny. You’ve endured well,” said the man who entered a few minutes after my mother. He must have run straight here, because even though he was trying to act composed, I noticed that his breathing was slightly uneven. His silver hair was short and neatly trimmed, and his sharp dark gray eyes and refined facial features were like you would expect from a noble. The man was none other than my father and the head of the Lindblum marquisate, Ernst Lindblum.


      My parents looked relieved to see their son had managed to escape the claws of death—or at least, that’s what I thought at that moment.


      After that, I spent the next three days entirely resting in bed to recover, with the doctor coming to examine me from time to time, and I used that time to make sense of my situation.


      I had been reincarnated as Vanitas Lindblum, a merciless, villainous noble and one of a certain novel’s antagonists.


      I didn’t know why I had been reincarnated, nor could I recall the name of the novel. In fact, I didn’t even remember who I had been in my past life. A high schooler? An office worker? Or perhaps a teacher? None of these felt right, but somehow I could remember that I, in fact, had lived in a world different from this one.


      I could vaguely recall the protagonist’s name, as well as the fact that the novel had several heroines—that much was fine for now. Later on I might remember the important things.


      What truly mattered, however, was that I hadn’t forgotten Vanitas Lindblum’s fate.


      In the novel, Vanitas commanded many slaves and indulged in countless cruel acts, and he eventually faced retribution for his sins. He was enslaved and forced to commit good deeds against his will, causing him to scream while vomiting blood. Being a slave meant killing himself wasn’t an option, and he was instead sent to a desolate mine, destined to work himself to exhaustion until his final breath.


      Oh, yeah, I remembered something else: A friend had spoiled Vanitas’s fate while I was still in the middle of reading the novel. That had really pissed me off, so I had stopped reading after that. Maybe that was why my memory was so hazy?


      Anyway, some other stuff had happened in the last three days, but I had mainly spent them ruminating.


      And now, today, I was sitting at the dining table with my parents after my mother had suggested a family meal. She was the one who drove the conversation, while my father and I only nodded to show we were listening, all while I enjoyed a true meal different from the flavorless stuff I’d been fed while bedridden.


      What the hell, this is way too good. Don’t shrink yourself away in a corner like that, head chef. You can hold your head high.


      Finally, the meal came to an end. It was time to bring up the main topic.


      “Father, mother. There is something I want to tell you,” I said.


      “Vanny...”


      “What’s wrong, Vanny? Does your tummy hurt?”


      As expected from father, he immediately noticed the shift in my demeanor. And no, mother, my stomach doesn’t hurt. In fact, I likely haven’t even eaten something so luxurious in my past life.


      “C-Come on, Vanny, we can talk later. Right now, we should—”


      Sorry, father, but I won’t let you run away. “I am not your son, Vanitas Lindblum.”


      My parents froze.


      Indeed. I’m not your Vanitas Lindblum. I am an unknown being who has emerged from the dark depths of the swamp.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 2: The Odd Scene Witnessed by the Old Butler


      I—Jürgen Hoss—had been serving House Lindblum for many years. And right now, I was deeply perplexed by a certain someone—Young Master Vanitas.


      He had just turned fifteen and was the heir to House Lindblum, standing above his two younger sisters in the line of succession.


      Then came the day when he fell into a deep swamp during an expedition and was seized by a high fever that tormented him for three days and nights. Just after waking up, he had instructed us to bring many books from Master Ernst’s library, which was strange, considering he had never shown any interest in the master’s collection before. Or rather, he had never been the studious sort, always parading around the territory with the slaves he had begged his parents to buy him.


      The young master was acting so badly that I would hear the people condemn him every time I went into town. “Please, stop Lord Vanitas’s tyranny. He meaninglessly kicked one of his slaves in the street. The poor girl, that was so cruel,” I had once heard.


      He acted the same at the magic academy, taking his three slaves along as he used the influence of the marquisate to do whatever he wanted.


      In other words, Young Master Vanitas was the lowest of the low—true scum.


      As a servant, I could never voice such things aloud, but the mere fact that I thought them was a bitter pill to swallow.


      My heart pained for Master Ernst and Mistress Lavinia. Growing up, the young master had been such a kind boy. Even now, I could still clearly remember the day when he had made a flower crown for his mother. The heartwarming sight had made Master Ernst forget the fatigue from his work, and he had carried Young Master Vanitas on his shoulders on the way back to the mansion.


      If that incident—no, that accident—hadn’t happened, surely the young master wouldn’t have turned like this and become the subject of everyone’s scorn... No matter how much I agonized about it, I could only feel great disappointment.


      And yet, putting all that aside, the current young master was strange. He looked very dignified as he read book after book, his expression completely unlike before. The way he talked had also entirely changed. His speech was softer, and he addressed the maids and me politely. It was as though he had become a totally different person.


      Just what had happened to the young master who had frequently called his parents’ names while suffering from a high fever?


      Still...


      “Ah!”


      “Oh, sorry. My hand moved on its own.”


      ...some things hadn’t changed, like how he would fondle the maids’ bottoms. The way his hand had moved so casually and proficiently, even while reading a book, had been the same.


      “Did he do it unconsciously?” I mused.


      Some parts of him had changed, and others had stayed the same, leaving a sense of incongruity in my chest.


      However, it would soon disappear after I heard the truth straight from Young Master Vanitas’s mouth during the meal after his recovery.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 3: A Trivial Choice


      “Give us some time to process this,” my father said after I told my parents the truth about Vanitas Lindblum. Then he left together with my shaken mother.


      Jürgen, our old butler, couldn’t hide his surprise at the reveal, but his expression was one of understanding as he followed after my parents.


      Of course my parents would be shocked to learn of the spiritual death of their son, even if he was pure scum. That was just how parents were. In fact, I should just be glad they didn’t laugh it off or even expel me from the house.


      And now, I buried myself in books about magic that I had the maids bring from my father’s library. I was truly captivated by what I read.


      In this world, people activated magic by manipulating the mana inside their bodies and reciting the spell’s name. It was also possible to use a spell without voicing its name, which was called silent casting. Basically, magic was an all-purpose power that changed based on its caster’s imagination.


      From what I could remember, Vanitas had trained to use light magic. Naturally, Vanitas, being who he was, hadn’t been that good at it, and he had given up halfway in his training, so he could only use the basic spell Light Arrow.


      In the novel, Vanitas used his slaves to harass the protagonist, so that was likely why the author hadn’t bothered making him a capable fighter. There was also Vanitas’s personality. While he had wanted to look cool and use flashy spells, he had quickly given up once he had found he had no talent.


      Speaking of his personality, though I didn’t understand how it worked, I could access Vanitas’s memories if I focused hard enough, despite not being Vanitas himself. Not recalling my past life, being able to remember Vanitas’s memories was really useful to live in this world. The fact that most of them were terrible deeds was pretty depressing, though.


      That aside, there was a certain issue.


      “Ah...”


      “Again? Sorry.”


      “Please, Master Vanitas... You are troubling me.”


      “My bad. I’ll try to be more careful.”


      Every time a maid walked near me, I unconsciously caressed their butt.


      That’s clearly a leftover habit from Vanitas... I thought with a sigh, watching the blushing maid leave the room.


      Sometimes my body moved on its own and did unexpected things. I didn’t think I’d ever get used to it, but I had to accept it nonetheless.


      And, well... It’s not as though I don’t like caressing the soft butts of the maids.


      Anyway, putting the matter of my body aside, I remembered something I had read in Vanitas’s character description when I stumbled upon a certain something while reading my father’s books. It was about the magic used by Vanitas Armityle, the legendary mage I shared a name with—Grasping Magic, a special kind of sorcery that went through a different process than normal magic.


      Thankfully for me, as you’d expect from a marquis’s library—or maybe I was just very lucky—I found a grimoire about Grasping Magic and I immersed myself in it, hammering its content inside my head as my heart pounded with excitement at the idea of learning magic—something which wasn’t possible in my past life.


      It’d be a waste not to learn it!




      He didn’t know it, but the original Vanitas’s innate magic attribute was void. That detail only appeared at the end of the spin-off of the series, so he never learned about it in his past life.


      The reason the original Vanitas had chosen the light attribute over his innate one was simply because it was more stylish. It looked strong and cool, so Vanitas, arrogant as he was, had decided to use it without even bothering to find what his innate magic attribute was.


      But the new Vanitas was different. Among the many magics that existed, he chose the one nobody else could use. And the reason for that was a sentence he had read in Vanitas’s description. A mere sentence that had only been there for world-building and fan service to deepen the lore.


      “The legendary mage Vanitas Armityle was a user of Grasping Magic.”


      He had remembered this, and just for that trivial reason, he had chosen to learn the lost magic that nobody could use—or even attempted to learn—anymore.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 4: What Lies Beyond Emptiness


      My parents called for me around the time I finished reading most of the books in the library.


      Jürgen guided me to my father’s study, where my parents waited with serious expressions. We were going to have a very important conversation.


      “Vanitas... Can you repeat what you told us last time?” my father asked, and my mother nodded, her eyes still red and swollen from crying.


      Thus, I once again explained that I wasn’t Vanitas Lindblum to them.


      That I was someone from another world who had reincarnated into Vanitas for unknown reasons.


      That I had basically no memories from my past life, and that the original Vanitas had disappeared.


      And lastly, that to me, this world was the same as a novel I read where Vanitas Lindblum surrounded himself with numerous slaves and committed every kind of misdeed possible, which resulted in becoming the enemy of a certain person, leading to his death.


      I explained everything. It wouldn’t be fair to them if I hid anything, after all. I couldn’t deceive them while their son was already gone. Even if the original Vanitas was irredeemable scum, I wanted to take responsibility for stealing his life.


      “I...see...” my father eventually said, but I wasn’t sure how he was feeling. Was that a mix of resignation and acceptance?


      “So you’re not our Vanny...” my mother muttered, denying my existence. That made me pretty sad for some reason, and I couldn’t even determine if that feeling came from me or the original Vanitas.


      Though it was an unbelievable tale, my parents accepted my explanation.


      “To tell you the truth, Vanny actually died once. The doctor confirmed that Vanny’s heart stopped for a few minutes,” my father said.


      So I reincarnated into Vanitas after he died from his fever, huh?


      I had no memory of that time, but based on my parents’ expressions, they had certain thoughts about it.


      Well, of course they would.


      “Back then, I gave up,” my father continued. “Or rather, I made myself give up to protect myself. As I watched Vanny, feebly calling our names as his heartbeat weakened, of all things, I thought that was fine. Rather than becoming an unstoppable monster that hurts people and is hated by everyone, I thought it better for him to die there...”


      “Father...”


      My father confessed his sins, heavy with guilt and despair.


      “It isn’t just you, Ern,” interjected my mother. “I also thought that if the old Vanny wouldn’t come back to us, then it would be better if everything ended there. Wishing for the death of my son—my very own flesh, who I painfully brought to this world—truly makes me a failure not only as a mother, but as a person too.”


      I was impressed by their honesty. I had taken the parents of a villainous noble too lightly. Vanitas’s parents never showed up in the novel, so I never imagined what they could think. And now I had the answer—they had wished for the death of their beloved son.


      For such kind people to feel like this... A villainous noble truly is a sinful being.


      But my father’s confession didn’t end there. He followed by explaining something not even explained in the novel—the reason Vanitas had changed for the worse.


      “Vanny was a sweet child—until that accident happened.”


      “What accident?” I asked.


      “I thought that you knew everything, but I see that you don’t.” My father’s expression turned melancholic. “Vanny had a little brother one year younger.”


      “Huh?” I was surprised. This information didn’t exist among my vague recollection of the story.


      “His name was Neuss—Neuss Lindblum. The death of our other son is the reason behind Vanny’s change.”


      “Our dear Neuss... Uhh...” Mother broke down in tears, and father wrapped one arm around her shoulders to soothe her.


      “This happened five years ago. Back then, an epidemic spread throughout our territory. It was deadly and highly infectious, but it could easily be cured with medicine.”


      I listened silently.


      “Neuss died from our carelessness. After all, the carriage containing the medicine he was supposed to take was guarded by House Lindblum’s knights.”


      “You mean...”


      “Yes. They failed to defend against an unexpected assault from monsters, which ruined most of the medicines—including Neuss’s...”


      I might have been able to remember something if I focused on Vanitas’s memories, but to think he had such a heavy backstory...


      “Because of that, we couldn’t go against Vanitas’s fury,” my father continued. “We bought him slaves, as he asked, and never scolded him. We couldn’t even prevent the harm he caused... All because we knew the change in his behavior had come from the death of his beloved brother.”


      “Vanny hated us for being unable to save Neuss...” my mother added.


      And, likely, his parents’ guilty avoidance of him made Vanitas feel neglected, making him even more furious.


      “Anyway, what do you want to do, nameless person who has become Vanny? I understand that you didn’t steal Vanny’s existence on purpose. You said this was the world of a story and that you were fated to die. This is difficult to believe, but the fact that you are present before us gives credence to your claim. So, once again, I ask you—as someone who knows the future, and as Vanitas Lindblum, how do you plan to live from here on?” my father asked.


      “The answer is simple—I have nothing, and my heart is empty... Actually, that’s wrong. True, I don’t remember anything, and I have no emotional attachments here. Yet I find this world so...fascinating.”


      “What do you mean...?”


      “Though I have no memories of my past life, I am certain that magic didn’t exist in that world. After all, I would have been able to remember something this fun. Manipulating mana is difficult, as it doesn’t easily bend to your will. But it’s very satisfying when your efforts bear fruit.”


      I spread the fingers of my right hand before my father and incanted, “Grab.”
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      “This is...”


      “Grasping Magic, yes. Unlike normal magic, which uses the mana inside one’s body, Grasping Magic controls ambient mana. The thing I am grabbing in my hand is the mana I have gathered from the air around us.”


      “That’s impossible... Did you really learn it? In such a short time?! This is an ancient sorcery that everybody has given up on learning because it is so different from other magics!” my father exclaimed.


      “For now, I can only gather mana without using it. The most I can do is throw this lump of mana. But I plan to master it someday,” I declared.


      I demonstrated my usage of Grasping Magic to my father to show what I had learned, but just gathering mana in my hand wasn’t that impressive. The grimoire I had read had many other spells, which would have given a better showing, but I unfortunately couldn’t use them yet.


      “Even people in the Ministry of Magic haven’t been able to learn Grasping Magic. The only known user is Vanitas Armityle. To think a child of fifteen could do it...” my father said, greatly shaken by my use of Grasping Magic.


      But anyway, with this, I had shown them what I had wanted to. Now it was time to answer my parents’ question about what I wanted to do.


      “Vanitas Lindblum and I are similar in a way. He was a lonely boy who ran wild from the grief of losing his young brother, using violence on others to fill the emptiness in his heart. Naturally, that doesn’t erase all his wrongdoings.”


      “Of course. What Vanny did was unforgivable,” my father acquiesced.


      “And yet, just like him, I plan to live as I wish.”


      “Huh?” my parents let out dumbly, not understanding what I was getting at.


      That’s fine. Just listen to my declaration.


      “Vanitas’s misdeeds are unrelated to me, who’s only reincarnated into his body. Same for his bad reputation and all the people condemning him—they’re not my problem. If I feel inclined to, I might do something about it, but I don’t plan to proactively fix anything. Also, like Vanitas, if I want something, I might take it by force. I might also increase the number of slaves I own. And being a noble, I want retainers too. As long as they’re capable and understand me, their status doesn’t matter. And before I forget, the slaves Vanitas currently owns are mine. I’ll use them as I see fit,” I said in one breath.


      My parents remained frozen from the shock.


      “I don’t want to die, so I’ll sometimes have to commit unreasonable acts of violence to go against my fated death. I’ll do things you won’t expect to that end.”


      My parents were still silent.


      “So if you want to stop me, then do so now while you can. If you’re scared to release another monster into the world, you should kill me now.”


      “Are you really telling us to kill someone with our son’s face?” my father asked, finally released from the shock.


      “You have that right. After all, while I didn’t intend to reincarnate as Vanitas Lindblum, I may be the reason for his death.”


      My father gasped. “That’s...”


      “Just this once, I’ll give you the opportunity to kill me. But never again.”


      Though I said that, I actually intended to resist a little. But I preferred to not harm them.


      My parents looked at each other, and I waited for their answer.


      “What kind of nightmare is this...? How could you suggest that we kill you, who bears our son’s face?”


      Sorry, father, but this is reality.


      Even knowing that it would put them in a nightmarish position, I had the responsibility to tell my parents the truth. Such was my duty as the one who had reincarnated into this body.


      Also...I didn’t want to lie to them.


      “Ern... I...” My mother clung to my father, unable to stand on her own, and he embraced her tightly in return. The two of them, with their beautiful features, looked like a scene taken straight out of a painting.


      “I have a question,” my father eventually said.


      “Yes?”


      “Why did you make such a declaration? Why tell us that you may commit misdeeds in the future? You could just have pretended to be our son without telling us anything, taking Vanny’s place. We might have noticed something was wrong with you, but having taken some distance from him, you should have been able to deceive us.”


      I listened silently.


      “If you had chosen to do so, we wouldn’t be feeling so miserable right now! We wouldn’t be forced to face the fact that our son is gone!” my father shouted, blaming me from the bottom of his heart. He couldn’t endure the reality of having to face Vanitas’s—their beloved son’s—death. “Why would you torment us like this...? Why make us agonize so much...?”


      I didn’t have any words for my anguished father. Or rather, I felt that I shouldn’t speak.


      I’d given them a choice. Now, I could only wait for their answer.


      “Don’t tell me that you are truly willing to let us kill you...?”


      I kept silent.


      “Are you seriously giving us the opportunity to make our own choice...? You do realize that it puts you at a disadvantage? Your life is on the line, so why...” my father’s words trailed off when his eyes, shaking with turmoil, met my unflinching gaze.


      The instant I decided to tell my parents the truth, I had been prepared to die by their hands. I was fine if things ended here and now.


      Only the sound of our breathing echoed in the silence for a while.


      Before long, the wavering eyes of my father settled down. It was neither a look of resignation nor one of optimism—no, my father stared at me for who I was and muttered, “You and Vanny are alike, yet different.” His expression softened, as though his doubts had been cleared, and he embraced my mother even tighter, intent on never letting her go. “Fine.”


      “Ern...”


      “Show us where your path leads, sincere monster in the flesh of our beloved son.”




      It wasn’t depicted in the novel, but Vanitas Lindblum’s father—Ernst Lindblum—was a timid, weak-willed man unable to go against his son. Despite being the head of the oldest marquisate with the highest pedigree among the seven of the country, his inability to rein in his son had caused even nobles with a lower peerage to look down on him.


      Which was why he was just considered a mob character, and his name never appeared in the novel.


      But now, he had changed. He had been enchanted by the monster under the name of Vanitas. Looking at him, with his unwavering resolve to do as he pleased, had made Ernst want to see what the future held even after losing his son.


      Being taught the truth and given an opportunity to disclose his feelings had proven the monster’s sincerity.


      And so, the nightmare continued.


      Ernst’s son vanished, and a monster took his place. But the monster’s sincerity had made Ernst wish to immerse himself in the nightmare a little longer.


      In a way, Ernst admired the monster who didn’t care about what people thought of him. He projected himself into him and realized that he, too, could release all of his repressed feelings.


      The nightmare would eventually end. But those who met Ernst Lindblum next time would be shocked and say he was different from what they had heard.


      Indeed, for a man enchanted by a monster will also become a monster.


      And the world had yet to notice it.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 5: The Three Slave Girls


      My parents didn’t choose to oppose me, and that honestly reassured me.


      While I had declared that I would live as I wished, my body still held Vanitas’s memories. So, naturally, I could also remember my father and mother caring for him—me—lovingly. I didn’t want to harm them, if it was at all possible.


      The choice to just discard everything and run away existed, but the thought of being killed by them hadn’t bothered me that much. Was that what people called a lapse of judgment?


      Anyway, speaking of family, Vanitas had two little sisters—twins, in fact. They both had opposite personalities, and it was depicted in the novel that they had severed all ties with their brother, hating his tyranny.


      Naturally, I wanted them to know the truth about my reincarnation too. Mother hadn’t agreed, saying they shouldn’t learn about their brother’s disappearance, but I had persuaded her that if we wanted to be a family, they needed to know.


      And more than anything, I just didn’t like leaving things hanging like that. I wanted to settle family matters as soon as possible so that I could live freely without anything tying me down.


      Father had explained that he had evacuated them to a secondary residence during the long holidays to escape from Vanitas’s tyranny, so it would take a few days for them to return. I’d have to wait patiently.


      That aside, my bigger concern was the slaves owned by Vanitas—the three girls who often appeared in the novel. They were used as stakes in duels between the protagonist and Vanitas, where every time the protagonist won, one of the heroines was released from slavery and added to his harem.


      As such, they might someday become my enemies.


      But for now, they’re mine.


      Without delay, I ordered Jürgen to bring them to my room, and while waiting, I decided to review what I remembered about them, coupled with what I had learned from the maids. Incidentally, it went without saying that I had reflexively patted the maids’ rears while talking with them.




      The first was Christina Matia.


      She was a former noble, daughter of Viscount Matia, before becoming a slave.


      She was fifteen like me, had a slender build—including her chest—light blue, strong-willed eyes, and the same blonde hair as my mother cascading down her back.


      She usually wore a blue-based knight attire, and because she also acted as my guard, she added protection to her chest and her limbs when going out.


      I didn’t remember the cause of her house’s downfall, but I did recall that she was the kind of unique person to sell herself into slavery to earn the money needed to support her ruined family.


      She was straitlaced and never broke an engagement, which was why, even though she hated Vanitas, she still obeyed all of his orders without complaint. Still, her face easily betrayed her feelings, and she always looked sullen while doing so.


      In the novel, she had been Vanitas’s favorite, so when he lost his duel against the protagonist and she was taken from him, he went completely berserk.




      The second was Hildegard.


      She was a lively female warrior from a distant southern country who loved to move her body.


      She had a rather laid-back personality, and among the three, she was the most obedient to Vanitas.


      Unexpectedly, she was older than me, being seventeen. However, because of her impulsiveness, she was often scolded by the younger Christina.


      She had short, bright red hair and healthy, tanned skin. She was the tallest of the three, and because she fought bare-handed, her voluptuous limbs were more muscled than they seemed.


      She didn’t care about baring her skin, wearing a light top and short pants for ease of movement. Christina often nagged her about that, but Hildegard’s innocent and straightforward personality made it hard for the former to come at her too strongly.




      The third was Lapina.


      She was a beastkin—a black rabbitkin, to be exact. Rabbitkin usually had white fur, so her rare black ears and tail had made her quite the expensive slave. Of course, that hadn’t stopped Vanitas from gladly buying her, instantly taking a liking to her appearance.


      She was thirteen, making her the youngest.


      She had long, slightly unkempt black hair and faintly vacant, mysterious purple eyes, and she was shorter than Christina and Hildegard, having a petite, underdeveloped build.


      She preferred clothes with dark coloring like her hair and eyes, and she particularly liked her purple skirt. The sight of her fluffy black tail, gently swaying when she walked, was vividly burned into Vanitas’s memory.


      It wasn’t depicted in the novel, but the maids had told me that she was the one among my slaves to whom my sisters were the closest.


      She apparently had a bright personality before being enslaved, but being forced to watch Vanitas’s tyranny again and again had slowly turned her into a pessimist. She would return to her former personality once saved by the protagonist, however, which proved how sinful Vanitas was.




      Those three were special to Vanitas. He was proud of owning them, thinking that only someone like him could have such wonderful slaves.


      Unfortunately for him, they were all fated to be taken by the protagonist.


      So while they were mine for now, who knew if that would still hold true in the future?


      As I thought, I need power.


      I never found practicing magic to be a chore, as it was fun to learn new things every time, but maybe I should ask my father to hire a skilled adventurer to train me over the long vacation.


      For now, though, I’ll just enjoy my first meeting with them.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 6: The Transformation of Her Master Seen by Christina Matia


      “Excuse me. As ordered, I, Christina, and your other two slaves have come. May we have your authorization to enter the room?” I asked.


      “You may.”


      I opened the door. Inside, our master was waiting for us, sitting on his canopy bed.


      Tch... I haven’t seen him in a while because he was bedridden with a fever, but his face is still annoyingly adorable.


      He had smooth, silvery white hair and mysterious black eyes that reminded you of darkness. Unlike me—who was taller than most women—he had a small, delicate stature, almost like a doll. His hand, which was inviting us in, looked so fragile that it would break if someone squeezed it.


      Oh no! I need to be careful, or he’ll use my distraction to give me an unreasonable order. Focus, Christina!


      “So, what is the reason behind your sudden calling?” I asked.


      “Mmh, ah, sorry. I just wanted to see you all. The doctor had me avoid contact with the outside for a while, after all.”


      “Huh?” I let out.


      He apologized?! Vanitas Lindblum, the incarnation of arrogance, said he was sorry?! I was so shocked I had to do my best not to let my jaw drop.


      I watched my master.


      That’s him all right.


      However, after observing him for a moment, I realized that his typical nasty expression seemed softer than usual.


      No way... Did he eat something—or rather, did that high fever make him lose his mind?


      Lord Ernst had us stay in our rooms while our master was bedridden, so I didn’t know what had happened since then, but something must have happened for him to change like that.


      Speaking of, the way he spoke was also different. He was too courteous. When we were called here, I was certain he would yell at us angrily and hit us with his frail, untrained arms. Not that I was unhappy that he didn’t. It was just annoying to pretend to be hurt.


      “Hmm... It’s different seeing you for real,” he muttered.


      “Did you say something?”


      “No, it’s nothing. I just realized once again how beautiful the three of you are.”


      “What?”


      What’s happening?!


      He would usually stare at us sleazily, saying threats such as “You belong to me. If you resist, you know what’ll happen, right?” And now, he was calling us beautiful?


      Something is wrong. Is he truly our master? He has to be someone else.


      “Umm... Can you come closer, Christina?” He beckoned me with his hand.


      “Yes?” While confused, I obeyed and approached him.


      What is he going to do? I have a bad feeling about this...


      “What are you doing?! Y-Your face is too close!” I exclaimed at his sudden action.


      Wh-Why did he bring his face so close?! O-Our lips can almost touch!


      His attractive face filled my entire view. I was captivated by the well-ordered facial features that almost made him look like a girl.


      In my panic, I reflexively thrust him away.


      “Ah...” I let out, realizing my faux pas.


      “Sorry, I just wanted to see your face up close. A flawless skin and clear, strong-willed eyes... You surpass all of my expectations,” he said.


      “P-Please do not say such strange things,” I protested.


      This was wrong. He was completely different. His usual self would never behave like this. The instant I showed resistance, he would immediately fly into a rage.


      But no, here he was, teasing me and acting so composed.


      This is so unfair...




      For her sake, you should know that Christina Matia loved cute things. The bedroom she was allowed to have—despite being a slave—was hiding many stuffed toys, and she always surrounded herself with them before departing for the land of dreams. She had revealed this truth to her fellow slaves, but not to the servants in the mansion. While she wasn’t one anymore, she had her pride as a former noble and wanted to keep it secret.


      Not that it’s much of one, considering the maids clean her room occasionally.


      By the way, the plushies were bought with the allowance she was secretly given by Lavinia, Vanitas’s mother.


      Anyway, back on topic, Christina’s master—Vanitas—looked quite frail and delicate, just like a doll, so his personality aside, he completely matched her tastes. So much so that I wondered if Vanitas might have had a chance if she hadn’t been stolen by the protagonist after losing their duel.


      In short, Christina Matia was a heroine who was very easily swayed by emotions.


      “You are unfair, Master...” Christina looked down, unable to withstand my straight gaze and blushing from the embarrassment. No matter how much she tried to stay composed, her face always betrayed her feelings, so it was easy to read her thoughts.


      I had remembered that Christina liked Vanitas’s looks in the novel and I tried to tease her a little, but I didn’t expect such a reaction.


      Perhaps I overdid it a little?


      Still, Christina sure was adorable. She had lustrous blonde hair like my mother, and her clear, light blue eyes gave her an air of purity. That, coupled with her slender but toned figure, as well as the breastplate covering her modest curves, truly made her look like a female knight straight out of a painting.


      No wonder Vanitas liked her. If you managed to make such a pure and dignified knight yours, of course you’d want to brag.


      She’s mine now, though.


      Anyway, the issue was whether I should tell them that the old Vanitas didn’t exist anymore. They were slaves, but also people who could become my enemies in the future, after all. Still, they were also the comrades—no, the family—with whom I would live from now on. We wouldn’t be able to build trust if I hid things from them.


      But before that...


      “I’m curious. Lapina,” I said.


      “Y-Yes?”


      “Come.”


      “Uhh...” She fearfully approached, and when she was close enough, I grabbed her slender arm and put her on my lap. “Awawawa!”


      “Master! P-Please do not do anything cruel to her...” Christina pleaded, thinking I was going to treat Lapina roughly. I knew she didn’t trust me, so I just ignored her and gently moved my hand atop Lapina’s head.


      “H-Huh...?”


      “Oh, nice fur. Soft and smooth. Hmm? Why are you so nervous? Relax.”


      “Ahh...”


      I’d really been wanting to touch a beastkin’s ear.


      “M-Master...? What are you doing...? Please stop. Lapina is uncomfortable,” Christina protested.


      “Mmh? Is she?” It didn’t seem so. In fact, she was clearly moaning in pleasure from how I massaged her ear. I had never seen her make such an expression before.


      “She is! I-Is it not obvious at a glance? She has gone limp and is barely able to stay upright!”


      “But I still want to touch her ear. Can I, Lapina?”


      “Haa!” Lapina moaned, her body twitching when I lightly pinched the tip of her ear.


      With how sensitive she was, everyday life must have been a nightmare. Unless something was wrong with the way I caressed her ear?


      Anyway, enough with her rabbit ears. Beastkin also had tails.


      I wonder how it works with clothes.


      Checking her purple skirt, I noticed a slit (?) from which a fluffy black ball popped out.


      I’m curious.


      “Ah, not there!”


      “Master!”


      Lapina and Christina shouted.


      “Fine, I got it. No need to yell.”


      “You are going too far, Master...” Christina complained, her breathing out of order. Was that too stimulating for her?


      With an expression mixing anger and fluster, Christina forcefully took Lapina from me.


      But I wanted to get a feel of her tail...


      “You summoned us for a reason, did you not? Then please tell us why and stop fooling around!” Christina scolded me.


      I’d made her wary before even getting to the main topic. I didn’t regret it, as I simply couldn’t win against my urges, but I’d need to be careful during our talk.


      Still, Hildegard’s silence bothered me. With how impulsive she was, she should have shown some kind of reaction to our exchange. So why was she so quiet?

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 7: Hildegard Is Guided by Her Instincts


      Hildegard was the daughter of a warrior from the Lepite tribe, a women-only clan living in a distant land south of the Luandorl Empire, where Vanitas resided.


      Her mother—Elgard—was the strongest warrior of her generation, possessing both strength and grace.


      The Lepite tribe was under constant threat of monsters, assaulting them night after night, and the clan would repel them from the natural fortress they had carved out of a rocky mountain. The women were trueborn warriors who fought all night under the unreliable light of the torches that never went out.


      However, one day, they were attacked by a powerful monster they had never seen before. It was a greedy, gluttonous creature that devoured everything, earth and rock alike—in other words, the worst possible foe for the Lepite tribe, who used a fortress carved from a rocky mountain.


      Elgard, the strongest and most respected warrior of the clan, died in her fight against it, and many others followed once the monster destroyed their once-impregnable fortress.


      Having lost most of its people and its strongest warrior, the Lepite tribe was plunged into despair, and Hildegard openly cried for her mother.


      But unfortunately for them, their misfortune didn’t end there.


      Slave traders, learning of the situation of the beautiful women of the Lepite tribe, immediately made their moves and captured as many survivors as they could, Hildegard included.


      As the daughter of a powerful warrior, she was sold at an extremely high price, and the one who bought her was Vanitas Lindblum.


