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Chapter 1: Summoning

----- Lawrence -----
 
“I’m sorry. Please forgive me,” a gentle voice pleads.
She continues to speak from somewhere in the vast expanse of emptiness, but my sense of hearing fades, obscuring her words. Even my thoughts become muddled, leaving me with only the vague sense of being carried along in a powerful current, drifting between consciousness and darkness.
I float there for a while, unable to think or feel—simply existing.
Suddenly, I’m hit with a rush of sensations, like I’m falling from a great height, then my eyes snap open, and I realize I’m standing.
Looking around, I see three other people, two men and one woman, close enough that I can reach out and touch them if I want. A little farther away are a dozen or so people, some wearing robes, while others are dressed like old-fashioned knights. One young girl is even dressed up like a princess, with a stern-looking young woman standing behind her.
The room is large and spacious, with the walls, floor, and ceiling all painted white, except for the wall opposite the door, which has a mural of what appears to be religious imagery.
On the ground is a circular pattern with a strange design that separates us from the others. It’s several paces in diameter and the four of us are standing in the middle of the pattern.
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Was I abducted by a cult? Men in robes, men in armor, and a princess? What’s going on?
Besides the little princess, everyone outside the circular pattern gets down on one knee and bows their heads. An old man in fine silks is the first to break the silence, raising his face as he continues to kneel.
“Welcome to Roshar, Capitol of Orakio, Great Heroes. By the will of the Goddess, you four have been chosen as the champions to lead humanity against the fiends of Chaos.”
What? Is this some kind of ceremony? These cultists are nuts!
I turn to look at the other three.
They’re dressed just as strangely as the rest! Are they part of the cult already?
I begin to feel like the odd one here, dressed in blue jeans and a simple t-shirt.
“I see,” one of the men next to me says, as if that ridiculous explanation makes sense. “I vow to use my new power to put an end to the vile fiends and restore peace to our lands.”
He strides forward as he speaks, with the sword and shield strapped to his body clanking against his plate armor. His confident face and tall, thick body draw admiration from everyone in the room, especially the little princess.
“It is an honor to be chosen by the Goddess,” the woman says.
“I have no problem killing the fiends, if that’s what the Goddess wishes,” the final man adds.
Everyone’s eyes fall on me. Normally, I’m not shy around crowds since I had to get comfortable talking to groups due to my job, but I feel my heart race as they all stare at me.
What are they expecting? Do they want me to say something about fiends and goddesses like the other three? There’s no way I could say something so embarrassing with a straight face!
“Um … what exactly is going on here? Is this a cult or … something?” I finally manage to eke out.
The old man straightens himself. “Sir Hero, from your strange attire, it appears you have been summoned from a distant land. What is the name of your homeland?”
“I’m from America.”
He looks around and catches the eyes of a few other men who are wearing robes. They shake their heads, so he brings his eyes to the little princess and is met with the same gesture.
“Sir Hero, nobody here has heard of this country of yours, Uhmaraka. Perhaps it is a land from across the sea. I’m sure many scholars would love to hear tales of your upbringing.”
Nobody has heard of it? They can’t be serious!
The weapons and armor they’re wearing look like the real deal, and he mentioned something about me being summoned. There’s no way, right?
“Please, Great Heroes, follow me and I will take you to meet the king.”
As we exit the room, the big guy in plate mail looks at me. “You really don’t know what’s going on?”
I shake my head.
“Well, if you’re truly from another land, I guess I can understand. This kingdom, Orakio, has a holy symbol created by one of the Goddess’ chosen heroes long ago. When humanity is in danger, a powerful mage can activate the holy symbol and petition the Goddess to choose four heroes from among the world. Those heroes will be granted divine powers by the Goddess and lead humanity to victory over their enemies.”
It sounds like he’s reading the blurb on the back of a fantasy book.
“We have to fight? Like with weapons?” My eyes fall on the sword he’s carrying on his waist.
“If you’re not good with melee,” the female hero says, “you can always use your magic.”
Her refined face displays intelligence beyond her years, and she’s wearing an extravagant robe, which seems a little too tight in certain places, drawing the eyes of the men around her.
“Right. Of course.”
I don’t know what’s going on, but these people seem to really believe in all this crazy stuff about fiends, goddesses, and magic.
Perhaps their casual sincerity is beginning to get to me because I start to wonder if I really could have been summoned to another world.
We pass by a window, and the lighting in the hallway allows me to see my reflection in it clearly. What stares back at me is the face of a teenager.
What…? I’m 33 years old!
I look again, but, sure enough, I can’t be older than 15.
It’s true! I really am in another world—a world with monsters and magic!
On Earth, I spent most of my free time playing MMOs and other RPGs. I was incredibly good at them, often known as one of the top players of my server, no matter which one I played.
I start imagining it: the battles, the excitement, and the heroic victories after facing insurmountable odds.
Will I go on adventures in this world, saving desperate people just in the nick of time?
“So, the Goddess gave us powers, right?” I ask as my heart pounds in my chest. “Do any of you feel different?”
“My magic is much more powerful than before,” the female hero says.
“Yes, and my plate armor feels as light as chainmail. It seems both our physical and magical abilities have been enhanced to some degree.”
I don’t feel any different than before, but I don’t know any magic and I’m not wearing any armor.
Maybe they’ll teach me, and I’ll suddenly find out I’m some kind of genius when it comes to magic!
The little princess has been watching us for a while, and when there’s a lull in our conversation, she steps close, and I can practically see stars in her eyes as she speaks up.
“Great Heroes, I am Princess Lumina de Eldridge. It was an honor to have been chosen to perform the summoning ritual.”
Her face is screaming for a compliment. Looks like her clothes aren’t just for show, either—she really is a princess.
As usual, the big guy is the first to speak up. I guess he considers himself our leader.
“Oh, so it was you who petitioned the Goddess on our behalf, little one? Thank you for your hard work. Rest easy! We will lead humanity to victory against Chaos!”
Why is he always trying to sound so cool? Well, I guess it worked because it looks like she’s staring at him in wonder.
“I heard the summoning ritual consumes enormous amounts of mana,” the female hero says. “Yet you used it at your age?”
She sounds sour. Jealous even. I guess the Lumina doesn’t catch it because her face brightens with pride.
“My instructor told me he has never seen anyone with as much mana as I have, even among the country’s top mages.”
“I hope the kingdom guards you well,” the skinny hero remarks. “Powerful mages are often the targets of assassins, especially when they’re still young and defenseless.”
He stares at the princess with sharp eyes as he speaks, with his simple, black clothing clinging tightly to his body, which only serves to emphasize the two daggers on his waist.
Are you serious? Why would you even say that!?
Lumina’s smile grows stiff. “M-my father takes many precautions.”
This got awkward. Guess I should try to smooth things over.
“Well, I’m sure it’ll be fine. You’re acquainted with the heroes now, so anyone who tried to harm you would make themselves an enemy of humanity, right?”
I was thinking my words of consolation might put her at ease, but I see an intense fear in her eyes as she looks at me. Before I can consider it, the old man leading the way stops.
“Beyond this door is His Majesty’s throne room. As heroes, you stand on equal footing with the rulers of this world, but I ask that you please respect the power and authority of the king while you reside in his domain as honored guests.”
After we nod, one of the guards opens the large, ornate double-doors and we step into the throne room. The only people who enter with us are Lumina, the young woman, and the old man—everyone else stays behind.
I’ve seen plenty of throne rooms in games and movies, yet standing in one, a real one, makes me stop and stare in amazement.
Starting from the doorway, a red carpet runs all the way to the massive decorative throne at the other end, which sits elevated a few feet above the floor, a set of stairs leading up to it.
The sides of the throne room are lined with thick pillars, atop which sit arches, connecting them and supporting the ceiling. The left side of the room is lined with massive windows, which run nearly the entire length of the wall.
Chandeliers hang from the over 30-foot-high ceiling, which hold a ring of massive candles, while several candelabras line the pathway to provide an artificial source of light.
On both sides of the carpet are two rows of guards, each as still as a statue, holding their weapons vertically in front of them.
Stepping forward, we find ourselves in front of the man who sits on the throne. He has short, wavy blond hair and a beard to match, and although he’s sitting, he looks quite tall, with the arms and torso of a warrior past his prime.
A highly decorative red robe covers his body, and a dark purple mantle rests on his shoulders, but even if his extravagant attire and kingly demeanor weren’t enough to convince me of his royal heritage, then the golden crown lined with jewels that sits atop his head would certainly suffice.
Behind the king are many important-looking individuals, and their sharp, calculating eyes send a shiver down my spine as they look us over.
Lumina walks forward and joins the king at his side, positioning herself beside two other young men, while the stern woman steps behind her, as if standing guard.
If she’s a princess, then those two young men are probably princes.
The other three heroes give a small bow, so I mimic them.
Meanwhile, the old man walks up to the king and leans forward to whisper in his ear, and for some reason, their eyes fall on me for a brief second before the king speaks.
“Welcome, Great Heroes. I am Edgar de Eldridge, king of Orakio. Introduce yourselves so all may know the names of the Goddess’ chosen heroes.”
“I am Cedric de Salemon, Your Majesty.” Unsurprisingly, the big hero speaks up first. “Although my family was once part of Orakio’s nobility, we lost our lands to those despicable beastmen nearly thirty years ago. Since then, we have lived a humble life, waiting for a chance to serve the kingdom again. It seems my wish has been granted, though not in the fashion I imagined.”
The thought of one of the heroes being a former noble of their kingdom causes the hall to stir.
“Your Majesty, my name is Collette,” the female hero says. “I am known in my country of Eshia for having powerful Fire and Water magic, and I swear to use my strength to eliminate the fiends of Chaos.”
The king and nobles nod at her determined response.
Man, everyone has such a stiff way of speaking.
It reminds me of all the corporate meetings back on Earth, where everyone was trying to sound way too professional. I played along because I had to, but I always left those meetings feeling tired and couldn’t help but wonder how many others were also faking it.
“My name is Rolf,” the skinny hero says. “I got bored of my hometown, so I became an adventurer. I’m good at killing monsters, so I suppose I’ll be good at killing fiends too.”
Well, at least his way of speaking is sorta normal. I’d probably like the guy if he didn’t talk about killing things every time he opens his mouth.
Ah, it’s my turn. I guess I should play along with their way of speaking.
“Your Majesty, I am John Lawrence Locke. It appears I have been summoned from another world. Where I’m from, things such as magic do not exist, so please pardon me if I lack knowledge in that regard. Also, melee combat hasn’t existed for several hundred years, so once again, please pardon me if I lack ability with the sword. However, I am determined to learn all I can about this world and become a hero worthy of my title.”
I feel like I overdid it a little, but hopefully I managed to get some sympathy for my situation, and I’m excited to see that there’s a large commotion after my introduction.
Is it rare for a hero to be summoned from another world? Maybe that means I’ll be more powerful than a normal hero. A super hero!
“Another world, young hero?” King Edgar asks. “The Goddess has never sent us a hero from another world. Are you sure you are not simply from a distant land?”
“Eh? Never?” I inadvertently slip back to my casual way of speaking. “No, there’s no way a place like this could exist back on my world. We mapped out the whole planet.”
“I see.”
Looking around, I notice hostile gazes from several of the important-looking people.
What’s going on? Did I say something wrong?
“Great Heroes, we have made accommodations for your stay here at my castle. You have each been assigned an attendant, so should you require anything, simply ask and they shall do their best to provide.”
King Edgar waves his hand toward a man who is dressed like a servant. “Show the heroes to their rooms. Your attendants will arrive shortly thereafter.”
We’re escorted out by the master servant, and after stopping at three other rooms, I’m the last hero remaining as we stand in front of a wooden door reinforced with strips of metal.
“Sir Hero, I hope the lodging will be to your liking.”
I step inside, and he bows before closing the door. Considering this world is basically in the Middle Ages, the room is impressive, with a highly decorated interior and a huge, soft bed as the centerpiece. It’s furnished with its own fireplace, a large table with plenty of chairs, and a full-size standing mirror, and even my untrained eye can see that they were all finely crafted by skilled artisans.
It probably hasn’t even been an hour since I was summoned to this world, yet I’m already exhausted.
I guess being in a foreign world with all these strange people is wearing me down quick.
When we passed by a window on the way to our rooms, I was glad to see that it was nearly dusk.
Hopefully tomorrow will be a little less stressful since I know where I stand now.
There’s a gentle knock at my door, so I open it and am met with a young woman, barely more than a girl.
“Sir Hero, my name is Elsa de Magdelin and I have been granted the honor of serving as your attendant for your stay at this castle.”
She’s probably close to the age I look in this world, 15, and has long, dark hair with a natural curl, along with a beautiful, refined face that would probably make it hard for boys her age to approach her.
As for me—there’s no way I would be flustered about a girl who’s nearly young enough to be my daughter. Although I do wonder about their choice of attendants, considering they think I’m as old as I look. What if something happened?
I invite her inside and she enters without hesitation, a bottle held in her hand along with a couple glasses, which she sets down on the table.
“Sir Hero, I heard from my father that you were summoned from a distant world. Is that true?” She looks at me with admiration.
It feels odd to suddenly go from a normal human on Earth to somebody worthy to be looked at in such a way, even though I haven’t accomplished anything.
“Yeah, I doubted it myself at first, but it’s true. My world doesn’t have magic, after all. And please, call me Lawrence.”
I prefer to go by my middle name, so I want to make that clear before they start calling me John.
“Amazing! For the Goddess to choose a human from another world, surely you must have been a person of great renown, Sir Lawrence!”
“Y-yeah.” I don’t want to disappoint her, so I lie.
“Then, a toast to your new life and glory as a Chosen Hero.” She pours the alcohol from the bottle into the two glasses, and as I take a sip alongside her, I barely manage to keep my face from contorting when the drink fills my mouth.
This stuff is way too strong!
Despite plenty of nights out with my co-workers, I never developed a taste for alcohol. I usually mixed it with soda or juice, or I simply ordered weaker brews that were easier for me to drink.
As I force myself to continue taking small sips of the absurdly strong alcohol, Elsa leads the conversation, talking about various topics that are currently popular among the nobility. I try to keep up with her, but my lack of this world’s knowledge makes it difficult, and before I know it, my eyelids start to get heavy.
Perhaps sensing my exhaustion, Elsa wishes me a peaceful night and leaves, and as soon as the door closes, I lie down on the bed and immediately fall asleep.