      The Lepite tribe’s women respected the strong and defended the weak. Vanitas, lacking both in strength and in magical skill, was the latter, and Hildegard considered him a target of her protection. That was why despite his unreasonable orders, she obeyed without complaint. In fact, because of their age difference, she even saw him as a kind of rebellious younger brother. He sometimes annoyed her, but coming from a tribe without men, a boy was an existence to be protected.


      But right now, Hildegard was confused by Vanitas before her.


      “Strong, but weak? Weak, but strong?” Hildegard didn’t care about Christina’s doubts and surprise toward their master or Lapina’s dismay from being petted. “Fight? Yes, fight to check!” Her confusion turned to curiosity, and unable to contain herself, she exclaimed her desire to Vanitas, who was going to say something.


      “Hmm? You want to have a spar? If I recall correctly, Vanitas would usually use you as targets under the guise of training his magic, so it may be a great way to prove I’m different from him. Very well—let’s spar.”


      “We’re sparring? Hooray!” Hildegard rejoiced, not realizing the truth behind her confusion.


      The women of the Lepite tribe were instinctively drawn to powerful men to produce strong children who would be able to survive in this harsh world. And Hildegard’s instincts had sensed the unknown strength hidden inside Vanitas’s weakness.




      “Here should be fine. Now, Hildegard, fire a spell at me,” I said.


      “Really? I can?” she replied.


      “Yes. I want to test something before we spar.”


      We were currently in the training ground of the Lindblum estate. Now that I thought about it, that was the first time I stepped outside since reincarnating.


      “This is too dangerous, Master! Why are you asking to be shot with magic? I can be the target as usual!” Christina suggested.


      She sure was faithful to her duties. Even though she hated me, she still tried to stop me from doing something dangerous. She would never break an oath, and hers was to protect her master no matter what.


      However, her worries were unnecessary.


      “Christina.”


      “Y-Yes?”


      “While it was Hildegard’s words that led to this situation, this is actually a good opportunity. I told you I had changed earlier, no? And sparring is a good way to prove it. Though first, I want her to help me test something.”


      “You mean the fact that you have, umm, reincarnated? I did not quite understand...”


      As expected, it didn’t go as easily as with my parents. Well, of course it wouldn’t. Considering everything Vanitas had done to them, there was no trust between us, so it was no wonder that they wouldn’t believe me.


      “You use Mud Magic, right, Hildegard? I don’t mind getting hurt, so you don’t need to hold back,” I said.


      “Master!” Christina chided me, then turned toward Hildegard. “Hilde! Use your weakest spell! Got it?!”


      “B-But—”


      “No buts!”


      “Got it. I’ll use weak magic.”


      Well, I guess it’s safer that way.


      “Come, Hildegard.”


      “Here I go, Master! Mud Shot!” Hildegard thrust her hand forward, and a lump of mud fired from the space just in front of it.


      She had transformed her mana into mud—such was attribute magic.


      I knew being hit would hurt—I had asked for it, after all—but strangely enough, I wasn’t scared.


      Spreading my fingers, I stretched my right hand before me as though trying to grasp the lump of mud flying at me—


      “Ngh!”


      “Master! I warned you!” Christina exclaimed.


      “Ha ha ha ha! Of course I wouldn’t pull it off on my first try!” I couldn’t help but laugh as I lay on the floor after being blown away to a corner of the training ground by Hildegard’s spell.


      “Mas...ter?” Christina inquired anxiously, weirded out by my behavior.


      But I didn’t care about her reaction. In fact, I couldn’t even feel the pain from being hit in the face by a lump of mud.


      “Odd. What happened? What did you do, Master?” Hildegard asked with a baffled expression as I slowly got up. She must have sensed I had tried to do something.


      “Sorry, I’m done now. We can switch to sparring. Are you ready, Hildegard?” I asked.


      “Y-Yes. Let’s spar.”


      “You still want to continue, Master? Your adorable face is full of mud... You were not injured, were you?” Christina inquired, but I ignored her.


      I challenged Hildegard multiple times and lost every time. We continued late into the day until Christina got too on edge and forcefully stopped us just before dusk.


      I lost track of how many times I had been blown away and laid on the ground. And yet...


      “This is fun, Hildegard!” I exclaimed.


      “Yes! You’re weak, Master! But becoming strong! So fun!” she replied eagerly.


      This had truly been an enjoyable time. But what made me happier than anything was I felt my sparring with Hildegard had made us grow closer.


      “Master and Big Sis Hilde seem to be really enjoying themselves...” Lapina mumbled.


      “Give me back my worries,” Christina complained. Then she added in a mutter, “It’s unfair how you’re having fun just the two of you...”


      That wasn’t enough, though. I still had something I wanted to show them.


      I slowly stood up, my legs shaking.


      I’m going to need to train my body.


      “Hildegard, let’s do it one last time. I’ll show you my best, so mind going along with me?”


      “Yes!” she answered.


      “You still want to continue?!” Christina shouted.


      “Just one last time.” I stared at her. “We can’t?”


      “P-Please do not look at me with those abandoned puppy eyes!” She paused. “There will be no more, understood?”


      “Thanks, Christina.”


      I turned back toward Hildegard, who was waiting for me, full of energy. Unless I was mistaken, it looked like she was brimming with anticipation about what I was going to do.


      “Master... Fight for real?” she asked.


      “Yeah. Come at me with everything you have, Hildegard. I also want to show you everything I can do.”


      “Got it.”


      “Come, Hildegard!”


      “Yes! Mud Bullet!”


      The starting signal was once again Hildegard’s Mud Magic. However, the spell was different from the one she had used the first time. What came flying at me was no mere lump of mud, but a spiraling bullet that was faster and stronger.


      She had used the spell several times during our sparring, so I had already seen it—and I knew I could do it.


      I spread the fingers of my right hand.


      “Grab.”


      Hildegard’s eyes widened in shock when she saw me touch the mud bullet with the mana I had gathered in my hand.


      “No way!”


      “Master repelled her magic?!” The other two exclaimed, just as surprised.


      Knowing her shock wouldn’t last long, I immediately drew closer to Hildegard, kicking the ground with my feeble legs. I went all out, hoping my effort would reach her heart.


      “Hyah!” Hildegard’s sharp kick tore through the air.


      I dodged it by stooping close to the ground. I knew from our sparring that she hesitated for an instant when faced against an enemy approaching her at a low angle. And then—


      “Huh?! I can’t...move... What did you do...Master...?” The instant my magic touched her, Hildegard became unable to move.
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      I stood in front of her, looking at her motionless body.


      “This is the best I can do right now, and one way to use the ambient mana gathered with Grasping Magic. I’m still inexperienced, however, so you don’t need to worry; it’ll come off soon enough.”


      “This is...Master’s best...” Hildegard frantically struggled, trying to move her body. All the while, she looked at me—and only me.


      With our last bout over, I lost all of my strength and fell to the ground.


      I really need to train my body.


      A few seconds later, Hildegard was released from her restraint and picked me up, holding me in her arms.


      “That was amazing, Master. But different from before... You’re a different person?” she asked.


      “Yeah, I’m Vanitas now. Your previous master is gone.”


      “I’m a little...sad?”


      “You are? Well, I suppose I’ll thank you in his place for thinking so. Thank you, and let’s get along, Hildegard.”


      “Yes! You’ll become even stronger, Master!”


      Time truly flew by when you had fun.


      Still, I knew for certain that I would never forget this day.


      After all, Hildegard wasn’t looking at Vanitas—she was looking at me.




      Hildegard, too, would never forget this day.


      The weak, troublesome master whom she should protect was slowly transforming into a master who would become stronger.


      Even if she didn’t understand the concept of reincarnation, she sensed the change in her master, and while she felt a little sad about it, even greater excitement welled up inside her at the possibility that he might surpass her someday.


      Their sparring had revealed the first signs of a prodigy, and she was full of anticipation at his unknown potential.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 8: Chatting with Father


      A few days after my first meeting with the slave girls, I found myself inside my father’s office.


      “Knowing you, I wasn’t worried, but still, you sure opened up to them. I heard how you eagerly sparred together. You’re the talk of all the maids, who have noticed your change,” my father said.


      “In a good way?” I asked.


      “Of course. They are glad that, now, instead of insulting them and behaving violently, you only sometimes caress their behind and treat them politely.”


      “I’m not trying to be liked, though.”


      “You are different from Vanny. You act as you please, but you have no malice. You act naturally and with composure, and there is something about you that attracts people. The maids noticed it too. Or at least, that is how I see it,” father answered, nodding to himself.


      Well, if he said so. It wasn’t a bad thing if the maids thought better of me without me having to do anything about it.


      “By the way, how is mother? I haven’t seen her today either,” I asked something I had been curious about for the past few days. “Has she been unwell? I understand that she would want to avoid me, but I heard that she always stays in her bedroom in the morning and only comes out late in the afternoon. I tried asking the maids, but they dodged the question.”


      “Ah, you’re worried about Lavinia? You don’t need to be. We’ve just been going at it every night, so she’s too exhausted to wake up in the morning, ha ha ha ha!”


      “Hmm?”


      What did he just say?


      “Well, I just decided to take a page from your book and let myself live a little more freely. When I thought about it more, I realized I have such a beautiful wife. We gradually stopped doing it after our daughters’ birth, so it has been a while, and I got a little too excited, though.”


      Huh. Was father that kind of person?


      However, just as I was surprised by how flippant he was, his expression turned serious, and he stared at me.


      “I am saddened to have lost Vanny, but I decided to look at the future. However, Lavinia still needs time. Despite her brave act, she’s still caught up in her sorrow from losing Vanny.”


      “I see...”


      “You don’t need to concern yourself with this. Leave Lavinia to me. As her husband, as her family, and as a man, I’ll take care of her. I may have been unreliable until now, but that will change,” my father declared, his eyes not looking at me, but at my mother, who wasn’t present.


      I had been wondering about his frivolity for an instant, but apparently, it was all out of concern for mother.


      I guess passion is necessary to soothe sorrow.


      “Anyway, remember the magic instructor you demanded? I found one,” my father said.


      “Really?!”


      “They’re waiting in another room. Do you want to meet them?”


      “Of course. But why make them wait? Isn’t that rude?”


      “It is, but it was their request. They want to introduce themselves. Let’s call them.” My father instructed the maid waiting in a corner of the room to summon the magic teacher.


      A few minutes later, someone knocked on the door.


      “I have brought your guest, Master.”


      “Enter,” father said.


      The maid opened the door, and behind her—


      “Is that...me?” I let out.


      A white-haired boy with jet-black eyes stood before me, as though I was in front of a mirror.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 9: Ashley Strayfall, the Beautiful Instructor


      “You are...”


      My mirrored self smiled at me. He looked exactly the same as me, but he just felt...softer. The biggest difference between us was the complete lack of hostility in his expression.


      Just who was he?


      “I think this is enough,” my father said.


      “Yes, I know, Ernst,” replied the other me with familiarity. Then his appearance shifted, like a mirage clearing to reveal the horizon.


      What appeared in his stead was someone of a different sex and height than me—a tall, beautiful woman with an alluring presence. She had pale skin, light blue hair put into a braid that reached her waist, and bewitching, glossy red eyes. She was wearing a large-brimmed pointed hat, its tip bent to the side, and in her hand was a long, metallic staff that she had taken out from who knew where. Coupled with the loose cloak draped over her shoulders, she looked like a young, gentle-mannered witch.
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      “Did you transform into me?” I asked.


      “Yes, I did. Nice to meet you. My name is Ashley Strayfall, and I was asked to become your teacher,” she introduced herself.


      “As you’ve just seen, Vanitas, one of Ms. Ashley’s innate attributes is transformation,” my father explained.


      I knew such a magic attribute existed from one of the books in my father’s library. However, it hadn’t been written in it that it was possible to change your appearance as much as she had done.


      Still, I don’t remember someone capable of using Transformation Magic in the novel. Maybe I just didn’t read far enough?


      “Ms. Ashley has been active in the Ministry of Magic since the days back when the empire was engulfed in war, leading a unit in charge of spying and reconnaissance missions. It’s not an exaggeration to say that the empire can now enjoy its peace thanks to her. The people in the know within the Ministry of Magic call her Ashley Strayfall, the Phantasm,” continued my father.


      The person in question chuckled. “It’s a little embarrassing to be introduced like this. I’m enjoying a quiet, retired life now. I left the Ministry of Magic long ago.”


      “You want to master Grasping Magic, right? That’s why I called for her. She’s renowned as a specialist in Transformation Magic in the magical world, and she also once served as a temporary instructor at the magic academy you attend in the capital. That’s how I met her, actually,” my father explained.


      “It’s already been over twenty years. You were such a timid student, Ernst. Even though you were good at academics, magic wasn’t your forte, so the other students always teased you about it.”


      “Please, this is embarrassing. Still, you haven’t changed at all, Ms. Ashley. You look as young as ever,” my father said.


      “My, thanks for the compliment. You, on the other hand, seem to have changed. I thought so when we met again, but when did you become so confident?”


      While the two were pleasantly talking about the past, I couldn’t help but get really curious about something.


      “I’ve been wondering for a while, but have you truly known each other for over twenty years?” I interjected. “You say you’ve known my father since he was a student, but you look like you’re in your twenties, or early thirties at most...”


      “My, I suppose I should express my gratitude for the delightful compliment. Thank you, Vanitas,” Ms. Ashley replied, chuckling gracefully while hiding her mouth with her hand.


      No matter how I looked at it, the way she acted and her appearance matched. And if what my father said was true, she hadn’t changed ever since he had known her.


      In that case...maybe she’s an elf?


      Humans weren’t the only ones populating this world. Elves—and beastkin like Lapina—had a longer lifespan than humans, and they spent most of it looking young.


      However, if Ms. Ashley were an elf, she would have had long, pointed ears, which wasn’t the case.


      “Are you an elf, Ms. Ashley?” I asked.


      “Oh, that actually was a rumor back when I attended the academy. Even teachers who clearly looked older talked to her politely, so everyone thought she was far older than we imagined,” added my father.


      “Well, the only thing I can say is that I’m way older than Ernst. Everything else is a secret,” Ms. Ashley answered with a chuckle, drawing out the word “secret” as she put her long and slender index finger on her lips.


      I can’t think of her being way older than father, considering how she behaves and talks...


      As I thought so, Ms. Ashley faced me, and she asked, her brows furrowing with a hint of unease, “So, what do you think, Vanitas? Do I meet your expectations? Am I worthy of being your teacher?”


      A specialist of Transformation Magic from the period the empire was still at war, huh? Well, my interest is piqued.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 10: Apology and Magic Study


      “First, I must apologize to you, Vanitas. Sorry,” Ms. Ashley bowed to me the instant we arrived at the training ground.


      “Whatever for?”


      “Because I tested you. Once again, I’m sorry.”


      “You did? I don’t really mind...”


      “Ernst told me about you. That you are a...bad child who’s too much to handle even for the magic academy at the capital,” she said with some hesitation.


      “That’s true. I’m an unscrupulous boy,” I affirmed, being less vague than Ms. Ashley.


      The previous Vanitas had committed numerous misdeeds in the Lindblum territory and the capital, acting as he pleased and oppressing others. Even if the reason he had started doing so was his grief for his dead brother, it wasn’t something that should be forgiven.


      Moreover, I had already told my father that I would live as I pleased, just like Vanitas, so it wasn’t wrong to say that he and I were birds of a feather.


      “Ernst told me how much you were hated, ostracized, and shunned by everyone. He didn’t hide a single thing,” Ms. Ashley continued.


      I listened silently.


      “But don’t misunderstand. Yes, Ernst told me everything, but he also implored me to become your teacher and to help his son. Unlike when he was a student, he’s now a marquis with many responsibilities, and yet, he went out of his way to come to me in person and bow his head just for you.”


      “Father did that...” I didn’t expect him to go so far for me.


      “Ernst knows what it means to be involved with me, and yet...” Ms. Ashley trailed off.


      “What do you mean?”


      “Where to start... Right, do you know that people who can use Transformation Magic are frowned upon?” Ms. Ashley asked with an awkward look.


      “Well...” I remembered what I had read in books. Transformation Magic could be used to change the color of your hair, alter the shape of your nose, or make other minor adjustments like that. If one were truly skilled, it was also possible to transform into animals, monsters, or inorganic matter—but only a few could do that. Based on what I had seen Ms. Ashley do... “I suppose it’s because you can transform into someone else?”


      “Exactly. We are disliked because we can easily misuse our magic to commit crimes.”


      Father had explained that Ms. Ashley had led a unit within the Ministry of Magic. Transformation Magic was very useful for reconnaissance and spying, but now that she was retired, people must have started to be more critical of her.


      “Of course, being able to use magic to transform means that there also are spells that can see through it. In fact, all towns, checkpoints, and important locations have people who can use such spells stationed. And yet, I’m still hated all the same.”


      I kept silent and listened.


      “Anyone can find that I’m a Transformation Magic user by looking up my name. Even so, Ernst invited me to his domain, knowing that it included the risk that neighboring nobles would start suspecting him.”


      For father to go this far... I really need to thank him.


      “Moreover, His Imperial Majesty has assigned me guards,” she continued.


      “Really? I don’t see anyone...” I looked around the training ground and found nobody beside us.


      “They’re not present here, but they’re always watching me and protecting me from a distance.”


      She calls them her guards, but I guess they’re also monitoring her. That’s just how dangerous Transformation Magic is.


      “So even if you’ve retired, the empire can’t just leave someone with the potential to become a threat to the nation unchecked. That’s it, isn’t it?” I asked.


      “Indeed. But I don’t blame them for being afraid of Transformation Magic users. And I agreed to be guarded myself. I feel sorry for the girls who have to always watch over me, but it’s thanks to them that I can live a peaceful life.”


      Based on what she said, having a guard unit assigned to her aided with avoiding unnecessary troubles.


      True, her guards also served as surveillance. But in a sense, they were also witnesses who could prove Ms. Ashley’s innocence if needed. In that case, did it mean that the emperor was actually concerned about her safety? After all, it was quite the considerate gesture to assign an entire unit to guard someone who had retired.


      I guess it’s natural, though. It would be terrible if she went to another country. And considering how good she’s at transforming into other people, you don’t want her to be your enemy.


      “So, what is your verdict? Did meeting me disappoint you?” I asked. “You must already know, having heard so much about me from my father, but I am a bad child who wouldn’t hesitate to hurt other people for my objectives.”


      “No, you aren’t,” Ms. Ashley replied faster than I expected, no hesitation in her voice. Then she stepped forward and leaned over to look into my eyes. Her glistening red eyes were brimming with conviction. “Anyone who has stood on the battlefield would know. Your eyes are too serene.”


      “That’s—”


      “I can’t find any malice in them.”


      “That might be an illusion. Maybe I’m just disguising my desires.”


      “Don’t put yourself down like that. You don’t look like the kind of person who could hurt others without cause.”


      I faltered.


      She’s hard to deal with...


      But thanks to that, I understood that Ms. Ashley was a kind woman who didn’t judge based on rumors, but tried to comprehend the other person herself. Coupled with her mastery of magic, it was no wonder that my father had chosen her to become my instructor.


      “What about you, Vanitas? Do you still want me as your teacher, even knowing that users of Transformation Magic are hated?” Ms. Ashley asked with the same look of unease as earlier.


      My reply was obvious.


      “I have no reason to refuse. If anything, I should be the one asking if you still want to be my teacher. I want to learn more about magic, and I’m certain you’ll be able to broaden my horizons even more, Ms. Ashley.”


      She chuckled. “Very well. Then I shall teach you everything I have learned over the years. I’m sure it’ll help you.” She paused for a beat, then added with a gentle smile that looked all the brighter because of the sunlight, “Thank you, Vanitas.”




      “Normally, we would start the lecture now, but I want to know: Can you really use that magic?” Ms. Ashley asked, half in doubt.


      Well, of course she would be curious about it.


      “You mean Grasping Magic? Is it that strange that I can?”


      “It is. I couldn’t believe my ears when I heard about it from Ernst. Nobody has been able to learn Grasping Magic until now, and it’s not for lack of trying. It’s a legendary sorcery, and its sole user was Vanitas Armityle, the mage who killed Demogorgon—the King of Chaos and Savage Night that once plunged the continent into terror. So I think it’s fair to doubt that you managed to acquire it.”


      Huh, I didn’t know that detail. So that’s how the world views this magic... Wait, who the hell is Demogorgon?! I knew monsters existed, but I had never heard about one that sounded so dangerous.


      While surprised by what I had just learned, I did a little demonstration of what I could do.


      “This is Grasping Magic, though this is only the most basic of the basics,” I said.


      “For such dense mana to be gathered in a single place like this...” Ms. Ashley muttered, intently staring at the lump of mana in my right hand. Looking so hard at it wasn’t going to do anything.


      “I think you should also be able to learn Grasping Magic with proper training, Ms. Ashley.”


      “What?”


      From there, time flew by.


      “Like this?” she asked.


      “No, you need to grasp the mana in the air.”


      “But how are you manipulating the mana, then? The farther it is from the body, the harder it is to control.”


      “Ah, you need to—”


      “I see. Then perhaps if I do this—”


      Ms. Ashley and I lost ourselves in the wonders of the world of magic, and I had a lot of fun experimenting with her.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 11: The Pale Beast


      I continued to study magic with Ms. Ashley for a few hours.


      As expected of someone who had been a temporary professor at a magic academy, she was a very good teacher. I liked her lecture, which was based on a deep understanding of magic, covering everything from the essentials of mana control to how to improve your imagination for spellcasting, as well as many other things you couldn’t learn in books.


      Then suddenly, as if remembering today’s weather, she casually said, “Next is combat practice.”


      “What?” I blurted out.


      “I’ll transform into a monster and attack you, so focus on your control over mana and use Grasping Magic to defend yourself. As for the time limit...I suppose ten minutes should do. Oh, and if you can, you’re free to defeat me,” Ms. Ashley said as she gracefully walked to the center of the training ground. She made her preparations, not caring about how taken aback I was by the sudden turn of events. “Also, when I transform, my vocal cords change, and I won’t be able to talk. So if you want to give up, raise your hands and declare your surrender. If you don’t... Well, I might just freeze you.”


      I gasped as I felt something akin to bloodlust coming from her.


      So this is Ashley Strayfall, the Phantasm, a mage who has lived through the age of war.


      “Monster Transformation—White Snow Tigris,” she incanted as though singing.


      Then the beautiful mage changed, going from a tall woman with a witch hat to a quadrupedal white beast with black stripes. The tiger’s smooth and lustrous pale fur reflected the sunshine, and its limbs looked firm and strong. Just being in its presence drenched me in cold sweat.


      “So this is what Transformation Magic can really do...” I muttered.


      Her appearance and skeletal structure had been completely altered—in fact, she had turned into an entirely different species. She had told me she was more skilled at transforming into monsters than people during her lecture, but to think she could become such a powerful monster...


      “GRRRAAAW!”


      “Ugh!” I groaned at the ear-piercing roar that blew past me. “Wait...it can freeze?!”


      When I turned around, I could see that a large tree planted at the edge of the training ground had been frozen in an instant. And that wasn’t all. The ground around where the pale tiger stood was covered in thick frost, and snowflakes whirled around it.


      That made me remember something. Just before I went to the training ground with Ms. Ashley, my father had stopped me at the door of his office and told me, “Ms. Ashley’s training can be harsh, so don’t die, Vanitas.”


      “So that’s what he meant...”


      It was so cold that it felt like my sweat was freezing as my breath gradually turned white, and my body temperature declined by the second. The overwhelming presence the tiger exuded made it suffocating to just stand in its presence.


      “GRRRAAAW!”


      This is bad!


      I quickly jumped to the side to avoid the incoming attack.


      “Ugh... What was that? I predicted its move, but it was too fast,” I complained. While I had barely dodged the brunt of the blow by rolling to the side, the beast’s sharp claws had managed to lightly cut my upper arm. The cold was so intense that my blood immediately froze, sealing the wound.


      The most shocking, however, was that the tiger had been really fast—far more than Hildegard when she was serious.


      As I prepared for another assault, the beast stopped moving and slowly started to change shape.


      “What’s wrong?” I asked as the pressure that had been overwhelming me vanished, and Ms. Ashley returned to her original appearance.


      “Maybe we should stop,” she said, a little despondent.


      “Why? We were just getting started.”


      I genuinely didn’t understand. Why did she cancel her transformation when the real training was about to begin?


      “I know I’m the one who initiated it, but it seems combat practice is still too soon for you. I got carried away... Sorry, you were just learning so fast that I couldn’t help myself,” she apologized.


      “I want to continue,” I said.


      “But—”


      “Please.”


      “You have such a strong conviction in your eyes... Why aren’t you afraid?” she asked, her eyes wavering.


      “I want power,” I replied, meeting her gaze head-on. My resolve was already set.


      “Power...” Ms. Ashley repeated.


      “I need the power to protect what’s important to me. I must become stronger. So please, let’s continue.”


      “Very well... I see that you won’t compromise. But don’t get yourself killed due to recklessness, Vanitas. You have people waiting for you, after all.” Ms. Ashley gazed at the side of the training ground, where Christina and the others were watching us.


      “Master...”


      “Do your best, Master!”


      Christina and Hildegard spoke, while Lapina stayed silent.


      They were worried about me, and that was why I—


      “Understood,” I replied to Ms. Ashley.


      “Then let’s continue.”


      I devoted myself to honing my control over mana as I did my best to keep up with Ms. Ashley’s movements after she turned into the terrifying but beautiful monster.


      No matter how covered in blood, sweat, and mud I got, I was certain that I was on the right track to become stronger.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 12: Warm Water Melts the Heart


      “Phew... This feels good.” I couldn’t help but sigh in pleasure as I soaked in the hot water.


      I was currently in the grand bathhouse adjoined to the Lindblum residence. The building was enclosed by tall walls, and its main feature was that the bathing area was semi-open-air. Nearly half of it was covered by a roof supported by stone pillars to protect from the sun and the rain, while still letting in enough sunlight to keep the open-airness.


      I only learned about this bathhouse—or rather, remembered its existence—recently. The memory had been pretty vague because the previous Vanitas didn’t like bathing and hadn’t cared about this place. It was a waste not to enjoy such a great bath, even more so considering it was a mixed one.


      “Oh, here they are,” I said.


      “Bath! So wide! Wanna swim!”


      “W-Wait, Big Sis Hilde!”


      “Stop, Hilde! If you move so much, you’ll— Ah! Why do you think we’re wearing bathing gowns?!”


      “Let’s swim, Christina!”


      “Don’t pull on my arm like this.”


      Three noisy girls emerged from the dressing room, chattering lively. Hildegard frolicked around the bathhouse, dragging Christina along, while Lapina trailed behind them, looking around nervously.


      The three of them were wearing thin bathing gowns that easily revealed their figures. They were the reason Christina, who was usually very strict about that kind of thing, had agreed to bathe together.


      And speaking of Christina...


      “Uhh... I didn’t think it’d be this thin. Master will be able to see our bodies...” She hadn’t even entered the bath yet, and her face was already completely flushed as she bashfully tried to hide her body.


      It seemed that she had approved of us bathing together without being aware of how thin the bathing gowns were, and she didn’t appear to like how the top part could open so easily either.


      I had never seen Christina act so flustered in the previous Vanitas’s memories, so it was a rather novel sight.


      “M-Master?!” Christina exclaimed when she saw me.


      “Hey there, Christina. The water is perfect. Want to join me?” I suggested.


      “Ah, um, well... I-I think this is too soon for us to bathe together...”


      “Come, Christina! Let’s swim!” Hildegard called.


      “E-Excuse me, Master! I need to keep a close eye on Hilde or else! W-Well then...” And she fled.


      Still, even with all of us here, there was a lot of space left. No wonder Hildegard wanted to swim in the bathtub.


      I watched as Hildegard pulled Christina inside the bath and splashed her with water.


      “What?! It’s becoming transparent!”


      “Here! More water, Christina! It’s so fun! Come too, Lapina!”


      “M-Me too...?”


      “I didn’t know it would turn see-through! Aaah, how did things end up like this?!”


      While they weren’t as transparent as Christina complained, the bathing gowns clung to the skin once soaked in water, revealing more of their figures.


      Hildegard must have found Christina’s reactions as she grew more flustered to be amusing because she splashed even more water at her. She even dragged Lapina, who had been trying to stay inconspicuous near the edge of the bathtub, into it, and they were now enjoying the large bath together.


      As I gazed at the carefree trio from afar, almost dozing off from how pleasant the warm water was, someone approached me with a chuckle.


      “What a lovely sight. I wonder how many years it’s been since I’ve seen something like that.”


      “Ms. Ashley.”


      “Do you mind if I sit next to you?”


      Ms. Ashley emerged from behind the steam, wearing the same bathing gown as everyone else. She had retied her braid atop her hair so that it wouldn’t fall in the water, which exposed her slender nape, making her look even more bewitching than usual.


      She first tested the water by tipping her toe in, then, after letting out a contented sigh, she moved to sit next to me.


      “Those three look like sisters,” she remarked.


      “I suppose they do. While their circumstances are different, they are all in the same situation, so it isn’t surprising that they would grow closer,” I replied.


      Hildegard, free-spirited as ever, played without a care in the world as the straitlaced Christina watched over her. Lapina, however, only stared at them a few steps away, doing nothing. She had only agreed to bathe with everyone because she had gone along with the flow. She hadn’t forgotten what Vanitas had done to her and was still wary of me, after all. As proof, she hadn’t once glanced my way ever since entering the bathhouse.


      “Who do you like the most?” Ms. Ashley suddenly asked.


      “Huh?”


      She chuckled. “Sorry, that was mean of me. Many nobles have multiple wives, so I couldn’t help myself. Forget my question.”


      Who do I like the most, huh? Never thought about ranking them.


      “Everyone is important to me,” I answered.


      “Does that include me?” Ms. Ashley inquired after a slight pause.


      “Of course.”


      “Come on, don’t reply so fast! Now I don’t know how to react...”


      You’re the one who asked...


      “But thank you. You’re important to me too, Vanitas,” she said, her pale skin flushing pink as she awkwardly looked away.


      Unfortunately, her voice had been too faint, so I hadn’t heard her.


      “I’m sure you heard me...”




      Hildegard must have gotten too carried away because she got dizzy from the hot water, so Ms. Ashley and Lapina left the bathhouse to take care of her, leaving me alone with Christina.


      As steam rose from the stone bathtub, dissipating into a thin mist, I decided to make a certain request to Christina, who was still embarrassed by her see-through garment.


      “Could you wash my back, Christina?”


      She gasped. “I-Is that an order...?”


      “No, of course not. You, more than anyone, should know that I can’t do that.”


      “Yes, you are right... Well then, I shall do it.” Still in her bathing gown, Christina pressed a towel lathered with soap on my back.
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      To be honest, I had already cleaned myself before entering the bath, but I just wanted Christina to wash me.


      Yep, can’t go against your desires.


      The bathhouse was unnaturally quiet compared to when Hildegard and the others had been present, and the only thing that could be heard was the sound of the towel rubbing against my skin.


      Eventually, Christina couldn’t bear the silence and said, “Can I ask something?”


      “What?”


      “How can you work so hard?”


      “What do you mean?” I asked back, not understanding. Did I work hard?


      “I am referring to your combat practice with Ms. Ashley. You continued to fight even when one of your arms was frozen. You did not stop either even when you suffered a large laceration to your head and bled profusely. What makes you go so far?”


      Ah, she was talking about the injuries I had received because Ms. Ashley had gotten a little too carried away. Christina had become so panicked that it had felt like the world was ending as she had cried in worry about my well-being.


      “You say I’m working hard, but I’m only doing what I must,” I replied.


      “But if you made a mistake, you could have died! I trust Ms. Ashley, but if you continue like this, it is only a matter of time before you get seriously injured!”


      “Is this why you agreed to bathe with me?” I asked.


      “W-Well... Yes, I wanted to know what motivated you,” she answered weakly, and I felt her presence behind me becoming more subdued.


      “This world is harsh, Christina.”


      “What are you—”


      “This world has magic, monsters, bandits, murderers—it’s full of dangers that make people constantly live with the fear of death. And naturally, I’m the same. Just like the previous Vanitas vanished in that bottomless swamp, I could die any time too.”