Chapter 2: A Knife’s Edge

----- Lawrence -----
 
I awaken to the sound of a knock coming from my apartment room’s door.
Who’s knocking on my door this early…?
I instinctually turn over to check the clock I keep at my bedside and grow confused when I fail to find the illumination of red numbers normally shining at me from the nearby table.
It takes me several long seconds to remember the events of the day before.
That’s right…!
I throw off my covers, suddenly very awake and excited, and leap to my feet to answer the door.
“Good morning, Sir Lawrence,” Elsa says as she gives me a slight bow. “His Majesty requests your presence in the courtyard at your earliest convenience.”
“Courtyard? Sure, just let me brush my hair and wash my face and I’ll be ready.”
“Understood. Then I shall wait in the hall until you are finished.”
After closing the door, I walk to the full-length mirror and search the drawers until I find a brush. With my bed hair taken care of, I look around for a way to wash my face.
I guess I should have realized it wouldn’t be that simple.
With no running water or plumbing, common tasks that I took for granted on Earth may become quite difficult.
Giving up on that, I walk out of my room and Elsa leads me down the hallway. After several flights of stairs and too many turns to remember so early in the morning, we step out of the castle’s interior and into the well-kept courtyard.
“Wow. This place is amazing,” I say nearly on reflex.
“I’m glad it’s to your liking, Sir Lawrence.” Elsa smiles, satisfied with my reaction. “The courtyard has an arena used for personal combat, a magical training grounds, a garden for socializing, and more. I’d be happy to show you around when we are both free.”
“That sounds great. I’m looking forward to it, Elsa.”
Thanks to the hedges separating the various sections, I can’t see the entire courtyard from a single position, but if the other areas are as extravagant as the garden laid out before me, then I’ll need to get used to my suddenly high-class lifestyle quickly. Otherwise, I risk looking like a traveler in a new country.
Well, aren’t I essentially a tourist? Not just in a new country, but a new world! Who could blame me for being so amazed?
“This way, Sir Lawrence.” Elsa leads me down a path and through a wall of hedges. On the other side is a large gathering of people, centered around a circular ring of dirt.
“The other three heroes are here already?” I ask anxiously, feeling as if I were somehow late, despite coming here as soon as I was awakened.
“Yes, they each awoke on their own, so their attendants led them here early.”
Ugh. I can’t let them think I’m some lazy bum. I’m already asking a lot of everyone since I don’t know how to fight like the others.
“Oh, he’s awake at last,” Cedric says as I approach them.
“Sorry. I must have been more tired than I thought. I usually don’t sleep so late.”
“No matter. The audience has yet to fully arrive, so we are merely waiting.”
Good. At least Elsa didn’t allow me to hold up whatever they have planned here.
“What’s going on anyway? Why are we gathering around this ring of dirt with so many nobles and soldiers?”
“Mock combat,” Rolf says. The fingers on his left hand trace the hilt of one of his daggers as he speaks, as if anxious to unsheathe it.
“Combat? Who’s fighting?”
All three of the heroes look at me, and I see pity in their gazes.
“Why, we are of course,” Collette says.
We are? Wait wait wait! I told them yesterday that I don’t know how to fight at all! Shouldn’t they be talking about training me, not throwing me into combat, even if it’s mock!?
The unease must be plastered all over my face because I get even more looks of pity from the other three heroes.
“Attention!” an announcer yells. “His Majesty is overjoyed to bring the long-awaited Great Heroes before you, my lords and ladies.”
The stares from the dozens of audience members in the arena intensify, causing a cold sweat to start pouring down my back.
“To illustrate their strength,” the announcer continues, “we have set up a duel between each hero and one of our kingdoms most powerful warriors. Please closely watch the ones who will be leading humanity to victory against the armies of Chaos!”
I gulp as I see a huge soldier in full plate step into the ring, carrying a large two-handed sword with an ease that no amount of muscles can account for. The massive man strides in our direction, coming to a stop and bowing before us.
“Would you honor me with a duel, Sir Cedric?”
“Of course.” He steps forward, entering the arena and drawing his sword.
The two men get into their starting positions, and after receiving a signal, they charge forward. As their battle begins, my untrained eyes have a difficult time keeping up with their movements.
No, it’s not just my lack of experience. They’re moving so fast that my eyes simply can’t keep up.
As I watch, their pace quickens, as if their earlier movements were just a warmup. Faster and faster they become, until eventually…
“The match goes to Sir Cedric!” the announcer yells.
The warrior with the two-handed sword has Cedric’s weapon pressed against his throat. With a practiced hand, Cedric lowers his blade and sheaths it in its scabbard, while the warrior bows and acknowledges his defeat.
This is crazy. How am I ever supposed to catch up to the other heroes if they’re already this strong?
“Excellent match, Sir Cedric,” King Edgar states triumphantly. “As someone who has stepped foot on many battlefields, I can see that you have much more strength than you were able to display during the match.”
“Thank you for your kind words, Your Majesty. I shall surely show you my full potential once we reach the battlefield.”
“I look forward to the day. Now, let us move on.” The king looks me in the eyes. “Sir John, please step forward.”
Me? Didn’t they hear me when I told them I have no combat experience?
My stomach is full of butterflies, and I can’t help but hesitate as everyone’s eyes fall on me.
“You can do it, Sir Lawrence,” Elsa says from behind me. “I believe in you.”
Her words of encouragement only serve to stoke my feelings of anxiety since I don’t want to disappoint her.
Well, I guess I don’t have a choice. Not like I can back down in this situation.
I walk into the circle in the middle of the arena and see a massive man in chainmail enter from the other end. He’s easily a foot taller than me and looks like a bodybuilder.
No way, I’m supposed to fight this behemoth!?
“Sir John has no weapon to call his own, so for this match, we’ll use training swords,” the king states.
A man steps forward and hands me a wooden sword. Despite its small size, it’s quite heavy, and I don’t know how to wield it properly, so I can only stand there with it held out in front of me awkwardly as I stare at the man before me.
“Begin!”
Before I can even think of moving, the hulking beast of a man is already upon me. I desperately move my arms, attempting to catch him in his sides as he charges, but his sword blurs and the next thing I know, mine is flying through the air.
I don’t even have time to consider my next move before the man’s weapon slams into me from my left, hitting me in the upper arm, just below my shoulder.
A sharp pain resonates through my body, and I find myself knocked off my feet, hurtling through the sky before crashing to the ground.
Ugh. What the hell…? Wasn’t this supposed to be a mock battle? Why did he hit me so hard…?
I slowly get back to my feet as my arm continues to throb and see my opponent shake his head. The audience members look at me with clear disappointment, and I hear them begin to chatter amongst themselves.
What did they expect!? Didn’t I tell them yesterday that I don’t know how to wield a sword!?
“It appears his opponent was more than he could handle,” the king says. “Perhaps someone more his age would be appropriate.”
The king nods to the side and a young boy steps forward, entering the combat area. The large man hands the boy the wooden sword before leaving, and after someone retrieves my weapon, I find myself facing off against a boy several years younger than my age in this world.
What are they trying to prove here?
I feel a rising anger at the humiliation they’re putting me through, and I channel it toward my young opponent, determined to defeat him.
“Begin!”
I charge forward this time, as does the boy. We meet in the middle, and I swing wildly at him, using my longer reach to make the first strike. The boy must have anticipated that because he sidesteps to my left and uses his sword to deflect mine.
Off balance from my swing, I can only awkwardly leap away from the boy’s attack. I land on my feet but can’t regain my footing before he closes in again.
I’m forced to block, but the boy’s attack doesn’t end with just one strike. Another blow lands, then another. Finally, on the fourth strike, my sword is knocked away once again. As I watch it tumble through the air, I feel the cool tip of his wooden sword pressing against my neck.
I lost? To this kid?
“How disappointing,” King Edgar states.
“What do you mean disappointing!?” I yell back, my anger making my head grow hot. “I told you I don’t know how to fight, didn’t I!?”
“Yes, and what was the reason you gave us?”
“That I’m not from this world! We don’t use swords anymore where I’m from, so how would I know how to wield one!?”
For some reason, the audience begins to grow loud, but I can’t make out any of their words.
“I’ve summoned someone here today,” King Edgar says. “Step forward, High Priest.”
A man in a fine, flowing white robe appears from behind the king’s seating area, and he walks up to the edge of the ring of dirt, peering at me as if I were an insect that he intends to squash.
“As many of you gathered here already know,” the High Priest says, “we received a disturbing prophecy nearly one year ago regarding the Great Heroes.”
A prophecy about us?
“We kept it hidden except from the royalty and high nobility, hoping that it would not come to pass. It seems our prayers were not answered.”
What’s going on? Why do I have such a bad feeling about all of this?
“Allow me to recite the prophecy in front of everyone here. ‘Beware the hero from a distant land, summoned by the hand of Chaos itself. On deaf ears shall his cry for compassion fall. To the gallows does his destiny lie. For all shall know him as he is: The False Hero.’”
Gallows…? Are they talking about me?
The language is difficult to understand, like reading Old English from hundreds of years ago, but even I can piece it together.
“Hey, what do you mean False Hero—and gallows?” I ask as my skin grows cold and clammy.
“Silence, False Hero!” the king yells.
All around me are hostile gazes, boring into me. The king, the High Priest, the princess—everyone. I turn around, looking for support from the other summoned heroes, but they stand at the edge of the combat area, their weapons drawn as they glare at me. I meet Elsa’s eyes and she turns her face away, abandoning me.
No—this can’t be happening! I haven’t done anything!
Cedric’s cold gaze sends a shiver down my spine. “To think that one of our own would be in league with the Lord of Chaos. As a fellow hero, I am ashamed. I vow upon my honor to wash away this stain with the blood of Chaos.”
“The fault does not lie with you, Sir Cedric. The Goddess saw fit to provide us with a prophecy for protection.”
Who cares about some stupid prophecy!?
“Your Majesty, surely you can’t assume my guilt from a simple prophecy, right!?”
“You would dare defile the words of the Goddess, False Hero!?”
“N-no, I just—”
The fist of a nearby soldier slams into me with a strength no human could possess, and I gasp for air as my vision darkens and my ears ring.
I feel myself being dragged, and by the time my consciousness begins to clear up, I’m in a dark hallway, lit sporadically by torches. The walls are solid stone, as if this hall were cut from the ground rather than built, and moss covers the walls and ceiling, with a damp, cool air filling the corridor.
There are many iron doors scattered throughout the hallway, each lined with slits, allowing me to see inside. As we pass by, I peek through a door and can see people in the cell lying limp on the floor or against the wall. Nobody seems to move an inch, and I begin to wonder if any of them are even alive.
The darkness. The silence. The stench of decay and rot. The despair. Even I can understand what it all means.
Nobody escapes from here alive…! I’m not being dragged through a prison … but a graveyard!
The only difference is the corpses are still breathing—for now.
A feeling of panic begins to take me over and I start to squirm, but the guards are too strong. I feel like a child trying to escape the grip of an experienced martial artist.
“Please, you have to believe me!” I shout hysterically. “I didn’t do it! I was set up! I…” I trail off as I see the face of the guard holding me. He’s smiling.
“Good. It’s more fun when they’re innocent.” The guard begins to bellow in laughter, and the other one joins him.
We stop in front of an iron door, and I peer through the slits but don’t see anyone inside. One of the guards uses a key to open it and the other shoves me in, causing me to stumble into the cell and fall onto the stone floor.
The door closes and locks behind me, and with it goes the final ounce of hope I had of escape.
After my eyes adjust to the dim light in the cell, I begin to look for anything that might help me break out, but the walls are solid stone and there are no furnishings, not even a blanket.
Is this it? Am I just going to rot in this cell until they decide to execute me?
The panic begins to settle down, only to be replaced with a deep despair. I sit on the cold, stone floor trying to think of something—anything—that will help get me out of here.
Nobody would listen. They all followed right along with that damn king during the ‘trial’.
Why was I set up? I was summoned to kill the Lord of Chaos, wasn’t I? Would they really throw away one of the four heroes so easily?
It’s no use. No matter how much I think about it, I won’t be able to come up with any answers. I’m not even from this world, so there are too many things I don’t know.
What if heroes aren’t so rare? What if they can just summon another one whenever they want?
I continue to think but find no answers.
A short while later, I hear the sound of feet hitting stone. The footsteps stop in front of my cell, and I lift my head to see three men standing beyond the door.
The two men on the sides are the same guards who dragged me down here, and the man between them is wearing a simple, dirty set of shirt and trousers. He looks at me with his large, dark eyes, and I feel a chill run through my body.
“Hello there, little hero.” A smile creeps onto his face. “I never imagined that I would have the joy of playing with someone like you.”
A look of pleasure seems to envelop his whole body as he leans forward and places his hands on the cell door.
“To think that the Goddess would bless one such as me!” A sadistic laugh escapes his lips. “Bring him to my room. Quickly.”
As he walks swiftly down the corridor, the guards open the cell door and yank me to my feet. After dragging me around a few corners and down some stairs, we eventually arrive at a thick wooden door at the end of a small side passage.
Inside the room is a sturdy chair covered with leather straps alongside various devices with spikes and edges, with blood covering the floor, chair, table, and almost everything else I can see.
It’s obvious what this room is for. Torture.
I scream and fight harder than ever before, but it’s useless. I’m too weak. They force me into the chair, and my wrists and ankles are bound by thick, leathery straps that refuse to budge no matter how much I struggle.
The guards move to the doorway but don’t leave. They seem to want to watch what comes next. My eyes move to the torturer as he comes to a stop in front of me. This room is better lit than the rest of the dungeon, so I can see now that the man’s clothes aren’t dirty. They’re stained with blood.
“Do you have any idea how excited I was when I heard you would be given to me? Rejoice! You will be the first summoned hero in all of history to submit from torture! And I will be remembered! Remembered as the one who broke the hero!” He laughs excitedly.
“You … you can’t! Please, I don’t want to…” My mind is spinning, and I feel like I’m going to throw up.
None of this makes any sense! Wasn’t I supposed to be a hero? Wasn’t I supposed to save the world? Isn’t that why they summoned me?
So why? Why do I have to go through all this!? Why was I summoned if they were only going to kill me!?
I hear a roar in the distance that makes my skin crawl. No human can make a sound like that. It fades into silence, and nobody seems to pay it any mind.
The torturer pulls something out of the pouch on his waist. It looks sharp, but I can’t focus enough to even tell what it is.
For the next several hours, I learn the harsh reality of this world—taught to me through the edge of a knife.
----------
I awaken after another short nap on the cold cell floor. The way I’m lying hurts my shoulder, so I turn over and it stops hurting, for the most part, but now there’s a dull pain in my leg. That’s fine. I’m used to it. No matter how I lie, something always hurts.
How many weeks has it been? Or has it been months now? I don’t know. I don’t care.
They asked me a lot of questions about Chaos. I told them I didn’t know anything, but they didn’t like that.
Every time I denied my connection to Chaos, I spent longer and longer in the torture room. Eventually, the pain was too much, so I told them what they wanted to hear, lying through my teeth. Anything to make the pain stop.
But it didn’t. They no longer ask questions, but the torture continues. I was hoping they would just let me die, but the torturer is good at his job. Too good. He lets the wounds go untreated until they get infected, but before it gets too serious, he treats it just enough to start healing. Then when the wound begins to close, he digs into it, tearing it open and letting the infection back in.
Anytime I feel on the verge of death, like my body just can’t take any more, he heals me. The torturer can cast healing magic, and he uses it to make sure I can’t feel the mercy of death.
I look at the moldy bread sitting just inside my cell along with the brown water that smells like it came from the sewers. If I stop eating and drinking, they force it down my throat. They enjoy that, so I’ve started eating it myself, just to take that little bit of pleasure away from them.
The bitter taste of hard, stale bread fills my mouth as I take a bite. I don’t even care about the maggots infesting it anymore.
It’s quiet, as usual. Sometimes I can hear moans coming from the other cells, and other times, wails of insanity as someone breaks down from the pain, despair, and isolation. The guards like it when someone screams, using it as justification to beat them.
Will that be me one day? Will my mind just snap, unable to bear this hell any longer? The guards already beat me whenever they get the chance. What’s one more at this point?
I hardly even feel their kicks anymore. Compared to the torturer, the guards have no idea how to inflict pain.
The torturer’s chamber is one level below my cell’s hall. Sometimes when I’m down there, I can hear those bestial roars.
They’re keeping something down there. Something evil.
The sound of footsteps echoes down the corridor.
Please let them stop at someone else’s cell. I don’t want to go back … not yet. Let someone else suffer for a while…
They’re getting closer, and my heart starts racing.
It’s too soon, isn’t it? The torturer is starting to get tired of me. Isn’t that why he calls for me less and less, so he can focus on his newer prisoners?
They’re so close. Closer than the next cell over.
Maybe they’ll pass by me and go to a cell at the other end of the corridor.
They stop. I don’t even have to look up to know they’re standing in front of my cell door. My stomach churns with anxiety as I imagine the suffering that awaits me.
I’m going back there. To the pain.
“We’re back, hero,” the guard says sarcastically. “Looking a little under the weather, are we?”
I don’t answer. If they want me, they’ll have to pick me up and drag me all the way there.
“His newest toy broke too soon, ya see? He wants to play with someone who still screams.”
“Can’t see how this little runt’s still not broke.”
As the guards drag me out of my cell, I hear that roar on my cell level for the first time. The guards freeze, and they look back, where the sound came from—toward the stairs that lead up.
I can hear the sound of metal clashing now. Screams, human and inhuman, begin to increase, and the guards’ grip on me loosens as the sounds get closer. I look up and see fear painted openly on their faces.
“How did the fiends escape? And they’re above us!”
The sound of fighting begins to slow, and the final screams are distinctly human. Then silence. The guards release me, then turn and run toward the steps leading deeper into the dungeon.
I can’t believe it. I’m out of my cell with no guards in sight. I’ll never get a chance like this again! But the guards ran for a reason. What’s going to come down those steps?
I imagine the fiends coming through the corridor, swarming over me—ending me.
Isn’t that what I want? No more pain. No more suffering.
I’m in this world with nothing to my name. No family, no friends, and no hope. Even if I escaped, what would I do? Beg for food on the streets?
Betrayal and pain. That’s all this world has to offer me. What do I have to live for?
Then I imagine fiends invading the throne room where that worthless king sits. I smile as they begin to rip him apart, laugh as he screams in terror and agony.
Never in my 33 years of life would I ever imagine myself wishing such a terrible fate on another person. Yet, as I play out that scene in my mind, I feel no hesitation and no remorse—only a deep satisfaction.
Perhaps there should be a part of me that’s horrified by the depths of my dark thoughts, but if such a thing exists, it’s buried deep, smothered by my weeks of suffering.
Yes, I have something to live for. I want to see the look on the king’s face as they run him down.
It won’t end there. Those nobles, that High Priest, and even those damn heroes! All of them!
I take a deep breath to focus my mind.
Going further into the dungeon isn’t a good idea. There may be another way up, but the risk is too high. The guards ran down there, so even if the fiends don’t get me, I may just end up locked in another cell.
I can hear footsteps now, coming from the direction of the stairs leading up. They don’t sound like boots.
There’s only one path available to me. But the fiends are blocking my way. How can I make it past them?
An idea occurs to me, and I look into my cell; the door is still unlocked.
I just have to hope the fiends don’t care about some nearly dead prisoner.
I step back into my cell and close the door just as the fiends step into the corridor. I lie down and try to look as dead as possible, which isn’t hard considering my condition.
They’re obviously in a hurry to get somewhere because the footsteps quickly make it to my cell door, and I take a peek at them as they pass by.
They’re tall, probably over seven feet, with broad shoulders and a wide, thick back. Their hunched bodies are packed with muscles, and their long arms dangle just in front of them while their red-stained claws extend several inches past their fingers.
The dark gray skin covering their naked bodies has a thick, leathery look, while their misshapen heads have no hair and their jaws hang open, exposing their sharp fangs.
Three fiends walk by without even glancing at me, and as their footsteps become more distant, I realize I’m holding my breath. I finally release it and begin to breathe slowly as I try to remain calm.
What now? Those things are terrifying. If I run into one face-to-face, I’m dead. What if there are more above?
No. I can’t stay here. Even if I get ripped to shreds by one of those fiends, it’s still better than another second in this dungeon.
I build my resolve, stand up, and walk out of the cell.