      Christina listened silently.


      “I want to protect what’s important to me.”


      “You said the same thing during your training with Ms. Ashley. What is that important thing?”


      “You, Christina.”


      She gasped. “Wh-What?! Please do not joke about this...”


      “Well, to be exact, you, Hildegard, Lapina, and Ms. Ashley are important to me.”


      Christina didn’t reply.


      “That’s why I need power. The power to protect you all—so that you aren’t taken from me.”


      “Master...”


      “To that end, I’m ready to pay any price,” I declared. Then after a short pause, I said, “ Christina.”


      “Yes.”


      “I will do anything to protect you all. Even work hard, as you said. I’ll do it, because I must.”


      “Master, you... But even so, I...” Christina stammered, but she didn’t finish her sentence. She poured hot water down my back, rinsing the foam, then she bowed and left.


      Now alone, I could only listen to the sound of flowing water echoing in the quiet bathhouse.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 13: The Sudden Change of Ernst Lindblum


      A few days earlier.


      After inviting Ashley Strayfall to his domain, Ernst Lindblum called for an emergency meeting with the neighboring lords. This was partly due to Ashley’s unique circumstances, but also to keep the other family heads in check.


      Few people viewed Transformation Magic users favorably, and that was even more true for nobles. The main reason was, of course, that Transformation Magic could be easily misused. It was a sorcery that allowed one to become someone else, and it was far harder to detect than a mere disguise, so it was very useful to commit crimes, though not every user of it did so.


      Naturally, the empire had the means to identify Transformation Magic by using spells of an information-type attribute. And the less experienced the Transformation Magic user was, the easier it was to see through them.


      But nobles valued their authority greatly, and they hated anything that could threaten it. This was why a skilled practitioner like Ashley could easily become the target of their prejudice, and Ernst decided to use the emergency communication network between the family heads to call the neighboring lords.


      Some were unable to attend for personal reasons, and others declined because they couldn’t make it in time, but most answered the call. Though there was some unease because a marquis rarely made such a summons, Ernst’s personality was well-known, so they didn’t think much of it. After all, they all looked down on Ernst for being a spineless coward.


      “Ashley Strayfall? Who is that? Did you call us for such a trivial matter? Who do you think you are? I’m a busy man!”


      “I think I’ve heard rumors that she was a Transformation Magic user with special circumstances. Transformation Magic is barbaric sorcery used by many criminals. Anyone who learns it should be handled with caution. And yet you summoned us just because you invited one to your domain? If that’s all, I’ll be taking my leave.”


      “Wait. Ernst went to the trouble of gathering us here. Surely, he must have gifts for us. He’s the head of the oldest family among the seven marquisates of the empire. I’m certain he will present us with treasures that will leave us speechless.”


      Even considering the fact that they were disrespecting Ernst, their behavior was disgraceful. They were completely disregarding the fact that he was of a higher peerage than them. If they were acting like that with any other marquis, they would have been executed already.


      Of course, they only behaved that way because they knew of Ernst’s temperament. But today, that was the wrong thing to do.


      “Shut up. I have no gift for the likes of you,” Ernst said, freezing the air in the room.


      “Wh-What’s gotten into you, Ernst? Y-You’re unusually spirited today. Did something happen?” asked one of the nobles. They were all dumbfounded by Ernst’s uncharacteristic harshness.


      “I know of Ms. Ashley, Lord Ernst,” said the only woman in the assembly hall. “But why did you summon us today? You are a prudent man, so I assume there must be a proper reason. However, it was not explained to us when we were called. Would it be possible to have an explanation?”


      The woman was the countess ruling over a territory north of the Lindblum domain—Celesremia Argmeier. But intelligent as she was, she couldn’t read Ernst’s intentions.


      “For my son.”


      Ernst’s answer was so blunt that it took a few seconds for everyone to understand his words, which made them talk about the son in question.


      “Your son?”


      “If I recall correctly, he is—”


      “Ah, that troublemaking thug—Vanitas Lindblum! I have heard nothing but bad rumors about him, both in my domain and from the magic academy in the capital!”


      “The one who brings three slave girls with him to school...”


      From there, they started to speak ill of Vanitas as though a dam had broken.


      Unfortunately, their scorn was warranted. After all, it was well-known that Vanitas Lindblum was not only unjustly violent toward his slaves, but toward the populace too.


      Some nobles in the room continued to insult Vanitas, but that was only a small part of them. Most had already realized that Ernst Lindblum wasn’t acting like usual today.


      “Are you done?” Ernst eventually asked.


      “Y-Yes?”


      “Well, um...”


      “Then let’s get down to business—you’re really annoying.”


      “Huh?” The nobles who had been insulting Vanitas stiffened from the unexpectedly cold words coming out of Ernst’s mouth.


      “You asked for an explanation, right, Argmeier?” Ernst asked.


      “Yes...”


      “I invited Ms. Ashley to become my son’s teacher. Unfortunately, I know that she—no, all Transformation Magic users aren’t viewed favorably by you all. So I called you to warn you.” Ernst looked at all the nobles present in the room and declared calmly, “Do not attempt anything toward my son’s and my guest.”


      Everyone gasped.


      “Also, while I’m at it, I know that some of you have spies in my domain. I’ve been putting up with it until now, but that’s it. Withdraw them; they’re an eyesore,” Ernst said, staring at a few nobles in particular, his chilling gaze making them tremble in fear. But Ernst wasn’t done. Next, he turned toward the three who had disrespected him and insulted his son the most. “By the way, you three. I’ve overlooked your rude behavior until now, but you do know what I could do if I wanted, right?”


      “Uh...well...we...”


      “I’m in a position where I can have you executed whenever I want. And strangely, fate has it that we have many other nobles as witnesses. Would you like them to judge who is in the right between you three and me? I wouldn’t mind having them vote.”


      “Ugh... I... I apologize for my rudeness...”


      “P-Please, forgive us...”


      “Why is this happening...?”


      Celesremia shuddered at the sight of Ernst cornering the three nobles who had gotten carried away.


      Those three aren’t the only ones who have been insulting and looking down on Lord Ernst. But until just now, he has never retaliated. The same applies to his son—he always accepted the complaints about him, and he even bowed in apology a few times despite being a marquis. And yet, now he’s changed.


      Ernst had finally bared its fangs at the nobles who had been disrespecting him for a long time.


      For the first time, he has used his rank to make them remember their place. Moreover, all the nobles present here have witnessed this. None of them will treat Lord Ernst lightly anymore—not after watching this.


      The other nobles had become completely subdued after seeing Ernst’s sudden change.


      As for the three who’ve been rebuked, they’ll be seen as the ones who have angered the usually mild-mannered Lord Ernst, and their neighbors will start to distance themselves from them. Moreover, everyone here will speak about it, and rumors will spread, which will impact the territories of the three. After all, no merchant would want to deal with lands that have earned the displeasure of a higher power.


      Ernst wouldn’t even have to do anything—the three nobles he had scolded were already done for.


      “I-I apologize for my behavior until now. So please...please forgive us...”


      “We were in the wrong. It was very disrespectful of us to ignore your standing. We are deeply sorry...”


      They pleaded pitifully, trying to earn his forgiveness, but Ernst ignored them, and the scene terrified the other nobles. After all, it could have been them.


      Thus, Ernst prevented any interference concerning Ashley and put an end to the surveillance from other lords by having them withdraw their spies.


      What was truly frightening was that Ernst had accomplished everything in only a few days. The once timid man had completely transformed into someone possessing both decisiveness and assertiveness.


      News of Ernst’s dramatic change quickly spread around, and the world came to learn about a new monster.


      But they had yet to realize that the one who had changed Ernst was Vanitas—another monster.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 14: Strolling Around Town with the Three Slave Girls


      My magic studies had really improved thanks to Ms. Ashley. Just like her Transformation Magic, Grasping Magic was also considered “special attribute magic,” and her teachings were very valuable as someone who had spent years perfecting her craft.


      However, while everything was going well, I still had a complaint. To be perfectly blunt—I wasn’t enjoying this world!


      True, I got the chance to interact with beautiful girls, but because I spent most of my time on Ms. Ashley’s intense training, I actually didn’t get many opportunities to deepen my bond with them. Yeah, we had bathed together, but that had only been because Christina had wanted to ask me about my motivation. The girls must not have liked how I got covered in blood when training with Ms. Ashley, because they always stayed away when I trained.


      As for the maids, because they knew that I would caress their butts if they got too close to me, they had started to be more careful around me.


      And finally, my sisters, who I’d heard were going to come in a few days, still hadn’t arrived.


      In other words, my current lifestyle had just too much violence without respite.


      So, I decided to go stroll around town with the slave girls.


      I was currently wearing an unfamiliar bag at my hip. It was a magic bag, a magic item that could store stuff inside, one you would often see in isekai stories. My father gave it to me when I told him I wanted to go to town. It was a pretty good item. The space inside was expanded to contain more than its size, and it also thankfully reduced its own weight so that even weak people like me could easily carry it. However, living things couldn’t be put inside, and it didn’t stop time, so perishables such as fruits and vegetables would rot inside if you forgot about them. Moreover, you needed to replenish its mana regularly, or it would stop working. Still, even with its flaws, it was an incredibly useful item.


      “You’re not coming, Ms. Ashley?” I asked.


      “No, I’ll stay at the mansion,” she replied.


      “But—”


      “Just have fun with the girls, all right?”


      “Fine... Then I’ll buy you a souvenir.”


      “I look forward to it.”


      Ms. Ashley must have noticed Christina’s strange behavior in the bath the other day and chose to stay at the Lindblum residence instead of accompanying us, likely for my sake.


      “Where are we going today, Master?” Christina inquired.


      “Hmm, I want to eat something tasty.”


      “Eat? Eat!” Hildegard rejoiced.


      I’d had us purposefully skip breakfast just for that.


      The carriage reached its destination, and we descended from it. I had some memories of Vanitas coming here, but it was a first for me to step outside the Lindblum estate. The world that had once been only words in a story was now real before me.


      That’s a little moving.


      “All right. Here,” I said.


      “Why are you presenting your hand to me?” Christina asked.


      “Well, if we’re strolling around town, I thought we may as well hold hands—like lovers.”


      “What?!” Christina exclaimed, leaping back to distance herself from my extended hand.


      I guess she still hates me.


      “L-L-Like lovers?! You mean intertwining our fingers like people in love do?!”


      “Well, yeah. Why are you so flustered?”


      “I-I am not flustered! Also, I am your guard, Master. Holding your hand would hinder me in my duty. However, if you really wa—”


      “Oh well, what about you, Hildegard?”


      “Hold hands? Okay!” She happily accepted.


      Hildegard had grown quite used to me. Sparring together had really helped us to understand each other. She still didn’t seem to comprehend the whole reincarnation thing, however, but that wasn’t important.


      “It’s my first time in town since I reincarnated. Let’s go and have some fun.”




      Harsomnia was the central city of the Lindblum territory and was often called the city of steel and springs. The reason was that the city flourished from the steel industry, thanks to the multiple iron ore mines in the domain, and the abundant underground water sources. The town’s outer walls, designed to prevent monsters from invading, were heavily reinforced with steel, and so were the houses lined in rows, though to a lesser extent, giving them a sturdy and robust appearance. The paved roads were bustling with activity between the many carriages going around and the pedestrians trying to weave through the crowds.


      The estate was in the city’s most prestigious location, and at this moment, we were walking through Dragonbone Street, Harsomnia’s main avenue that led to the shopping district.


      Incidentally, all that wasn’t explained in the novel. Everything came from my father, the marquis of this domain, and Christina, who had talked about it proudly for some reason.


      “Where next?”


      “Don’t pull so hard.”


      “You are troubling Master, Hilde.” Christina scolded.


      After eating through a mountain of food for breakfast, Hildegard tugged on my arm, still holding hands with me like lovers, which twisted my wrist and hurt a little. She was having so much fun, laughing innocently, so I could only endure the pain silently.


      By the way, I had used the opportunity to do something I had always wanted to try.


      I remembered what had happened.


      “What?! Y-You want me to feed you, Master?!” Christina exclaimed.


      “Yep. You refused to hold hands, so I hope you’ll agree to feed me.”


      “But... I...”


      Since they were slaves, I never shared a meal with them. We ate the same things, but not in the same room and not at the same time. They were slaves, not waitresses. Not that they had been trained for that kind of duty, anyway. And I had no memories of Vanitas ordering them to eat with him either.


      However, while I respected my father’s rules at home, we weren’t at the mansion right now. I didn’t care that people would see us. Because of Vanitas’s misdeeds, they had stared at me fearfully, and people had straight out fled from the road we had walked to come here. If they hated me like that, then I wouldn’t care about what they thought of me. I would just do as I please.


      I pointed at the scrambled eggs on Christina’s plate, then looked at the fork in her hand.


      “It’s pretty simple. You just need to feed me some of your eggs.”


      “B-But it is embarrassing to do something only lovers would do...” Christina mumbled, looking at Hildegard and Lapina for help, but the former was too busy eating her mountain of sausages and ham, while the latter shook her head in refusal. “This is not an order...right?”


      “Of course not. I wouldn’t order you just for something like that. No, I want you to feed me of your own volition. If you still don’t want to, then I’ll just try again another time.”


      “Uh... So you will not give up...” Christina said, then she whispered to herself to gather her courage, “It’s better to be me than Lapina being forced to do it!” Her resolve set, she fed me her scrambled eggs.


      “Yep, it’s good.”


      “Uh... For me to be shamed like this in public... Before, I would only get hit, so this shows that you truly have changed. I had already realized it because of your spar with Hilde and o-our bath together, but now I am certain you are different.”


      “So you finally get it... Then I want another bite.”


      “What?!”


      “Just one mouthful isn’t enough. I’ll order other dishes, so give me some of them too,” I said to Christina, then turned toward the other two. “Don’t hesitate to ask for more if you want, Hildegard. You too, Lapina. My father gave me a lot of money.”


      “Yeah! More meat!”


      “Thank you, Master.”


      Yup, the way Christina had blushed when she was feeding me was already becoming a fond memory. She had been so embarrassed that her brain had short-circuited, leaving her dazed for a while, which had made me rather happy, as it was the first time I had ever seen her make such an expression.


      Still, we’ve bathed together, and she even washed my back, yet she’s against behaving like lovers... I honestly don’t know where she draws the line.


      “Master! Next!”


      “H-Hilde! Do not pull Master around like that! This is dangerous! Carriages are running through the road!” Christina warned her.


      “It’s fine! Master’ll become stronger!”


      “Just listen to me!”


      Hmm... I guess we’ll go there next.


      “I want to go to the blacksmith.” I remembered the fancy sword used as decoration in Vanitas’s bedroom. It was left lying around carelessly, but because it had been custom-made for Vanitas, even the maids cleaning the room didn’t dare touch it. “The previous me had a sword made for him, right? I want to go to the store that made it.”


      “But... No, if this is what you want, I shall guide you there.” Christina hesitated for an instant with a bitter expression, but she accepted my request.


      Our next destination was decided—the workshop of the blacksmith said to be the best in Harsomnia. It was the store where Vanitas had used his privilege as a noble to forcibly have a sword made for him without even paying.




      “So this is Arkhausen’s Armory,” I said.


      “Yes. This is where you commissioned a special sword,” Christina replied.


      “Yeah, it’s just carelessly lying around my room, though. It’s fancy, but not useful for battle. It’s a decoration more than a weapon.”


      “Yes, well... You—or rather, the previous you, I suppose—commissioned a ‘treasured sword adorned with an abundance of jewels especially made for you,’” she explained.


      “Yeah, I remember. It was before I entered the magic academy, so a little more than a year ago.”


      Back then, Vanitas had heard about how Dylac Arkhausen, the owner of Arkhausen’s Armory, was rumored to be the best blacksmith in Harsomnia. The small store before me had been passed down between blacksmiths for generations, and connoisseurs knew that if you wanted something good, it was the place to go to.


      Vanitas had come here and made an unreasonable request. Or rather, being a noble and the son of the lord of this domain, it basically had been an order to Dylac. And of course, the reason for this unreasonable demand was simply because Vanitas had wanted to flaunt that he owned a weapon made by the best blacksmith of Harsomnia. Naturally, he had also been the one to want it to be more decoration than sword—after all, it was more flashy that way. And to top it all, all the costs of the materials and the production had been covered by the store without remuneration.


      By the way, the reason it was lying down carelessly in Vanitas’s bedroom was because he hadn’t been able to lift it but had been too prideful to return it to the store.


      Yeah, Vanitas was a real scumbag.


      “Doesn’t it look slightly run-down? I think the entrance was tidier last time,” I remarked.


      “Well...” Christina stammered.


      “Oh well, whatever. Seems like it’s open, so let’s enter.”


      “M-Master! Um... Well... Please do not ask for something unreasonable again...”


      “Don’t worry, Christina. I won’t. We’re just here for some shopping. In fact, I’ll even buy you a new weapon and new gear to replace your mass-produced ones if you want. Father gave me enough money for that.”


      “Really?! Ah...” Christina rejoiced for an instant before realizing her mistake.


      Acting as my guard, Christina was equipped today. The one-handed sword and breastplate tailored for women she was wearing were the same mass-produced gear used by the knights of the Lindblum territory. Combined with her golden hair waving in the wind, she truly looked like a proper female knight.




      “Welcome.” The unmotivated voice of a young man echoed through the shop the instant the bell installed on the door signaled our entry.


      Looking around, the interior seemed as desolate as the exterior.


      There wasn’t much for sale. Only a few swords and spears—all unique—were leaned against the wall, and some daggers and throwing knives were exposed inside glass cases. There were also a few shields, but only one armor set on a mannequin.


      That made me wonder if this shop was breaking even.


      When Vanitas had visited last time, the shelves had been crammed with so many weapons that they could fill your entire view, but now there were no traces left of them.


      The only thing that was full was the barrel with discount items inside.


      For a store supposedly well-known to connoisseurs in Harsomnia, it looked pretty barren.


      “Are you looking for something? Sorry, but we don’t have much merchandise,” said the boy I assumed to be the clerk. He seemed to be seventeen or eighteen, so around the same age as Hildegard.


      “Why? This shop has a workshop, no? There should be a forge in the back,” I asked.


      The clerk boy leaned against the counter, polishing a dagger with a cloth as he answered, “Ah, well, the forge’s fire is out right now. The boss only works when he feels like it, which is why we don’t have much here. Sorry about that.”


      “I see. Speaking of your boss, I have some business with Dylac.”


      “You do? Are you an acquaintance? Sorry, but he isn’t— Wait, you’re...!”


      The languid boy’s demeanor suddenly changed, and Christina stepped forward to protect me, but I stopped her with my hand.


      “Do you know me?” I inquired.


      “You bet I do! Ah, um, well...one look at your hair and handsome face is enough to make me realize that you are the son of the marquis, Lord Vanitas Lindblum. Am I wrong?” He suddenly became very polite.


      “I am indeed Vanitas Lindblum. And you are?”


      “My name is Marcus. I am a mere clerk. Um...the boss is out and will not come back for a while.”


      “I see. I wanted to speak with him, but if he isn’t present, then so be it... Ah,” I said, suddenly getting an idea.


      “Y-Yes?!” Marcus exclaimed, surprised.


      “Do you have an eye for weapons? I’d like to buy a dagger.”


      “Huh?”


      “I want something light enough that even I could use it. Could you choose one for me?”


      “But I—”


      “You’re the clerk, no? You should be able to find me something. Or does this shop not have anything that’d suit me?”


      Marcus didn’t answer.


      “Well, I guess I’ll have to ask when Dylac is present. I just suddenly thought that I’d like a weapon. Think nothing of it,” I said and tried to leave, but Marcus hurriedly stopped me.


      “Please wait! What about this one?!” Marcus showed me a dagger in a black scabbard.


      “And this is?”


      “Th-This is a treasured item of our store. There is only one, and we have been keeping it for special customers like you,” he explained.


      “Can I test it?”


      “Y-Yes, of course.”


      I drew the blade, which was a little over ten centimeters in length, out of its sheath, and swung it a few times. It was surprisingly light.


      I checked the blade as it reflected the sunlight, caressing its flat with my fingers.


      “Hmm, I see,” I said.


      “I-Is there something wrong?” Marcus asked fearfully.


      “How much is it?”


      “Wh-What?”


      “What’s the price of this dagger? I’ve been wanting a weapon that even someone weak like me can wield. I’ll buy it.”


      “Y-You will buy it?”


      “What? Is it not for sale? You did say it was a treasured item.”


      “Ah, um... You do not need to pay. I cannot accept money from a noble,” Marcus said, avoiding my gaze, but I couldn’t get it for free.


      “How much do you think it’s worth, Christina?” I asked.


      “My apologies, Master, but I do not know how to judge a weapon...” Christina replied.


      “I don’t mind. Just give the market price.”


      “Well then, I think it should be around two or three gold pieces, depending on the materials used and how it was produced.”


      “Here are ten gold pieces. Give them to Marcus.”


      “Understood!”


      “W-Wait! I cannot accept that much!” Marcus protested.


      “I know it’s a trivial sum, but take it. In exchange, I’ll take this treasured dagger of yours.”




      “Are you truly going to use that dagger in the black scabbard, Master?” Christina asked.


      “Hmm? Yeah, of course. Marcus even gave me a belt to equip it,” I answered.


      “It suits you, Master!” Hildegard praised me.


      “Really? Thanks.”


      “I feel bad for Sir Marcus, but if this is a weapon you are going to use, I think it should be something selected by Sir Dylac,” Christina said, looking at the dagger uneasily.


      “It’s fine. It’ll do. It’s just a sudden whim, anyway,” I said softly, trying to assuage her worry. “Now, as for where we’re going next...”


      “Yes?”


      “Next!”


      Christina and Hildegard reacted, but Lapina stayed silent.


      “The slave trader is our next destination. You’re fine with it, right?”


      The trio froze all at once, shocked by my words.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 15: The Slave Trader and Christina’s Collar


      Surprisingly, the slave trader’s shop wasn’t far from Harsomnia’s shopping district. I supposed it made sense, considering people who bought slaves were wealthy. That way, they would be able to do their shopping using the slaves they had just bought. Still, it felt a little odd to think that such a shady business was just one step away from the bustling main street.


      After buying the dagger in the black scabbard from Marcus, clerk of Arkhausen’s Armory, we were now heading toward that shop, a place that remained vividly in Vanitas’s memory. We quickly found the dimly lit entrance, which was guarded by robust men. They guided us inside to meet with the owner.


      “Hey, Young Master Vanny. Been a while.”


      “Shuka... Yeah, it has.”


      She chuckled. “The last time was when you bought Christina right there. That was quite a while ago.”


      Shuka was a woman who looked like she was in her early twenties, and she was dressed in the kind of lascivious outfit you’d see in a red-light district in my past life. I didn’t know her actual age—and didn’t care enough to ask—but her coquettish voice and the way she elegantly smoked her kiseru gave her a unique aura.


      “What brings you here with your three favorite slaves? Have you grown tired of them? You’re such a spoiled child.” Shuka giggled. “Regardless, I’ve got new slaves since the last time you came. I’m sure I have girls you’d want to buy. Want to take a peek?”


      “Sorry, but while you’ve got my interest, that’s not why I came. Ah, and before I forget, call me Vanitas from now on,” I said.


      “What’s up? And here I thought you had settled down. Why do you suddenly want me to change how I call you?”


      “Don’t ask, just do it.”


      “Fine. You’re fifteen now. I suppose you want to act like a grown-up. So, Young Master Vanitas, why are you here today?” Shuka asked, her composed expression faltering slightly as she showed a hint of irritation.


      She would have to bear with it. Shuka was a veteran negotiator. I didn’t hate her decadent attitude, but it’d cause problems to our relationship from now on if I let her continue to look down on me.


      “Come here, Christina,” I called.


      “Y-Yes...” she answered fearfully, not understanding why we had come here and why I was asking her to stand before me.


      “Why do you think we came here today?” I asked.


      “I do not know... To buy a new slave?”


      “No.”


      “Then...to sell us—or only me?”


      “Not that either.”


      Christina relaxed when she heard I wasn’t selling her. Hildegard and Lapina did too, learning that they wouldn’t be separated.


      “Slave collars have different grades. You should know that, Christina, as your collar isn’t the same as Hildegard and Lapina,” I said. The collars Hildegard and Lapina wore were black, but Christina’s was crimson.


      “Yep. Christina’s collar is of the highest grade,” Shuka added.


      “Indeed... As Ms. Shuka said, my collar is different from the ones worn by Hilde and Lapina.”


      “Come on, Chris, didn’t I tell you to call me Big Sis Shuka? I’m the one who bought you, after all. How surprised I was when a fallen noble lady came to me, wanting to sell herself to give the money to her ruined family. I had to bring you to the Lindblum territory, however, because nobody wanted to buy you. I wonder why, even though you’re so cute.”


      Shuka had accepted Christina’s demand and bought her for an exorbitant sum, which was then given to Christina’s family. However, Christina had asked for a certain condition when selling herself, and that was why nobody had bought her.


      “Slave collars are imbued with contracts, and the one used in the highest-grade collars is quite special—it can even bind the master of the slave too. In your case, Christina, the contract in your collar allows you to refuse any sexual order, right?” I said.


      “Uh... Yes.”


      “And that’s why I brought you here today. I want to change your contract so that you become my slave in the truest meaning of the word.”


      Christina gasped at my words.


      How could you expect me not to lay a hand on such a beautiful woman?! I was in the body of a fifteen-year-old boy; of course I had a libido!


      Vanitas hadn’t done anything to her as she was protected by the contract of her collar.


      But I was different. I wasn’t one of those wusses who lost their nerve around women. There was no way I would just wait, doing nothing until the protagonist stole her from me, like in the story.


      No—she was mine.




      Slave collars bound a master to their slave, but they didn’t function just by putting one on someone. Once worn, the master needed to register their blood and mana inside the collar to activate the contract.


      Basic contracts forbade suicide and self-harm, escaping from or inflicting harm to their master, and the obligation to listen to orders.


      Depending on the grade of the collar, the content of the contract could be changed. The higher the grade, the more flexibility the contract had and the more conditions could be added.


      For example, it was possible to allow the slave to refuse sexual orders like Christina, to increase or reduce the actions the slave could take, to force the slave to talk in a certain way, and such. It was even possible to grant a certain number of times the slave could refuse orders, or other more complex, ambiguous conditions.


      On the other hand, collars of lower grade could only use the basic contract without modification. So if you wanted to forbid the use of mana, the activation of magic, or contact with other people, you couldn’t. Such collars could allow some slaves to find ways to indirectly harm their masters.


      As for the lowest grade of collars, sometimes orders wouldn’t even work.


      By the way, there was a reason Vanitas hadn’t laid a hand on Hildegard and Lapina. Those two’s collars were average, so they didn’t forbid sexual orders, and the slaves couldn’t refuse their master. However, the time Vanitas had once called Hildegard to his bedroom in the past, her purity had allowed her to hit him unconsciously, so he had avoided getting too intimate with her since then. As for Lapina, she was just too young for Vanitas.


      In a way, you could say that it was that way for the story to work. After all, Vanitas’s role was to provide harem members to the protagonist, so it would be bad if he had already laid his hand on them.


      But even without that, Vanitas had loved Christina the most, being the one he had met first, so she also had been the one he had wanted to bed first. That was why he had never ordered Hildegard and Lapina to service him in bed.


      And in the story, Christina was the first one taken from him by the protagonist, so it was no wonder that he lost his mind.




      I continued to talk as calmly as possible to soothe Christina’s anxiety. “However, a contract can only be modified if the two parties agree. Just like I had to give my blood and mana to register as your master, we both need to give our blood and mana to change the contract’s contents.”


      Christina stayed silent.


      “That’s why we’re here. To change a contract, we need a slave trader—someone who can use magic of the contract attribute.”


      Still nothing.


      “So, what will you do, Christina? Will you accept to remove your condition and give yourself to me entirely, or will you keep it so that I can’t lay a single finger on you? Let me hear your reply.”


      What would Christina choose?


      “I...” Christina, who had been looking down until now, stared back at me with a distressed expression. “I understand that you have changed, Master. You never trained before, but now, you work hard, standing on the same ground and breathing the same air as us. You stopped being violent and abusive and have instead started to show consideration, treating us better.”


      “Of course I would. I’m your master, after all,” I said.


      “You stopped giving us unreasonable orders or making malicious proposals, and people do not fear you as much as before. There are still some servants who remain afraid of you, but your current behavior makes me hope that it will improve over time.”


      I listened silently.


      “Yet I still cannot trust you! I know that some people have suffered because of your unreasonable orders! That you abused your authority to wound people’s minds and bodies!” Christina’s words came straight from her heart, which had been wounded by Vanitas’s sins. “You say that you have reincarnated and become a different person from the previous Vanitas Lindblum... But I cannot just believe it! I still remember how you scorned, raged, and sneered with this exact same face and voice! So how could I trust you...?”


      “I see...”


      “I want to trust you. Truly. But I cannot entrust my everything to you. I need more time.”


      “So that’s your answer, Christina...”


      A deep silence dominated the room.


      Christina had bared herself to me and was now staring at me head-on. The resolve in her clear, light blue eyes showed that she wouldn’t regret it even if that meant I’d punish her for this.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 16: Christina Matia Is Charmed


      “Well, that’s what I expected,” Master replied to my sincere answer as though it was nothing. I had thought he would get angry and scold me, but he didn’t.


      “Huh?” I blurted out.


      “I knew you still didn’t trust me. That you still saw the old Vanitas in me. And yet, I had to ask for our contract to change. Do you understand why?”


      “No, I do not...”


      “I’m serious, Christina. I really want to earn your trust. That’s why I asked you to become my slave in the truest sense in this place—because this is where we met and became master and slave.”


      As he said, this was where we had met. “Become my slave, woman,” he had said with excitement and haughty arrogance. And I had no choice but to accept.


      “We are master and slave, a relationship where one exploits and oppresses the other. Or at least, that’s how it’s been until now.”


      “Master...”


      “Let’s start over from this place where everything began. Just like how you reluctantly pledged your allegiance to me because of your integrity, this time I want to swear that I’ll become a man worthy to be your master.”


      Master took my hand and pushed it against his chest.


      W-Wait... I... I’m touching his chest!


      Master continued, “But don’t misunderstand me, Christina. You are a slave, and only a slave. Because you are mine.”


      In a way, it was the same as back then. He was haughtily making me understand that I would be his slave forever. But this time, I could feel his heart beat in his delicate chest.


      “I swear to become strong as your master. I swear to walk the path I have chosen without wavering. I swear I won’t let anyone take you away from me.”


      Master’s jet-black eyes, which could even swallow light, weren’t empty. They weren’t cold like a frozen plain. No, his words were filled with heat, and I could see light deep into his eyes.


      “We are two birds flying through the endless sky with the same pair of wings, and the slave collar is the chain that binds us together. I will never release you from slavery. Or rather, even without the collar, we’ll always be master and slave.”


      “And...it is not only me. You do not intend to let go of Hilde and Lapina either, am I right?” I asked.


      “Ha ha! That’s right! Because I’m greedy!”


      “You truly are...” I couldn’t finish my sentence.


      I was charmed by Vanitas Lindblum—by the boy who was different from before. Even if he didn’t only look at me and was honest about his desires, he made me want to be with him.


      “And one more thing. I have no intention of ever letting you go. If hell exists and I’m sent to it, I’ll take you with me. I won’t ever let you become someone else’s. I won’t let you get away from me—never forget that.”


      The instant I saw Master Vanitas make his declaration with a provocative smile, I knew in my heart that I would never be able to escape from him.


      “Yes... Master Vanitas.”


      “Still, I have to say, your hand is pretty warm, Christina.”


      “This is because your heart is beating so hard in your chest...”


      “Are you sure? Want to check?”


      “What?!” I exclaimed as he hugged me. His embrace was so strong that I wondered how such strength could come from his slender arms as he pushed my face against his chest.


      Th-This is bad! Hilde, Lapina, and Ms. Shuka are watching! I-I have to get away! And here we were having a heartfelt conversation! Ah, he smells good.


      “See, Christina. I’m perfectly calm,” Master said.


      I was certain my face was completely red. I was so embarrassed that I couldn’t even lift my face away from his chest.


      Yes, that’s totally his fault. It’s not because I want to touch him more. I swear!




      “So, what am I watching, anyway?” Shuka asked, exasperated, as she gazed at me hugging Christina.


      Well, yeah, from her point of view, an old client just came to her shop and suddenly started to play a strange skit before her. Still, I was thankful that she had let us talk without cutting in until the end.


      “I’m astonished. Why are you flirting in my shop? If you want to have a lovers’ spat, do it somewhere else,” Shuka said.


      “Eh? Flirting?! I-I am not doing something so indecent!” Christina protested.


      “Sorry, but it had to be here, where everything started,” I replied. “But you don’t mind, right? After all, you got to see Christina and me deepen our bond from up close.”


      Shuka sighed. “From my point of view, it looked like a selfish rich boy throwing a tantrum, though?” She shrugged and breathed out a smoke circle formed from her seductive lips, but I didn’t miss the fact that she was watching us closely with a sharp sidelong glance. “Still, you’re quite mean, Young Master Vanitas. You brought Chris here and had her talk with me to scare her, right? You used me to make her remember that she is a slave. That’s pretty sly of you.”


      “Are you sure you want to speak to me like that? I’m the heir of a marquis.”


      “Hah! You think that scares me? I’m not the kind of woman who gets intimidated by a mere rich boy!”


      “Hmph. If you say so.”


      Shuka sighed once more. “So even a provocation like that doesn’t anger you, huh? I guess Vanitas Lindblum’s really changed.”


      Had she heard recent rumors about me? Well, I supposed she had her own information network. She must have found my sudden change to be pretty odd.


      “So, Chris. Are you going to accept your dear master’s proposal?” Shuka asked.


      “I...”


      “You don’t need to answer now, Christina. We’ll alter your contract when you’re ready. Until then, watch me and judge whether I’m worthy of being your master.”


      “Is that truly fine...?”


      “I don’t mind. After all, I’m certain you’ll tell me you want to give me your everything before long.”


      Shuka let out yet another sigh. “Where does your baseless confidence come from? That’s youth for you, I guess. Still, I suppose it’s a good match for Chris. One look at her slack expression is enough to know that she has fallen already.”


      Indeed, as pointed out by Shuka, Christina was looking at me quite passionately. It wouldn’t take long for her to accept my proposal. One more reason to work hard and become a worthy master for the girls.


      “Well then, I’ll be counting on you when the time comes, Shuka. You’re the one I want to change the contract—the bond—between Christina and me.”


      “I appreciate your trust, but does it really need to be me? I may act disrespectfully again, Young Master Vanitas.”


      “And I look forward to it.”


      “What a cheeky brat,” Shuka said, glaring at me.


      I ignored her irritation and decided to inform her of the second reason for my visit.


      “Shuka.”


      “What?”


      “As thanks for troubling you, I have some useful intel.”


      “Oh?”


      Shuka may now have lived as a successful slave trader, but I knew that she was the daughter of the great noble of a certain eastern country—which was why her name was originally written in kanji, by the way—that had run all the way to the empire by going from one illegal organization to another and only arrived here after living through chaos and plenty of treacheries. Burdened with lingering regrets, her eyes were now set on a new land.


      “I know you want to expand your reach to the capital. There’s a certain slave trader there who owns a girl named Claire. Despite her simple name, she’s actually very pretty and has vibrant crimson hair and golden eyes. I’m certain she’ll meet your criteria on beauty.”


      “Really? Interesting. And I suppose you want to make her your slave like Chris?”


      “Exactly. I will, of course, pay the necessary price.”


      “I won’t ask how you learned about it, but if that’s true, I’d very much like to obtain that Claire girl.” Shuka’s lips curled into a grin, pleased. Her curiosity had been piqued by the thought of the beautiful slave she had yet to see.


      “And with this, we’re done with the business I had in town. I guess we’ll wander through the shopping district for a while, then return home,” I said.


      “Yes, Master!”


      “Home! Ah, no! Play, then home!”


      Christina and Hildegard replied, but Lapina was silent as usual.


      Unknown to us, a small incident was about to happen on our way back—trivial to me, but it would prove to be quite unfortunate for a certain someone.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 17: The Possibilities of Grasping Magic


      On our way back from the shopping district to the mansion, a trivial incident happened.


      “Wh-What are you doing? L-Let me go!”


      “What am I doing? Hey, don’t you know you need to pay a toll to pass through here?”


      “You shouldn’t anger my pal. He can get pretty scary, and he’ll chase after you like a starved dog.”


      “Ha ha! Yeah, he’s really stubborn. And once he’s got you, he won’t let go. You should give up already.”


      I had just decided to take a path that Vanitas had never taken. It had only been a whim to know things Vanitas didn’t. So, how could I have expected that to lead to a quarrel between people?


      What’s more...


      “Isn’t it usually a cute girl in such a situation? Then, after saving her, we would partner as adventurers. That’s the cliché. So why are they all guys?” I complained.


      “There are four men ahead. Three hoodlums and one who seems to be a citizen of Harsomnia,” Christina noted.


      “Mm-hmm, bad people,” Hildegard said.


      In the alley that was starting to get dark, three men were surrounding a young man. No matter how you looked at it, it was only a male citizen being troubled, and not a beautiful girl who had been waiting for the fateful encounter that would lead to a great romance between us.


      The three middle-aged men really looked like thugs—filthy clothing, unkempt hair, unfocused gazes, and hoarse voices that grated on the ears. They also all had shoddy swords at their hips, and they wore something that looked like leather armor above their shabby clothes.


      On the other hand, the young man seemed to be in his early twenties. He must have been coming back from his shopping because he had a paper bag filled with groceries in his arms. And judging from his anxious expression, he didn’t seem to have the power to deal with the trouble he had found himself in.


      “It appears he had the misfortune of getting targeted by the hoodlums. I am surprised to find vulgar men like them not far from the shopping district of Harsomnia. And they even dared to ask for a passage fee. I wonder if they are wanderers?” Christina said.


      “I-I’m scared...”


      “Cheer up, Lapina!”


      “Thanks, Big Sis Hilde.”


      The violent thugs, who had frightened Lapina, finally noticed our presence.


      “Oh, look at that. A rich boy with pretty girls. We’re pretty busy here.”


      “What are you kids doing here?”


      “Wait... Silvery white hair, jet-black eyes, and the expensive clothing he’s wearing... Isn’t that brat the lord’s son?”


      “You serious? Then he’s a noble?!”


      “A noble?” The young man reacted to the thugs’ noisy conversation.


      So they could recognize that I was Vanitas Lindblum, huh? And here I thought they would just assault us without question. What would happen next?


      “I heard the son of the marquis was a piece of trash. What is he doing here?” asked one of the thugs. For Vanitas to be called a piece of trash by a man like that, just how bad was his reputation?


      “You dared to call my master a piece of trash?” Christina snapped, reaching for her sword.


      “I hate you.” Hildegard lowered herself into a battle stance.


      I sighed. “Oh, well. I guess we’ll have to deal with that unpleasant bunch.”


      “Yes, leave those insolent men to me, Master. I will subdue them in an instant.”


      “I’ll punch, kick, and defeat them!”


      Christina and Hildegard were clearly ready to fight. Having sparred with them several times, I knew that they wouldn’t even need to use magic against the thugs—Christina’s swordsmanship and Hildegard’s martial skill would be more than enough.


      “The hell’re you saying?!”


      “Wait!” The thug stopped his comrade and turned toward me. “Sorry, we didn’t know you were a noble. We’ll leave, so please forgive us.”


      “What?! I don’t care if he’s a noble! I don’t bend to authority! Whoever’s my enemy, I’ll kill— Mgh!”


      “Shut up, you idiot! P-Please forgive him. He’s all bark anyway. Well then, we’ll be on our way...”


      They had some internal dispute, but one of them was more levelheaded than the rest and bowed to me. Unfortunately for them...


      “Who said you could leave?” I stopped them.


      “Huh?”


      “Did you really think you could go scot-free after threatening a citizen of the Lindblum territory before me?”


      “Err...well...that’s why I apologized...”


      “It’s unnecessary.”


      “Wh-What?”


      “I’m saying your apology and your existence are unnecessary. In the first place, the single fact that you displeased me is enough for you to be granted certain death. I’ve decided—I’m going to hand you over to my father’s knights.”


      “What are you—”


      “Let’s escape.”


      “It’s useless to run, you idiot! We can’t go against nobles... The only way is to kill him and hide his body, so we’re not found out!”


      While one of them still wasn’t for it, the thugs decided to fight.


      I had Christina and Hildegard step back. Christina protested, saying it was dangerous, but the thugs weren’t worth wasting their time.


      “Damn it! I apologized! Why didn’t you accept?!”


      “Let’s kill him!”


      The hoodlums drew their shoddy swords. Their forms were pretty bad, and the swing of the overly eager one that charged at me was full of openings, allowing me to easily get close to him.


      “Grab—Compact.”


      “Gah!”


      “Huh?” blurted out the other two thugs, stunned. “What was that?”


      The answer was simple: I had gathered ambient mana in my palm and pushed it against the man to blast him away. And now, the hoodlum was flattened like a frog against a wall of the alley, unconscious.


      Not that I was going to explain everything to them, though.


      The thugs’ eyes, which had been full of hostility, ready to harm me, were now painted with fear. Seeing what I had done to their comrade had made them lose their will to fight.


      The next thing I knew, however, a man emerged from the shadows of the alley and charged at me.


      “What did you do to my pal?!” he shouted.


      I hadn’t been particularly careless, but I had never expected them to have another comrade hidden away, which allowed the man to get close to me. I immediately understood that he was on a different level from the three hoodlums. The most glaring difference was his superior equipment. His sword he drew overhead was of fine quality and well-sharpened, and his leather armor, likely crafted from monster hide, judging from the fur I could see, was made to fit him perfectly, to avoid hindering his movements.


      “Raaah!” yelled the man who must have been the boss of the thugs as he ran straight at me.


      I quickly unsheathed the dagger from its back scabbard.


      “Master!” Christina and Hildegard cried in panic.


      They didn’t need to be so worried. I had been training with Ms. Ashley, and I had even practiced close combat against Christina while she used a training sword.


      I easily parried the incoming downswing with my dagger. However, the instant the blades entered contact, I felt something was wrong—and I was right, because together with an unpleasant sound, the blade of my dagger broke in half.


      “Hah! Can’t even maintain your weapon correctly?! Sorry, brat—killing kids isn’t my thing, but you’ll have to die here!” the boss thug sneered, and he used the opening I created from losing my dagger to swing his sword once more.


      “Lightball.”


      “Gah!”


      That was pretty naive of him to think losing my weapon would be enough to fluster me. I hit him in the stomach with my Light Magic spell, sending him skidding along the alley and crashing against a wall, forcing the air out of his lungs from the impact.


      “Hmm... It happened earlier than I expected,” I said, looking at my broken dagger. The cut was so clean you’d think it had been made that way in the first place.


      “Master!”


      “Wait. He’s standing up.” I stopped the girls from coming with a hand.


      “Ugh... You bet I am. As if a single spell could beat me. You just got a lucky hit!” the boss hoodlum yelled.


      “Don’t interfere, Christina, Hildegard,” I said.


      “Master!” Christina protested.


      “You’ll fight alone?” Hildegard asked.


      “Don’t worry. Your master won’t lose to a thug like that,” I reassured them.


      “Tch, didn’t expect to end up fighting a brat in a place like this... But I won’t hold back—and it seems you don’t need me to, anyway!”


      “Come at me with everything you have—I’ll crush you all the same,” I declared.


      “Eat this! Fireball!” He released a Fire Magic spell straight at me with respectable speed.


      Unfortunately for him, that wasn’t enough.


      “Grab.” I deflected the incoming fireball using the mana gathered in my hand.


      “Huh? You repelled my spell...?” the boss thug said, dumbfounded, as he watched his magic fly into the distance. “What the hell was that?! Damn it!” He turned toward the other hoodlums, who were still glancing at their fallen comrade in a stupor. “Hey! Stop standing doing nothing and help me!”


      “Ah, damn it all!”


      “You’re gonna pay!”


      It was now three against one. However, it seemed the shock had made the two desperate, and they charged at me recklessly, not even trying to defend themselves. It wasn’t just their forms that were bad, but their balance too.


      I easily dodged their shoddy swords, but just when I was about to counterattack, the boss thug, who had been waiting behind his underlings, attacked.


      “Fire Slash!”


      Weren’t they comrades? His magic would hit them from there. The spell was a flying slash of fire that would cut and burn anyone it touched. It must have been his trump card.


      “Heh heh! You won’t be able to repel this one! Get split in two and burn!”


      As the flying slash of fire drew closer, I extended my hand in front of me and spread my fingers.


      “Grab—Compress.” I grasped the air. The next instant, an invisible pressure compressed the incoming flying slash of fire into my palm.


      “Huh...?” the three hoodlums blurted out, dumbfounded.


      Yep, just what I expected.


      I threw the compressed ball of fire toward the side of the alley, and it produced a small burst of flame when it hit the ground.


      “Wh-What happened to my spell?! What the hell is your magic?! Wait...that was magic, right? I’m not even sure!”


      “Let’s put an end to this farce. Grab—Hold.” I ignored the thugs, who had become paralyzed from fear, and went straight to the panicked boss, activating my spell as I touched him.


      “What? I can’t move...”


      What I had just used was the same spell I had employed against Hildegard during our spar, but with far better mastery. Back then, it had only lasted a dozen seconds, but now—thanks to Ms. Ashley’s training—it could restrain the movements of a thug like him for over three minutes. Unfortunately, the duration of the magic was based on the amount of time I touched the target, so while it was convenient to neutralize people, I needed to be careful when using it.


      “Ugh! Why can’t I move?!”


      Not that it mattered now that the boss thug was immobilized. He struggled on the ground, but couldn’t even lift a finger.


      “Hmm?” I sensed someone’s intense gaze on me. Turning toward it, I saw that it was coming from the young man who had been in trouble. I had completely forgotten about him... “Are you all right?” I asked him.


      “Eh? Ah! Y-Yes...”


      “Good. Remember—shopping isn’t over until you’re back home, so be careful. Now go.”


      “Thank you very much!” I watched the young man, who had been looking at me with sparkling eyes for some reason, run off down the alley.


      Now, all that was left was to deal with the boss thug, still immobilized on the ground, his eyes darting around with a stiff expression, and his underlings too scared to move.


      I stepped on the boss thug’s head.


      “Ughya!”


      What a filthy cry. Really grating to the ears.


      “Don’t resist if you don’t want to get hurt. Not that you can move even if you wanted to.”


      “Eeek!”


      “Someone help us!”


      The two terrified shrieks that echoed in the alley marked the end of this incident.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 18: The Time of Judgment


      “I knew you’d be coming soon,” I said as I watched the two people kneeling in the middle of the wide training ground of my father’s estate.


      “Yes. You have my gratitude for agreeing to our request.”


      “Did you sober up before coming?”


      “Of course.”


      “Well then, while I can guess what you are going to say, I’m ready to hear the reason for your coming, Dylac and Marcus.”


      With my father’s permission, I had made the training ground into a temporary place for an audience, as I had been the one requested for it. Father and Gustav, the captain of the Lindblum domain’s knights, as well as Christina standing next to me, watched over me as I spoke to the unshaven Dylac.


      “This is about the dagger in the black sheath that my son, Marcus, has sold to you. It was crafted by him and is of very poor quality. We shall return the ten gold coins you paid, so could you please return the dagger to us?” Dylac pleaded.


      “As I thought. Well, it’ll be faster to just show you. Bring it to him, Christina.”


      Christina obeyed and carried an item enveloped in cloth to Dylac, placing it on the ground. Dylac was puzzled at first, but when the cloth was lifted, he gasped, and his expression changed completely.


      “This is...”


      “I don’t know what Marcus told you, but this is the result of blocking a shoddy sword in a trivial fight. If you’re as good as everyone says, you should know I’m not lying.”


      Dylac touched the broken blade in disbelief. Then, with a trembling hand, he took the hilt and lifted it so that he could inspect the section where the blade had been severed.


      “Th-This can’t be true...”


      “It is. I asked Marcus for a weapon that would suit me, and this is the result.”


      “You big idiooot!” Dylac’s yell echoed across the training ground, causing Gustav, who was guarding my father, to reach for the sword on his back. I stopped him with a glance. Gustav hated me because of Vanitas’s misdeeds, and yet he obeyed. “How could you be so foolish, Marcus?!” Dylac struck his son, who had been kneeling silently until now.


      “Gah! Ugh... Dad...”


      “Marcus! You’ve done something a blacksmith—no, a person should never do! Do you even understand what you’ve done, you fool?!”


      “But dad, I—”


      “No buts! What were you thinking, selling a failure of a dagger that was already fissured to a customer?!”


      Indeed, just as Dylac had said, the dagger had been fissured from the start.


      Not to brag, but I was pretty weak. I was short, had slender arms, and lacked the muscles needed for a warrior.


      Rather depressing to admit.


      But in exchange for my delicateness, I was rather sensitive. When I had traced the flat of the blade with my fingers, I had noticed the basically invisible crack. And from the rage Dylac was showing, Marcus hadn’t told him about it.


      “Why did you do that?! And to Lord Vanitas of all people...”


      “Dad, I—”


      “Shut up! I don’t even want to hear your excuse!” Dylac rebuked his son and turned my way. His expression was one of grim determination. “Lord Vanitas.”


      “Yes?”


      “I apologize for what my son has done. What he did was unforgivable.”


      “He lied, saying the fissured dagger was a treasured item, and accepted my gold coins.”


      “You forced the money on—”


      “Shut up!” Dylac stopped his son’s protest. “You are right, Lord Vanitas. Marcus has done something that no blacksmith—or anyone—should ever do. And yet, I beg you! Please do not take my son’s life!”


      “D-Dad...” Marcus watched his dad, bowing deeply, in a stupor.


      But Dylac’s resolve wasn’t that weak. Next, he drew the sword at his hip, causing people in the training ground to become alert.


      Incidentally, I was the one who had allowed him to come with his sword, which was why it hadn’t been confiscated.


      Gustav was about to move, but I stopped him once again with a glare, conveying that I wanted to see what Dylac would do.


      When I gazed back at Dylac, he was pressing his sword against his throat. The blade dug into his flesh, causing him to bleed a little.


      “Could you please pardon my son in exchange for my life, Lord Vanitas? I shall take responsibility for him!” Dylac declared.


      “It’s not your fault, dad, it’s mine! I gave a defective weapon to Vanitas Lindblum on purpose! It’s all my fault! Not yours, dad...” Marcus protested.


      “Marcus... Parents love their children. No matter what they do, they’ll always be the most important thing to them. But because I got constantly drunk, I stopped using the forge and caused you a lot of trouble. I’m sorry, Marcus. Everything is my fault.”


      “Dad...”


      “Please, Lord Vanitas! I shall take my own life, so spare my son’s!”


      “Dad!”


      Sorry to put a damper on your determination, Dylac, but I’ve got no intention of letting you die.


      “Christina. It’s an order—knock Dylac’s sword away,” I ordered using mana.


      “Yes, Master.” Christina obeyed and sprinted toward Dylac like a gust of wind. The next thing I knew, a metallic clang resonated as Dylac’s sword was sent flying high in the sky.


      “Why...?” Dylac asked.


      “It was my master’s order. Please do not hold it against me.”


      “I don’t intend to let you take responsibility for what’s happened, Dylac. Stay put there and watch,” I said.


      “You will not let me die for my son...?”


      “I won’t. I’m the one making the decision here, not you. So stay quiet until everything is over.”


      “Understood...” Dylac fell on his knees as though he had suddenly lost his strength.


      “Now, Marcus. Explain the reason behind what you did.”


      Marcus, who had been watching in a stupor as the sword whirled in the sky, suddenly stood up, his expression painted with unconcealed rage, and yelled, “Everything is your fault, Vanitas Lindblum! It’s because of you that dad became a drunkard and stopped using the forge! He lost his passion to make arms! And because of that, mom fell ill and is now bedridden! You’re the reason my family is collapsing!”




      “Marcus... Stop! Don’t say any more!” Dylac quickly tried to calm his son. After all, even if Marcus was right, he knew that nobles could easily execute anyone who disrespected them.


      “No, I won’t stop! If you won’t talk, dad, then I will! You remember how you commissioned my dad for a sword, right, Vanitas? It was around a year ago!”


      “I do. It’s still in my bedroom. It’s so laden with jewels that it can hardly be called a sword.”


      “You’ve got some nerve. My dad was the best blacksmith in Harsomnia! But that changed because of the sword you commissioned from him. My dad used to forge practical weapons for adventurers, but then you requested that grotesque thing that’s all show and no use! Do you get it? You forced my dad to make something that goes against his beliefs! And because of that, he lost his passion and his confidence in his craftsmanship!”


      Marcus had watched the anguish and despair of the father he so respected from up close.


      “Mom couldn’t bear seeing dad like that—drained of life—and she fell ill from the stress. And yet, she only ever lamented her own weakness. That’s why I gave you a fissured dagger. Yeah, that’s right, I lost to the temptation, hoping that the weapon I made would break and that you’d get hurt.”


      “To think you were driven that far...” Dylac muttered.


      “If you’re gonna kill me, then do it! But dad’s got nothing to do with it! So leave him...”


      “Marcus...”


      Now that he was done saying everything he had in his mind, Marcus broke down crying. Dylac could only look down in regret at seeing his son like that.


      “What are you going to do, Master? Are you truly going to punish them?” Christina looked at me in concern.


      Hildegard and Lapina looked at the father and son pair, who were trying to protect each other, with sympathy.


      “Marcus. You like blacksmithing to the point you forged your own dagger, right?” I asked.


      “You ask if I like it? I grew up watching my dad’s back in the forge every day, bathed in the light of the furnace’s flames! Of course I do!”


      That made sense. After all, the fissure aside, the dagger had been well made. It showed that he was able to produce something even someone weak like me could wield. Marcus must have strived greatly to steal his father’s skill.


      And yet, Vanitas ruined everything.


      “I see... Well then, Dylac, you’ll close your shop,” I commanded.


      “Eh? Ah, yes, understood.”


      “Vanitas! You said you wouldn’t have dad bear responsibility! Are you going against your own words?!” Marcus protested.


      “I’m not. It’s actually your punishment.”


      “Mine...?” Marcus gazed at me dubiously, but I ignored him and focused on Dylac.


      “I’ll have you make the equipment for my father’s knights, Dylac,” I announced.


      “What?”


      “You like making practical weapons, right? If you become the knight order’s exclusive blacksmith, you’ll be able to make as many as you like. After all, they don’t play games—they actually fight on the field. But you’ll have to live with the knights, and the pay will be cheap.”


      “I, uh, will, um, become the knight order’s exclusive blacksmith?”


      “What, you don’t want to? Ah, I guess you need someone to take care of you. Then you can bring your wife with you. The knights’ headquarters has physicians. She’ll recover in no time.”


      Dylac only listened silently.


      “Working for the knights means you’ll make and repair weapons and armor basically every day without rest. But in return, you’ll be able to focus entirely on blacksmithing.”


      “You want to give me a place where I can forge as much as I want? And for the knights who protect our city? This is like a dream...” Dylac said, his expression clearly showing his interest.


      Ha ha, my offer is irresistible, isn’t it? After all, the knights’ equipment is all about practicality.


      “Give the shop to your son. You don’t need that workshop—that playing ground—anymore.”


      “I shall abide by anything you say, Lord Vanitas. But what punishment awaits my son?”


      “Of course you’d want to know. But you don’t need to worry about it. I don’t intend to take his life.”


      “Huh?” the father and son pair blurted, making quite funny expressions.


      “The discretion in this matter is all mine, isn’t it, father?” I asked my father, who had been quietly observing everything.


      “Yes, Vanitas. You can do as you wish. In the first place, you are the reason this is happening.”


      “Well then, as you’ve just heard, I’m the one who decides here. I didn’t tell you, but I noticed the fissure in the dagger from the start. And yet, I paid ten gold coins for it. Do you understand why I did that?”


      “Wait... Then...”


      “I accepted your dagger on purpose, Marcus. Just like you deliberately gave me a flawed weapon, I knowingly accepted it, aware that it’d break someday.”




      “Why would you do that?” Marcus asked, he and Dylac baffled that I would willingly accept a defective weapon.


      “I wanted the service of a good blacksmith, so I staged the whole thing,” I said.


      “What? Then I was tricked? You paid for a broken weapon and mocked me—no, us—just to get my father?!”


      “Not exactly. I want a blacksmith, but I don’t want a cowardly drunkard.”


      Dylac groaned.


      “You needed to discard everything else to recover your passion for blacksmithing, Dylac. To quit drinking and face what mattered to you. And your son’s crisis was a good wake-up call. Am I wrong?”


      “No, you are not. It hit me like a brick.”


      “You need a new environment. Instead of shutting yourself in your workshop, worrying endlessly, you would better off honing your skills at the knights’ headquarters. And once you’ve regained your touch, I’ll have you forge the equipment for my slaves and me. Got it?”


      “Yes... That would be an honor.”


      “Be at ease. One decorative sword is enough. Next, I’ll have you make battle-ready weapons.”


      “It will be my pleasure!”


      A strong impetus had been necessary for Dylac, who had lost his passion and been drowning himself in alcohol—such as the fear of losing his son.


      “By the way, Marcus. Why do you think I chose this place to have an audience?” I asked.


      “I don’t know...”


      “Because there’s no way the training ground could count as a formal place. Which means this audience isn’t an official one—and that it won’t be recorded.”


      “Huh?”


      “What I’m saying is that your disrespect will be overlooked. We’ve tricked each other, after all.”


      My father and the knights were present, but they were tight-lipped. While Gustav hated me, he was loyal to my father, so he wouldn’t leak anything. And even if he did, that wouldn’t be so bad—after all, that would make the knights indebted to me.


      “Then you really won’t punish me...?” Marcus asked.


      “But that wouldn’t sit right with you, right? So I personally thought up a punishment for you.”


      Marcus grimaced, likely having a bad presentiment.


      “I want you to forge me a weapon that surpasses your father’s,” I declared.


      “What...?” Marcus blurted out, dumbfounded.


      “I want you to make something for me by yourself, in your own workshop, without your parents’ help.”


      “I’m still an inexperienced blacksmith that produces mostly failures...and yet you want me to make you a weapon...?”


      “Its durability aside, the dagger you gave me was light and easy to use. If you’re still inexperienced, then you just need to get better.”


      “I... I tricked you, Lord Vanitas. And I even used what I liked the most—blacksmithing—to do it...”


      “If your failure comes from blacksmithing, then make up for it with blacksmithing. Hone your skills and become a blacksmith who can satisfy me. That’s your punishment.”


      “So you want me to confront my sin...”


      “Exactly. Every time you swing your hammer, you shall remember that we both share the sin of tricking each other.”




      The punishment Vanitas had meted out was remarkably lenient compared to the punishments nobles usually gave to commoners. But because it was a private matter, and he had prepared beforehand so it would stay so, everything went as he had planned.


      Dylac and his wife, Edine, moved to the knights’ headquarters. Edine healed completely, and Dylac threw himself into endless work with the other resident blacksmiths.


      As for Marcus, he worked at the former Arkhausen’s Armory.


      Their living expenses and the cost of materials had been covered by Vanitas, who had forced the payment of the jewel-laden sword on them.


      “It seems my father paid for it on my behalf already, but I haven’t, so just take the coins,” Vanitas had said, even paying the interest. Incidentally, Vanitas didn’t possess any money, so it all had come from Ernst, but the Arkhausen family didn’t know that.


      Vanitas sent servants with kitchen knives, sickles, and other household blades to Marcus, asking him to sharpen and fine-tune them under the guise of training.


      Since he’d watched his father for years, his blacksmithing skills weren’t bad, so word about a good sharpener naturally spread among the cooks of the mansion, and they used the servants as intermediaries to request even more sharpening work.


      While Marcus lamented his busyness, Vanitas secretly took a cut from his pay as a broker fee. It was only a modest sum every time, but the more Marcus worked, the richer Vanitas became.


      “Punish Marcus? Why would I do that? Now I have two blacksmiths at my disposal.”


      Dylac would regain his touch while earning the knights’ favor, and Marcus would train while working, earning Vanitas money. They were now Vanitas’s pawns and had become convenient people who would never go against him. He even considered pitting the father and son against each other to get himself a better weapon. That was how awful Vanitas Lindblum was.


      “When dad finally came to see me with mom after a while, he looked pretty fulfilled. Meanwhile, I’m so busy that I don’t even have the time to forge anything. Is working for the knights really that fun? It’s so unfair...” Marcus lamented, spending another day sharpening kitchen knives.


      But despite that, his eyes were looking at the future. He was well determined to refine his skills, confront his sin, and become a blacksmith so great that he would make a weapon that would satisfy Vanitas.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 19: Magic Training and the Girl Left Aside


      “Here I come, Master! Waterball!” Christina fired a Water Magic spell at me. While being hit wouldn’t make me faint, it sure would hurt.


      “Grab—Compress.” I used one of my new Grasping Magic spells, the one that compressed things by manipulating the ambient mana. I clenched the fingers of my right hand, gathering the mana in the air in my palm, then I extended it toward the incoming magic and grasped it.


      “You are amazing, Master!” Christina complimented me as her waterball was crushed before it could reach me, compressing in my hand.


      Yup, I’ve really started to get the hang of this spell. But even if Christina praised me, that’s still not enough. I need to get even stronger.


      Though it was at a slow pace, I was steadily making progress in my mastery of Grasping Magic.




      “Grab.”


      “Hmm... I really don’t get it. How does it happen? How do you even gather the mana in the air?”


      While the slave trio was sparring together, Ms. Ashley was having a really hard time learning the basics of Grasping Magic.


      I wonder what’s so hard about it? I mean, if I roughly explained what I’m doing, it’s just closing and opening my hand. It’s so lackluster it’s almost embarrassing...


      “Gathering the ambient mana is the foundation of Grasping Magic. If you can’t manage that, you’ll never be able to use it,” I said.


      “It’s because it’s so hard that everyone’s given up on learning it. It’s an unfair magic that uses the mana in the air and basically none from the user.”


      “Really? I personally think that Transformation Magic is very useful. You can change into almost whatever you want, and as long as you have mana, even injuries won’t remove your transformation. I think this is pretty unfair too.”


      From what Ms. Ashley had explained to me, you couldn’t transform into something too different from yourself in size, like an insect for example, but most things were fair game, so from my point of view, Transformation Magic was pretty cheated. After all, you could even transform into a bird and fly in the sky! Ms. Ashley had told me it was rather hard to fly, though, and that it had taken her years to learn how to do it naturally. Flying was useful for scouting, emergency escape, and even attacking from the sky. Though, to be fair, those things were possible because it was Ms. Ashley, and most Transformation Magic users weren’t skilled enough.


      “That reminds me, I had expected so, but your innate attribute isn’t grasping, right?” Ms. Ashley said.


      “Well, I guessed as much, seeing how slow my progress is.”


      Ms. Ashley had recommended that we examine our innate attributes, and as expected, grasping wasn’t among mine. As for the slave trio, they had the same innate attributes as the novel, which confirmed that my knowledge was right, and things weren’t that different from the story. Not that I had really cared about it until now, as I didn’t remember much anyway. Nor would I care about it from now on.


      Also, having my innate attribute examined had made me recall that there had been an examination when entering the magic academy, but Vanitas had refused it, saying he would only learn the magic he wanted to use, so his aptitude didn’t matter.


      Yep, that was Vanitas all right.


      “But are you sure about this? It’s a slow process to learn magic different from your innate attribute. I’ve asked you before, but you truly don’t want to learn the magic of your innate attribute?” Ms. Ashley asked.


      “Someday, maybe. But I want to prioritize Grasping Magic. Even if my progress is slow, I want to master it. It has so many possibilities, and it’s fun to pursue the unknown. Don’t you feel the same, Ms. Ashley?”