Interlude 1
----- Lumina -----
 
“Great Heroes, the fiends of Chaos run amok within the castle walls.” King Edgar de Eldridge says. “Surely discussions of rewards can wait until after the fiends are dead.”
I look at my father, the king and feel his impatience growing with each word that comes out of the heroes’ mouths. As his daughter, I can attest to his stubborn demeanor and short temper.
My two brothers stand beside me, and high nobles line the walls of the throne room. Nobody knows how the fiends managed to get inside the castle gates or what their goal is, but they’re powerful enough to have defeated the first group of soldiers dispatched to defeat them.
Father sent an emergency summons to the heroes and has asked them to eliminate the fiends, but they are being unexpectedly stubborn about the reward they will be given for this mission.
Every second that passes could mean another life lost, yet they want to speak of rewards?
“Your Majesty, we understand the situation is dire,” the big hero, Cedric, says calmly, “but we are heroes; we cannot be seen as pawns of the monarchy. We were chosen by the Goddess. If the people begin to believe we are leashed by the king, does that not imply that the king has leashed the Goddess herself?”
“The Kingdom of Orakio will announce that the heroes themselves chose to fight for the people. Is that not sufficient to prevent such implications?”
“The people care more for actions than words, Your Majesty. I believe that building a temple for the people to properly worship the heroes would suffice as justification.”
Worship? Does he think himself equal to the Goddess? Don’t heroes typically have altars built to honor their actions after they perform great deeds, not before?
“And while you’re at it,” the skinny hero, Rolf, interrupts, “increase the funding and rewards for the Colosseum. Of course, we’ll need to make each match into a death match too. If we’re fighting for survival against the fiends, people need to remember what it means to fight to the death, right?”
‘Of course’!? Exactly what about public death matches is so obvious that he needs to start with ‘of course’!? Does he not know why death matches were outlawed in the first place?
The violence won’t end inside the arena. It will spill out onto the streets, attracting the city of Roshar’s criminals as assuredly as a royal gathering attracts nobles. The way he words his request to sound more like a demand also fills me with irritation.
“Your Majesty,” the female hero, Collette, says, “I believe that a hero should receive status on par with high nobility. I humbly request to be granted land in the most expensive noble district of the city.”
I can’t see anything humble about that request! Has she not considered the ramifications of removing a powerful noble from his prided land to make way for a hero? The tensions between the crown and nobility are strained enough already! Look! Some of the nobles in the room are already whispering to each other!
I sigh in frustration.
“Princess Lumina, I know it’s tough, but please try not to let your face betray your thoughts,” my attendant, Elise, whispers.
She’s right, of course, but how can I not be annoyed by these three heroes? They’re asking for such unreasonable compensation.
While Father is considering his options, there’s a small commotion behind the throne. A few seconds later, a royal advisor leans toward him and whispers in his ear.
“Fine. I accept your requests,” Father states reluctantly.
“Is something the matter, Your Majesty?” Cedric asks.
“It seems the fiends have entered the dungeon where we hold our most dangerous criminals. If they are released, there’s no telling how much damage they will cause.”
“That’s unacceptable! We must make haste to deal with the fiends at once now that our matters here are settled.”
Relief floods my chest as the heroes stride toward the exit to deal with the fiends, while Father begins speaking with his advisors, an annoyed expression covering his face. I wish to go watch them defeat the fiends, but I know Father would never allow it.
The heroes are acting oddly. Are they really taking advantage of this emergency to fulfill selfish desires or is there a deeper meaning to their actions?
Recently, all the human nations have declared an end to hostilities with each other and agreed to cooperate against the increasingly aggressive Chaos invasions. However, ever since the heroes were summoned, tensions have been rising.
The other countries are afraid that our kingdom will end up becoming too powerful if we monopolize the heroes, just as we did in the past. They have been sending requests to have the heroes aid them in their battles, but Father has denied them all.
Instead, they have been tasked with dealing with minor monster infestations and bandits. Father says it will help restore their honor in the eyes of the people after finding out that one of them is the False Hero spoken of in the prophecy.
Could the heroes’ actions today be connected to those rising tensions? Is that why they were so keen to declare themselves to be beyond Father’s authority to order?
I look around and see most of the court attendees gathered into their political factions, no doubt discussing ways to use the heroes’ requests to their advantage.
“Rhys, do you know which type of fiends appeared in the city?” I ask my eldest brother.
“Berserkers.”
How could our soldiers lose to a couple Berserkers?
“Truly? They may be strong and tough, but Berserkers are weak against formations of well-trained troops. Why is it that the two dozen soldiers Father sent were defeated so easily?”
“The soldiers we were able to gather to deal with the fiends were mere trainees. The Berserkers’ fearsome charge broke their frontline. With the formation shattered, they were easily overwhelmed by their strength. Our most experienced knights are currently out on missions, patrols, or training, except for the ones guarding the castle. This timing was unfortunate for us.”
“Have the heroes fought Berserkers before? Do they know that they are weak against flanking strategies and resistant to Fire magic?”
“Do not worry, Lumina,” Rhys says with a chuckle. “From what I have seen of them, they will have no problem dispatching these foul fiends without assistance. However, a new group of soldiers has been gathered to accompany them, just in case. These soldiers are much more experienced than the last. So much so that I doubt the need for the heroes at this point.”
“If Father would allow it, I could deal with those fiends myself,” my second brother, Lyle, says as he walks up to us. “I wish he would at least let me go with them; my magic may not be as strong as Collette’s, but it’s enough to take down a couple Berserkers.”
“There you go again, Lyle,” Rhys says. “You know how dangerous it is to underestimate your enemy. While I believe you could aid in defeating the fiends, I worry about your safety when you act so impulsively.”
“Save your worry for someone who needs it. If I cannot gain achievements despite the strength of my magic, the knights and nobles will consider me a coward.”
Lyle’s frustration is obvious. For some reason, Father is always against the idea of my second brother gaining glory on the battlefield. He forbade Lyle from participating in every battle with the fiends, despite Rhys often being dispatched to lead as general.
Lyle huffs as he strides away, probably heading to the magical training grounds in the courtyard, and Rhys shakes his head while watching Lyle’s figure disappear.
“That temper of his is going to get him into trouble someday.”
“I understand his feelings,” I say. “Perhaps if Father would allow him to join the battle against Chaos, he would calm down.”
“I cannot fathom why he would disallow it, but no matter how many times we press the issue, his answer never changes. I’m sure he has his reasons; I just wish he would share them with us.
“You are a different matter, Lumina,” Rhys continues as he eyes me. “Despite your immense magical powers, he seems determined to prevent you from even training your magic. Many have stated you have the potential to become one of the greatest mages in Orakio’s history, and some nobles have even used his stance on the issue as a way to undermine his authority.”
Father has never been vocal with the reasons behind his rules. When he makes a declaration, he expects it to be followed. He hasn’t been able to stop me from training my magic when I have the opportunity, but he has filled my tutoring schedule with so many subjects that it’s difficult to find time to practice.
I will not give up. The heroes’ behavior can be strange at times, but they were chosen by the Goddess herself, so I will also put my faith in them.
One day, I will make myself useful to them. Not only do I have powerful magic, but I’ve studied history, the tales of past heroes, and even the fiends’ strategies and weaknesses nearly every day since my tutoring began.
I just hope Father gives me the opportunity to aid them if the time comes.




Chapter 3: Escape

----- Lawrence -----
 
I push my battered body to its limit, running through the dungeon in a desperate attempt to reach the surface before I meet any guards—or fiends. After the second flight of stairs leading up, I reach a room that looks like a guard station; it’s littered with corpses.
I make my way toward the exit, stopping near it and peeking out. The streets are empty, so I step out and stumble down the road for a bit before turning into a nearby alleyway. I want to keep going, but my head is spinning, and my body is about to give out.
I need to pace myself. Injuries and a poor diet have taken a toll on me.
After a minute or so of rest, I hear footsteps. Lots of footsteps. They’re coming from the direction of the dungeon, so I peek around the corner of the alley I’m sitting in and see a squad of several dozen spearmen, a group of swordsmen, and the other three heroes.
Panic rises in my chest.
Were they sent for me? There’s no way I can escape from them in my condition!
Wait, no. Calm down. The fiends—they’re probably after the fiends.
I still don’t feel safe, but right now nobody knows I’ve escaped, so I have an edge.
I need to get moving again to gain some distance before they find out.
Just then, I hear a roar coming from inside the guard station, and a split second later, one of those fiends comes rushing out. It runs toward Cedric, who’s standing in front of everyone else, but just before the fiend’s charge connects, a misty shield appears in front of him. The fiend collides with the floating barrier and is thrown back by the force of its impact.
Suddenly, a dozen more erupt from the doorway. They rush toward the soldiers and heroes, roaring, and although the humans outnumber them four to one, the fiends don’t seem to care.
Cedric stands his ground, and that misty shield moves around his body, repelling attacks from the two fiends that charge toward him. When he finds an opening, he swings his sword, and a fiend howls as blood sprays through the air.
Cedric sticks his hand out and vines sprout from the ground, wrapping around the two fiends in front of him. The vines restrict their movement, with new ones growing to replace any that are broken, and Cedric begins to chop at them, a smile on his face as they struggle to fight back.
Meanwhile, Rolf has silently moved beside the doorway. He waits until the last of the fiends comes out, then swiftly moves behind one and sticks his two daggers in its back. It roars in surprise, then falls over.
Rolf leaps backward, avoiding the charge of another fiend, and when he lands, he reaches one arm out in front of himself. A bright flash erupts from his hand, engulfing the fiend in a spray of electricity. It stiffens and falls, stunned, lying there long enough for Rolf to end its life.
He stands up from the fiend’s corpse, a sadistic smile on his lips as he turns to face another charging fiend.
Most of the creatures run past Cedric, heading toward the soldiers. They form a shield wall to absorb the charge then counter with their spears, but the fiends don’t seem to take much damage and start clawing at the front line of troops. They hold well, preventing their formation from shattering despite the ferocity of the attacks, and any time a soldier falls, another steps forward to take his place.
While the front line engages, a group of swordsmen flanks the fiends on both sides. They’re so focused on the soldiers in front of them that they don’t see the swordsmen closing in.
As they charge, their swords begin to glow and they swing down, hitting air. However, a shockwave of energy flies from their swords, slicing into the unaware fiends. The attack is obviously effective as the fiends hit by the shockwaves turn toward them in anger, with fresh blood flowing from their new wounds. The swordsmen then charge into melee, surrounding them.
Collette, protected by the line of spearmen, thrusts her hand forward after the swordsmen engage the fiends. A pillar of flames erupts in the most concentrated group—the ones surrounded by soldiers—and the fiends roar in pain but none fall from the powerful spell.
The soldiers retreat from the flaming pillar’s intense heat, and some scream as the fire chars their flesh. Their formation broken, the fiends push forward, killing several of the soldiers in an instant, and during the chaos, one breaks through and rushes down the street, disappearing.
The rest of the fiends continue to fight, but after the soldiers regroup, they manage to defeat them one at a time, although they lose several more soldiers in the process. Collette starts casting what appears to be ice and water magic once she realizes her fire spells are ineffective, managing to kill several fiends by herself.
The other two heroes finish off their opponents, and the battle ends. The heroes are unharmed, but half the soldiers are on the ground, either dead or dying.
For the first time since I came to this world, I understand just how weak I really am. I wouldn’t last a fraction of a second against one of those fiends, yet the heroes can stand against several at once, treating them like toys. Even the guards can defeat them when they work together.
I need to run.
I stand up and move as quickly as my body will allow, heading toward the wall looming over the nearby buildings.
I need to find a way through the wall and out of this city as soon as possible. There’s no way I can stay hidden right under the king’s nose. I don’t have any connections or even this world’s common sense. I would get caught for sure.
As I run, I think of the battle.
The soldiers are organized and professional. They trust each other and apply battle tactics to target the weakness of the enemies. But the three heroes…
Cedric can stand his ground against several fiends without flinching, yet when he had those fiends wrapped in vines, he took his time slowly slicing them up.
Why didn’t he try to go back to the main battle, where the guards were dying as they desperately held their formation?
Rolf immediately flanked the enemies, but when he got down to the final fiend he was fighting, he chopped off one arm, then backed away. The fiend went wild, clawing with its remaining arm, while Rolf struck small blows on its legs and torso. Eventually, the fiend slowed, and Rolf could have finished it off at any time but continued to torment it until it finally fell. By then, the battle was over.
Toying with your enemy in the middle of a battle where your own allies are fighting for their lives. What kind of person would even consider something like that!?
The way they both smiled as they slowly killed their helpless prey reminded me of him. I suddenly wished one of those fiends would have gotten back up and ripped their heads off. I smile at the thought.
Collette used a powerful magic, creating a pillar of flame in the clumped-up group of fiends fighting the soldiers. But her magic caused her allies’ formation to break and allowed the fiends to gain the upper hand.
There’s no telling how many soldiers died because of her.
The heroes have no coordination, no sense of group tactics, and no consideration for anyone else on the battlefield. It’s as if they want to display their own strength at the expense of everything else.
Damn these heroes! They never even tried to listen to me! They threw me away the second they realized I wasn’t useful to them! Some heroes! Where’s their sense of justice? Don’t they care to find the truth before sentencing someone to death!?
If this world has to rely on those three heroes to lead them to victory, humanity is doomed.
After going down a few roads and alleys, I make it to the wall. There’s no way to climb it, so I need to find a gate. Looking to the left, I see that the top of the wall is slightly different in one section. With no other clues, I make my way to it.
As I get closer, I hear the sounds of battle. Screams echo alongside the roar of a fiend, and I gulp as I step close enough to see the gate.
Civilians must have been using it to leave the area when the fiend arrived because corpses lie strewn along the road that leads through the gate and into the city that surrounds the castle.
Not wanting to waste this opportunity, I run by the bodies and through the opening.




Chapter 4: Growth

----- Lawrence -----
 
I open my eyes and stare up at the half-rotted ceiling. The light of the morning sun shines through the numerous holes, illuminating the decaying interior of the old, abandoned cabin.
That’s going to be annoying when it rains.
I sit up and look around at the dilapidated interior. The door’s gone, and some sections of the walls look to be on the brink of collapse. There’s only one room, and the remains of what used to be furniture lie rotten and broken on the floor. People say shelter is one of the four basic elements of survival, but it’s questionable if this rotted cabin even qualifies as such.
I think back to my mad dash to escape the city.
After I left the castle grounds, I followed the trail of destruction the fiend left as it rampaged through the city streets. On the way, there were several shops left abandoned as their owners fled, so I took a burlap bag and filled it with vegetables from a street stand, then changed into a set of shirt and trousers I found further down the road.
Looking like a fleeing peasant, I melted into the panicked crowd and made my way out of the city gates. After traveling on the main highway for a while, I saw a group of horsemen in the distance. I wasn’t sure if they were looking for me, but I didn’t want to take the chance, so I fled into the woods.
I got lost, but I didn’t care. I’d rather die in the forest than go back to that dungeon. Eventually, I ran across a run-down cabin. Exhausted, wounded, and sleepy, I collapsed on the floor as soon as I entered.
I stand and take a long, deep breath.
For the first time since I was thrown into that hellish dungeon, I feel safe. There’s nothing around except me and the trees, although I can’t quite shake the feeling that soldiers will find me, even here. I push that thought to the back of my mind as I take what looks like a tomato out of my bag and bite into it. It’s a bit tougher and dryer than the ones on Earth but has the same distinct tomato flavor.
I walk out of the cabin as I slowly savor the first fresh food I’ve eaten in weeks. There’s nothing but grass and light shrubbery for a short distance around the cabin, and after that, there’s a ring of trees, much thicker and taller than the ones on Earth.
The trees are spread far apart, probably due to their roots, while pockets of shrubbery grow between them. There’s far less vegetation than I would have expected, making the forest floor easy to traverse. Not much light makes it through the thick canopy above, so smaller plants must have a difficult time growing.
I need to recover from my injuries. Several of my wounds are infected, and without medical attention, they could fester. If I can find a stream, I can at least clean them. I need water to drink anyway.
Before I set out to look for a stream, I need one more thing: a weapon. There’s no telling what kind of animals I may encounter, so I at least need a way to defend myself.
After finding a long, straight branch lying on the ground, I pick up a sharp rock and carve a point on one end.
It isn’t much, but it’s better than nothing.
I search the surrounding area, being careful not to get lost, and after about an hour, I find a creek.
The water is remarkably clear as it flows over the rocky creek bed, and I can hear a faint gurgle as it spills over a tiny waterfall, no taller than the length of my hand. It pours down, splashing into the water below before continuing down the creek.
A frog sits on the water’s edge, and at its feet is a shallow puddle, trapped in a small pool that branches off the creek. Tadpoles swim vigorously in the stale water, as if anticipating the day they can leave their footprints on the forest floor.
I slowly walk to the edge of the creek, careful not to disturb the frog, and place my hands into the clear water before scooping it up and bringing it to my mouth. After satiating my thirst, I wash out my wounds before lying down on the rocky shore next to the creek.
Dammit. What am I going to do? Just stay out here in the woods for the rest of my life? There’s no way I would be satisfied living like that.
I miss Earth. I miss my annoying job. I miss my small apartment. I miss … my life.
They took it all from me. That rotten king and those backstabbing heroes! No, all of them. Every single one! They took it all!
I’ll get my revenge one day, I swear it. Even if it costs me everything!
As I lie seething on the shore, I hear the crunching of twigs beneath feet. I quietly stand up, tense, holding my spear at the ready as I tiptoe away from the edge of the creek and hide behind a tree.
The footsteps are close, stopping at the edge of the creek just a couple dozen feet from where I stand. I look downstream to find out what kind of animal it is and am shocked at what I see.
Although it’s no more than three feet tall, it’s a humanoid that stands on two legs with dark green, scaly skin and a lizard’s tail. Its hands and feet have sharp claws, and its elongated mouth has a row of short fangs.
My heart pounding, I start backing away but step on something and hear a cracking sound. The creature snaps its head in my direction and screeches at me, letting out a sound somewhere between a hiss and a growl.
It rushes in my direction, so I hold out my spear threateningly, but it doesn’t stop.
It’s so quick!
When it gets in range, I thrust my spear toward its torso. It pierces the creature’s shoulder, but the wound isn’t deep.
I hold my arm up as it leaps, and the claws on its hand digs into my forearm. It latches onto me and swings its other hand, and I step back in a panic but run into the tree behind me, the claw passing by so close to my face that I can feel the wind left in its wake.
The creature is quick but light, so I throw my bodyweight at it and push, causing it to lose its grip and stumble back.
With a desperate scream, I grab my spear with both hands and drive it deep into its chest. Blood spurts from the wound as the creature drops, and I slump down, gasping for breath as I stare at the corpse.
What the hell is this thing? It’s no animal. If there were two of them, I’d be dead right now for sure. There’s no telling what else is out here. I need to get back to the cabin.
I wash the wound on my forearm then begin retracing my steps through the woods. When my mind calms down, I notice something flashing in the corner of my vision. It looks like a plus sign.
When I focus on it, a menu appears in my vision. It startles me so much that I stumble and nearly fall, but I can still see well enough, so I ignore it until I get back to the cabin.
While sitting on the decaying floor, I begin to look through the menu. Near the top are the words “Skill Points: 2”, and below it, four options are listed: Skills, Spells, Crafting, and Heroic, but the Heroic option is greyed out.
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I focus on the Skills option and the menu changes, listing various weapon types and what appears to be strange skill names below the weapons.
Beside some of the skills is a plus sign like the one that brought up the original menu. I focus on the plus beside the [Crescent Wave] skill that sits beneath the Spear weapon type, and immediately after, I feel a rush of information enter my brain. When it’s over, the spear in my hand suddenly feels remarkably familiar, like I’ve been training with it for months.
I stand up and take a stance, my knees bent and legs apart with one positioned in front of the other. My hand position and grip feel right, and I thrust the spear, surprised at how powerful and accurate I am.
I step outside the cabin and, using my new knowledge, I take a swing. A crescent-shaped wave of energy flies out, traveling a half dozen feet from the tip before dissipating.
This is the spear’s [Crescent Wave] skill? It’s awesome!
I return to the main menu as my mind races at the possibilities, and it now says I have one remaining Skill Point.
I focus on Spells, and the menu changes, bringing up a new list of choices: Fire, Earth, Wind, Water, Light, Dark, and Arcane. I look through some of the spell schools as my heart thumps.
This is amazing! So this is how the people of this world get so powerful! Defeating monsters, leveling up, and gaining Skill Points. It’s just like an RPG!
Each spell school opens a new menu, which shows a spell tree listing all the available magic for that school, but in each one, all but two choices are greyed out.
I guess I need to level up to get access to the more powerful spells.
For the Fire school, I can learn [Fireball], whereas the Earth school has a spell called [Shatter] and so on. When I get to the Light school, I stop. One of the two spells I can learn is [Cure]. It’s the same magic that wretched torturer used to keep me alive.
Thinking about him always puts me in a bad mood, but not even that can kill my excitement today.
I focus on the plus sign next to [Cure], and knowledge floods my brain again. When it’s over, I smile.
Magic. I can cast magic!
I stand and hold my arm in front of me as I focus on the energy circulating inside my chest. I force the magic power to my extended arm, and it tingles as it flows through my body. When it reaches my fingertips, I release it, manifesting it as the magic spell: [Cure].
I instinctively know how to choose my target as I cast. Of course, the target is me.
I feel a warm sensation enter my body as the energy flows into me. It’s something I’ve felt many times before, back in that dungeon. I grew to hate this feeling then, but now that I’m using it myself, it's comfortable.
The effect is much weaker than the one he used, but I can already feel my wounds slowly healing. I try to cast it again, but I can’t get the energy—mana—to move properly.
I still have plenty of mana left; is there a cooldown? No, it doesn’t matter. I have a way to heal my wounds and the skills to defend myself.
Alright! It’s settled. I’m going farming. For levels, that is.
Despite my enthusiasm, I decide to rest for the day. Several of my wounds have reopened from my battle with that lizard creature, and my body still feels weak from exertion and lack of food.
The last thing I want is to rush to my death right after figuring out a way to survive.
Rather than combat, I spend the day studying my [Cure] spell and lightly practicing my [Crescent Wave] skill. I’ll need to know the limits of my abilities and get comfortable using them before I start fighting monsters.
The day passes quickly, and early the next morning, I step outside the cabin and stretch as the pleasant smell of the forest wafts through the air, carried by a cool breeze.
My wounds are all closed, and my energy is starting to return. Although I’m still far from a full recovery, I feel comfortable enough to trek back into the forest.
I grab my spear and walk back to the creek. I figure every creature needs to drink, so it’s an obvious choice for a leveling spot. Also, I’m thirsty again too.
After taking a few gulps, I mark my location by placing some rocks in the shape of a plus sign next to the creek. I have a growing love for plus signs.
I walk back into the tree line, using it as cover, and begin traveling downstream, trying to make as little noise as possible while looking out for any more of those creatures.
A few minutes later, I see something in the distance drinking from the creek. I keep an eye on it as I move closer and notice it’s a giant lizard, about four feet long, its claws and fangs just as deadly looking as the other creature.
When I get close, I hear more footsteps and two of those reptilian humanoids step out of the trees. They walk toward the giant lizard, and at first, I think they’re going to attack it, but they ignore each other despite being within arm’s reach.
It seems to be obeying the other two. Is it a pet?
Three monsters. Only one of me. Should I try it? The smart choice would be to wait until I find a lone monster, surprise it, and defeat it before it can react.
I never considered myself smart.
They start walking upstream, toward me, so I position myself out of their line of sight, ready to strike as they pass by. Although I’m tense and nervous, I can’t help but smile.
All those years playing MMOs and other RPGs. Now here I am, living in one.
Of course, this is no game. The still unhealed wounds are a painful reminder of that. But the mechanics that exist in this world are familiar to me—strangely so.
The three pass by me and I leap out, driving my spear through the neck of one of the humanoids. It falls immediately, and I hop back to regain my footing.
The other humanoid is startled, but the giant lizard immediately rushes me. I sidestep its bite and strike it in the stomach, then quickly pull the spear out, but before I can regain my footing, the humanoid attacks. I block his swipe with the shaft and whip the butt of the spear around, striking him in the jaw as he leans in for a bite.
The giant lizard uses the opportunity to nip at my ankle, but I manage to lift my foot and leap back just in time.
The humanoid charges again, so I stab with the spear, piercing him in the chest, but the wound is too shallow to be a killing blow. He lets out a cry but doesn’t stop, so I pull my weapon back and hear a cracking sound as I block another swipe while retreating.
I look at my spear and notice that the tip is broken, and a crack runs down the shaft.
Not good. I need to finish this before my weapon breaks.
The humanoid charges again, but it’s getting predictable. I leap to the side, avoiding his claws, and swing, the tip of my spear passing inches in front of its body, hitting only air. However, a crescent-shaped wave of energy appears, slicing into it and knocking it back several feet. After getting hit by my spear skill, [Crescent Wave], the humanoid collapses.
The giant lizard is moving in my direction, but the wound in its side is slowing it down. When it gets close, I jam what’s left of the spear into its mouth as it tries to bite me, putting an end to the battle.
Breathing heavily, I look at the corner of my vision and pump my fist when I see that flashing plus sign.
First things first. I need to get back to the cabin.
I walk back into the tree line and make my way upstream until I find my glorious plus sign made of rocks, then I turn in the direction of my cabin.
When I get back, I cast [Cure] on myself again. From my experiments, I know that the cooldown on the spell is around ten seconds, but the effect lasts ten minutes, constantly healing my wounds at an accelerated rate while it’s active. So, it’s best to wait for the spell to wear off before casting it again.
I bring up my status menu and navigate to the Crafting section, where it lists four categories: Weapons, Armor, Apothecary, and Enchanting. Below each option are greyed-out skills that look to be bonuses to the crafting section they enhance.
I choose weapon crafting and am once again flooded with knowledge. Next, I navigate to the Fire spells and choose [Fireball].
I step out of the cabin and begin channeling my mana, bringing my hand up as I prepare to cast my new spell, which produces a comforting warmth as the mana courses through my body. However, I cancel the spell before casting.
It wouldn’t be funny to lose my cabin in a forest fire.
Focusing again, I try to manipulate the strength of the spell. If I can weaken the magic, I'll be able to safely use it to start a cooking fire. It feels possible, but no matter how much I try, I can’t control my mana well enough to do so.
However, I do notice that when I channel for a Fire spell, my mana grows hot as it flows to my fingers. I imagine my mana erupting from my hands as flames, and when I do, fire comes out. It’s weak, not suitable for battle, but it’s enough to start a cooking fire.
Curious, I channel Light mana through my arm, and it tingles as it erupts from my hand as a floating ball of light. It emits about as much light as a torch, and I can control it when I’m close enough.
I switch my focus to my new crafting knowledge and shake my head at my previous crude spear.
So many mistakes.
This time, I find a young, thin tree with the right hardness and flexibility and chop it down by hitting it over and over with a sharp rock, then cut it to length—just above my eye level. After sharpening the point, I start a campfire and harden it in the flames. Finally, I give it one last sharpening and my new and improved spear is complete.
Unlike my last spear, this one will bend rather than break, and the point is much sharper and more reliable. I make another one right after, just in case, and place it in the cabin.
It’s still a basic, weak spear, but it will do for now. I need more materials and tools if I want to make something better.
The infection in my wounds is clearing up nicely. I still have a long way to go, but I’m finally feeling optimistic. Not wanting to waste the rest of the day, I take my spear and head back to the creek.
After nodding in satisfaction at my plus sign, I head further downstream. Eventually, I reach what looks like an animal trail leading away from the creek. As I follow it, I hear a rustling in the branches ahead of me.
I look up and see movement but can’t make out what it is. As I walk closer, it begins moving down the tree, and when it gets below the lowest branches, a shiver goes down my spine as I realize what it is.
A giant, hairy spider is crawling down the trunk of the huge tree. Each of its eight legs is as long and thick as my own, with its dark eyes sticking out against its light brown fur as it stares at me.
Holy crap, that thing is terrifying!
I’m not the type of person who will jump when I see a spider. In fact, I think spiders are pretty cool, as long as they’re not poisonous or too big. This one certainly falls in the “too big” category.
I start channeling my mana as it finally hits the ground, but it just stands there, staring at me with its pitch-black eyes. Right as I begin to think that it might leave me alone, it scurries my way.
“Screw this. Just die, you freak!” I yell as I release my spell, [Fireball].
A ball of flame slightly larger than my fist erupts from my hand, hurtling toward the spider. It explodes on contact, sending it flying backwards, and I hear the sizzle of its hair as it burns. The explosion is small, but I can feel the concussive force even though I’m several long paces away from the impact zone.
The spider screeches and squirms, but the spell doesn’t kill it outright, so I dash toward it while it’s stunned, skewering it with my spear.
I’ll probably have nightmares about that thing tonight.
I fight a few more groups of enemies as I continue down the trail, and eventually, I see the glorious flashing plus sign in the corner of my vision. I consider turning back, even though I still have some daylight left, when I notice that the animal trail ends up ahead, leading to the mouth of a cave.
Is this where their nest is? Hmmm… What to do…
Inspecting my spear, I see that the tip has grown dull, so I find a rock and sharpen it. Otherwise, it’s still in great shape.
Spear in hand and curiosity piqued, I walk toward the mouth of the cave. At the entrance, I create a ball of light from my left hand as I begin exploring, my blood pumping with excitement.
Fighting monsters, finding a trail in the forest that ends up at a cave, then exploring it. Isn’t this just like an adventure in an RPG?
I continue deeper, defeating lizard monsters as I come across them. The cave has a few intersections, but in every case, all but one path has led to a dead end.
As I explore, I leave orbs of light floating near the ceiling to mark my path. They last about an hour and don’t seem to disappear no matter how far away I get, so I can just follow them back out.
As I walk down a passageway, I hear a loud hiss. I stop and send my orb of light ahead of me, and as the light illuminates the other end of the tunnel, I freeze in fear.
A huge, red lizard stares at me, partially illuminated by my orb of light. It’s easily three or four times the size of the giant lizards, with a monstrous appearance nearly rivaling the fiends I saw in the castle dungeons. As I take in the sight of its massive fangs and deadly claws, my heart starts to race and sweat begins to pour from my body.