      “You’re right. The time I spend studying magic with you is precious and enjoyable to me too. Very well, I won’t press the matter anymore.”


      Ms. Ashley was such a worrier. We’d had this conversation multiple times already.


      But I guess that just proves that she’s a teacher who cares about her students.


      “Well then, let’s go back to studying Grasping Magic. Now, about using the gathered mana to reinforce the body—”




      As a chilly breeze brushed our skin, we realized that the sun was starting to set and evening was approaching. We had been so absorbed in our studying that we had completely lost track of time.


      “I think so every time I see it, but your Transformation Magic is truly impressive, Ms. Ashley. You say that you are more proficient at transforming into monsters, but the way you turned into Lady Lavinia the other day felt perfectly natural,” Christina said.


      “Yeah! You’re amazing!” Hildegard praised her too.


      “Thank you. I appreciate your compliments,” Ms. Ashley replied with a chuckle. She had gotten quite warmed up to Christina and Hildegard, to the point that the two would ask her questions about magic even if I wasn’t present. They would also greet each other and talk if they met in the mansion.


      All in all, their relationship was going well.


      The issue, however, was the one who couldn’t find her place among them, always looking gloomy. As we were returning to our rooms after parting with Ms. Ashley, I stopped her.


      “Come to my room tonight, Lapina. You understand what that means, right?”


      “Master?! Are you going to...?!” Christina exclaimed.


      As for Lapina, I would likely never forget the look of despair and resignation as she looked at me, trembling in fear.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 20: Half-Asleep with the Black Rabbit


      “Excuse me, Master...” A voice spoke with a reserved knock as I was dozing off in my bed late at night. The door opened, revealing a black rabbitkin with long ears and a round tail—Lapina. On her slender neck was a black collar—proof that she was my slave—and she was wearing a purple negligee that we had bought during our outing in town, matching her black hair.


      Unfortunately, the light produced by the magic item illuminating the room was too dim, and Lapina was too far from my bed for me to be able to see her expression.


      “You’re late,” I said.


      “Sorry,” she replied, caution clear in her voice. I could sense that she was doing her best to shut down her emotions as she imagined what would happen next.


      “What’s wrong? You seem reluctant.”


      She didn’t answer.


      “Come.” Lapina’s heavy footsteps echoed in the silent room. “Sit next to me.”


      “Understood.”


      The canopied bed creaked slightly as she sat. She was so light that she barely sank into the mattress.


      “You’re rather far away.” Lapina had sat just out of my range. I didn’t know if it was on purpose or instinctually, but either way, it showed how anxious she was and how much she hated me. “Oh well... Let’s sleep.”


      “Sleep?”


      “Don’t look at me like that. I only called you to sleep together.”


      “Eh...? J-Just sleeping...?”


      “What? Did you think I’d lay a hand on a child? No, we’re only sleeping. Ah, but you can become my body pillow if you want.”


      Lapina immediately put herself on guard.


      “That was a joke. Anyway, I’m turning the light off.” I turned off the magic item producing light next to my bed and lay down with my back to Lapina. I felt her creep under the quilt. “Good night, Lapina.”


      “Good night, Master.”


      I closed my eyelids and slowed my breathing. Lapina’s faint, uneven breathing resonated throughout the room before eventually settling into a matching rhythm with my own.


      Then I fell into a defenseless state, one where people—no, when I was the most unguarded.


      It should be any time now.




      It happened as I was half-asleep, on my way to the land of dreams.


      “Ugh! Aaargh!”


      Pained cries, like the ones of a beast who failed to accomplish their long-desired wish, resounded in my bedroom.


      I opened my eyes and found Lapina kneeling on the floor, clawing at her throat.


      “Painful, isn’t it, Lapina? How does it feel to be punished for trying to kill me?” I asked.


      You could make the wearer of a slave collar act against their will, and if they went against their contract, they would be punished.


      In this case, Lapina had tried to strangle me. Harming her master went against the contract of her collar, causing the collar to tighten as punishment. Her lips twisted in frustration, and tears formed in the corners of her eyes as she tried to beg for help with a strangled voice.


      “I forgive you,” I said, filling my words with mana.


      Lapina panted, finally able to breathe. Not that it would have killed her, mind you. The collar was made in a way that it would stop its punishment before the wearer could even faint, for even death wasn’t allowed to slaves.


      What Lapina had done was unforgivable. Rebellion against your master was the greatest taboo for a slave. But this time, I had purposefully pushed her actions, so it was only natural that I forgave her for them.


      Freed from her punishment, Lapina’s breathing eventually calmed down, and she glared at me, trails of tears on her cheeks. Her eyes were full of hostility.


      “Why...why did you stop my punishment...?” she asked.


      “I know what you’re thinking, Lapina. I knew you’d try to harm me if I called you to my bedroom. Or rather, I knew you were at your limit,” I replied.


      “If you knew, then why call for me? Do you have any idea how I was feeling when I decided to do that...?” Lapina looked down in disbelief.


      That’s it. Now is the time for us to talk—for me to hear her true feelings. It has to be now, while we’re alone. After all, I’m not her only enemy.


      “Well, if you have anything to say, I’m all ears. The night is still young, after all,” I said.


      “You’ll listen to me? Now? After all this time? Even though you kept hitting me, no matter how many times I begged in tears for you to stop!”


      “You’re right. Vanitas hurt you. He punched and kicked you without stopping, no matter how much you suffered and begged for his mercy.”


      “Talking like you’re not him. You ‘reincarnated’ and are ‘a different person’? As if I’d be deceived like Big Sis Chris and Big Sis Hilde! As if that would absolve you of your crimes! I’ll never forgive you! After all, I remember everything you’ve done.”


      Lapina was telling the truth. Vanitas had hurt her, with both violence and unreasonable actions. So much so that it had twisted her formerly bright personality into a negative one. She was utterly afraid of Vanitas and his ability to hurt people with glee.


      And now, she was here crying and baring her heart, saying she would never forgive me.


      Lapina wasn’t a character in some story—she was but a girl suffering in this irrational reality.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 21: Lapina Can’t Sleep


      “Master! Next!”


      “This training... Has Master really changed?”


      Big Sis Hilde and Big Sis Chris served Master just like me. However, even though we were all slaves, our circumstances and our ages were different. Still, enduring the unreasonable demands and violence of our master together had created a strong bond between the three of us.


      But Master...Vanitas Lindblum had changed. Indeed, he would never have asked to have magic fired at him before.


      Magic was painful. I always cried every time Master hit me with Light Magic. Big Sis Chris and Big Sis Hilde were strong, so it was never an issue for them, but I was weak. No matter how unskilled at magic Master was—or so Big Sis Chris had said—having a spell fly your way was scary.


      The other two always tried to cover for me every time I was at risk of becoming a target, and Lady Lavinia had servants give me potions when I got hurt, so I was able to endure.


      Yes. It was because I had comrades—sisters—together with me that I could bear it.


      But I soon realized that I was wrong.




      “Why do Master and Big Sis Hilde look like they’re having so much fun...?” I couldn’t believe that Big Sis Hilde was enjoying sparring with Master so much.


      I didn’t want to acknowledge that Big Sis Hilde’s view of Master had changed.


      Until now, she had always seen him as someone harmless who would never be able to hurt her. It was because of that that, as a fellow slave, I admired her unshakable confidence and how she didn’t fear our unreasonable master.


      But now, that wasn’t the case anymore.


      Big Sis Hilde had found something in Master—an unknown potential. To her, that was something significant, and that changed Master from being unimportant to someone she wanted to witness the future of.


      My weak self without a future wasn’t reflected in her eyes at all.


      And then, something else happened.




      “Why? Why is Big Sis Chris so happy? She hated him too, and she had promised we would endure his unfair, violent behavior together...”


      In that slave trader’s shop, I saw the moment when someone got charmed and decided to live their life together with another person. I saw how Big Sis Chris lost herself as her face was pressed against Master’s chest!


      Why? Just why were those two so easily deceived? Master having reincarnated and being a different person could have been a lie!


      I hadn’t forgotten those painful days. Being hit, being kicked, being the target for his magic, being insulted, being looked at with lewd eyes, being caressed by his filthy hands—I remembered everything!


      To think I believed that Big Sis Chris and Big Sis Hilde were my allies!




      “Come to my room tonight, Lapina. You understand what that means, right?” Master said.


      “Master?! Are you going to...?!” Big Sis Chris exclaimed.


      I didn’t want to listen to him. However, I wasn’t like Big Sis Chris and Big Sis Hilde. My weak-willed self couldn’t refuse him, even if the order wasn’t enforced by the contract in my collar.


      Or maybe it was just that I couldn’t endure it anymore...


      “Cheer up, Lapina.”


      “I’ll talk with Master. I’m sure this is a mistake. He’s willing to wait for me to make my decision on whether I want to change my contract, so I’m sure he would never do anything untoward to you. Wait in your room; I’ll—”


      My big sisters tried to reassure me, but I already couldn’t trust them anymore and could only see them as my enemies.


      “It’s fine, Big Sis Chris... I’ll go to Master’s room...” I said.


      “Lapina!”


      “I’ll do as Master wishes...”


      I left them, ignoring their worried expressions, and went to Master’s bedroom.


      By then, I was already at my limit.


      Master told me to sleep with him, so I lay next to him on the bed.


      As I was having a hard time falling asleep, I watched his frail back and slender neck. I felt like even my weak grip strength would be enough to break it, and I just needed to extend my hands to do it.


      The next thing I knew, I was straddling him, my hands around his throat.


      However, for some reason, a strange thought wormed its way into my head at this exact instant. That day when Master had told us he wasn’t the same, he had caressed my ears and my body, and yet, for some reason, I hadn’t found it uncomfortable. Had it been because his touch had been gentle? Or because it had been so pleasant that I had even sighed in pleasure? Perhaps it was because he hadn’t patted me like an object, but delicately as though cherishing me?


      Either way, I tightened my grip on his throat.


      “Gah!”


      And then the collar tightened around my neck.


      That was my punishment for trying to harm my master. And yet, he forgave me, canceling the punishment with an order.


      When I looked up from the carpeted floor, where I had fallen from the pain, his jet-black eyes were staring down at me. Not in condemnation or shock for my rebellious act, but with sincerity.


      I bared my heart to him. I threw all the criticisms I could think of at him.


      “Is that all, Lapina?”


      And yet, Master wasn’t bothered by anything I had said. His expression remained unchanged, and he was as composed as ever.


      “Don’t cry... Come here.”


      “Huh...?”


      Master pulled my hand in a way I found familiar for some reason. It wasn’t forceful—it was as though he was guiding me.


      “Lie down here.”


      Master put my head on his lap. And then I...

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 22: I Want to See Your Selfishness


      “Stop...it!” Still crying, Lapina weakly shook off my hand and tried to rise from my lap. “I’m not easy like Big Sis Chris— Eep?!”


      “Hmm? What’s up? I’m just petting you,” I said, stroking her rabbit ears, which were slightly damp from her body heat.


      Lapina moaned as she gradually lost her strength and fell back on my lap.


      Yep, they really feel good, I thought as I appreciated the smooth and fluffy feeling of her black fur. The slight dampness wasn’t bad either.


      “Uhh... Pleash shtop...”


      Oops, we won’t be able to talk if I continue like this.


      “Lapina,” I said.


      “Wh-Why can’t I pull away...?” she mumbled, still panting, with an expression that showed she couldn’t understand her own feelings.


      “I know that you feel cornered. You can’t keep up with the changes happening around you, right?” I asked as gently as possible, minding her feelings as much as I could, trying to melt away the enmity she held toward everyone.


      “Of course I am. As if I’d believe something as convenient as you having suddenly changed,” she replied.


      “And yet, everyone else believes me—or at least, they want to believe me. And that’s what you don’t like, isn’t it?”


      Lapina gasped.


      “I’m right, aren’t I?”


      “You’re unfair... Big Sis Chris and Big Sis Hilde were my only allies. They were important to me, and my relationship with them is the only thing I earned since becoming a slave. And yet, you stole them from me!”


      “Do you know why I left myself unguarded before you?”


      The sudden question confused Lapina, but in truth, she knew the answer.


      The old Vanitas would never relax around his slaves. He would abuse and oppress them, but never trust or get close to them. To say nothing of the fact that, unlike Christina—who had been Vanitas’s favorite—Lapina was a mere slave he had only bought because she was a rare black rabbitkin, and he hadn’t even felt like laying a hand on her.


      “It was to let you get everything out of your chest,” I said.


      “Huh?”


      “You’ve been bottling up your emotions for too long, Lapina. And you don’t believe in your own worth. That’s why you always imagine the worst about everything.” And Vanitas was the reason she had become such a servile and reserved girl. Yet, even knowing that, I said, “You need to become more selfish, Lapina.”


      “More...selfish...?”


      “You can expose everything to me. Your grief, your hatred, your rage, your joy—just dump all of your feelings on me.”


      “Is...is it really fine for me to do that?”


      “Of course. I’m your master—if I can’t accept your everything, then I’m not worthy of you.”


      Lapina looked at me silently, still unsure.


      “Also, as you’ve said, I’m unfair. I’m the kind of selfish guy who wants Christina, Hildegard...and even you, who tried to kill me.”


      Lapina’s eyes widened in surprise.


      “You’re not worthless, Lapina. I guarantee it. So show me your everything. I want to know all that makes you happy, sad, angry, or anything.”


      “Uhh... Master...” Lapina cried, and I was certain that the meaning of her tears was different than earlier.




      After laying bare all of her emotions to me, Lapina eventually calmed down and now lay quietly on the bed, looking burned out. Even if I was beside her, she wouldn’t lose control of herself again tonight.


      “As punishment for strangling me, you’ll sleep hugging me tonight,” I said.


      “What?! But I, um...” Lapina stammered, flustered.


      I know I’m the one who made you do it, but any slave would be glad to be forgiven with just this much.


      “See? That’s how to be selfish. And it should be fine just for tonight, no? After all, you stran—”


      “F-Fine! I get it...” Lapina hugged me. “Happy?”


      I liked the warm feeling as we slept together in bed, but...


      “It’s your fault.”


      “I can’t sleep.”


      “Sing me a lullaby.”


      “Hey... Are you asleep?”


      “Let’s talk.”


      “Don’t sleep.”


      ...she kept pestering me over and over.


      Please, don’t whisper in my ear like this until morning.


      I had told her to be more selfish, but I hadn’t expected her to begin so fast.


      Despite all that, I suddenly heard her quiet breathing as she fell asleep, surprising me.


      “She sure is sleeping soundly...” I remarked, looking at her sleeping face, and went back to sleep, giving up on breakfast.
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      The next day, Christina called Lapina to have a private talk. She was rather meek as she asked for the conversation to be kept secret from their master, Vanitas, and even their fellow slave, Hildegard.


      Christina’s behavior was unusually hesitant as she fidgeted for a while, poking her index fingers together.


      “S-Say, Lapina... How was your night with Master? I have no experience with such things...”


      While it wasn’t certain whether Lapina thought Christina to be a lost cause she had to do something about, Lapina complaining to Vanitas about Christina’s change in the near future was.


      “Big Sis Chris wasn’t like that before! Take responsibility!”

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 23: Temporary Fiancée


      No heroine liked Vanitas in the story. That was natural, as he was an antagonist, whose role was to simply provide heroines for the protagonist. He was fated to fail and give up his slaves to the hero of the story.


      Still, even considering all that, there was one character that could somehow barely be called Vanitas’s heroine. However, that was only because she was his fiancée—one who hated him so much that she proclaimed herself his “temporary fiancée” to everyone. It was a political marriage decided by her father, and she didn’t like him at all. Why would she like the tyrannical boy who caused many problems at the magic academy, after all?


      Above all, she was strong-willed and stubborn, and because Vanitas was selfish and liked to make unreasonable demands of those around him, they didn’t get along.


      And it was because he knew of this that the nameless man now in Vanitas’s body thought that, while he had his precious slaves, there were no heroines for him.




      “Father! Why did you call me back home even though I had a tea party planned with my friends during the long break?! Explain yourself!” A shrill, piercing voice echoed in the mansion of a certain noble.


      The owner of the voice was a girl with wavy, violet hair. She made no effort to hide her irritation, frowning as she glared at the man before her with her dazzling eyes that shifted colors like a kaleidoscope.


      “I just thought you might also be curious about your fiancé,” replied the man—her father, Rivaro Lankafiel—casually ignoring his daughter’s wrath. He was Count Lankafiel, and as the head of his house, he governed over all the members of his family scattered across the empire.


      “My fiancé? You mean Vanitas Lindblum? Even if he looks adorable, why would I want to meet with that irresponsible man?!” she complained.


      “Now, now, no need to be so harsh. He has been your fiancé since your childhood.”


      “Please do not speak such nonsense, father! It was a marriage decided without my consent when I was still a child! Were you aware that people say that Vanitas Lindblum is a disgrace among nobles who abuses his authority as the son of a marquis to do whatever he pleases?! Do you know how much trouble it causes me to be his fiancée? No, you do not!”
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      The girl’s accusation was justified. Vanitas was infamous for being a problem child at the magic academy, and as his fiancée, she couldn’t help but feel ashamed. No matter where she went or who she spoke with, the topic of her notorious fiancé would always come up, and while nobody held her responsible for him, she had been subjected to malicious gossip right in front of her more than once.


      As such, there was no way that she would harbor a favorable impression of Vanitas, who was the cause of everything.


      “Calm down.”


      “Father!”


      Rivaro sighed. “Sit and listen.”


      “Very well,” she replied after a pause. “I suppose I still need to hear your reason for calling me, after all.”


      Rivaro sighed once more. “Why is my child so headstrong...?”


      “What did you just say?!”


      “Nothing...” While Rivaro had folded under pressure exuded by his daughter, he hadn’t lost his dignity as a patriarch, and after taking a breath, he continued. “According to my sources, something has happened in the Lindblum domain. You probably don’t know about her, but there was once a feared mage known as the Phantasm in the Ministry of Magic.”


      “Is that so?”


      “Stop looking so uninterested... Anyway, the name of said mage is Ashley Strayfall, and she was so active during the period the empire was always at war that even His Imperial Majesty acknowledges her abilities. She’s an extremely skilled user of Transformation Magic.”


      “And?”


      “And Ernst invited her to the Lindblum territory. The man who has not made a single move for years personally went outside his domain to invite her. And he even called for an emergency summons to the neighboring nobles.”


      “Is that not a good thing? True, an emergency summons might be too much, but it should not be an issue in itself, no?”


      “The issue isn’t that he called for Ms. Ashley. It’s that Ernst has changed.”


      “Well, I suppose Lord Ernst is not the kind of gentleman to make a move himself... Yes, it is strange.”


      Being Vanitas’s fiancée, the girl had met Ernst several times. He was a kind and considerate man, but he was also spineless and without ambition. So much so that she even worried that he wouldn’t be able to survive as the head of a marquisate.


      “From what I heard from some of the nobles who participated in the meeting, Ernst rebuked the nobles who always disrespected him in front of everyone. What’s more, he completely ignored their pleas to forgive them and didn’t accept their apologies,” Rivaro continued.


      “Is that true? Not an elaborate joke?”


      “You might not believe it, having met Ernst several times, but what I said truly happened.”


      “Then the reason you called me...”


      “Exactly. I want you to use your position as Vanitas’s fiancée to investigate Ernst,” Rivaro concluded.


      People feared the unknown, and they feared change. Rivaro, being an old friend of Ernst, couldn’t help being mystified at his sudden transformation. Just what had happened to make Ernst act as he did? Countless questions such as this one filled Rivaro’s mind.


      “Were you not able to contact Lord Ernst via a communication magic item?” asked his daughter.


      “I was. However, I only managed to understand that he now talks more assertively than before. So the next step is to meet the man himself.”


      “So you want me to find the reason for his change?”


      “Yes. Also, there is a hint. During the meeting, Ernst said he invited Ms. Ashley to his estate for his son.”


      “For Vanitas Lindblum?”


      “That’s hard to believe, isn’t it? Why would that troublemaker need Ms. Ashley? It doesn’t make sense.”


      “But it needs to be investigated, as it will affect how House Lankafiel interacts with House Lindblum... Very well! I shall find out the reason behind Lord Ernst’s sudden change!”


      “Don’t be too reckless. Your safety comes first. I’ll assign you a few knights to escort you, but be careful.”


      “Naturally! I, Mayurelika Lankafiel, shall solve this mystery!”


      The girl—Mayurelika Lankafiel, Vanitas Lindblum’s temporary fiancée—coming to the Lindblum domain was a small change to the story caused by the even greater change that was the creation of the monster called Ernst.


      Just how would she react when meeting the new Vanitas?


      For now, nobody knew.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 24: Huh? What Did You Just Say?


      “Sorry, father, but what did you just say? I’m not sure I heard you correctly,” I said.


      I was currently inside my father’s office, sitting at a table along with my father, Gustav, the stern-faced captain of the knights, and Christina, who had come with me.


      Father had suddenly called for me, and when I had entered the room, I had found my father and Gustav with serious expressions and in a sombre mood. Even Gustav, who hated me because of Vanitas’s tyranny, wasn’t showing any hostility toward me. In fact, he looked rather regretful about something as he frowned gloomily.


      As I was confused by what could have happened to cause this, my father explained the reason to me.


      “As I said, Miss Mayurelika, daughter of Count Lankafiel and your fiancée, has been kidnapped on her way here.”


      “Huh?” I blurted out.


      She was...kidnapped? Vanitas’s temporary fiancée was abducted?!


      Actually, I hadn’t even known she was supposed to visit.


      “It was an ambush,” Gustav said quietly. “Lady Mayurelika was ambushed slightly after she entered the Lindblum domain. Her escort and her servants were almost all killed by the bandits, and the knight who reported the incident to us is also on the verge of death.”


      “Might not be the best way to say it, but isn’t it strange that he was able to escape? I don’t think bandits who prepared an ambush would let a knight run away so easily,” I remarked.


      “They let him go to act as a messenger. The brigands are asking for a large ransom and...another thing, in exchange for her release,” Gustav said.


      Why did he hesitate? Was the demand hard to say?


      “So that means we know who the culprit is, right?” I asked.


      “We do,” my father answered instead. “The mastermind is a man named Zagias, leader of a wanted group of bandits called Bloodshard.”


      “Bloodshard,” I repeated.


      “He’s a ruthless, lawless man. He was once a knight of the empire, but he was exiled for repeatedly disobeying orders and on suspicion of murdering innocent citizens. Since then, he has been wandering around the country, gathering underlings and committing crimes.”


      Zagias... I didn’t recognize the name, but he was quite daring for going against nobility. I was surprised no punitive force had dealt with him already... No, the fact that he actually made it to the Lindblum territory despite being wanted proved how capable he was.


      “Also, the demand Gustav wasn’t able to say earlier is that they want a child,” my father continued.


      “Why would they want a child...?”


      “Because they are cowards!” Gustav interjected, furious. “They want to exchange Lady Mayurelika with a commoner child to always have a hostage! They want a shield to protect themselves from us! And they even specifically asked for a weak child.”


      “This isn’t confirmed intel, but it’s rumored that Zagias likes to drink children’s blood,” father added, doing his best to keep his composure.


      “He’s quite the degenerate...” I said.


      “So that might be the actual reason he demanded a weak child. But the fact that he’s asking for something by using Miss Mayurelika as a hostage means that it’s highly probable that she is safe. The issue, however, is how to rescue her...”


      “That’s what I was wondering. Why are you here, speaking with me? I don’t know when she was kidnapped exactly, but shouldn’t you already have sent people to rescue her? After all, she’s my...fiancée, and an important guest.”


      “Of course I want to save her. She’s the daughter of one of my few friends. But...” father trailed off, irritation clear on his face.


      Well, I supposed that it’d be too dangerous for the hostage’s life to openly move the knights. They had to be observing what our side was doing, and they might just kill Mayurelika and escape if they felt endangered.


      “Lady Mayurelika’s abduction was two days ago,” Gustav said. “We were informed of where they wanted us to bring the ransom, but we do not know where their hideout is. If only we could capture one of them to find where they are hiding...”


      “Yeah, if we could torture one of them, we would find out where they are immediately,” I said.


      “Torture, you say...”


      “Why do you look so surprised, Gustav? They’re bandits who have committed murder in our territory. Using torture on them shouldn’t be an issue. Or rather, why do you even care about what I say? You didn’t like my previous self and don’t trust my current self, so you should just ignore me.”


      “Well...it is true that I still cannot trust you, Lord Vanitas. But I keep hearing rumors about how you have changed. Coupled with the matter of the father and son blacksmiths, as well as your angry reaction to your fiancée’s abduction despite not even being on good terms with her, it proves that you truly have changed.”


      Don’t stare at me like that, Gustav. Do I look that angry? If so, it isn’t because of Mayurelika.


      Despite being Vanitas’s fiancée, Mayurelika ended up as one of the protagonist’s heroines in the end, so I didn’t care about her. No, I was furious that criminals who could harm the people of our domain were present in the Lindblum territory.


      “Putting whether Vanitas has changed aside, those brigands put the life of my friend’s daughter in peril. Torture is too lenient—only death awaits them,” my father declared.


      “Y-Yes, my lord.” Gustav was cowed by my father’s wrath.


      “Small groups of knights are currently searching for Zagias and his underlings’ lair, but they have yet to find anything. We still have time until the delivery of the ransom, but who knows if we’ll be able to find them before that...” my father said.


      “Because of the hostage, the knights cannot move in large groups, so only a few elites were sent. We can only hope that they find the hideout before the time limit... As the captain of the knights, I can only apologize for our inaptitude,” Gustav said despondently.


      We don’t know where the bandits’ lair is, and can only send a few elites because of the hostage, huh...


      “Father,” I said.


      “Did you think of something, Vanitas?”


      “Would you let me help rescue Mayurelika?”


      “What?”


      I had a plan to find the bandits’ hideout and rescue Mayurelika.


      I wasn’t certain we’d be able to put it into practice, but I could at least try.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 25: Rescue Preparations and Accountability


      After half-forcing my father to agree, I started my preparations to rescue Mayurelika.


      Well, not that I had much to do—I only needed to ask for help from some people.


      So, yeah, I had called it a plan, but in truth, it wasn’t anything grand. It was simply an idea worth trying to save Mayurelika.


      In a way, that was also a good opportunity. Certain things were inevitable if I wanted to survive in this world, and going to Mayurelika’s rescue was going to expedite one of them.


      Unfortunately, I couldn’t find a group of bandits in the wide Lindblum territory by myself. So...




      I brought Ms. Ashley with me to an area roughly a dozen kilometers away from the mansion—the building my father had given them to stay and do their work.


      “To think you’d make contact with us, Vanitas Lindblum... What are you planning?” asked a woman with a sharp glare. She had short, neatly trimmed black hair, and her eyes were bluish purple like hydrangea. Ms. Ashley had described her as a sweet girl who looked up to her, but personally, I thought she looked like a dignified woman with unshakable pride.


      That woman—Shea Domarine—was the leader of the group of people that served both as guards and as surveillance for Ms. Ashley, as well as the reason for my coming here.


      Still, she’s in quite a bad mood. I guess all the rumors about the previous me are making her cautious.


      “Nothing much. I only want to borrow Ms. Ashley’s help to search for somebody,” I replied.


      “Don’t ask for the impossible. The Ministry of Magic has dispatched us to be Lady Ashley’s guards. We’d never agree to something that would put her in danger.” Shea refused firmly.


      I couldn’t back down here, however. Ms. Ashley was necessary to save Mayurelika.


      “You must know this already, but the daughter of Count Lankafiel has been kidnapped. We need Ms. Ashley’s help to save her. But for that, you must allow Ms. Ashley to leave the Lindblum estate.”


      “I refuse. Lady Ashley is a very important person, and we can’t let her move around so easily.”


      “No matter what?”


      “It is regrettable, but I can’t agree. Our duty is to protect Lady Ashley.” Shea completely rejected my request. She was quite stubborn.


      “I see... What do you think, Ms. Ashley?”


      “Is it really impossible, Shea? I want to save Mayurelika,” Ms. Ashley pleaded, but Shea stayed silent.


      “Do you still refuse?” I asked.


      “No is no. I know you are kind, Lady Ashley, but even if you look at me like this, I won’t agree,” Shea replied after a pause.


      So even Ms. Ashley’s appeal didn’t work—which only left my last resort.


      “I have a question. Out of curiosity, what would you do if your charge vanished? Would you thoroughly search the surroundings?” I asked.


      “Do you realize what you’re saying? Is that a threat?” Shea asked back with a glare.


      “I just want to sate my own curiosity. I’m merely wondering that, should your charge suddenly disappear while a group of bandits was nearby, would you search for all the places where brigands would hide?”


      She grimaced. I must have hit a nerve. Their job was to protect Ms. Ashley, so of course they would search for her if she vanished.


      “Sorry, Shea, but I’m being threatened by Vanitas,” Ms. Ashley said with a chuckle. “He said he’d do all kinds of things to me if I refused to cooperate with him.”


      “H-How despicable! So the rumors about you are true, Vanitas Lindblum!”


      Just what kind of rumors had she heard?


      But anyway, she should have now noticed that guards were just as restricted in what they could do as their charge, and that they would be troubled if Ms. Ashley suddenly vanished.


      “Is that what you want?” Shea asked.


      “Yes. I can’t find where the bandits are hidden by myself, so I can only ask for other people’s help. Moreover, aren’t you suited for this? After all, your job is to survey”—I coughed—“I mean, guard Ms. Ashley, so you should have magic attributes geared toward that kind of task.”


      “You want us to allow Lady Ashley to move around and use that to make us search for the brigands’ hideout... You’re quite sly,” Shea remarked. It was an emergency, so I hoped she’d overlook it. “I have a question.”


      “Yes?”


      “Even if you rescue Miss Mayurelika, the fact that she has been kidnapped will spread. What will you do once you have saved her? The consequences might be worse than death for her. Can you truly take responsibility for rescuing her?!” Shea shouted.


      I understood what she meant by taking responsibility, but...


      “Why would I need to?”


      “What...?”


      Mayurelika’s worth as a noble lady would considerably diminish if news that she had been abducted by brigands spread. She would be talked behind her back for a completely different reason than me. People would suspect that she had been wounded and disgraced—violated in ways that nobody would dare to put into words—which would drive Mayurelika into a corner. That was a huge drawback for a noble lady, and that could lead her to live a life of suffering.


      “And you call yourself her fiancé?” Shea continued. “Aren’t you concerned about her future? Don’t you care that she might be forced to confront a harsh and cruel reality?!”


      I snorted.


      “Why are you laughing?!”


      “I just thought you had quite the active imagination.”


      “What?!”


      “Responsibility for saving her? Would you look after anyone you saved for the rest of their life?” I asked.


      “Well... I...” Shea stammered.


      She should have already understood, and yet she had asked me to take responsibility. That could only mean one thing—she was checking my resolve. Her question had been a warning to tell me that both Mayurelika and I might have to face a tough future if I rescued her.


      She’s actually pretty soft.


      Still, if she asked, then I had to answer.


      “True, but this happened in the Lindblum domain—even if this is the act of bandits, we share a part of the blame. However, she was guarded by the knights of House Lankafiel. It is natural to lose everything if you are defeated. As such, while I don’t want to speak badly of the deceased, they also share the blame.”


      Shea listened silently.


      “I don’t care about the aftermath. What’s important is that she’s saved, and the fact that my father and I did our best to rescue her is known. Well, father will feel bad for her, as she’s the daughter of his friend, but I won’t.”


      “But that’s...” Shea trailed off.


      Did she think I was heartless? I was only being honest.


      “Don’t be conceited, Shea Domarine,” I declared, causing her to stare at me in shock. “How could you, a mere stranger, decide Mayurelika’s worth?”


      I could only say this because my reincarnation made me an outlier among nobles who could easily oppress others with the power they were granted.