[image: ]






I hurriedly channel my mana and shoot a [Fireball] at it, intending to run while it’s dazed. However, the lizard doesn’t even flinch, despite taking a direct hit to the face.
Flames begin gathering in its mouth, and my instincts scream at me to get out of the way, but the tunnel is narrow, and the previous passage is too far behind me. As a last resort, I throw myself into a narrow crevice in the wall, just a few feet deep. Immediately after, an intense flame floods the passage.
I hold my breath and grit my teeth against the heat as the flames lick at my back. The fire dies quickly, but when it recedes, the smell of burnt flesh enters my nose.
I thought I stepped out of the crevice quickly, but the lizard is nearly upon me by the time I get back into the passageway. I desperately strike out with my spear, aiming for its eye, and although I miss my target, I manage to land a solid hit on its face.
The spear bends from the force of the impact, and I hear the wood begin to splinter as it struggles to penetrate the tough scales that cover the lizard's face.
In one quick motion, the creature snaps its head around and bites down on the shaft of my spear, and with a loud crunch, my weapon shatters.
What…?
Stunned, I leave an opening for the lizard, and it swings its huge front leg at me. I twist my body, but the claw catches me, tearing deep gashes in my side, with the force of the blow slamming me into the rocky wall.
This thing is way too strong!
The impact dazes me, but I can still focus enough to fight. Remarkably, despite my burns and gashes, the pain is manageable.
Is it the adrenaline? No, it’s him. Compared to the pain he could inflict, a couple life-threatening injuries are nothing.
I push off the wall, still holding the remnants of my shattered spear. After rolling out of the way of its next swipe, I leap back, and when I land, I turn and run.
I can feel the passageway shake with each step the huge lizard takes as it chases me. Even though there isn’t much pain, the injuries are still severe, and I feel my strength leaving me with each frantic step.
At this rate, it’ll catch me…!
A red fire-breathing lizard. It’s obvious, even without my decades of RPG experience, that it’s weak to Water spells. Unfortunately, I don’t have any Water spells. However…
I open my menu as I follow the lights I left on my way in. After navigating to the Spells list, I stumble over the uneven ground, nearly falling.
I quickly check the ground ahead and orient myself to run on the path with the least number of trip hazards, then refocus on my menu, navigating to the Water spells and choosing [Ice Lance].
It works, and I feel the knowledge of the spell flow into me. I channel my mana as I run, and a cool, refreshing sensation travels down my arm as I form the spell, and when it’s ready, I turn and cast it at the creature.
“Eat this, you wannabe dragon! [Ice Lance]!”
A shard of ice the size of my forearm flies straight at the lizard, digging into its face. It hisses in pain and stumbles, and I immediately turn and run with what’s left of my strength. I keep running, even after I get outside the cave, until I nearly collapse from exhaustion.
Panting and bleeding, I limp into the woods and slump against a tree, then cast [Cure] on myself. I sit there, refreshing the spell every ten minutes until the sun starts to set a short while later.
I don’t want to be out here when it gets dark. There’s no telling what other overpowered monsters will come crawling out at night!
I quickly make my way back to the cabin, and once I get inside, I lie down on the rotten wood floor and go to sleep.

Interlude 2
----- Lumina -----
 
I hear a knock at my door. “Come in.”
A young woman with a slim figure and refined atmosphere enters. Her long, black hair is tied in a ponytail, and her dress is similar in style to those worn by the castle maids but more exotic and made of fine silks.
At first glance, the dress looks like it would be restricting, but it has actually been expertly crafted with ease of movement in mind so as not to affect her combat ability. She’s my personal attendant, Elise.
“I have returned, Princess Lumina.”
“Please, have a seat, Elise.” I motion toward an empty chair.
“Beg your pardon, Princess, but I’d prefer to stand.”
She’s always so proper. I wish she would cast aside traditions when it’s just the two of us. She’s the only person in the world I can truly consider a friend, after all. But I guess this is also one of her good points.
“Fine. You look even more serious than normal. Do you have something to report?”
“Yes, Princess. The investigation into the three heroes is complete.”
“I see. What are the results?”
Because of their questionable behavior, I gave Elise the task of investigating the heroes’ actions and private lives. The goal isn’t anything wicked, like gaining blackmail material, but simply to sate my desire to know the truth.
“The soldiers sent with the heroes to defeat the fiends three weeks ago refused to speak of the battle, except for one—an old acquaintance of mine from when we were both trainees. It appears the rumors are true.”
A sigh escapes my lips. Recently, rumors have been circulating regarding the heroes’ performance in the battle against the fiends, among others. The rumors suggest they lack the knowledge to fight the fiends and refuse to cooperate with one another in battle.
“Still, their strength is unquestionable. If they were educated on the enemy’s weaknesses and improved their teamwork, would they not be unstoppable?”
“That may be so, Princess. However, the informants I sent out to investigate their private lives returned with some disturbing information.”
I prepare myself as I signal her to continue.
“Cedric spends most of his free time at the temple that was converted to honor the heroes. He sometimes hires cooks to provide meals for the poor, while giving speeches and telling grand stories of his battles to the crowds, including the one against the fiends.”
“Isn’t that great? He feeds the needy and improves the people’s trust in the heroes.”
“Correct, Princess. However, the story he tells about his battle with the fiends contradicts both the rumors and what I heard from my old acquaintance.”
“So, he’s lying. I certainly do not approve, but if it improves the citizens’ morale, is it not for the best?”
Even before I finish my sentence, I know I’m only trying to convince myself. A sense of shame fills me, but I suppress it and focus on her report.
“I suppose so, but the biggest problem is his sacrilegious speeches. He openly opposes some of the Goddess’ teachings and insists they be replaced with what he asserts is her true intentions.”
“What!? How can a hero go against the teachings of the very Goddess that chose him? The last thing we need right now is division in the belief of the Goddess, especially from the heroes!”
We need to stand united, both in body and soul, if we are going to defeat Chaos. What is Cedric thinking, forming his own sect at a time like this?
“So, what of the other two?” Certainly, they cannot be worse than Cedric, but I steel myself just in case.
“Collette has been granted the old residence of the Bartholomew family after they were forced out of the Upper Vale district. She has already intertwined herself in the city’s politics to an astounding degree, using her status as a hero to place herself at the center of the most powerful noble faction in the city.”
Ugh, nobles.
I know they are necessary to govern the land and people, but their political games infuriate me. They pretend to have the kingdom’s interests in mind, but at the end of their schemes, the people are often the ones who suffer most. Without the prosperity of its people, the kingdom would crumble. There’s no way a noble would dirty his hands to till a field, after all.
“Do you know her objective?”
“Getting detailed information from the nobles has proven difficult, so I cannot say for certain. However, she and Duke Bradley de Reinhold are often seen together these days, leading many to believe they are scheming something.”
“That is very vague, though it is always concerning to hear Duke Bradley’s name.”
Duke Bradley has always been vocal in his opposition to the crown’s policies. Many believe the noble faction he leads played a part in my uncle’s rebellion nearly twenty years ago, but without evidence, they escaped punishment.
I halt my finger, which had been tapping on the armrest of my chair. “It is difficult to believe that one of the heroes would rebel against the crown when the threat of Chaos is so great. Could Collette be enraptured by Duke Bradley’s silver tongue?”
“I cannot say for sure, Princess, but it is possible.”
This is becoming more of a headache than I first imagined.
“So, what of Rolf? To be honest, he was the one I worried about the most. The look in his eyes at times can send a shiver down my spine.”
“As requested, the Colosseum battles were made into death matches. It seems Rolf has taken a liking to them and spends all his time at the Colosseum and the surrounding neighborhoods.”
I lower my head and shake it slowly. “As expected, his reasoning for making them into death matches was to satisfy his bloodlust. Hopefully, it will be enough for him.”
Elise hesitates, seemingly trying to choose her words carefully. “Some of this is still unconfirmed, Princess, but rumors say a new, powerful assassin has appeared in town.”
“At a time like this? It’s unfortunate—wait, you don’t mean…!”
“The agents I sent reported rumors of Rolf getting involved in the Assassin’s Guild. It’s still far from certain, but the timing fits.”
Oh, Goddess. If it’s true, the repercussions could affect not just this kingdom but all of humanity. Imagine the reactions of the people when they learn that one of the Great Heroes is a cold-blooded murderer.
“We can only hope the rumors are false. The heroes must remain virtuous. If any of the remaining three were to become criminals like the False Hero, I do not believe we could recover the people’s faith.” I bite my lip in anxiety.
The situation is dire. If we don’t put an end to these rumors, the people may lose faith in them.
Is that what I want? To cover up the truth?
I begin to feel sick. All my life I have revered the heroes. They’re supposed to be valiant warriors, protecting the people and saving the world.
Was I too naïve? Were those stories just fairy tales meant to bolster trust in the heroes?
I have always dreamed of helping the heroes, even going with them on their adventures. In those fantasies, they were noble and virtuous, always placing the well-being of others before themselves.
Would I want to travel with the three heroes as they are?
The emptiness I feel is all the answer I need.
For some reason, I find myself thinking of the False Hero and the look of fear on his face as he’s tried for his crimes. It pains me to remember that shameful feeling of joy as he was dragged off to the dungeons.
Nobody knows what happened to him after he escaped. My father has issued a standing order for his arrest should he show up, but not a single reliable rumor has made its way to the castle.
The prophecy. It spoke of him, there’s no doubt. And yet…
“I have a new job for you, Elise.”
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Chapter 5: Boss Battle

----- Lawrence -----
 
Stepping out of the cabin, I check my spear. It’s crafted from the exoskeleton of a giant praying mantis bug called a chitrach, with a sturdy shaft and slightly curved blade as the tip. It looks wild and unrefined, but its effectiveness has been proven in battle time and time again.
I tried to use armor crafted from the shell of a giant beetle, but it severely limited my mobility. Perhaps I can try to use some leather armor sometime, but I lack the tools to make it here.
After barely escaping with my life fighting against that huge, red lizard, I’ve spent the last few weeks exploring other areas of the forest. I ran across giant beetles, giant mantises, and more.
When I reached level 10, it became much harder to gain experience, and I’ve been stuck on level 14 for nearly a week now, despite spending most of my days fighting monsters. There’s simply not enough strong prey, and low level monsters hardly give me experience anymore.
My wounds are all healed up, though some scars remain. I guess they make a good reminder of what happens when I let my guard down.
Never again.
I’ve gained a lot of new spells over the past few weeks. I’m always excited when I get access to a new one, and I’ve spent many hours practicing and learning how to use them efficiently.
As expected, I need to unlock more powerful spells by leveling up, and so far, I’ve unlocked two out of a total of five tiers. The second-tier spells are far stronger than the first, at the cost of a longer cast time and larger mana cost.
Each spell school has one offensive and one support spell for each tier, and I’ve picked up several of each to add variety to my arsenal.
Additionally, I can spend Skill Points on spells I’ve already learned to power them up. I’ve used a total of three Skill Points on my [Cure] spell, bringing it to rank 3. With each increase in rank, its healing power has grown substantially.
Well, let’s get this day started, shall we?
I take my usual path to the creek and smile as I lay my eyes on the new and improved plus sign I crafted a couple weeks ago. Standing vertically, the shattered spear from my encounter with that huge lizard extends up from the ground, and attached to it are claws, taken from the corpses of giant lizards and woven together into the shape of a plus sign. It stands up to my waist now as a reminder of my goal.
I continue downstream until I reach the animal trail. Following it, I see two humanoid lizards, known as kobolds, along with a giant lizard. With my new Arcane Spell, [Scry], I can see the names and levels of creatures. I shake my head as I remember the time when these lizards gave me trouble.
They hiss as they rush me, and I release a [Fireball] at the kobold in front, blowing him backwards. It’s powerful enough now to finish it instantly.
The giant lizard is staggered by the concussive force, so I dash forward and swing my spear in an arc. A [Crescent Wave] emerges and slams into the stunned creature, and the wave of energy carries the monster with it as it continues forward, slicing its flesh.
The final kobold runs toward me, and when it gets close, I jump. At the top of my leap, I use [Air Step] to create a translucent platform beneath my feet. With [Air Step], I can essentially walk on air, but only for about a dozen seconds. I have to be careful when using the spell, else I risk plummeting to the ground when it runs out.
When the kobold gets in range, I leap off my step, twisting in the air until I’m upside down, then swing my spear, slicing into the kobold’s neck as I pass by him. Continuing to twist as I fall, I land on my feet and watch as the kobold falls.
With my new spells and skills, my fighting style has continued to grow. One thing I’ve learned is that levels don’t just give me Skill Points, they increase my stats as well. Strength, Agility, Constitution, and Intelligence—they all rise when I level. Normally, I could never dream of performing the martial feat I just accomplished, but my stats and skills make it possible.
A couple days ago, a kobold’s claw caught me in my arm, yet it only left small scratches despite hitting bare flesh. My body is getting so tough that these weak monsters can hardly threaten me.
Continuing on, I eventually stand in front of that foreboding cave. I plan on leaving this forest tomorrow morning. I can barely level here anymore, and I want to get away from this country, but before I leave, there’s one more thing to do.
I won’t be defeated again.
Steeling myself, I walk into the cave, using the same strategy as last time to make my way deeper. Soon, I arrive at the passageway where I met the giant, red lizard that nearly ended my life. I can feel butterflies in my stomach, but the goosebumps from my excitement smother them.
I channel my mana and cast [Enhance], a Light spell that increases my sight, hearing, and reaction speed.
As I begin walking down the passageway, I send my light forward, searching for the red lizard. Just like last time, it’s at the other end of the tunnel, and I can see now that the passage opens up on that end to a rather large room.
I cast [Scry] and see that the monster is a level 16 Young Salamander.
I can’t imagine how big and powerful an adult would be, if this one is considered young.
The Young Salamander stands and begins gathering fire in its mouth.
I quickly cast [Shimmering Shield] between me and the monster, and a circular, transparent barrier appears, covering the entire passageway. The spell specializes in defending against magic, and I can manipulate its size and shape when I cast it.
Just in case, I slide into a crevice, like last time. I feel the force of the impact as the fire breath slams into my [Shimmering Shield], and I prepare to hold my breath in case it shatters.
A few long seconds go by, then the roar of the flames dies. My spell held. I jump out of the crevice as I cancel my magic, and the shield evaporates into nothingness.
The Young Salamander gives a loud hiss and rushes toward me, appearing much slower to my eyes than last time.
As it charges, I sling an [Ice Lance] at it, hitting it in the face. It roars and stumbles, and I can see cracks in the scales where my spell hit, along with a trickle of blood.
Payback.
The passageway isn’t very wide, but the ceiling is relatively high, giving me room to maneuver above the now angry Young Salamander as it rushes at me again.
Using [Air Step], I jump over the creature and leap down behind it, and as I fall, I begin channeling my mana while striking out with my spear. The scales resist my weapon but can’t fully stop it, and I’m treated to a satisfying cracking sound as one of the scales shatters, allowing my spear to sink into its body. Its tail lashes out in anger, forcing me to retreat, which is precisely what I planned to do anyway.
Let’s see how much you like this!
As it struggles to turn around in the narrow passageway, I cast my magic, the second-tier Water spell, [Maelstrom]. A torrent of water in the shape of a hurricane collides with the Young Salamander, and I can hear its scales cracking as it endures the powerful forces in the center of that raging whirlpool.
As it thrashes about, I begin to slice with my spear, catching it in the flank several times while avoiding its tail.
I release another spell, [Earth wall], and a wall of stone erupts from the ground just in front of the Young Salamander. Like the shield spell before, [Earth Wall]’s size and shape can be manipulated, and I make it just large enough to fill the passageway, while maximizing its thickness.
The [Maelstrom] spell continues to move forward until it hits my [Earth Wall], and the salamander is trapped between the wall and my spear as the ferocious currents of the Water spell continue to batter it.
Unlike [Shimmering Shield], [Earth Wall] is weak against magical attacks but strong against physical. So, within seconds, my [Maelstrom] spell breaks through and continues on down the passageway.
Freed from the spell, the salamander manages to turn around and charges toward me, swiping with its huge claws, but I backstep and avoid it while swinging my spear. I hit only air, but a [Crescent Wave] emerges and slices into the Young Salamander, knocking it back slightly as I ready another spell.
Screeching, the creature charges again, forcing me back as it claws and bites at me in the narrow tunnel. While retreating from its aggressive attacks, my spear’s range allows me to get in several good hits, and I can see a trail of blood behind it as it begins to bleed out.
Channeling for a spell is difficult when engaged in melee, but I’ve practiced endlessly to master the technique I like to call combat casting. I put my training to good use, releasing an [Ice Lance] at nearly point-blank range, even as I continue to attack and parry with my spear.
As I try to dodge a swipe, a stone jutting out from the ground catches my foot, causing me to stumble. The claw slams into me from the side, throwing me into the wall, and blood sprays through the air, painting the wall and floor around me red.
While I’m off balance, the Young Salamander leaps at me, trying to pin me down beneath it. I desperately backpedal to avoid getting crushed, but I can’t escape the range of its bite. I manage to block its mouth with my left arm, but its teeth dig into my flesh as it snaps its jaw shut.
It crunches down on my arm, and I grit my teeth to the pain as I stab my spear into its mouth, with the weapon digging deep into its unarmored throat as it tries to rip my arm off.
It roars in pain and releases me, and I quickly put some distance between us, casting [Cure] on myself and immediately beginning to channel for another spell. I can feel the beginning of mana exhaustion from casting so many spells in quick succession, but I’ve got more than enough left to finish the fight.
Hah! Let’s finish this you damn lizard!
My mana gathered, I hold my spell at the ready as I prepare for the Young Salamander’s next charge. Its scales are shattered in places and blood is scattered all over it, but I’m not faring much better. Blood is slowly flowing down my leg and my left arm is barely usable.
This battle will end soon, one way or another.
The Young Salamander charges, and I dodge its swipe, countering with a [Crescent Wave] to knock it back. It comes at me again, but it’s growing unsteady, making its attacks easier to dodge. Then it opens its massive jaw as it closes in, trying to sink its huge teeth into me once again.
Waiting for that, I release my spell directly into the Young Salamander’s gaping maw while leaping back.
“[Ice Lance]!”
The spell flies into its mouth and down its throat. It tries to hiss and roar as it thrashes, but only a gargle comes out. I swing again and again as it writhes in pain, and eventually, it stops moving.
Bloodied and exhausted, I stand over the Young Salamander as a rush of excitement takes me over and I throw my fist into the air.
“Yes! I did it!” I yell loudly.
This world. These battles of magics and skills. There’s nothing else like it!
Perhaps because there was a time when I went through a hell worse than death, I don’t have much fear of dying in battle. There’s no way the old me would purposefully come back to challenge a huge, red fire-breathing lizard that almost killed me once before.
More—I want to fight more powerful monsters!
I scavenge the corpse with a smile on my face, gathering several claws, teeth, and an armful of unshattered scales. I’d like to pick the corpse clean, but I’ll have no way to carry all the materials with me when I leave the forest, so I force myself to leave the rest.
As usual, I smile when I see the glorious plus sign at the corner of my vision as I head further into the cave. Scattered in the Young Salamander’s nesting room are the bones and remains of various creatures, along with the fresh corpse of a giant spider giving off a putrid stench.
Does it drag its prey back here to eat or are they brought as offerings by the kobolds?
I don’t see any kobold corpses in the room, despite so many of them roaming the area around the cave.
Oh well. Whatever the case, I don’t see anything of interest.
Normally the boss room would have some sort of treasure, so it’s kind of deflating that it’s just full of rotten corpses.
I guess it just goes to show that life isn’t like a game, even when the world is so game-like.
But it sure feels good to get revenge after my last humiliating defeat. These wounds are kind of annoying but considering how close I was to having my face bit off, I guess I can’t complain.
I walk triumphantly back to the cabin and inspect my spear out of habit. The blade has been chipped and dulled, so it would be easier to just remake it rather than repair it, but since I’m leaving tomorrow, neither will be necessary.
I’m learning this world’s mechanics, but I still don’t have any of this world’s common sense. What if only eccentric people use monster equipment? If I stand out too much, I may be recognized as the False Hero.
I’ll have to leave my spear behind. I will take my wooden one, though, at the very least.
Looking at my new wounds, I see that they’ve begun to heal already.
My rank 3 [Cure] spell heals me much faster than it did when I was recovering from the torture. It’s not just the rank making it more powerful; the increase in my Intelligence stat as I level makes all of my spells stronger, so by combining levels and rank increases, my spell power will grow exponentially.
Taking a seat, I relax and spend the rest of the day conserving my energy for tomorrow's journey.
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Chapter 6: Encounter