      “Does she absolutely have to be flawless and pure beyond reproach? Would you have her die just because her future is uncertain? That choice isn’t yours nor mine to make—it’s Mayurelika’s.” I couldn’t care less about the accountability of rescuing Mayurelika. Her fate was hers to decide. We had no say in the matter. “I have the resolve to save her—to face the harsh reality. What about you, Shea? Are you just going to do nothing and watch how the situation unfolds? Or are you going to do your best to help me save Mayurelika, who we aren’t even sure is still alive? Which is it?”


      “I...” Shea hesitated.


      My first impression of her completely vanished, and right now, she was only a woman stuck between her duty and her conscience.


      However, before Shea could give her answer, someone interfered.


      “Sorry, Shea. Vanitas was a little harsh, but I agree with him—we must rescue Mayurelika. So let’s do it together.”


      “Lady Ashley...”


      “Also, what you fear won’t happen. Vanitas is quite strong, after all,” Ms. Ashley said with a small laugh.


      Just when we were reaching the good part... Oh well, I guess it would be cruel to corner her too much.


      Shea was the leader of the group guarding Ms. Ashley and couldn’t just abandon her duty at the drop of a hat. She wasn’t like me, who threatened her to obtain her cooperation.


      Still, I understood that despite her reluctance, in truth, she wanted to save Mayurelika. After all, she was kind enough to even worry about me. If she hadn’t been bound by her duty, I wouldn’t have been surprised if she had volunteered to help herself.


      “I’ll reword my demand in a way that’s easier for you to accept—lend me your strength, Shea. For my sake,” I declared.


      “For your sake...?”


      “Exactly. Your will and your worries don’t matter. Just lend me your strength. To exterminate the vermin infesting the Lindblum domain, and to witness Mayurelika’s future and her resolve with your own eyes.”


      “You are quite the selfish man... But I suppose I was the one whose resolve was lacking. And for some reason, I find myself convinced by your words,” Shea said, staring straight at me. “I apologize for misjudging you, Vanitas Lindblum. Allow us to help with your search for Miss Mayurelika.”


      With this, I had obtained the way to find the bandits’ hideout. All that was left was to prepare for battle and select the members who would come with me.


      It wasn’t certain if Mayurelika was still alive, but if she was, then I’d save her.


      Then after that, it was up to her.


      Would she yield to the harsh reality and avert her eyes from it, or would she confront it and overcome despair?


      What will you choose, Mayurelika?

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 26: Mayurelika Lankafiel’s Despair


      I was in a cave illuminated by torches. The darkness was so deep I wouldn’t even be able to tell if something was lurking in it, and the scent of death was permeating the air.


      Just how had I ended up in this situation? I still couldn’t believe it.


      I could smell the putrid stench of death inside my cage. I knew its source—one look at the dark red liquid painting the wall and the pile of bones next to it was enough.


      The smell was starting to ingrain itself into my body, and that made me feel nauseous.


      We were all imprisoned in a large room, but in different cages. While I was alone in mine, four maids were in the other one together, all exhausted and drooping their heads.


      Four—that was the number of servants I had left, even though there had been a dozen at first. However, a bandit different from the lookout would come occasionally and take a maid with him, never bringing her back after that.


      I could only imagine the worst had happened to them, but I didn’t want to think about the kind of horrible things they had been put through. I could still remember the voices—how they would scream, desperately trying to resist and calling for help...calling my name. Yet, in the end, only the victorious sneer of the brigands echoed in the cave, and the girls who had been taken never came back.


      “Hey there, young lady. Ready to give in?” A vulgar voice spoke as I felt a rude gaze on me. The owner of the voice was the leader of the group of bandits—Zagias. He had been the one who had gleefully killed the knights of House Lankafiel with the two swords in his hands.


      “What do you want?” I replied curtly.


      “Come on, no need to be so cold. I just came to check on you. Wanted to see if you had finally lost heart!” Zagias sneered, his face twisting hideously, as he was outside the cage, staring at me sink into the darkness from a safe place.


      “What did you do to the maids who have vanished? Are they well? And what about the knights who survived?! You promised me that you would heal them! Did you?!” I asked.


      “I guess two days isn’t enough to break you. The knights are safe, and the maids my underlings took too. It’s not like we just kill everyone thoughtlessly. Unfortunately, even though we healed them, some knights still died anyway, but that’s not our fault.”


      He was lying. There was no way a man such as him would treat the knights and guarantee the safety of the maids. It was all but a mere verbal promise.


      And yet, I had to believe it. After all, I had no choice but to become a hostage when confronted with that bloodred mist, or else everyone beside me would die.


      “Worrying about your servants, huh? I heard House Lankafiel rose from merchants, so I guess that’s why you’re kind to commoners,” Zagias remarked.


      Indeed, House Lankafiel had originally been a lineage of merchants. The father of my father—my grandfather—had been a wealthy merchant who had done business with powerful nobles and even the imperial family to the point that it had earned him a peerage from the emperor of that time. That had allowed House Lankafiel to expand even more and reach its current position of a comital family.


      Because of that, some people had scorned House Lankafiel as upstarts with a shallow pedigree, but they had stopped doing it in front of me after I had harshly rebuked them.


      “My grandfather’s creed is that everyone must be treated equally regardless of their status,” I replied.


      “Ha ha ha! That’s so dumb! That’s why you got caught so easily! Being kind to commoners is useless. If you’ve got power, then you gotta use it! If I were a noble, I’d use my authority to do whatever I want! Don’t call yourself a merchant if you’re so wasteful!”


      “Ugh... This is my family’s precept. You have no right to laugh at it!”


      Yet Zagias continued to laugh for a while. “Man, you nobles really are a hopeless bunch. Look at you—imprisoned in a cage, and you still think you can have it your way? Do you really understand your situation?” Zagias said in a low voice, then he turned toward his underling. “Bring her.”


      The underling ran out of the room, then a short time later, he came back with someone I hadn’t expected.


      “L-Lady Mayurelika!”


      “Lilika?! You are safe!” I rejoiced.


      Lilika was one of the maids serving me in my everyday life. She was a petite and cute girl with chestnut-colored hair, and one of the few servants around my age. I may have been a noble and she a commoner, but we lived and grew up together, so I considered her my best friend. So, naturally, I was glad beyond words to learn that she was alive and safe, as we had been separated after the assault.


      I reflexively extended my arm through the cage, but my hand didn’t reach Lilika’s, which was also stretched toward me as she was restrained by a bandit.


      “What a moving reunion,” Zagias mocked us.


      “Lilika!”


      “My lady!”


      “Looks like you’ve got your energy back. But you get it now, right? Those four aren’t our only hostages. So don’t try to escape or cause trouble, Lady Mayurelika. Because if you do...” Zagias threatened.


      “You knave, taking Lilika hostage...”


      “You’ve got your spunk of the first day back, but it’d be a pain if you broke your cage with magic. Though even if there weren’t any hostages, you can’t do anything against me,” Zagias said with a sharp glance.


      Just being subjected to his gaze was enough to freeze my body.


      Indeed, as he had said, I couldn’t defeat him. I had tried to escape at first, but I had failed. Zagias had so easily crushed my innate dusk attribute that I had lost the will to resist.


      And that wasn’t all...


      “But anyway, I want some more of your noble blood, young lady.”


      “Eek!”


      “Hey, don’t look so scared. You’re hurting my feelings. Did you hate me drinking your blood on the first day that badly? I even made sure to heal your wound with a potion. Well, it was one of yours, but still.”


      Zagias’s words reminded me of that repulsive sensation.


      Of the burning pain when his sword cut my arm.


      Of the smell of my bright red blood mixing with the putrid smell of death in the room.


      I started panting, my breath haggard, as I did my best not to remember the sensation of his disgusting tongue crawling on my arm and the sound of my blood being sipped, but I failed and vividly recalled them, which tore my heart to shreds.


      “Don’t throw up,” Zagias said.


      “I... I will not...”


      “Give me your arm. I want more of your blood.”


      “I-I refuse! I do not want to be touched by you!” I rejected wholeheartedly, but that only served to irritate Zagias.


      “I warned you, Lady Mayurelika. You’re not free to be selfish anymore. Come.”


      Lilika screamed as Zagias pulled her arm.


      “Lilika!”


      “You don’t like other people getting hurt, right? Then how about this?”


      “Huh?”


      It happened in a flash.


      “Aaaaaah!” Lilika screamed.


      “Shut up. I only slightly cut your leg.”


      Fresh blood spurted as Lilika fell to the ground, pressing on the wound on her left leg.


      “Stand!” Zagias ordered.


      “It hurts...” Lilika cried.


      “Watch closely, young lady. This is what happens when you defy me,” Zagias said, then turned toward his underling. “Bring me a dagger.”


      “W-Wait!” I pleaded, but he didn’t listen. He purposefully ignored my plea and smirked at me in a way that said that everything was my fault.


      Zagias received a dagger from his underling and cut at Lilika’s face, causing her to scream in pain.


      “Li-Lilika...”


      Zagias cackled madly. “How’s it? Doesn’t she look more like a servant like this? Oops, it’s gonna spill.”


      “Eeek!”


      I could only watch in despair as Zagias licked the blood running down Lilika’s neck.


      “Later, young lady. Be a good girl,” Zagias said cheerfully, dragging Lilika, who cried in pain, along with him.


      I couldn’t do anything. I was powerless, imprisoned in my cage and dominated by fear.


      I looked at a flattened fly floating on the pool of blood on the ground. It had been crushed by overwhelming power and was drowning in blood—just like me.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 27: Preparing for Battle


      There were currently two issues: who to bring with me and how to deal with the bandits.


      To prepare for battle, we went to the headquarters of the Lindblum knights and received the equipment from Dylac.


      “I apologize for only being able to provide you with equipment of this quality, Lord Vanitas. I still have not been able to focus on the personal gear you requested...” Dylac said.


      “I don’t mind. Nobody expected we’d need them so soon. Even if it’s only of the same quality as what the knights use, it’s still better than what we currently have. Our personal gear can wait.”


      “I am relieved to hear you say that.”


      Dylac gave us the best equipment he’d made for the knights.


      I got a light dagger and a metal breastplate. To not make it too heavy and weigh me down, it was only thick over my heart to protect it. It wasn’t much, but still better than nothing in case of a surprise attack.


      Christina received a new one-handed sword and a set of armor. It wasn’t a named sword, but it was crafted by Dylac, so it was a good one. It was light, and its blade slim, which was suitable for Christina’s fighting style. The full armor, however, was made for the knights and was too much for her, so some parts needed to be removed to lighten it and keep her nimble.


      Hildegard refused to wear armor at first, as she wasn’t fond of it, but I didn’t want her to be defenseless and forced her to wear the lightest chain mail available under her clothes to not hinder her movements. I told her she was allowed to remove it if it became a hindrance in battle, but it appeared to be fine for now. She was currently hopping and running around to test her mobility.


      As for Lapina, who watched us idly while we were putting on our new equipment...


      “You’re staying at the mansion, Lapina,” I said.


      “Eh? Why...?”


      “Because you’re still unable to fight.”


      “But...”


      “Christina has her swordsmanship and Water Magic. Hildegard has her martial prowess and Mud Magic. I shouldn’t even need to mention Ms. Ashley, who has completely mastered Transformation Magic. But if you come with us, Lapina, you’ll be a burden.”


      Lapina’s current combat ability wasn’t that high. She didn’t like fighting, so she wasn’t motivated to train herself and didn’t spar much with others. Considering that the bandits who had kidnapped Mayurelika were apparently rather skilled and that we couldn’t openly move the knights because of the hostage, it would be too difficult to fight the enemy while protecting Lapina.


      I explained why I couldn’t bring her with us as gently as possible.


      “Understood... I shall obey you, Master...”


      “Wait for our return.”


      Lapina must really have wanted to come because I had never seen her so dejected.


      Unfortunately, she had to stay here.


      However, that didn’t mean I thought she wouldn’t grow stronger. In the story, she never participated in battle while being Vanitas’s slave. Part of it was because Vanitas didn’t expect her to be able to fight, but it was also because of all the unreasonable violence Vanitas had subjected her to, which had left her without even the will to fight. But this all changed after she was saved by the protagonist and was able to reexamine herself.


      “If you’re frustrated not to be able to fight with us, then become stronger, Lapina,” I said.


      “Yes...” Lapina kept looking down, but she clearly nodded in response.




      Even though I was still a little concerned about Lapina, I had to focus on our task.


      First, we should review what we knew.


      After taking potions and other stuff we would need from the knights’ headquarters, we went to where Shea was.


      “Let’s share all we know about Bloodshard,” I said to the people present—Christina, Hildegard, Ms. Ashley, Shea, and a few of her subordinates. These members would be the core of the group going to Mayurelika’s rescue. “First, let’s talk about the group itself. I’ve heard some things from my father, but what about you, Shea?”


      “Unfortunately, I don’t know much about them... Only that they’re a group of bandits that attack nobles, so I suppose they must not be very sane,” Shea replied.


      “I was also surprised when I heard they asked for a weak child along with the ransom for Mayurelika from Vanitas. Only mad people would demand such a thing,” Ms. Ashley said.


      “And they drink blood. They are a repulsive bunch,” Christina added.


      “Don’t want my blood sucked,” Hildegard said.


      So even if they were wanted, not much was known about them, huh? But considering Ms. Ashley and Shea had only arrived at the Lindblum territory recently, I hadn’t expected them to know much anyway.


      For now, it was enough that everyone was aware that the members of Bloodshard were crazy and dangerous.


      “Next, let’s talk about the enemy’s strength. We have information that was made public together with the wanted notice, as well as the testimony from the knight who escaped,” I continued.


      “How many are they?” Shea asked.


      “They should be around fifteen. That’s the number given in the wanted notice, and the knight confirmed it. Still, they may have additional forces in reserve, so we should assume there are more of them,” I replied.


      “True. Criminals band together, so it’s almost certain that there are more of them,” Shea agreed with me. It was better to overestimate their numbers.


      “Master, if I remember correctly, their leader, Zagias, possesses both the sword and the bloodmist innate attributes, yes?” Christina said.


      “A blood-type attribute? That’s quite rare...” Ms. Ashley remarked.


      “This is quite something for a mere bandit boss to have two innate attributes,” Shea commented.


      It wasn’t that rare for people to have two innate attributes. However, most of the people who fell into a life of crime only had one innate attribute. That proved that, his behavior aside, Zagias was strong.


      “From the knight’s testimony, Zagias used a blood mist to disorient the knights and kill them,” I explained.


      “So it’s possible he can spread his mist over a large area. It could be problematic if we get separated,” Ms. Ashley commented.


      “And he even has the sword attribute... We should assume him to be skillful in close quarters as well. But what about the other bandits? While he defeated the knights almost by himself, it’s not as though he’s the only strong one, right?” Shea asked.


      “Yes, his subordinates are capable too. Two men in particular—Baroda and Gadott. The former is a muscular man wielding a sledgehammer, and the latter an archer. Gadott even leads a makeshift unit of bowmen,” I explained.


      Zagias wasn’t the only threat. He had some skilled underlings, and there might even have been others that we didn’t know of.


      After the meeting, we continued our preparations for the rescue of Mayurelika while Shea’s subordinates searched for the Bloodshard’s hideout.


      Then, finally, it was found two days later.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 28: The Suffering of Mayurelika Lankafiel


      How many days had passed? I had lost my sense of time, imprisoned in the darkness of the cave.


      After taking Lilika away, Zagias had come to see me occasionally.


      “How do you feel, young lady? Must be rough, right? You’ve never been locked up like this before, after all. You must want to be freed.”


      I didn’t understand why he liked doing it so much, but once again, Zagias had come to provoke me.


      “Oh yeah, a noble lady’s chastity is pretty important, right? I wonder what other people would think if they learned you were kidnapped by bandits.”


      “Huh...?”


      “Ha ha! Even if the deal goes through and you safely make it back home, will you still have a place there? People will turn their backs on you, calling you filthy and pitying you!”


      I had not thought about what would happen after I returned home. But, as he said, nobles valued appearances. Even if I made it back home, would House Lankafiel no longer need me?


      “Crying again? It’s not gonna change anything,” Zagias sneered at me.


      I started to think about death. About the knights who had been killed in the ambush. About the maids who had protected me. About Lilika... What had even become of her? The wound on her leg hadn’t been deep, and proper treatment should easily heal her, even if it left a scar. The wound on her face, on the other hand... It was cruel to do such a thing to a woman. And I didn’t even know if they had healed her with a potion as they had done for my arm.


      The darkness surrounding me taught me nothing. Only the presence of death filled this room. I could feel no peace here, as a murderous blade could tear into my flesh at any moment.


      Only two of the previous four maids were left in the other cage—Anvy and Laura—and no matter how many times I called them, they never answered, already having given up on everything.


      Should I do the same and choose death?


      However, the instant this unpleasant thought crossed my mind, I realized something—that my father loved me.


      No matter how selfishly I behaved, he accepted me and admonished me, making me understand what I had done wrong. He always treated me with love.


      Would such a father look at me in contempt? No, my father would never abandon me.


      But what would he think if he saw me like this, reduced to such a miserable state?


      I was driven into a corner, anguishing over whether I should kill myself or not.




      I noticed the sound of footsteps and the rustling of fabric approaching this place. My hearing, sharpened from living in darkness for days, allowed me to quickly understand that it wasn’t the same person as usual.


      “Ah, it’s you, ma’am.”


      “Good job on the watch. You can stay here; I just want to have a little talk with the young lady,” said the...woman? “Hey there, Lady Mayurelika. How are you?”


      Walking toward me was a woman in a bloodred dress. Though I called it a dress, it was in a pitiful state, the fabric frayed in multiple places, and it didn’t fit her frame. Moreover, she was wearing something like armor beneath it, making her figure uneven. Her thick boots struck the ground rhythmically as she made her way to me then stopped in front of my cage.


      “P-Please, save me!” I asked.


      “Hmm? Ah, I think you’re misunderstanding something. I’m Isabelle, a member of Bloodshard,” she said.


      “Huh...?”


      “In other words, I’m your enemy,” she added with a smile.


      She was one of Zagias’s comrades...?


      “Still, I’m surprised you’re able to remain beautiful even after being confined for days. The other girls are all filthy and in terrible shape. I wonder what’s so different about noble ladies?” Isabelle said, her hostile gaze appraising me.


      “What...do you want?”


      “Oh, just wanted to have a little talk with you, the young lady Boss Zagias is so fixated on.”


      “What do you mean...?”


      “Isn’t it obvious? You only need to be alive to serve as a hostage. And yet, none of your limbs have been cut off, nor were you given to the men to be raped.”


      “Huh...?”


      “What, you hadn’t noticed? You were kidnapped—it wouldn’t be strange for such things to happen to you, no?” Isabelle laughed at me mockingly, causing me to feel indescribable fear. “You know, the boss hates nobles. They’re arrogant people drunk on power who think they’re omnipotent. His family was killed by a noble. There’s nothing special about it. They only walked in front of a noble’s carriage, and the guy didn’t like it.”


      I gasped.


      “He was still a knight back then, and his family were good people, living honest lives. And yet, they were killed mercilessly. So, yeah, the boss went crazy. Though, to be fair, he was into drinking blood even before that. But that event made him lose all restraints, and he started to think that he should act haughtily like nobles too.”


      I could only listen, astonished by what I was hearing.


      “The members of Bloodshard were all drawn to Boss Zagias’s madness. Many are like him, people who couldn’t bear the nobles’ tyranny and fell to banditry. You’re quite unfortunate, you know? You just happened to pass near where we were hiding while searching for our next prey just after arriving in the Lindblum territory. If you had come on a different date or taken a different path, we’d never have captured you.”


      I was shocked by the truth behind Zagias’s obsession with me and the fact that my kidnapping had been because of poor luck. And to top it all, something else happened before I could regain my composure.


      “Ma’am!” a bandit called, running inside the large room where I was confined.


      “What? Don’t interrupt me while I’m talking!” Isabelle snapped, then sighed. “So, what’s up?”


      “W-Well, this kid walked in front of the hideout completely defenseless, so we captured her...”


      “A black rabbitkin? That’s quite the rare find,” Isabelle remarked.


      The bandit had brought a beastkin girl with him. She appeared to be younger than me, but because she was looking down, I couldn’t see her face.


      “What’s your name?” Isabelle asked.


      “Lapina...” the girl introduced herself in an adorable but feeble voice—which only made Isabelle smile widely.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 29: Mayurelika’s Fury


      “Lapina’s quite the cute name. You don’t seem to wear a collar, so I guess you must have fled before you could be made a slave?” Isabelle mused, caressing Lapina’s cheek with an ecstatic expression.


      Lapina... Just how had this girl ended up here?


      “Rabbitkin are usually white, so a black one is pretty rare. Your fur is so lustrous too. You’ll fetch us a good price.” Isabelle chuckled. “Ah, but don’t worry. We’ll find you a good master.”


      So I wasn’t enough for them. They would also get such a young girl into their clutches.


      “W-Wait!” I reflexively shouted, unable to restrain myself. I had to ask. “You would sell such a young girl into slavery?!”


      “Of course. We’re bandits, not nobles. We’d steal anything we need to live and sell anything that can make us money. That’s the only way for us to survive,” she replied.


      “That does not excuse doing such a thing to a young girl like her...”


      “What a nagging young lady. Don’t you think so too, Lapina?” Isabelle asked Lapina, whose serene gaze betrayed the frightened expression on her face.


      How could she be so calm in such a situation? What kind of painful experiences did she have in the past?


      “Ah, yeah, I did come here to talk with you,” Isabelle said, calling my focus back to her. “I thought you’d want to know that all of your knights are dead.”


      “What...?” Everyone died? I couldn’t believe it. “You are lying...”


      The way Isabelle smiled made it difficult to judge if she was telling the truth. However, she was taking pleasure from seeing me suffer—that much I was certain.


      “It seems you made a promise with Boss Zagias, but there’s no way he would ever keep his word to a noble,” Isabelle said.


      “How could he...”


      “And while I’m at it, what was her name... Lilika, I think?”


      “No... Please...”


      “She’s dead too. It happened rather suddenly. She was crying that her face hurt, and before we knew it, she was dead.”


      I screamed.


      “So, young lady. Finally starting to lament your bad fortune? After all, none of this would have happened if you hadn’t been born a noble.”


      “You sure it’s all right to do this, ma’am? Won’t the boss get mad?” one of the underlings asked.


      “It’s fine. Should make the deal easier if she’s a little broken too.”


      “If you say so...”


      Lilika was dead...? Truly? Lilika, who would always smile brightly at me, was no more? She was my best friend—family, even—and an irreplaceable existence. And she was dead?


      I felt something break inside me as I cried loudly.


      Whose fault was it that I ended up in this situation? Who had killed the knights and the maids?


      Was it my fault?


      No.


      It was their fault!


      There was something I wanted to hide from everyone. A certain ugly and shameful truth that I didn’t want anyone to know.


      When enrolling in a magic academy, they would examine the students’ innate attributes. I hadn’t wanted mine to be found out, so when Vanitas Lindblum had refused to have his examined, I had thanked my lucky stars. Because of his refusal, I hadn’t had to face my own secret.


      “Musca,” I chanted. The next instant, black flies appeared, buzzing loudly around me.


      “What’s happening?!” Isabelle exclaimed, confused by the sudden appearance of a swarm of flies.


      Unfortunately for her, it was too late.


      Confronted with the death of so many people at once, I realized that I had been fleeing from myself by denying the existence of my own innate attribute—the fly attribute, the disgusting talent I was born with.


      Indeed, the flies were a part of me. But even if people found me unsightly and looked at me in contempt, I wouldn’t care anymore. I mustered all of my mana, resolved to use every last drop of it. After all, if I didn’t, I wouldn’t be able to kill them all.


      “Go forth,” I ordered.


      “Aaaaaah!” Isabelle screamed.


      “Ma’am!”


      “S-Shtop...ugh... I gan’t...ngh...brea...” Isabelle choked out.


      If only I had acted sooner. If only I hadn’t been so afraid. If only I had been able to confront myself. Then, Lilika wouldn’t have had to die.


      The flies I had summoned invaded Isabelle’s mouth and ate her from the inside, her blood darkening the crimson fabric of her dress.


      “I am so sorry, Lilika...” I muttered.


      “Ma’am! Damn it, how dare you—” The underling tried to avenge Isabelle only to be cut short by my command.


      “Go.”


      “Aaaaaargh!” I heard the bandit’s filthy cry as I lamented my friend’s death, tears that I thought had dried off once again wetting my cheeks.


      Eventually, the brigand died, and I fell to one knee, panting. I had used a lot of mana, but I shouldn’t have felt so exhausted... I must have lost a lot of stamina after being confined for so long.


      “Thank you, Lapina,” I thanked Lapina, who supported me so that I didn’t collapse entirely. She was so kind, doing her best despite her slender arms. “But I cannot rest. I have to at least save those girls. Could you bring me over to them?”


      Lapina silently nodded and helped me walk over to Anvy and Laura’s cage so I could break the lock. The two of them still looked out of sorts, but they finally regained their senses when I called out for them.


      Now, all that was left was to escape from here.


      “I promise to get you out of here, Lapina. So would you please come with me?” I asked.


      “Yes...” she nodded reservedly, which only strengthened my resolve to make us all escape from here.


      “Let’s go, everyone! I swear we shall safely make it out of here!” I declared.




      “Hmm... I guess I was useless in the end.”


      “Did you say something, Lapina?”


      “No, it’s nothing...”


      Well, I suppose she must be very anxious. Be at ease, Lapina. I promise I shall protect you!

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 30: Chance Meeting and Hostage


      “Let’s go, Christina.”


      “Yes, Master.”


      Using the morning mist as cover, I infiltrated the dark cave together with Christina. Being good at close quarters, Christina acted as the vanguard to respond to any sudden encounter.


      Torches were set at regular intervals along the tunnel to provide light. It was still pretty dim, and we couldn’t see far ahead, but using Light Magic or a magic item would just reveal our intrusion.


      As our eyes slowly adjusted to the darkness, we pressed onward, not encountering any bandits.


      “It appears that Hilde and Ms. Shea’s diversion is working,” Christina remarked.


      “That’s why I asked them to create a commotion outside. Hildegard is great for that kind of thing, and Shea and her subordinates should be good support,” I said.


      “Yes. Hilde is more suited for outdoor areas with wide visibility. Still...was it truly all right to bring Ms. Shea too?” Christina was concerned about bringing Shea.


      “I’m sure she doesn’t mind. As long as she doesn’t report it to the Ministry of Magic, they won’t know that she stopped surveying Ms. Ashley and acted on her own. And even if they found out, I’m pretty sure Shea has the emperor’s backing, so she should be fine. Anyway, we should start speaking more quietly from now on. We know the general layout of the cave thanks to Ms. Ashley’s scouting, but it’d be a pain if we were discovered so soon.”


      Christina nodded silently, and we proceeded farther inside Bloodshard’s lair.


      I wonder if Ms. Ashley has already secured Mayurelika? Depending on where they would be guided, I also entrusted her with the assassination of Zagias, so maybe everything’s already over.




      Even after a while, we still hadn’t encountered any bandits. Hildegard and Shea’s diversion was working even better than expected. Perhaps most of the bandits had gone outside. I had told them to be careful about the makeshift group of archers just in case, so it should be fine. And Shea was there anyway. She was a kind woman, but she wouldn’t go easy on outlaws.


      We continued our walk toward our destination—the deepest part of the cave. Even Ms. Ashley hadn’t been able to get near because it had been too well guarded, so it likely was where Zagias was. However, something on the way made us stop.


      “Master...”


      “Yeah...”


      Christina and I pressed ourselves against the wall and looked ahead at the remarkably wide space, considering it was inside a cave.


      “Don’t move!”


      “You should obey us, girlies!”


      Those voices...


      “I can see Ms. Ashley transformed into Lapina, as well as two women looking like maids behind her. The bandits must have chased after them until here, and they are now fighting,” Christina remarked.


      “There’s a large man with a sledgehammer in the back, and...there he is. The red-haired man with a sword must be Zagias,” I noted.


      However, as I confirmed the presence of the ringleader behind this whole affair, a dull sound echoed in the cave. When I turned toward it, I found Ms. Ashley protecting the women who were likely Mayurelika’s maids from several bandits by wielding a metal staff. Ms. Ashley had mastered the staff so she could fight even when transformed into someone else. She used soft techniques, drawing arcs as she warded off the enemy’s attacks. Like now, for example, she parried the bandit’s assault with her staff, then swept his legs, making him crash to the ground.


      “Leave the rest to me, Lapina! Musca!” someone interjected.


      “Huh?” I blurted.


      That someone was Mayurelika, who had a swarm of flies buzzing so loudly around her that the sound reached even us. Had they been created by her mana? The flies flew into the mouth of the collapsed brigand, invading his body.


      “Huh? Why is Mayurelika using her fly attribute...?” I said, dumbfounded.


      “I-Is there an issue, Master?” Christina asked, surprised by my stupefaction.


      It wasn’t really an issue per se—I just couldn’t believe the sight in front of me as I watched countless flies pierce through the man’s stomach from the inside.


      Why? Just why was Mayurelika using her fly attribute that she hated so much?!


      In the story, Mayurelika was a strong-willed girl who proclaimed herself to be only temporarily betrothed to Vanitas to repel men from approaching her. But the truth was that she had a huge complex and hated herself for having the fly innate attribute, and she only revealed it after a certain event with the protagonist.


      And yet, here she was, using it. Was it because she had been confined for days, driving her into a corner? Because it was an event not happening in the story?


      This made me realize that, even without my involvement—or the protagonist’s—the world moved on. Thinking about it, Mayurelika’s dramatic change likely happened because of me. Which meant that just having Vanitas’s mind replaced by someone else’s was enough to bring such a chaotic alteration.


      Ha ha! How interesting.


      Then what would happen once I started attending school? How would the world change as I interacted with the protagonist, the heroines, and the other main characters of the story?


      Even if I didn’t remember much from the novel and never finished it, I couldn’t help but be curious. Moreover, that also proved that knowing the story barely helped. It was only useful to know the characters’ personalities, so you could even say that not having any knowledge wouldn’t change anything.


      Thanks to this, I once again reaffirmed that I should just walk my own path and do as I please. And I also started to get interested in Mayurelika. My impression of her shifted from a temporary fiancée to an individual who caught my attention.


      How surprising. I didn’t expect to get interested in her like that.


      “What, you’re already out of mana, young lady?” Zagias mocked the panting Mayurelika. “I was surprised you could use Fly Magic, but it looks like you can’t use it for long.”


      “Ngh... I am not done! Go forth, Musca!” Mayurelika shouted.


      “It’s useless. Bloodmist Rain,” Zagias chanted. The next instant, Mayurelika’s flies were pierced by a rain of blood.


      I guess Mayurelika still doesn’t have enough experience using her flies to match Zagias.


      “Oh no...” Mayurelika said.


      “Hah! Your slow flies only work on unmoving targets! Blood Sword!” Zagias invoked a sword of blood in front of him and sent it flying at Mayurelika.


      “What?!” Mayurelika exclaimed.


      As if I’d let such a thing happen.


      “Grab.” I dashed in between Zagias and Mayurelika, aiming for the side of the flying sword of blood. “Compact.”


      The coagulated lump of blood shattered into red fragments.


      “What?! The hell did you do?! Blood Sword!” Zagias shouted, this time targeting me.


      “This is an order—knock that sword of blood away, Christina,” I said, filling my words with mana.


      “Understood, Master!” Christina obeyed my order and swiftly knocked off the incoming blade of blood, then she followed with another swing at Zagias. However, he easily dodged it.


      “Come back, Christina,” I said.


      “Yes!”


      “For my magic to be broken like that... Just who the hell are you?!” Zagias asked.


      “Are you...Vanitas Lindblum? Why are you here?!” Mayurelika exclaimed, astonished.


      “Lindblum, you say? So you’re a noble, brat?!” Zagias glared at me with a furious expression the instant he learned I was a noble.


      And that was how our chance meeting began.




      “Vanitas Lindblum! You’re the son of the marquis governing this domain!” Zagias shouted. This vulgar and violent red-haired man with a one-handed sword hanging at his hip was the leader of Bloodshard. “What’s a noble brat like you doing here? Did you get lost? Unfortunately, I’m busy, so you’ll have to wait for your turn!” he yelled with a truly hateful expression.


      I ignored him and inspected our surroundings. The wide room was illuminated by torches and a bonfire, so the visibility was far better than in the tunnels. I could see what appeared to be broken tables in a corner of the room, so the place must have either been a rest area or something like a lounge for the bandits. I had asked Ms. Ashley to help Mayurelika escape if she were guided to where Mayurelika was imprisoned, but they must have been forced to come here because of the layout of the cave.


      Speaking of Ms. Ashley, she was having a hard time protecting Mayurelika’s maids from the bandits. If she used her true power, she could have easily slaughtered them, but time and place prevented Ms. Ashley from going all out.


      Actually, why was she still transformed into Lapina? She shouldn’t need to hide her identity anymore. It wasn’t as though the members of Bloodshard knew about her. Or perhaps...did she like it?


      Ms. Ashley laughed embarrassedly and stuck her tongue out as though apologizing for missing the opportunity to reveal the truth.


      Please don’t do that with Lapina’s face. You’re ruining her reserved image. I couldn’t help but sigh at Ms. Ashley’s antics.


      “Hey! What the hell are you looking at?!” shouted the large man with a sledgehammer next to Zagias. His name was Baroda, if I recalled correctly, and he should have been one of Zagias’s strongest men. Together with him were four other bandits who hadn’t been lured away by the commotion created by Hildegard and the others.


      “Why are you here, Vanitas Lindblum? Have you come to rescue me...?” Mayurelika asked, then she started to mumble to herself. “No, he would never. Despite his adorable looks, he is a terrible man. I cannot let myself be deceived. In fact, he might be working with the bandits...”


      That was quite the misunderstanding. I knew I couldn’t really fault her considering my reputation, but still... Ms. Ashley should have explained everything to her...or not. She was still transformed into Lapina, after all.


      “Are you listening, Vanitas?!” Zagias yelled.


      “First, you ask me to wait my turn, and now you want me to listen to you. Make up your mind,” I replied.


      “Just answer the damn question! I asked why you’re in our base!” Zagias snapped back.


      “Who knows? Actually, maybe you do know. Just need to think a little about it.”


      “You damn brat!” Zagias groaned, irritated by my reply. “I guess that means the commotion outside is your fault. Did you come to defeat us to gain some prestige? We did kidnap Lady Mayurelika, after all. And now the Lindblum knights must have already surrounded our base.”


      “The knights... Yes! Call the knights, Vanitas Lundblum! Lilika is...dead, but Anvy and Laura are still alive!” Mayurelika pleaded.


      “Sorry, but the knights won’t come. We only came with a few elites to avoid being detected by the bandits,” I replied.


      “Eh? Then you only came with Christina?”


      Oh, yeah, Mayurelika knew Christina. Christina was Vanitas’s favorite slave, and while he stayed away from Mayurelika at the magic academy, he would always brag and show Christina off during the rare times Mayurelika had visited the Lindblum domain. She never met Vanitas’s other slaves, however, which was why she hadn’t recognized Lapina.


      “Gustav begged me to bring some knights, but the two of us are enough,” I said.


      “Two brats and no knights, huh? Talk about underestimating us,” Zagias spit.


      “Oh no... Then we must escape immediately. You are no match for Zagias. I shall make an opening, so please run away with Lapina, Anvy, and Laura!”


      “You say that, Mayurelika, but from what I saw earlier, you’re not a match for Zagias either. Moreover, being confined for days has depleted your stamina, and your Fly Magic isn’t effective against him,” I said.


      “I do not mind! I am ready to die miserably if that means I can protect them! Also...I must avenge my knights and Lilika!” she declared.


      It was courageous of her, but Mayurelika clearly wasn’t in any shape to fight. She only stood thanks to sheer willpower and wasn’t being rational.


      Still, for her to be ready to sacrifice herself for other people despite her heart being filled with vengeance... I guess she’s worth saving.


      “Avenge your knights, huh? So you’ve realized they’re dead,” Zagias said.


      Mayurelika glared at him.


      “Sorry, young lady. There’s no way I would respect a promise with a noble. But the fact that you know means you’ve talked to Isabelle, I take it?”


      “Yes. But she is already dead.”


      “Oh? Nobles really can kill people easily.”


      “Are you not sad? I killed one of your comrades.”


      “You say that like Isabelle is the only one you killed. Didn’t you kill that guy there too? He was also my comrade.”


      Mayurelika grimaced.


      “But anyway, Isabelle was just a shrewd woman always trying to butter me up. And she was a liar.”


      “What do you mean?” Mayurelika asked.


      “The knights all died on the first day, but most of the maids are still alive. Oddly, they all suddenly vanished beside one... Was that you, Vanitas?” Zagias inquired.


      “Did you...?” Mayurelika looked at me in disbelief.


      Come on, don’t look at me like that. Of course I would help them if I could. Unfortunately...


      “They weren’t under surveillance, so we saved them. There aren’t many survivors, however. And with how both their bodies and their hearts were wounded, I’m not sure when they’ll be able to get back on their feet, if ever,” I said.


      “Is that so... Still, I am glad some could be rescued,” Mayurelika rejoiced.


      I felt bad for her, though. There really weren’t that many survivors. To the bandits, everyone besides Mayurelika was worthless, so they had used them as their playthings.


      Still, some were alive. They might resent me for saving them, but I didn’t care. It was still better than dying in such a garbage dump.


      “As for why Isabelle’s a liar... Bring her,” Zagias ordered one of his underlings hidden in a corner of the room, and the man brought a girl with him.


      “Ah...” Mayurelika’s eyes widened in shock.


      “Ha ha! Your dear Lilika’s still alive!” Zagias revealed, as the girl who appeared to be one of Mayurelika’s maids was forcefully dragged here.


      “This is so cruel... How could they inflict such an atrocious wound on a woman’s face... And they sewed it so sloppily!” Christina exclaimed, angered by Zagias’s deed.


      Yeah, they don’t deserve any pity.


      “Lilika!” Mayurelika called.


      “My...lady...”


      “So, what are you gonna do now? I’ll kill her if you resist!” Zagias threatened us to surrender using Lilika as a hostage.


      “What should we do, Master? If needed, I shall—” Christina said with grim resolve, but I stopped her with my hand and stepped forward.


      Zagias watched me with a grin, confident that a noble like me would never sacrifice himself for a mere servant.


      How unpleasant.


      “I knew it! Lady Mayurelika’s special, but you’re like all the other nobles, Vanitas. A despicable bunch that abuses others and abandons them! Now, come. Trample over the poor Lilika and fight me!”


      “Don’t decide what I do. Only I can determine my path. Grab—”


      “What are you doing with your hand?” Zagias watched me dubiously.


      In my left hand was the dagger I had received from Dylac. In my right was the mana I had gathered from the air.


      “Focused Reinforcement,” I chanted, using the mana I had gathered to strengthen my body. Then I dashed forward, faster than humanly possible. My speed was even greater than that of Christina, who was very swift.


      “Huh?” Zagias blurted out, shocked.


      “You’re slow,” I said as I stole Lilika’s back, eliciting a small cry of surprise from her, and stabbed at Zagias while I was at it.


      “Ugh... You little!” Unfortunately, he was capable enough that he managed to dodge. “What just happened...?”


      “Boss!” exclaimed the underling who had brought Lilika.


      “I could barely see him... How can he move so fast...?”


      “You bastard! How dare you attack the boss!”


      “Stop it, you idiot! Don’t move recklessly—” Zagias hurriedly tried to stop his underling, who was charging at me. He was right to do so, but he was too late.


      “Grab—Compact.”


      “Gah!” The brigand fainted from the impact of my spell on his stomach.


      “Just who are you, Vanitas? Are you really a pampered noble brat? Just what the hell was that magic? What did you do?!” Zagias shouted, his expression one of someone who feared the unknown.


      Not so confident anymore, huh?


      “Who knows? At least, you don’t need to know,” I replied. Zagias was strong enough to wipe out the knights who had guarded Mayurelika, but that wasn’t a reason for me to back down. “You went too far. This ends here—I’ll make you pay for your sins.”

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 31: Breaking the Grieving Sword of Blood


      There were many ways to use mana besides materializing it in the form of a spell, and one of them was reinforcing the body. By cladding your body with your mana, you would strengthen your body, and the more skilled you were at controlling your mana, the stronger the reinforcement was. And for the most expert, it was even possible to only strengthen a single limb.


      And this was what I had done, but with ambient mana instead of my own. Being the basis of Grasping Magic, gathering ambient mana was the easy part—using it to reinforce my body was pretty difficult, however. After all, not only it wasn’t my own, but it was also a large quantity of mana. And because of that, the spell that I had called Focused Reinforcement was very powerful, but it didn’t last long. My current control of it allowed me to only do one action before the mana that strengthened my body dispersed. Nevertheless, for someone weak at close quarters like me, it was an important tool in my arsenal.


      “D-Damn it! What the hell is that brat... Go, Baroda! Show him what we’re made of!” Zagias ordered.


      “Gotcha, boss!” replied Baroda.


      Had I scared him so much that he didn’t want to fight himself?


      “You take care of Baroda, Christina. Will you be fine?” I asked.


      “Yes!”


      “You don’t need to kill him if you don’t have the resolve to.”


      “My resolve is nothing next to yours, Master, but I vow to defeat that man,” Christina declared.


      “Good. You can leave Mayurelika and her maids to Ms. Ashley. She’ll protect them. Focus on Baroda.”


      “Understood!” Christina readied her sword and started to fight with Baroda.


      I glanced at Ms. Ashley—still transformed into Lapina—who was facing the other bandits, and she glanced back at me and nodded, as though saying I could leave them to her.


      With no underlings to help him and no hostage to use against me, it was now just Zagias and me, one-on-one.


      “You look awfully composed. Do I look that weak?” Zagias asked.


      “No, I know that you’re likely stronger than me,” I answered.


      “What? Then why did you send your slave away and act so cockily?”


      “Should I not?”


      “Of course you shouldn’t! The weak should know their place and let themselves be deprived of everything! Blood Sword!” A sword of blood—likely created from Zagias’s bloodmist and sword attributes—flew at me.


      “Grab.”


      “What? You deflected my spell? Just what the hell is your magic?!”


      “Who knows?”


      Zagias was shocked by what I did, but it was pretty simple: I only hit his blood sword with the mana gathered in my hand. That was it.


      Zagias clicked his tongue. “Looking at me as though you can see through everything, you damn brat! Crimson Mist!”


      “Hmm?”


      A bloodred mist spread with Zagias at its center, blocking my view.


      I quickly retreated before it could engulf me too.


      “Hah! You noticed how dangerous this spell is, huh? You’re right! Once you’re inside, you’ll be completely blinded, while I can understand everything happening inside the mist and will know your every move. We’re in a cave, so don’t expect that you can escape me for long! Also, just because you’re outside of the mist doesn’t mean you’re out of danger! Blood Sword!”


      Zagias controlled the mist so that he didn’t swallow his underlings too, but it wouldn’t take long for it to engulf me.


      This must have been how Zagias had defeated the Lankafiel knights so easily.


      Moreover, the mist was charged with Zagias’s mana, so once inside, it’d become difficult to gather ambient mana with Grasping Magic.


      “Grab.” I didn’t have the time to think, however, as a sword of blood flew at me, the mist concealing where it had been fired from.


      “Why did you stop moving? What happened to your speed? You’re all defense now! Ha ha! Blood Sword!” Zagias provoked me, still hidden in the mist. Getting the advantage had greatly emboldened him. He fired one sword of blood after another, each time from a different place, making them hard to defend against. “Bloodmist Shade.”


      “What?” A figure with two swords covered in bloodmist emerged from the fog and attacked me, so I quickly intercepted it. “Compact.”
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      However, it effortlessly dispersed when I touched it.


      “You kids are so easy to trick!” The true Zagias used the opening I had made from using Compact to slash at my torso.


      “Ugh... You made a bloodmist figure to act as a decoy...” I realized. The wound was shallow thanks to my breastplate, but it still felt painfully hot.


      “Are you all right, Vanitas Lindblum?!”


      “Master!”


      Mayurelika and Christina shouted.


      “Don’t look away, woman! I’m your opponent!” Baroda chided Christina.


      “Ngh... You’re a hindrance! Get out of my way!”


      Blood dripped from my wound.


      “Hah! Look at you, ending like that after acting so pretentiously. But you should get it now, Vanitas. Nobles are all pretense, and they easily die against the strong. Frustrating, ain’t it? It’s pure arrogance to think everything will go as you wish!” Zagias snarled, insisting I was in the wrong.


      So those were Zagias’s true feelings toward nobles—toward people with authority.


      Still, I...


      “So I should yield?” I asked.


      “What?”


      “Should I give up just because the opponent is stronger?”


      Zagias didn’t reply.


      “Even if I’m not strong enough, I won’t run away. Even if people call me reckless, I won’t turn away from a challenge—for I have decided to walk my own path,” I declared.


      “You say that, but you’re no match for me.”


      “Move,” I said, causing Zagias to frown. “Get out of my way.” I stood up and stopped pressing on my wound, allowing my blood to freely flow out of it. I stared at Zagias before me, readied my dagger, and opened my bloodied right hand. “I’ll do things how I see fit, even if that means dying in the process. This fight where we stake our lives is necessary for me to proceed through the thorny path I chose.”


      “Are you insane? Why would a noble brat like you risk his life? You don’t need to do that. You can live comfortably without having to wander the streets searching for your next meal or stealing from a stall only to be beaten half to death. Or is it that the helpless Lady Mayurelika is important to you? She should just be a stranger to you, no? Is she really worth risking your life?!” Zagias shouted.


      “I don’t care about her. I do think she’s unlucky, and if I can, I don’t mind helping her. But she isn’t the reason I’m staking my life here.”


      “Then, why?”


      “Probably the same reason as you, Zagias—because criminals like you are an eyesore.”


      “Huh?”


      “You’re hindrances—pebbles on my path. People like you, who only know how to oppress and steal from others, have no place in the future I envision.”


      “Ha ha! So what? You’re just pissed at us, that’s it? Ha ha ha!” Zagias cackled.


      I had said everything I wanted and had no more words for him. From now on, I’d talk with my actions.


      “Ha ha ha! I see... So in the end, nobles and bandits like us are the same, huh? Fine, let’s settle this. The point of this fight is to see who’s gonna get his way, right?”


      “Yeah...”


      The time to settle things had come.


      Zagias made the first move. “Swallow him—Crimson Mist!” He produced even more bloodred fog.


      I knew that I would lose the instant I got engulfed in it, so I had to beat him before that could happen. I couldn’t waste time healing myself with a potion, and I went on the offensive.


      You want to spread your mist? Then I’ll compress it.


      I extended my right palm toward the bloodmist, fingers stretched. “Compress.”


      I moved the ambient mana around the outer part of the fog and used it to compress a part of it into a clot of blood, which I then threw to the side.


      “What?! You erased a part of my bloodmist? Even Wind Magic shouldn’t be able to do that so easily! Blood Sword: Corpsebringer!”


      “Compact.” Zagias used a more sinister version of the spell that created a flying sword of blood, but I was already used to its speed and trajectory.


      “You didn’t deflect it but broke it this time...” Zagias muttered.


      “Grab—Focused Reinforcement.”


      “Bloodmist Rain!”


      I had already seen that spell. It created piercing needles of blood but wasn’t lethal. He was trying to immobilize me.


      Using my strengthened physical abilities, I only parried the blood needles that would touch my vitals and ignored the sharp pain from the others that stabbed me as I dashed toward Zagias.


      “Ghh...ooooooh! Vanitas!”


      “Zagias!”


      Zagias finally left the blood fog that was his domain and swung the two swords he was wielding at me. In one hand was his metal sword from earlier.


      And in the other was a blade made of highly condensed blood. This had to be his best magic, and it likely would easily cut through me and my armor, bringing certain death.


      In that case...


      “What?! You’re throwing away your weapon?!” Zagias exclaimed, seeing me discard the dagger I had received from Dylac.


      Time to gamble...or rather, I guess that’s what I’ve been doing from the start.


      It was still a weak and unstable technique, but I had trained it for exactly this kind of situation.


      “Double Grab—” I gathered ambient mana, grasping it in my hands, and drew closer to Zagias, who was swinging both of his swords at me in a cross. Then I hit the point where his blades intersected with the compressed mana in my hands. “Full Impact.”


      This was currently my strongest attack, and it effortlessly shattered Zagias’s swords, scattering metal fragments and clots of blood around.


      When the bloodmist dispersed, I was the only one left standing.




      “So it only gouged your stomach, huh? And here I was planning to completely tear you apart,” I said.


      Zagias coughed up blood. “Vanitas... You won, but you look pretty battered yourself...”


      Zagias lay on the ground, looking up at me. His abdomen was torn open, exposing his innards. He wouldn’t survive this.


      “Does it hurt?” I asked.


      “You bet...argh...it freaking hurts. Why are you even asking? Ugh... You’re the one who did this to me.”


      “Well, I just wondered if you wanted me to spare you from the suffering.”


      Despite having his abdomen gouged and a puddle of blood forming under him, Zagias was smiling. I didn’t feel any killing intent or hostility from him—he had the look of someone who had done all he could to the end.


      “That was fun...ugh...Vanitas...”


      “It wasn’t for me.”


      “Heh... You killjoy...”


      “Farewell.”


      “Hah... I’ll be waiting for you in hell.”


      I gripped my dagger, hand trembling slightly, and slit Zagias’s throat. Lukewarm blood spilled, running along my fingers, then dripping to the ground, never to return where it belonged.


      My hand, soaked in blood, was tainted.


      Still, I would press onward.


      Because no matter how thorny and bloody, it was the path I had decided to follow.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 32: Christina Matia Makes Up Her Mind


      “Full Impact.”


      A thunderous sound so strong it felt like it could rupture my eardrums echoed. The cave trembled violently, and sand and pebbles fell from the ceiling.


      When I looked toward the place Master had been fighting, the bloody mist that had been spreading had completely dispersed.


      “Master...” I muttered.


      “Ugh... Boss...?” said Baroda, a member of Bloodshard, face down on the ground. He was a large man wielding a sledgehammer and a user of Light Magic, and while he had been a tough opponent, it was thanks to Ms. Ashley dealing with the other bandits that I was able to defeat him. And right now, Baroda was on the ground, dumbfounded by the loss of Zagias, who was fatally wounded.


      I readied my sword, pointing it down at Baroda’s heart.


      “Damn...it... D-Don’t kill me... I don’t wanna die...” Baroda pleaded.


      “So now you’re begging for your life... Don’t you realize you’re only reaping what you sowed?”


      I had seen some of the maids who had been rescued. They had completely lost their will to live because of the cruel reality. They had been treated like playthings, and both their bodies and minds were in tatters. It was uncertain whether they would be able to go back to the way they had been before.


      And yet, this piece of trash begged for his life? Even though he had never listened to anyone doing the same when he was the assailant?


      As I was preparing myself to stab him, however, someone approached me.


      “You don’t need to force yourself to finish him. It’s better not to kill if you don’t have the resolve.”


      “Ms. Ashley...”


      “He can’t move anymore. You don’t need to stain your hands, Christina. Becoming a murderer is harsh. You’ll be tormented by the guilt of having killed someone. I’ve seen many people go mad because of that. I’m not casting doubt on your resolve. I only don’t want you to become one of them. If he must die, then I—”


      Ms. Ashley, still looking like Lapina, tried to stop me out of concern. As someone who had experienced many wars, her words held weight.


      Still, I...


      “Thank you for your concern, Ms. Ashley. However, I have already decided to do it,” I declared.


      “I see... Sorry for butting in,” she apologized sincerely.


      I focused back on Baroda. He stared at me fearfully, thinking about what would happen to him.


      “P-Please, I beg you... I... I only did what the boss ordered! I was just desperate to survive... A-And I didn’t do anything to the hostages! The other guys enjoyed them, but I didn’t!”


      “Despite your large size, you don’t have the backbone to face your own sins, huh? What kind of excuse is that? You killed innocent people for fun. You trampled over them to fulfill your desires. You stole everything you could. Then now, you tell me you have no resolve or conviction, and you did all that just to survive? And you think that will make me spare you?” I said.


      “I’m sorry... Please...”


      “If you’re going to spout empty apologies, then you shouldn’t bother speaking. The only thing you all deserve...is retribution for your crimes,” I declared.


      “Wai—”


      I ignored him and stabbed my sword.


      I felt it through the blade—the feeling of his flesh being torn, his bones being shattered, and the thread connecting his life being cut off. It was a truly unpleasant sensation, but this was how it felt to kill someone.


      As an indescribable pressure assaulted my chest, I remembered something.


      It happened while we were waiting for the bandits’ hideout to be found in the mansion, back in Harsomina.




      Master had been a little off lately.


      He had gone against Lord Ernst’s objections, deciding to rescue Lady Mayurelika himself and making the preparations to do so.


      And now, after he had asked Ms. Shea to search for the bandits’ lair, we had nothing to do but wait. Yet I couldn’t help but be concerned about Master. It was subtle, but I had noticed how he would sometimes look anxious. I had likely only been able to do so because I had been observing him a lot recently. Indeed, it was so subtle and barely noticeable that I was certain I wouldn’t have been able to perceive it in the past.


      “Master... Are you worried about Lady Mayurelika?” I asked.


      “Hmm... Oh, that,” he replied.


      “You and Lady Mayurelika were not, hum...”


      “Yeah, we’re not on good terms. Even when she came to the Lindblum domain, saying it was her duty as my fiancée to visit, I tried not to meet her.”


      “Yes... Still, even so, she is your fiancée. And, um... You have been looking rather anxious recently, so I wondered if you were worried about her?”


      Master didn’t answer.


      “M-My apologies. I should not have asked!”


      “No, I don’t mind. I just didn’t expect you to see through me like that, Christina,” he replied, brushing off my rude question with a smile. Yet, while he looked happy, his expression also had a hint of sadness. “I don’t care about Mayurelika. Rescuing her isn’t important to me.”


      “Then why are you so intent on saving her, to the point of even going against Lord Ernst’s objections? The enemy is a group of bandits mad enough to assault nobles. Your life will be in danger. So why do you wish to go?” I couldn’t help but ask. If he didn’t care about Lady Mayurelika, then why did he want to put himself in danger like that?


      “You remember how I said I reincarnated, right?”


      “Yes. You are a completely different person from another world who has taken the place of my master. But you retain his memories,” I answered.


      “Well... Murder rarely happens where I come from, you see.”


      “Truly...?”


      “Yeah, it was a peaceful and kind world. Not that people didn’t die, just that it was rarely murder. Most deaths were caused by accidents or illnesses. And the rare times murders did happen, the criminals were quickly arrested and condemned.”


      “This is quite different from our world. Here, people’s lives are far more at risk. Not only are there monsters, but there are many brigands and such, who only know how to steal from others.”


      “Now, as for why I’ve been anxious, it’s because I’m apprehensive about what I’m going to do to the bandits.”


      “You mean...”


      “Yeah—I’m afraid of stealing someone’s life. Even knowing that the opponents are criminals, I shiver from the weight of the sin I’m going to commit,” Master confessed his inner thoughts nonchalantly, as though it was a trivial matter. However, when I met his jet-black eyes, I saw them tremble slightly. “That’s why I decided to participate in Mayurelika’s rescue. Because I need to experience a battle where lives are at stake.”


      “Master...”


      “I don’t think killing people will make me stronger. It’s not some game where robbing someone of their future helps you grow. But I know that, in the future, there’ll be times when I need to kill people. Not just to avoid my predestined death, but also to fulfill my own desires. That’s why I need to experience it now.”


      I listened silently.


      “I may get the opportunity to kill monsters at the magic academy, but never people. Now is my only chance. I need to experience the grave sin of murder before the long holiday ends—before going back to the academy and meeting the protagonist. So, yeah, Christina. You’re right. I’m anxious and afraid. Still... I thought I hid it well.”


      Master looked so frail. Even though I always thought I was no match for him despite being taller than him, right now, he looked so small.


      “Are you disappointed? Do you think I’m not worthy of being your master?” he asked.


      “No, I...”


      “I’m the same as those bandits. For my sake, I’m going to steal other people’s lives. Just like them.”


      “No! You are different! Unlike them, you will not hurt innocent people. The ones you are going to kill are criminals. Also, I know that you are different from who you were before!” I objected.


      “Thanks, Christina. This is only sentimentality born from the vague memories of my past life. Even though I know what I must do, I can’t help but think about it. I’m such a sissy.”


      I didn’t know what to say.


      However, what I did know was that I had made up my mind.


      Perhaps people would think him to be pathetic, and that he had lied when he had said he would become a worthy master.


      But I didn’t think so. This feeling I had for Master, who didn’t shy away from sullying himself, was...




      “Farewell,” Master said before he slit Zagias’s throat. His trembling hand was badly damaged from the backlash of Grasping Magic—which he still couldn’t fully control—and tainted with the blood of Zagias. “Why are you suddenly holding my hand, Christina? It hurts...”


      “I am sorry, but...” I replied, not letting go.


      I had decided to support him and stay by his side.


      I shall walk the same path as you, I swore in my mind.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 33: Resolve for the Future


      A few days after exterminating Bloodshard and saving my temporary fiancée, we were now on the terrace that overlooked the gardens of the Lindblum estate.


      “This is a delightful tea. Fragrant, refined, and a mellow bitterness... I feel so relaxed.”


      A noble young lady sat gracefully, bathed by soft sunlight in the middle of the verdant garden. The way her every movement radiated elegance betrayed none of the suffering she had endured just a few days ago.


      No, she’s only putting up a brave front.


      I could see a shadow in Mayurelika’s expression, likely because she still mourned the death of the people who had sacrificed themselves to protect her.


      “I know this is quite late for me to express my gratitude for rescuing me, but thank you, Vanitas. It is thanks to you that I am alive and well,” Mayurelika said.


      “It’s not like I only did it to save you. You don’t need to feel indebted to me,” I replied.


      “I know. You did not rescue me because I am your fiancée. You only solved a matter happening in your domain.”


      That’s not it either...


      I had only dealt with the obstacles standing in my way, and I didn’t need any thanks. But Mayurelika didn’t care about that and bowed deeply.


      “No matter what you say, Vanitas, I must thank you. After all, if you had not come, I would have been forced to go through something that might have made me consider suicide. Moreover, you also rescued Lilika and several of my maids. Which is why I am not only grateful to you, but also Lord Ernst, Christina, and all the people who helped.”


      While Zagias and most of Bloodshard’s members died, my father and Rivaro Lankafiel—Mayurelika’s father—had dealt with the rest and the aftermath. The two of them had been friends since their student days, and they had stayed on friendly terms despite being of different ranks.


      The captured maids had been treated, and the remaining members of Bloodshard arrested. Gustav had tortured the latter and learned from them that most members of Bloodshard were people who had someone in their family killed by nobility, just like Zagias.


      Mayurelika had really been unlucky. While they didn’t particularly hate her, they just hadn’t been able to control themselves when they saw a noble carriage pass in front of them.


      Father wasn’t too happy about the whole matter either. I was the heir of House Lindblum, and he regretted sending me—even accompanied by Ms. Ashley, Shea, and the rest—to my possible death. I had told him that even if I died, there were still my sisters, or that they could just birth a new child, but my father hadn’t agreed with me.


      Speaking of father, I had also met Mayurelika’s. He had come to thank me, but for some reason, he had looked at me as though I was a monster. I was pretty sure I had heard him mumble “This guy’s insane,” just before bowing deeply and thanking me for saving his daughter.


      “Still, are you really fine with it?” I asked.


      “With what?”


      “Not hiding the fact that you were kidnapped. My father was worried about it too.”


      Just as Shea had feared, Mayurelika’s worth as a noble lady was declining. Fortunately, the fact that she had been kidnapped hadn’t been made public, so if she wished, my father could cover it up so that it didn’t get out of the Lindblum domain.


      “Appearances are important for nobility, and once people know about what happened, they will start talking behind my back. Some may even insult me to my face. They will scorn me and look at me in contempt,” Mayurelika replied.


      “Then, why not just hide it? The incident still hasn’t been made public.”


      “Because as much as House Lankafiel is a noble house, it is also a mercantile one. If we were to lie to our knights and servants, forcibly covering everything and even disguising how the deceased died, incongruities would surely appear sooner or later. Then we would lose the trust we have built until now. Moreover, that would also be a betrayal toward everyone who believed in me and risked their lives to protect me.”


      “I see...”


      “What about you, Vanitas? Do you still plan to remain my fiancé? If you do, you will also be looked at with prying eyes. I do not wish for my benefactor to be treated like that,” Mayurelika said, her words filled with concern for me.


      She didn’t need to.


      “I don’t care how the rabble sees me. Also, I prefer you over an unknown woman who would suddenly become my fiancée,” I answered.


      “But—”


      “Enough. I said it’s fine. We’re just reversing our positions. Before, you used me to keep men away; now I’ll use you to keep women away. It’ll be the same as before, and men won’t go near you, so that should be good for you too. I have no intention of having another fiancée than you.”


      “Very well... Any more would be overstepping my bounds. Thank you very much.”


      I only told her the truth. Only my family and the slave trio were important to me. I didn’t care about the rest.


      I might spare some thoughts for people I found interesting and took a liking to or characters of the novel that left an impression on me, but I couldn’t care less about the riffraff.


      Also, I didn’t want to waste my time thinking about who my fiancée should be. It was simpler to just leave things as they were.


      Anyway, with this, Mayurelika was done with apologizing and thanking me. However, just as I thought the conversation was over, she looked at me with some reservation and asked, “Um... If you would allow me, I have a question...”


      “What?”


      “You looked sad when you delivered the coup de grâce to Zagias.”


      I widened my eyes in shock. “I’m surprised you were paying attention to me, considering the situation.”


      I put myself on guard reflexively. She had been utterly exhausted, and yet she had managed to see through me...


      “It felt like you were taken by sentimentality, as though you were sad about separating from something within you. At that instant, you were not one of those nobles who look down on commoners. You treated Zagias as your equal, and while being enemies, it was as though you two shared something in common... So allow me to ask, Vanitas Lindblum. Who are you really?”


      “I’m me,” I answered.


      “But you are different from before.”


      “Well, that’s because—”


      I proceeded to reveal my reincarnation to her. Mayurelika was surprised, but she believed me. In fact, she even nodded deeply, as though something had finally clicked into place.


      “I see... To think it is possible to be reborn as someone else. But it makes sense. After all, your personality and the way you behave are completely different from how you were before.”


      “I didn’t think you’d believe me so easily...”


      “Well, you have no reason to lie to me. Also...”


      “Yes?”


      “I am not so ungrateful that I would doubt the words of my benefactor,” Mayurelika replied with a confident smile, which took me aback.


      I...didn’t expect that...


      “Changing the subject, I plan to establish a trading company once I return to the magic academy in the capital,” she suddenly said.


      “You do?”


      “Yes. My father also recommended it. Though it would be a little inappropriate to call it a good opportunity, he did say I should use it to bounce back.”


      That made sense. If she wasn’t going to hide her abduction, then a harsh future awaited her as a noble. In that case, it was better to find a way to live differently. House Lankafiel was a family of merchants, so I wasn’t surprised that they would try to take advantage of the situation.


      Still, Rivaro Lankafiel is quite the shrewd man. To think he would even suggest leveraging his daughter’s situation... Or I guess that’s what makes him a merchant.


      While I was lost in my thoughts, Mayurelika took a sip from her teacup, then she proposed, “Would you like to cooperate with me, Vanitas?”


      “Excuse me?”


      “If I am to establish a trading company, I hope for it to be a place where nobles and commoners can compromise.”


      “That might be difficult,” I replied.


      There was an insurmountable wall between the aristocracy and the common people. The idea to bridge that gap likely only came to her because she was part of House Lankafiel, a noble and merchant family that interacted with commoners on a daily basis.


      “I know. I do not expect to be able to do it immediately. However, I hope that one day... No, at least when they are in my shop, I wish to break as many walls between them as I can.”


      “I see... But why do you need me?”


      While I didn’t know if she would be able to do it, I could sympathize with the idea. But that didn’t explain why she wanted my help. I had no knowledge of business, and I wasn’t close to any other noble house.