----- Lutz -----
 
I step out of the forest and onto a wide, cobblestone highway. I don’t know if it’s the same road I took when I fled the castle, but if it is, then that means the castle will be to my left. So, I turn right and begin walking with just my wooden spear, my torn clothes, and my burlap bag filled with food and scavenged materials.
As I walk, I play around with my Status Screen. I’ve learned a lot of new tricks the past couple weeks. The screen shows my name and when I focus on it, I can change it, and currently, my name is set to Lutz (John Lawrence Locke). I often use the name Lutz in games, so it’s become quite familiar to me over the years. My real name in the parenthesis can’t be changed, but hopefully, anyone who casts [Scry] on me will only see Lutz, since I’m sure that worthless king has my real name posted everywhere by now.
Besides my normal skills, there’s also a section called Unique Skills, where three items are listed. The first one is called [True Blessing of the Goddess]. The description states, “A hero chosen by the Goddess and blessed with her true power.” Not very descriptive.
So much for the whole False Hero crap, huh? Unless it’s lying, of course, but if there’s anything that hasn’t lied to me in this world, it’s my Status Screen.
The second one is called [Heroic Growth]. Simply put, it gives five times the experience growth for me and my party, while decreasing the experience penalty from killing lower-level monsters.
It’s thanks to this Unique Skill that I’ve grown so quickly.
The last one is called [Pain Resistance]. Naturally, it states that I have a large resistance to pain, which is why I’ve always felt like the wounds I’ve received when fighting don’t bother me.
There’s also an experience bar, complete with numbers, allowing me to keep track of how much I need to level and how much monsters give me. That’ll make determining good leveling spots easy. Besides that, it shows my age, 15 (33), and race, Human (Earth), along with a few other things.
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I close out my Status Screen, turning my attention to the road, and for the first time since I fled into the woods, I see people. They appear to be simple travelers or merchants, but just laying eyes on them brings back my buried memories.
I haven’t forgotten. I’ll never forget! One day, your worthless rulers will beg for my mercy! The king, nobles, heroes—all of them! I’ll level and level until one day their power will be nothing compared to mine!
I wasn’t foolish enough to think it disappeared—that seething hatred. Yet, even I’m surprised at the intensity of it as I recall what they did to me.
While I was at the cabin, training and leveling took up all my focus. I buried those powerful emotions as best I could so they wouldn’t interfere with my goal—to get stronger.
But those days are gone. As if to drive that fact home, a group of travelers draws near, and as we pass each other, they seem to regard me with suspicion, keeping the distance between us as wide as possible.
I guess I do look pretty rough; they probably think I’d rob them at the first opportunity. Oh, well. That suits me just fine.
I turn my attention to the tree line as I avoid looking at the people passing by. Nature and animals are far more prevalent in this world than in my own, so even on this well-traveled highway, it feels like just beyond the tree line is a land where humans aren’t welcome. A wild, dangerous area filled with both animals and monsters, where only the most prepared—or desperate, in my case—should go.
Birds flutter from branch to branch, seemingly without a care, while squirrels and other mysterious critters race around the trees. I almost feel like I’m back at the cabin—just me and nature, living the only way we know how.
Unfortunately, I’m in human territory now, and as I continue down the highway, I notice a large, ornate carriage in the distance, surrounded by armored guards. Unlike the ones protecting the merchant caravans I’ve passed, these guards look like professional soldiers.
The carriage and guards stride down the middle of the road like they own it, leaving little room for me to squeeze by without bumping into them.
Tch, look at them. Even from here, I can feel their sense of superiority. I’ve seen that arrogant attitude before. That conceited king. Those self-righteous heroes. And, of course, that smug little bastard—the torturer. One day, I’ll wipe that disgusting smile off his face. I’ll be the one laughing then … as he screams and cries and begs!
Growling, I move to the far-right edge of the road as the carriage draws near, and I begin to [Scry] the guards as they get closer. Among the eight, seven of them are between levels 7 and 12, but one is level 17.
He’s stronger than that Young Salamander?
As we pass each other, the guards look at me with condescending smiles, but I ignore them and continue walking.
“Halt!” I hear from behind me.
Turning, I see the carriage has come to a stop. The door is open, and one of the guards is speaking to whoever is inside. After a short conversation, he walks toward me.
“The sir demands to know why a filthy peasant like you would dare to walk by when he is using this road. You should have stepped off and bowed as he passed, like a proper peasant.”
I feel my head grow hot as he speaks.
No, I can’t let myself get sucked in. I’m a fugitive, and I’m still too close to the castle to make a scene. I need to diffuse this situation. I’m good at that, right? Back on Earth, I had to mediate plenty of arguments at my job. I’m used to dumb people saying stupid things.
“Ah, I didn’t know. Sorry.” I barely manage to keep my face from contorting in anger as I say it.
He sneers, obviously enjoying my meek attitude.
“Well, it’s your lucky day, peasant. If you get on your knees and beg for forgiveness, we’ll let you go without injury.”
Me, beg? It would be the smart thing to do. I can get out of this situation with a little groveling and lip service. Walk away, just like that. Isn’t that my goal? To stay under their radar and escape?
Like hell!
I'm through bowing to their demands! When I was summoned, I had every intention of helping this world; I wanted to fight the fiends and save the people, yet they repaid me with betrayal and pain— laughing in my face as they took everything from me! No more! Never again!
I look him dead in the eyes. “Go to hell.”
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Then I stab him in the throat.
The guard never has the chance to defend himself. He falls, dead. The other guards immediately move into a formation, drawing their swords and readying their shields—they're certainly well-trained. Five of the guards form a line, and their leader, the level 17, stands behind them, along with one other.
The five in front hold a defensive formation, while the high level guard reaches his arm out, preparing to cast a spell. I’ve already gathered my mana for [Enhance], and I feel my senses grow sharper after casting it on myself.
I stand still, several long paces from their formation, and gather my mana while I hold my spear defensively. As soon as the guard finishes channeling, he fires the spell, but I immediately leap to my right, avoiding the [Fireball] flying at me.
Did he really think he would hit me with a projectile spell while I’m staring straight at him?
The other guard in the back extends his arm and begins to channel.
Too late.
With my mana gathered, I whip my arm up and quickly cast my own [Fireball]. Unable to move without breaking their formation, they brace for impact. It slams into the center guard in the front line and explodes, throwing him back several feet and knocking him down, while the two front liners beside him are knocked off balance but are otherwise uninjured.
Not wanting to waste the opening, I charge forward.
“A mage!? Formation C! Jeffrey, intercept him!”
The guards spread out, with one coming toward me. I jab my spear at his lightly armored upper arm, but he protects his weak spot, deflecting my attack.
Tch, it’s quite annoying when there are only a couple places I can attack. Of course, they’d know that as well and move to protect them. This would be a lot easier if I had my other spear.
After that quick exchange, the guard retreats. Just then, the one who has been channeling his mana releases his magic, and I move swiftly to avoid it.
The spell flies to where I was standing a second ago and explodes, releasing sharp, rocky shrapnel all around it. The guard that just disengaged gets caught in the edge of the spell, but in his defensive stance, most of the rocks bounce off his armor harmlessly.
I’m not so lucky. Much closer to the epicenter and with only a shirt and trousers, I have no choice but to cover my vitals as the rocks fly in every direction. I receive numerous scrapes and cuts, but the spell is too weak to cause any real damage.
“Now!” the leader shouts, trying to take advantage of the opening created by his ally’s magic. The four remaining front liners charge, two come directly toward me, while the other two are moving to my left, setting up for a pincer.
I channel my mana as I dash toward the two in front, and they take up a defensive stance as they wait for their allies to get into position. As I reach them, I stab out with my spear, but the guard deflects it.
Using the momentum of the deflection, I whip the butt of my weapon around, slamming it into the head of the other guard, dazing him. A sword lashes out, aiming for my torso, but I twist out of the way before it can reach me.
The two guards who circled around to my back move in for the attack. With this, I’m surrounded by four guards and have almost no way to escape their encirclement. Almost.
I jump straight up, placing an [Air Step] at the height of my leap and landing on it while the guards crowd in a circle around my feet, stabbing up at me with their swords. I struggle to keep my focus as the mana inside me tries to run amok. Using two spells at once can be dangerous.
As sweat trickles down my brow from the exertion, I jump again. Delayed by the struggle with my mana, one of the guard’s sword digs into my right leg, but I ignore the pain and flip in the air, going upside down. Extending my arm below me, I cast the second spell I’ve been holding at the ready.
“[Shock]!”
With all four guards packed tightly together below me, the Wind spell releases a spray of electricity in a cone, enveloping all of them.
The guards’ metal armor may help against [Fireball], but it becomes a liability when hit with [Shock].
They all drop to the ground at once and I land on my feet in the middle of them. One of the guards near me tries to stand, but I stab him in the neck before he can even get to his knees.
“Who’s sneering now, huh!?” I scream to the dead guard before turning to another who starts to move. “You think you can threaten me and get away with it!?”
The leader turns to his final ally. “Go, tell Sir Victor to flee. I’ll hold him off!”
He charges at me just as I stab the second guard, and when he reaches me, he slashes with his sword. I deflect it and strike at his head with the butt of my spear, but he ducks and stabs at my torso, forcing me to twirl my weapon and smack his sword aside.
Behind him, I can see the carriage begin to move.
This rotten noble. He orders his men to harass me, forcing me to fight for my life! Then, when it backfires, he flees! How worthless can you get!?
I leap back, dodging the guard’s slash, but when I land, I stumble as my right leg nearly gives out on me.
Damn, I forgot about that wound.
The guard doesn’t waste that opportunity to close the distance, and I swing my spear in an arc, managing to release a [Crescent Wave] just as his sword reaches me. He slices into my shoulder, but the guard is blown away, stopping his attack before he can follow through, and a splash of blood scatters the ground around him as he lands on his back.
I cast [Earth Wall] in front of the fleeing carriage, and the horses crash into it, forcing the carriage to a stop.
I rush forward, kicking the guard with my good leg as he struggles to stand, sending him tumbling back to the ground in a heap.
Looking at the carriage; I see an overweight, middle-aged man in gaudy clothes stumble out in a hurry. As I run toward him, the last standing guard blocks my path, a look of fear on his face as he readies his shield.
I bat away his sword as he swings and slam into his shield with my uninjured shoulder. He crashes to the ground, and I kick his sword away.
The noble shrieks in fear and frantically runs off the side of the road, begging for help as he flees, but nobody is around to hear his screams.
I catch up to him in a matter of seconds, tripping him with my spear. He topples and face plants into the ground, and I stand over him, the sweat from my exertion mixing with the blood flowing from my wounds.
Turning over, he looks at me with fear in his eyes. “P-please, don’t hurt me! You want money, right? Take it! It’s everything I have on me!”
He takes a pouch from his vest pocket and holds it out to me, but I kick his hand, knocking the pouch to the ground.
“What then? Tell me what you want, and I’ll get it for you, I swear!”
“You try to kill me, then think you can buy my mercy!?”
“I-I didn’t intend to kill you! I just … told them to scare you a little!”
“What did you think would happen if I refused to beg for my life?” My anger continues to rise with every word that comes out of his mouth.
“Peasan—I mean people—don’t disobey nobility, so I thought that … you would…”
“What?” I snarl. “You thought that I would kiss your feet and thank you for your mercy? You’re all the same. You’ve grown used to that power, haven’t you? Trampling everyone beneath your soft, fat feet, pretending to be better than them as you use your power to destroy their lives—looking down on them, abusing them!”
“Please… I’ll do anything…”
“Don’t worry, it’s your lucky day. Unlike you filth, I don’t enjoy torturing my enemies. I’ll make it quick.”
I grip my spear tightly as he tries to scurry away, and with a practiced hand, I bring it down on the back of his neck, point first. He gargles, trying to say something, but dies before he can get it out.
I turn from the corpse, looking back at the road. Two of the guards are back on their feet, staring at me with fear in their eyes.
Witnesses. If I let them live, they’ll talk, and the soldiers will know where I am. They’ll hunt me down. I should kill them, shouldn’t I?
Then everything will be okay.
I need to finish it—to take that last step; yet I simply stand unmoving, watching as they begin to scramble away.
Suddenly, all the rage seems so distant. I feel drained. Not just physically, but mentally. I reach down and grab the pouch of gold, then turn and walk with heavy steps toward the forest. I need to escape so I won’t get caught—but more importantly, I just want to run away.
When I get deep enough in the forest to be hidden, I start moving parallel to the highway.
I need to stay off the road for a while. They’ll be searching for me soon.
Looking down at myself, I realize my shredded clothes are covered in blood. My wounds aren’t as bad as I feared, but my body feels sluggish and weak.
Things just keep getting worse. It’s not my fault. They had it coming, threatening me like that. Why should I trust their word when they said they’d let me go if I begged for forgiveness? They were probably waiting for me to get on my knees before they cut me down like a sick dog!
Not good, I’m getting worked up again.
Trying to calm my mind, I think of my next step. I know nothing about this world outside my Status Screen, and even one wrong decision could lead me to disaster, but I can’t make good decisions without information.
I don’t want to, but it seems I have no choice. I need to go to a city and learn about this world.
Eventually, I hear running water. Following the sound, I come across a creek and wash my clothes and spear, but my shirt is so shredded, I just throw it away. After sharpening my spear, I drink from the creek before continuing through the forest.
I killed people.
It’s not like I didn’t consider the possibility that I’d have to kill, but it just happened so suddenly. The rage I felt prevented me from hesitating, but I begin to wonder if I could do so again without that hatred fueling me.
Yes, I could kill again—no, I will kill again. This world isn’t forgiving enough for me to survive if I hesitate.
While I walk, I notice that the people I killed had given me quite a bit of experience. I don’t know how I feel about that.
What was up with that guard? He was level 17, one level higher than the Young Salamander, yet he was so weak. Are monsters that much stronger than humans or was the Young Salamander special somehow?
After a while, I come across a much smaller dirt road that forks from the main highway, and after traveling down that road for an hour or two, I come across a village.
The houses are thinly spread along the dirt path, built of wood with thatched roofs. Some of them have simple signs hanging from poles, indicating the shop’s wares, while off the road in the distance, I can see farmhouses and large fields being cultivated for the upcoming crop season.
People move here and there, giving me suspicious glances as they pass me. Once again, I’m reminded of how strange I must look— shirtless with ragged pants and covered in various wounds in different states of healing.
At least I have some money now.
Thanks to [Scry], I can tell the market prices of items, but I can’t be sure how accurate the estimate it gives me is until I spend some time buying items and comparing the price I end up paying to the estimate.
I walk into a shop and see various articles of clothing lying around. As I approach the shop owner, he watches me, a wary look in his eyes.
“I need some clothes. I don’t care what kind, as long as they fit.”
“I got plenty of clothes, if you can afford them.” He looks me up and down.
I reach into my pocket and pull out five pieces of silver. “I’ll take whatever I can get for this.”
His eyes get a bit wide when I lay the silver on the counter. “Well, well, who’d you steal these from? Not that I care to know, mind you.”
Without waiting for an answer, he moves through the store, selecting various pieces of clothing, piling up several pairs of trousers, shirts, and an overcoat, along with a few other garments, like socks.
“Throw in a belt and it’s a deal.”
He reaches under his desk and pulls out a leather belt.
The clothes look rough but sturdy. I [Scry] a few pieces and quickly realize that I’m overpaying, but I hand him the money, regardless.
“Any place around here I can stay for the night?” I ask as I put the clothes away in my bag.
“Three doors down. On the right.” He didn’t say which direction, but I’ll manage.
As I walk down the road, I take a closer look at the people and notice a look of anxiety on their faces. At first, I thought it was because of me, but that doesn’t seem to be the case.
Oh, well. Nothing I can do about it.
Entering what I hope is the inn, I look around but don’t see anyone. The place seems like a house that’s been repurposed, but I suppose they don’t get much traffic, so there was no need to build an actual inn.
“Is anyone here?” I speak loud enough for my voice to travel through the house.
I hear a door open and close upstairs, then an old woman makes her way down the steps.
“My, I didn’t expect a guest today, no I didn’t.” She takes a closer look at me. “Um … a room costs eighty copper a night and not a copper less, not a copper.”
Obviously expecting me to haggle, she’s surprised when I pull out a silver piece and hand it to her.
“Oh my, well, let me get your change then.” She pulls out a handful of copper coins. “Twenty copper, count them if you want, yes do.”
“Keep the copper.” The coins I have can barely fit in the pouch anyway.
“Well, aren’t you a sweetie. Remind me of my grandson before he left for the city.”
“City? You mean the capital?”
“No, no darlin’, just Silvia.”
“Where is Silvia? I was thinking of visiting a city soon.”
“Oh, well, that’s easy, it is. Just head on back to the main highway there and go north. Runs right into the city, about a day’s walk from here.”
“I see. Well, I need to take care of a few things before the sun sets. Which room is mine?”
“Oh, pardon me. This room here is nice and clean. I do think you’ll like it, you will.” She leads me to a door on the far end of the first floor and gives me a key.
After stepping into the simple, clean room, I throw away my pants and change into a new set of clothes. My shoulder and leg wounds are closed now, so they should heal nicely tonight.
I buy food and a few basic supplies in preparation for my journey tomorrow, and when I’m satisfied, I return to the inn and go to bed.
----------
 