      “Because you are my fiancé,” Mayurelika answered.


      “We agreed that it was in name only.”


      “I want you.”


      “What?”


      She wasn’t lying. Mayurelika had said that looking at me straight in the eyes.


      However, I wasn’t the most surprised by her words.


      “L-L-Lady Mayurelika?!” exclaimed Christina, who had been standing next to the table.


      Mayurelika looked at her with an amused smile. “Do not misunderstand me. I merely recognize Vanitas’s value, and I do not want him like a woman would a man. You do not need to worry, Christina,” she giggled.


      “I-I see... Thank good—I mean, sorry for interrupting!”


      She wants my cooperation, huh...?


      “There’s no merit for me,” I said.


      Also, he would be at the magic academy, so I might not have the leeway to help Mayurelika with her business.


      My response didn’t deter her, however, and she replied, unflustered, “If you do not cooperate with me, then I shall use House Lankafiel’s money to buy up the grains of the Lindblum domain.”


      “What?”


      “Though I say so, of course, it is impossible to buy everything. But we should be able to purchase at least twenty...no, thirty percent of your crops. This should be enough to increase prices and make people doubt Lord Ernst’s ability to manage his territory. It pains me to do so, but I have no other choice.”


      “You wouldn’t dare...”


      “I will also use my position as your fiancée to spread groundless rumors at the magic academy. I have friends there, as well as merchant acquaintances, so it should be easy to do. No matter how unconcerned about other people you are, Vanitas, even you would be troubled to have preposterous gossip about you spread around, no? Like, for example, if people thought you were plotting to assassinate the emperor.”


      “Is that a threat?” I asked in a low tone.


      “Do not make such a scary face. I would never do that. I just wanted to make it clear that I will not let you get away from me.” Mayurelika stood up and bent over the table, her kaleidoscopic eyes staring straight into my own. “Your eyes are like obsidians that swallow everything.”


      I said nothing, staring back at her.


      “I saw something in you, who is different from how you were before. You, whose bond with Christina and the other girls is not just one between a master and his slaves. You, who fought the enemy with conviction and resolve. You said you reincarnated and became another person, and it is precisely because of the man you are now that I want you by my side.”


      It almost sounded like a love confession.


      Christina, who was only listening to our conversation, was blushing furiously out of embarrassment.


      “I don’t know the first thing about business. You’re giving me too much credit,” I said.


      “I may still be a novice, but I am still a merchant. I have seen many people, and there is something about you that is different from all of them. I do not know if this is because you reincarnated, but I have a feeling that if it is you, you will challenge my impossible dream with me.”


      “I...”


      “I will not let you get away from me. No matter how much you refuse, I will not give up. For you are my ideal partner, Vanitas!” Mayurelika declared, her resolve set. She was determined to accomplish her objective.


      Faced with her earnest plea, I...


      “I know why you’re so insistent. You’re doing this for Lilika, right?”


      Mayurelika gasped.


      “You’re searching for a way to heal her hideous scar.”


      “Yes... I do not know if I will be able to find a way to do it, but I have to...”


      Lilika was Mayurelika’s maid and her childhood friend. Her face had been cut by a shabby dagger, and the wound stitched crudely with an unsanitary needle. Because of that, the injury had festered, and ordinary potions and Healing Magic couldn’t treat it completely. Even now, she was still undergoing treatment, spending her days in convalescence.


      In other words, Mayurelika was trying her best for her unfortunate friend whose scar wouldn’t fade.


      “You feel responsible,” I said.


      “Yes...” Mayurelika looked down, tears pooling in the corner of her eyes.


      “No ordinary healing spell can heal her wound. In fact, maybe even a skilled user of Healing Magic such as one of the emperor’s court mages might not even be able to do it.”


      “I know... Still, I want to find a way. For her sake, and for mine,” she replied, resolve clear in her eyes.


      I sighed. “Fine. Have it your way.”


      “Truly?!” Mayurelika rejoiced.


      “However,” I quickly added, “don’t forget that we’re in a relationship of mutual use. Just as I’ll cooperate with you, you’ll do the same with me.”


      “Of course! We are equals. Yes!” She nodded to herself repeatedly, tears shining in the corners of her eyes. “Th-Thank you so much,” she said, relief clear in her voice. She must have been afraid that I would refuse.


      I sighed in my mind.


      Why did I even accept? It hardly benefits me... But I guess if Mayurelika’s company gets on track, it’ll be easier to get access to rare goods, and it could be useful to gather intel. Yeah, it’s not without any merits at all.


      “Why are you looking at me like that, Christina? Is there something on my face?” I asked.


      She chuckled. “No, there is not. It is just that...”


      “That what?”


      “Well, you looked like you were doing your best to come up with an excuse.”


      I groaned, and Christina laughed at me.


      It’s your fault, Mayurelika, I thought with a sigh.


      “Well then, Vanitas, let us aim for the best company in the empire—no, in the world! First, we must build connections in the capital. Things are going to get busy!” Mayurelika announced.


      What a troublesome young lady she was.


      Still, Mayurelika was only Vanitas’s temporary fiancée, not his heroine. Or at least, that was how it should have been.


      And yet, here she was, threatening me to get my cooperation and ready to risk her future so that she could heal her friend. The girl who was supposed to abandon me for the protagonist was now rejoicing from the bottom of her heart right in front of me. And to top it all, she had dragged me into achieving her goal.


      I can see trouble ahead...


      Just how had things ended up like this?




      Incidentally, while Bloodshard existed in the story, the group of bandits didn’t appear. After coming to the Lindblum territory, they caused a different incident from Mayurelika’s kidnapping that led them to fight against the Lindblum knights and be exterminated.


      However, while Gustav managed to kill Zagias, he was fatally wounded and passed away. In the story, he had been the one restraining Vanitas from going too far, and with his death, Ernst lost the only person he could consult about his son’s tyranny.


      Moreover, losing the leader of the knights plunged the Lindblum domain into temporary chaos, leaving Vanitas unchecked and making him grow bolder.


      In other words, thanks to the reckless actions of the nameless man who had become Vanitas, Gustav had survived, and the territory had kept its peace.


      Unfortunately, no one would ever know this, as nobody was aware of the background details of the story.




      Vanitas smiled wryly at Mayurelika’s unexpected actions and her unwavering resolve.


      Mayurelika shouldn’t have been kidnapped.


      But fate had changed.


      The ripples created by the nameless man’s reincarnation into Vanitas were producing great changes.


      While it was still unclear whether Vanitas would continue to be at the mercy of the now more determined Mayurelika, one thing was certain—his hardships were far from over.


      “By the way, I was wondering about something, Vanitas! When I went to thank Lapina for helping me, she said I was misunderstanding something! What did she mean?”


      “Calm down; no need to shout. You see...”

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 34: The Familiar Scene Witnessed by the Old Butler


      “Ah! You did it again, Young Master Vanitas!”


      “Hmm? Oh, sorry.”


      “Well, I do not mind that much, but this makes it the sixth time this week.”


      “Really? I didn’t even notice.”


      “Please, you should pay attention to what you do.”


      “I’ll try.”


      Today too, Young Master Vanitas unconsciously caressed the rear of a maid while being absorbed in a book he had taken from the library, and for some reason, I found the sight oddly reassuring. Surely by now there wasn’t a single maid in the mansion who had been spared from his touch. His dexterity was already at the level of a master.


      Funnily, far from disliking it, the maids actually competed to see who had her behind caressed the most. Such a thing would never have been possible in the past. After all, the maids had been afraid of him because of how he treated his slaves violently, causing them to avoid him. Back then, they would never have scolded him so casually for touching their bottoms. They could only tremble in fear and try to vanish from his sight as fast as possible, hoping to not displease him.


      I still couldn’t completely understand the matter of his reincarnation and that he was a different person, but it was a fact that the young master had changed. And that was undoubtedly a good thing.


      He no longer acted tyrannically, and he behaved intellectually, never displaying strong emotions openly. He didn’t go on a meaningless rampage, and we didn’t hear him yell angrily throughout the mansion anymore. Even after his outing with his slaves the other day, no inhabitant of Harsomnia had voiced any complaints.


      Anyone who interacted with the young master daily welcomed his change, saying that the mood in the estate had improved thanks to him.


      Sadly, for Master Ernst and Lady Lavinia, that meant he wasn’t their Young Master Vanitas anymore. Even now, my chest tightened when I remembered that day when they had made time in their busy schedule to spend with the young master on that hill, and how he had made a flower crown for Lady Lavinia.


      Nevertheless, I would continue to serve Young Master Vanitas faithfully.


      “Why are you standing there like that, gramps? Are you done with the preparations?” the young master asked.


      “Yes, of course.”


      “Today’s gonna be a special day. Our guest will play an important part in it, so she deserves the warmest welcome.”


      “Naturally. As the butler of House Lindblum, I shall show her the utmost hospitality,” I replied.


      Indeed, it wasn’t the time to daydream. Today, a certain slave trader from Harsomnia was scheduled to visit. Slave traders weren’t trustworthy, but I had to make certain that the young master’s guest was treated courteously.


      Just as I was psyching myself up for the incoming guest, a maid yelped.


      “Young Master? What are you...” I muttered as I watched him slap the maid’s bottom, as though...checking the sound it made? Was patting no longer enough for him? Also, while the maid was surprised, she looked strangely happy, likely because she was the first one to receive such treatment.


      “Are you planning to evolve even further, Young Master Vanitas?!” I exclaimed.


      That movement teetered between unconscious habit and deliberate intent. It was as though he was instinctively testing the limits of how much the maid would tolerate while disciplining her at the same time.


      I, Jürgen, was thoroughly impressed.


      I kept being amazed by the young master. He had done remarkably well with the blacksmith father and son pair, and with Lady Mayurelika’s rescue. Though there had been a slight clash between him and Master Ernst before the operation, in the end, he had successfully saved Lady Mayurelika from the bandits. Moreover, he was also deepening his bonds with the slave trio every day.


      I shall continue to serve you until these old bones crumble to dust, so that Young Master Neuss, who loved you so much, can rest in peace in heaven.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 35: Crimson Collars


      “To think I’d come here...” Shuka said with a sigh.


      “You’re a slave trader. You must have gone to plenty of noble mansions, no? No need to be nervous,” I replied.


      “Well, yeah, but I never expected to come here. After all, your dad, Ernst Lindblum, never meddled with shady business like mine.”


      “That’s because your business is fair.”


      “Well, there’s that, but in the first place, the reason I came to the Lindblum domain is because I knew the lord wouldn’t interfere. Despite being so developed, this city is pretty tolerant toward slave traders like me. And yet, guess what he said when I met him earlier? ‘House Lindblum intends to use slaves more proactively from now on, so I want to reassess our relationship. I won’t interfere with your trade, but I’d like you to sell me slaves as well. And since you’re doing business in my territory, I’d appreciate a discount.’ I mean, I’m glad he’s gonna buy from me, but I didn’t expect him to haggle like that,” Shuka said. Then she added with a troubled expression, “Nobles are generally a very prideful lot and just buy at the price I tell them without bargaining. So, yeah, I never expected him to do that.”


      Father had seen how my relationship with the slave trio had changed. Before, he had pitied them for being forced to obey the previous Vanitas, but now he knew it was possible to form a relationship of mutual trust with slaves.


      I didn’t know if he planned to remove the collars of the slaves he would buy. But either way, he now knew that slaves were a treasure trove of human resources.


      He planned to incorporate slaves into territorial administration and the knight order and to earn their trust by treating them like comrades. As long as they were treated with care, slaves should help with the development of the domain and become an important force to defend it. Slaves were essentially an easy way to buy labor and loyalty, so it was only logical to make use of them.


      Other nobles would likely not appreciate it, as they saw slaves as lowborns beneath them—but we didn’t care about their opinion.


      “Ah, and he finished by telling me to take care of you. Man, I was so shocked when he bowed to me that I didn’t know what to say. The way he acted so confidently, coupled with his good looks, made him really intimidating... It’s frustrating, but I lost the first round. To think that Marquis Lindblum, who even lower-ranked nobles looked down on because of his timidity, would suddenly become so formidable... I heard rumors, but still... I wonder who put such ideas in his head?”


      “I didn’t do anything. Father is the one who makes the decisions in the Lindblum territory,” I replied.


      Shuka looked at me skeptically, but my father had truly decided to buy slaves on his own. That wasn’t a lie. The only thing I had told him was that he should use the opportunity that I had called Shuka to come to talk with her, and that making the other party feel guilty during your first meeting with them was the best way to make negotiations easier for later.


      My father had his own way of doing things. In this case, he had acted unexpectedly to catch Shuka off guard and unsettle her, and it worked. The fact that Shuka felt uneasy because a marquis had bowed to her was proof enough.


      Father has become quite the shrewd man.


      Anyway, it was time to move on to the main reason I had called Shuka today.


      “You’ve brought what I asked?” I said.


      “Of course. I prepared two high-ranked collars. They’re for the girls, right?” Shuka had her subordinate show me two crimson collars like the one Christina wore. They were the highest grade a slave collar could be.


      “Good color.” I nodded to myself. The collars shone just as much as Christina’s. I was certain they would suit Hildegard and Lapina.


      As I was imagining those two wearing the collars, a flustered voice came from behind.


      “P-Please, wait an instant!”


      “What’s wrong, Christina?”


      “Am I right to assume that those collars are for Hilde and Lapina?”


      “Yeah. I haven’t told them, but I asked Shuka to prepare them.”


      “Then...why am I present? Not that I do not want to be, but Ms. Shuka has been eyeing me for a while, so...”


      Ah, yeah, of course she would be curious. Shuka had been grinning at Christina ever since she had entered the room, after all.


      “Well, we’re going to change your contract too,” I answered.


      “Huh...?”


      “I summoned Shuka today to change your contract and remove your right to refuse sexual orders.”


      “B-But Master! You said you would wait for me to be ready!” Christina protested.


      “Well, I intended to, but I think it’s fine now.”


      “You are being too casual about this! I am not such an easy woman!” Christina shouted, blushing furiously.


      Did she really think I would patiently wait for her to make her decision?


      “Are you that against it? No matter what?”


      “P-Please... Do not look at me like that. You make it difficult to refuse...”


      “You’ll refuse? Even though I want you so much?”


      Christina’s emotions overflowed, and she whined, gaping her mouth open and shut, not knowing what to do.


      I guess I’ll take care of the other two first, then.


      “You heard us, Hildegard, Lapina. I wish to switch your collars. Our relationship won’t change just because the color of your collar does. But, just like with Christina, I don’t plan to ever let you go, so I hope to prove my commitment as your master with these new collars. So, are you willing to be released from slavery only to become my slaves once again?” I asked as sincerely as possible to convey my feelings and how much they meant to me.


      A frustrating silence filled the room, but eventually, Hildegard slowly opened her mouth.


      “Master... I’ll become your slave again.”


      “Are you sure, Hildegard?”


      “Master changed. That’s sad. But...it’s fun with you.” Hildegard did her best to express herself. One after another, words that showed the bonds we had built until now left her lips. “Compete with you. Become stronger together.”


      I listened silently.


      “By your side, forever. Slave or not, doesn’t matter. Master is Master, and I am me.”


      Hildegard’s speech was jumbled and a little incoherent as she poured her heart out. But there was one thing I understood clearly—she also wished to stay with me forever.


      “I want to be with you forever too, Hildegard. Even if my path leads to hell, and no matter how low I fall, I wish for us to stay together.”


      “Yup. Master and me, together. Forever. Until death—no, even after death.”


      “Yeah.”


      “Let’s grow stronger together. So much we can overcome death.”


      “Yeah, we’ll become stronger. Strong enough to defy my unreasonable destiny.”


      “I’m in your care once more, Master!” Hildegard declared with a dazzling smile.


      Her resolve wasn’t for us to be together until death separated us—she wanted to become strong enough to even overcome death itself. I didn’t know if she even understood I was fated to die, but either way, she wished to be with me and to become stronger together.


      Hildegard saw me as my own person and was saddened by the disappearance of the previous Vanitas. I was extremely happy to be able to walk forward with her by my side.




      While Hildegard was staring at what would become her new collar with interest, I turned toward the one who hadn’t responded yet.


      “What about you, Lapina? Will you become my slave once more?”


      “I...” Lapina looked down apologetically. “I’m sorry, but...I don’t have the resolve to become your slave again...yet.”

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 36: Gently Plucking Three Beautiful Flowers


      Lapina apologized, her dainty body shrinking even further as she squeezed out her refusal. Having seen Hildegard agree to switch her collar so readily must have made her afraid of my reaction.


      I smiled to reassure her. “What? Did you think I’d get angry?”


      “Huh?”


      “I’m the one who said you should be more selfish. If you say you’re not ready, then I’ll wait. I’m just happy you were able to speak your mind.”


      “Master...”


      “But do remember that I won’t let you go. You are different from Christina and Hildegard. I don’t mean that you are inferior to them—but that you are you, and you’re unique, Lapina. Which is why I want you.”


      Lapina teared up.


      “I know it’s cruel to release you only to make you my slave once more. But it needs to be done. The crimson slave collars are the bridges that connect us—the chains and bonds binding us. These collars are proof that we’re all connected together. I don’t want you to keep wearing a crude one, so I’ll wait for you to make up your mind, Lapina.”


      “Yes... When the time comes...” Lapina trailed off, staring at me with tears in her eyes. Her expression had softened now that she realized that I wasn’t going to force her to change her collar.


      Anyway, Christina should have regained her composure by now. I turned away from Lapina, who was caressing her collar, and looked at Christina. She still wasn’t back to normal, so I got closer to her, and staring straight into her trembling light blue eyes, I asked, “What’s your answer, Christina?”


      “You truly are merciless...”


      “I know. I’m selfish, unreasonable, capricious, and self-centered.”


      “You said you were fine waiting for Lapina...”


      “Yeah, but not you. I don’t want to wait anymore.” I pulled Christina’s arm and embraced her. She gasped in surprise, but she didn’t resist. “Christina.”


      “Yes.”


      “Become my slave in the truest meaning of the word,” I declared haughtily. It was an unforgivable act to ask such a noble woman to become my property. But I just wanted her so much. “Give me your everything, Christina.”


      “Yes... I also want to be with you and walk the same path as you, Master Vanitas.”




      “Let’s start with Hildegard. Christina, being the main event, will go last,” Shuka said, throwing a knowing glance at Christina.


      Come on, don’t say it like that, Shuka. Look, she’s trembling from embarrassment and blushing so hard even her ears are red.


      “First, I need your blood and your mana to dispel the contract, Young Master Vanitas. Stand to my left, Hildegard.” Shuka called Hildegard, who was still focused on her new collar, and had her stand opposite me. “Hmm, you should crouch a little, Hildegard. Your master is quite small, after all.”


      “Like this?” Hildegard did as asked.


      “Yeah, that’s enough. You’re such a good and obedient girl.” Shuka smiled. “Your turn, Young Master Vanitas.”


      I nodded and cut the tip of my finger with the dagger at my hip. I felt a sharp but faint pain, then beads of blood trailed down my finger, dripping on the floor.


      “Now, you need to touch Hildegard’s collar while pouring mana into your pricked finger. After that, it’ll be my turn.”


      “Are you ready, Hildegard?” I asked.


      She nodded.


      “Well then, may the contract binding the two of you as master and slave be severed—Contract Cancellation,” Shuka chanted.


      A faintly warm orange glow flashed, then I heard something fall to the floor. It was her black collar, the symbol that had once proven Hildegard had been my slave until a moment ago.


      For an instant, I felt a pang of loneliness, looking at the black collar on the floor. But it didn’t last long. After all, Hildegard was looking straight at me without change. Even without a collar, the two of us were bound by a different chain: trust.


      Before Shuka could even prompt me, I took the crimson collar, not caring about my bloody hand.


      “Please, Master.” Hildegard knelt and showed me her neck. I pushed her soft hair to the side and put the crimson collar around her lithe neck.


      “Hildegard.”


      “Master.”


      Hildegard looked up, and our eyes met. No more words were needed.


      “Slavery Contract,” Shuka chanted solemnly.


      Thus, we became master and slave once more. But it wasn’t the same as before. This time, our bond as master and slave was made from trust, tying us more firmly than the previous one.


      “Master. The collar looks good?”


      “Yeah, it looks beautiful on you.”


      The tension in the room was cleared away by Hildegard’s excitement at her new collar. The gleaming, crimson collar only accentuated her pure and innocent beauty.


      Finally, next is...


      “Are you ready, Christina?” I asked Christina, who had been watching Hildegard and me silently.


      “Um... Master...”


      “What?”


      “Could you...hold my hand?”


      “Of course.”


      I took the hand Christina timidly offered me. I felt the hand that she had refused to let me hold back when we had walked the streets of Harsomnia. It was slender yet firm, and it was marked by sword calluses, proof of her efforts. I clasped it gently.


      “Christina.”


      “I shall now answer the question you asked back then. My everything is yours, Master Vanitas.”


      I touched her crimson collar with my bloodied finger. It was warm, as though her warmth was directly conveyed to me.


      “Contract Change,” Shuka chanted.




      Christina silently touched her collar.


      “What’s up, Christina? Is there an issue?” I asked.


      “N-No! I...”


      “What?”


      “I only realized that I now truly was yours, Master.” Christina gently caressed her collar as though it were something precious.


      “Exactly. Your everything is mine.”


      “Yes.”


      “Thanks, Christina.”


      “Eh?”


      “Thanks for accepting me and choosing to stay by my side. I—”


      “You do not need to speak further, Master. I wished to be with you. Even if you are walking a thorny path, I decided to tread it with you.”


      I listened silently.


      “I am glad to have met you. So please, speak no more.”
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      I could only keep quiet, confronted by Christina’s earnest gaze.


      But that was fine. After all, as long as the feelings in my heart were conveyed to her, I didn’t need to say them aloud.


      Still...


      “Anyway, come to my bedroom tonight, you three. And be sure to wear the negligees we bought in Harsomnia the other day,” I said.


      “Huh...? The three of us?!” Christina exclaimed.


      “Me too?” Lapina asked.


      Why were they so surprised? Lapina was one thing, but we had changed Christina’s contract for this exact reason.


      “Master’s bedroom? I’ll go!”


      “But why...? I didn’t change my collar...”


      “I-Is this not going too fast...? There is a proper order for these kinds of things... We should not rush them!”


      The slave trio each reacted in a different way.


      “I won’t accept any objections. I’m looking forward to tonight,” I said as calmly as possible.




      Time passed, and night fell.


      Only a dim light produced by a magic item illuminated my bedroom as the sound of knocking on the door echoed.


      “Finally here. I hope you didn’t feel cold on the way. Come in. Ah, yeah, you can stay in a corner of the room, Lapina. You’re only here to watch,” I said. I didn’t intend to lay a hand on a child, but it should be fine to at least let her watch to learn.


      I made Lapina, who looked visibly relieved, sit in a corner of the room before I beckoned Christina, standing stiffly from the nerves, and Hildegard, completely carefree, toward the bed.


      And then, we—


      “...”


      “Whoa!”


      “...”


      “Eh? You’re even doing that kind of thing...?”


      “...”


      “Awawa.”


      “...”


      “Awawawa!”


      “...”


      Then Lapina finally fell silent.




      “Vanitas, this is Mayurelika. My apologies for bothering you so early in the morning, but I wanted to discuss something about the magic academy— WHAT?! Wh-Why are you dressed like that?! P-Please, wear something!”


      “Why did you open the door without my permission?” I asked.


      “Your maid let me in! She said it was fine because I am your fiancée!”


      “Seriously, making such a fuss so early in the morning... Don’t you both think so as well?”


      “Yes...” Christina agreed shyly.


      “Mayurelika is so lively!” Hildegard exclaimed, carefree as usual.


      Our relationship as master and slaves hadn’t changed, but the nature of our bond had. That made me happier than anything.


      “Christina. Hildegard. Lapina. Will you stay with me forever?”


      “Yes... I shall always be by your side.”


      “Together with Master! Forever!”


      “I... I’ll try to think about it with an open mind.”


      As long as I was with them, I wouldn’t stop pressing onward—even if a thorny path was waiting ahead of me.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 37: The Day His Beloved Was Taken from Him


      This was the day a certain boy grieved, cursing the world for stealing everything away from him.


      “I challenge you to a duel, Vanitas Lindblum!”


      “You, a mere plebeian, want to duel me?”


      Two boys quarreled inside the classroom of the magic academy in the capital. One of them wanted to have a duel—a sacred ritual where two people would stake something precious to them.


      “Yeah! I’ll make you release Christina from slavery!”


      “Hah! Don’t spout nonsense. She’s my slave, and mine alone. I’ll never release her.”


      “That’s why I’m challenging you to a duel! If I win, you’ll free her!”


      “And what happens if you lose? You’re not saying I’m the only one who must bet something while you risk nothing, are you?” asked the boy who was as beautiful as a doll, his face twisting in an ugly grin, to the boy with black hair.


      He was certain of his victory. There was no way he would ever lose to that poor commoner, which was why he wanted to know what the opponent would bet. The black-haired boy had been an eyesore, always defying him since enrolling in the magic academy, so he wanted to get rid of him.


      “Then...if I lose, I’ll drop out of school.”


      “Oh?”


      “If I lose, I’ll leave the magic academy! Is that enough for you, Vanitas Lindblum?!”


      It was exactly what the dollish boy wanted, so he immediately accepted.


      “Fine, I’ll accept your duel. But...” He proceeded to add a certain condition with a malicious grin.


      “What? You want me to fight her? To fight Christina herself?”


      “We’re allowed to use a representative for a duel, and I choose Christina. I don’t mind if you don’t want to fight her, but then there won’t be any duel. What, wanna back out now? You coward!”


      “How rotten can you be, Vanitas...”


      “Hey! I know the academy preaches equality between nobles and commoners, but you can’t insult me like that. You need to mind your manners.”


      “Vanitas!”


      One boy was the picture of composure, smirking, while the other was furious because of the injustice.


      “Christina... I... I’ll fight you and free you from Vanitas,” said the black-haired boy.


      “But...”


      “I’m going to hurt you, but this is all to save you from Vanitas and release you from slavery. Please forgive me for being unable to find another way to do so.”




      The rumor about the duel quickly spread around the school.


      Of course it would—it was about the fight between the academy’s number one troublemaker and the out-of-season transfer student, after all.


      The outdoor training ground was crowded with students who had come to watch the duel.


      “Did you hear? The transfer student challenged Vanitas Lindblum to a duel,” a male student said.


      “People can die in duels, so they don’t happen often. They’re not like the academy’s ranking battles. Honestly, I don’t know why guys are so excited about this,” a female student replied.


      “I mean, it’s a duel with Vanitas, who’s like the most selfish and scummy noble ever. I can’t help but expect something—from the transfer student, I mean.”


      “Well, I can’t say I don’t understand. He does look like the perfect noble in appearances, but his personality truly is the worst. He abuses commoners, and even in the capital, he’s notorious for his tyrannical behavior.”


      “Who do you think will win? I’m betting on the transfer student.”


      “Then I’ll bet on him too.”


      “Hey, it’s not fun if we’re betting on the same person!”


      “I just don’t want him to lose against that arrogant noble. Also, if he wins, that slave girl will be freed, right? I once saw Vanitas hit her in the streets of the capital, so I hope she’ll be freed.”


      Then, under the eyes of countless witnesses, the duel began.


      On one side was Christina, using a knightly and elegant swordplay.


      On the other was the transfer student, fighting roughly as he recklessly charged at his opponent again and again.


      As the two fought without giving in, the battle became even more intense.


      “What’s up, pleb?! Can you only defend like a turtle?!”


      “Vanitas!”


      “Please don’t look away...”


      “Ugh... Christina.”


      “Don’t run away, you worthless commoner! You’re the one who asked for this duel!” the dollish boy shouted cruelly.


      The black-haired boy was losing. After all, the slave girl—Christina—was stronger than him.


      “Ngh... Boost! Christina, I—”


      “It’s an order—crush that commoner, Christina.”


      “Stop forcing her, Vanitas!”


      “I’m sorry... I can’t go against my master’s order. Pulchra Aqua Eagle.”


      An eagle made of water attacked the black-haired boy. The boy quickly dodged it, but the eagle turned back and struck him from behind.


      “Argh!”


      “Ha ha ha! Crawling on the ground like that really suits a worthless commoner like you!”


      The black-haired boy was face down on the ground, but he hadn’t given up. Even wounded and groveling, his eyes hadn’t lost their glint.


      The boy stood, using his sword to support his battered body. Then he let out a determined yell, declaring his resolve to everyone present on the training ground.


      “I... I’ll win! I’m gonna win and save you, Christina! And for that, I’m ready to do anything! Limit Break!” The black-haired boy extended his hand toward Christina, the girl forced into slavery. He was determined to save her, even if that meant hurting her and being hated after the duel. “It’s my win, Vanitas!”


      And his single-minded wish came true.




      Rain fell. It was as though the downpour represented the boy’s sorrows.


      “This can’t be true...”


      In the end, the one groveling on the ground was the dollish boy. Nobody else was present beside two of his slave girls. The last member of the trio had left, taken away by the victor of the duel. The only remnant of her presence was a crimson collar, soaked from the rain.


      “Fucking damn it! How could she lose?! How could Christina lose to that damn commoner?! This doesn’t make sense!” he screamed, striking the ground with his fists. His hands were becoming bloody, but he didn’t care. He had completely forgotten himself from the loss of his most precious thing. Losing something that shouldn’t be lost had driven him mad.


      “Aaaaaah! How could that fucking pleb win?!”


      “Master... Are you all right?”


      “Shut up! Don’t touch me!”


      “Master...?”


      “I’m sure you must be mocking me, Hildegard! Thinking I only lost Christina because I was foolish enough to accept that duel!”


      “I don’t...”


      “You’re looking down on me, thinking I lost Christina because I’m a fool! And you think the same too, right, Lapina?!”


      “Eeek!”


      A crack had formed in his heart—a crack that would never heal. The shock was equal—no, even superior to when he had lost his young brother.


      In the depths of that despair, he yelled, “Ángel! I swear you’ll pay for this! Just you wait—I’m gonna make you regret taking my beloved Christina away from me!”




      The above was a possible future that could have happened.


      But now that Vanitas Lindblum had become another person, the future had become uncertain.




      The next stage of the story would be in the Zenhood Imperial Magic Academy, where Vanitas would meet his greatest enemy—the protagonist of the novel.

    

  

  
    
      Afterword


      Thank you for reading this book to its end!


      Or perhaps you are the kind of person who starts with the afterword? Either way, nice to meet you. I am Byakushi.


      It might be a little sudden to start with this just after introducing myself, but this story is also published on the web. However, as the readers who have read the web version must have noticed, without spoiling, that character doesn’t appear in this book.


      I want to apologize to everyone who had been waiting for him to appear. It was a difficult choice for me, but I decided on this approach in the hope that both old and new readers could appreciate this book equally.


      Naturally, I did my best to make this version of the story as good as possible. So I hope you appreciated the slight variations in the events happening to Vanitas and his companions.


      However, if you would allow me to dream as an author, someday, somewhere, I hope to be able to weave a tale where the two stories connect even just a little.




      Now, allow me to express my gratitude.


      First, for choosing my work among many, I want to thank my editor in charge, Sawao-sama, and his assistant editor, Habanero-chan-sama. We had countless exchanges, and I must have caused no small amount of trouble with my ignorance, so thank you for patiently guiding me through all the steps.


      Next, I’d like to thank Falmaro-sensei for his wonderful illustrations. Vanitas, Christina, Hildegard, Lapina—everyone is even more adorable and vibrant than I had imagined. I was deeply moved the first time I saw them. By giving form to the characters, I felt the world expand beyond even my imagination. So thank you for drawing everyone so charmingly.


      Also, this is a secret, but I had always pictured Christina as being more slender, so it feels like I lost to Falmaro-sensei’s illustration in terms of appeal.




      Lastly, thank you to everyone for picking this book! I would be happy beyond words if this story manages to linger in the heart of even a single reader.


      Well then, I pray for us to meet again.
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