Early the next morning, I’m awakened by a distant scream. Grabbing my spear and bag, I head outside, ready to escape if necessary, and see several townspeople gathered outside their homes, looking toward the farms.
“What’s going on here? Was that a scream?” I ask as I walk up to one of the townsmen.
“It’s back again. Best to forget what you heard. Once it eats, it’ll leave.”
“Eats? What’s it eating?”
“The livestock at the farm. Damn that monster. Life’s hard enough without it messing with our animals.”
A woman comes running from the direction of the farms, frantic. “Please, ya’ll gotta help us! Simon, he’s gonna try to fight that thing! I tried to stop him, but he won’t listen!”
The villagers look around nervously, but nobody seems like they’re willing to fight whatever that thing is.
“You’ve seen that monster. Ain’t no way we can win even if we all went.”
“But still…! It’s gonna kill him! Please!”
This world is a cruel place. A high level monster can rampage in villages like this and all these low level villagers can’t defeat it even if they team up. That’s the reality they live in.
Simon will die and hardly a soul will know or care. The king probably wouldn’t even mind if this whole village were destroyed by that monster. A noble somewhere would just cross out the village name on a ledger and lament at the small loss of taxes, never thinking of the people whose lives were snuffed out because of their incompetence.
Am I any better? I’m standing here contemplating starting my journey now, since I’m already up.
No, I don’t know these people. It’s not my responsibility to fix their problem.
Walking down the road, I catch a glimpse of the clothing shop owner. He struck me as a crude but reliable guy when I bought my clothes. It surprises me to see a shadow of fear fall across his face as he listens to the sound of that monster in the distance.
Looking around, I see the old lady who manages the inn hugging a couple children who wandered out onto the streets. Her words of comfort don’t sound very convincing with that terrified look on her face.
All these people know what’s coming. Either a slow death as that monster devastates their livestock night after night, or worse—it comes to the village one night to eat them instead.
Isn’t there anyone in this world who cares about these people?
Where’s the king, the soldiers, the heroes…! They’re all worthless!
Those who live at the bottom of this world’s society are hardly even seen as people; they either live in fear of the monsters outside the protective walls of the cities or they grovel before their rulers—their owners—and beg for protection.
“Alright already…!” I say as I give in to the feeling tugging at me from the corner of my mind. Then, I turn toward the farms and take off toward that distant roar.
As I sprint, I cast [Enhance] on myself, and when I get close, I slow down and sneak toward the livestock pen on the other side of the farmhouse, where the beast is devouring its prey.
Next to the pen is a tool shack where the farmer, Simon, is hiding. He watches the beast with a fearful gaze, holding a pitchfork in both hands. As I make my way to him, I peek at the monster in the pen.
It's a four-legged creature covered in dark purple fur. It resembles a lion, but its face looks more like a demon, with jagged teeth sticking out of its jaw and the skin on its snout twisted and distorted. Even on all fours, it stands tall enough that the height of its head nearly reaches my chest, with thick legs and deadly claws.
[Scry] tells me that the creature is called a Hari and it’s level 12.
Fortunately, its body is soft flesh. If it had scales like the Young Salamander, my wooden spear would be useless.
It’s weaker than I thought. This shouldn’t be a problem.
Eventually, I get close enough for Simon to hear me walking toward him. He turns around and nearly cries out in surprise when he spots me, his eyes filled with panic and desperation.
He’d have to be at his wit's end to challenge that monster at his level, armed only with a pitchfork.
“What are you doing down here, kid? And who are you anyway? You need to run quick, before it sees you.”
“I’m no kid.” Though I suppose I do look like one. “I’m here to kill that thing before you do anything stupid like try to poke it with that rusty pitchfork.”
“Huh? You, kill it? Kid, this ain’t no game. Go on, now.”
“I know this isn’t a game. I was made painfully aware. You just stay back; I’ll make sure your animals don’t get caught up in the battle.”
I channel my mana and step out from behind the tool shack, my gaze locked on the Hari.
As it feasts on the corpse of a sheep-like animal, I release my spell, [Scorching Ray], and a red-hot line of flames the diameter of my fist erupts from my hand. This deadly Fire spell can pierce through weaker enemies, scorching a hole through their ranks as it travels. On tougher opponents, the force of the impact will knock them back and onto the ground before continuing on, wreaking havoc behind them for as long as the spell lasts.
A wary opponent can easily dodge the ray, but the Hari is focused on its meal, so the [Scorching Ray] hits its chest, carrying it backwards and slamming it into a thick fence post. The force of the spell pins it against the post as it digs into its skin, roasting the flesh beneath with its intense heat.
The Hari roars in agony, struggling frantically against the ray. After a few seconds, the spell ends, and it drops to the ground as the smell of charred flesh fills the air.
It’s still alive, even after that?
It moves, beginning to stand. Gripping my spear with both hands, I charge the beast and jam the point into its eye. The spear effortlessly digs its way into the Hari’s skull, and, after a final twitch, it stops moving.
As if notifying me of my victory, a plus sign appears in the corner of my vision.
Hello, my old friend.
Fighting monsters always seems to calm me down, despite being a battle to the death. I guess it was the same back on Earth; after nearly every stressful day at work, I would hop on an MMO and lose myself in that world’s fantasy. My guild and I would run the toughest dungeons the game had to offer, or perhaps we would go for some PvP, depending on how we felt.
My life in this world seems to mirror my last. Here, though, the stakes are higher. One mistake against a monster and my life could end in an instant; there’s no respawning. On the other hand, getting caught by the soldiers would either be a death sentence or another trip to the dungeons.
No, it would be death—I’ll make sure of that.
I look back at the tool shack where the farmer is standing, and when he sees the beast lying dead on the ground, he drops his pitchfork and runs in my direction.
“That was really something, kid—I mean sir! Your magic is so strong! Are all mages as strong as you?”
I’m caught off guard by his excess enthusiasm, but I try my best to go with the flow. “I don’t know. Maybe. I’ve been isolated for a long time, you see.”
“Well, sir, not even a soldier can go around beating a strong monster like that! I can’t believe someone your age can do it with just a stick!”
“This monster has been eating your livestock for a while now, right?”
“Once or twice a week it’d show up. Been going on for, what, two months now?”
“Two months? Why hasn’t anyone come to take care of it? There are plenty of strong people around here.”
The heroes and castle knights who fought the fiends could have killed this Hari with ease. Even the guards for that rotten noble could have beaten it. So why was this village left to suffer for so long?
“We put in a request at the Adventurer’s Guild in Silvia. We could afford their fee, but the reward they wanted was impossible, even if we all chipped in. The guild posted our request with no reward, but no one showed up, so we asked for help from our lord in Silvia, but the messenger said he was too busy to deal with it.”
“I see. Hearing that really pisses me off, but I guess that’s just how things are.”
“Ain’t much we could do about it except pray. Seems the Goddess heard our prayers.” He smiles at me.
The Goddess, huh? I guess she does exist. My Status Screen mentions her—and, besides, how else would I be in this world? Does that mean all my suffering is because of her?
Other villagers who had made their way here as I killed the Hari begin to surround me. They all start talking at the same time, making it difficult to understand them.
“You actually killed that thing!”
“No way, this young kid did it?”
“I saw the spell! It was amazing!”
“Sir, are you actually a lord or something?”
Why am I getting so excited? Is it because this is how I imagined my life here would be? Killing monsters and saving desperate people?
I try to respond to as many of them as I can. They seem to think that I’m secretly someone important, hiding my identity as I travel.
Well, they’re not exactly wrong; I wonder how they’d react if they found out the truth.
Simon’s wife breaks down in tears when she sees her husband. “Simon dear! Oh, thank the Goddess! Thank you, sir, really—thank you!”
"Y-yeah, no problem." Being thanked so frankly is a bit embarrassing.
“Sir, what do you want to do with the corpse?" one of the villagers asks. "We can haul it to the slaughterhouse and break it down for you.”
I look at the livestock pen and see several corpses of those sheep-like animals, while the living ones are still huddled fearfully in the corner. Compared to the size of the pen, the 15 or 20 living sheep seem like far too few.
How many have they lost to the Hari? Probably well over half their livestock.
During the Middle Ages back on Earth, villages like this relied on their livestock for food to get them through the winters.
Will this village survive the year? I have plenty of coins in the pouch that noble was kind enough to offer me, and I’m still not sure what people would think if I were to make a weapon out of the materials.
“Go ahead and do it, but I don’t want the materials. You guys can have them.”
They look shocked, as if I just told them I came from outer space.
Actually, I kinda did come from outer space now that I think about it.
“Are you sure, sir? The fur alone is probably worth a gold coin.”
“I’m sure. It’d be a hassle to take it with me, and I’m leaving this village soon anyway. Just consider it as the monster’s way of paying you back for the damage it caused.”
“Sir … thank you.”
As the villagers move the corpse to the slaughterhouse, they work with a vigor I didn’t think possible just a few minutes before. It’s like a huge weight has been lifted from their shoulders.
I walk back to the town and the villagers who come back with me start telling the others about how I defeated the Hari.
Do they have to speak of it like it’s some grand tale? It’s kind of uncomfortable to hear people embellish the battle right in front of me.
I’ve never been particularly good at accepting people’s praise, so I feel a bit awkward surrounded by people thanking me.
This is the first time I’ve actually felt welcome anywhere in this world. Perhaps one day I’ll find a place to call home.
As I am about to tell them that I need to leave if I want to make it to the city before nightfall, one of the villagers speaks up.
“Hey, don’t he look like that guy in the poster? You know, the False Hero.”
It feels like someone dumped a bucket of cold water on my head hearing that name again—False Hero.
“What’re you spouting about? Ain’t no way that’s true.”
“I’m telling you, he looks just like him.”
He goes into a house and comes back out holding a poster with the sketch of a face on it, lifting it up for everyone to see. The face is vague; if anyone were to ask me if I thought it was a sketch of me as I look now, I’d be hard-pressed to say yes. However, there are some similarities. My hair is longer now, and I have unshaven stubble—I can’t seem to grow a proper beard—but I can definitely see some of myself in the sketch.
If I deny it, they might believe me. I did just save their village after all.
“No, he’s right. I am the False Hero.”
I probably should have denied it. I don’t know why I didn’t. Perhaps I just want to know—these people, what will they do once they know the truth?
I risked my life for them when nobody else in this world cared.
Abandoned by their lord, left to die by the Adventurer’s Guild, yet saved by a criminal—the False Hero. What would they say?
“Sir, you shouldn’t joke like that. People might start talking.”
“It’s no joke. That worthless king sentenced me to death, but I escaped. Now I’m on the run, hiding from his soldiers.” I hold his eyes as I speak.
“It can’t be … you’re serious.”
Disbelief spreads through the villagers. Their murmurs gradually turn into yelling, then into accusations.
“Why’d you come here for!?”
“If the lord finds out, we’ll be killed!”
“Leave! Get out of here!”
“That monster. You think it was punishment sent to us by the Goddess for helping the False Hero?”
“That’s gotta be it! We suffered for months because of you, False Hero!”
What kind of logic is that? Aren’t I the one who defeated your so-called punishment?
Yes, this is how the world is. No matter what I do, I will always be the False Hero: feared, hated, and hunted. Why did I expect anything else?
I don’t feel any anger, even as they curse me—just emptiness.
Spear in hand and bag thrown over my shoulder, I start walking, and the crowd parts as I draw near, preferring to jeer at me from a safe distance. Ignoring their yells, I silently walk down the narrow road that leads out of town.
“Wait, mister!” I hear a young voice call to me from behind.
Turning, I see a small child, maybe six years old, running toward me from the village. Behind him is the farmer, Simon, who grabs his arm before he can get too close to me. He refuses to meet my eyes, staring to the side in shame.
“Mister! Um … my dad—” He struggles to get his words out and I have a difficult time even understanding him. “Um … thank you, mister … for saving him.” He looks ready to cry as he speaks, with sniffles interrupting his words.
With a bitter smile, I wave at the kid as I turn back around. The little runt could barely get his words out, yet despite that, his feelings still reached me. I continue down the small dirt road, my steps a little lighter than they were before.

Interlude 3
----- Cedric -----
 
Throwing open the doors without even a knock, I stride into the room, while the three sitting at the table turn their gazes toward me, making no effort to hide their contempt.
Hmph. Isn’t it only natural for the leader to arrive last? I shouldn’t have to waste my time waiting around for you fools, after all.
“Sir Cedric, I’m ecstatic that you decided to finally grace us with your presence.” Duke Bradley’s sarcastic tongue lashes out at me, but his frown only deepens after a smile forms on my face.
“I’m a busy man, Duke Bradley. Surely you understand that I could not disappoint the people who came to pay their respects on the eve of my departure.”
“Perhaps if you managed your time efficiently like the rest of us, you wouldn’t have this problem, Cedric.”
Collette sure has gotten full of herself lately. All the nobles fawning over her every day must be going to her head. I’ll have to remind her who’s in charge soon.
“My time is my own and I’ll use it how I please.” I meet each of their eyes after taking a seat at the table. “Now, let’s get started.”
“Started?” Rolf says derisively. “We’re nearly finished.”
“Finished? What do you mean?” I see each of their faces twist in mockery, and Duke Bradley leans back in his chair as the smile on his face deepens.
“We’re busy people, Sir Cedric. Surely you understand that we cannot always wait for every member to arrive, right?”
They started without me? Me!?
“You can’t be serious! It was you who said we all need to play our parts properly. What if your scheme fails because I don’t know the plan?”
They’re fools, each one of them! If the other summoned heroes would just obey properly, we wouldn’t even need this duke to begin with!
“Don’t worry, Cedric; your part in this is simple enough, even for you.” Collette’s pitying gaze makes my face flush with anger.
“Enough! If we’re through here, then I’m leaving!” I slam my hands onto the table as I stand.
“Relax, Cedric. We were just getting to your role.” Rolf’s nonchalant attitude only serves to fuel my irritation.
I’ll make sure both of them pay for their insolence once we get to the battlefield.
“Speak then, but if I don’t like what I hear, I’m leaving.” I sit back down with a thud.
“Sir Cedric, your popularity with the people is steadily growing. Although the conservative believers refuse to accept your new teachings, we’ve indoctrinated enough of the city to move to the next phase.”
He hands me a few pieces of parchment with sermons written on them, focused on detailing the crown’s growing divide with the church.
“Hmph. Is this all?”
“That is all. Memorize those sermons and speak them at the temple this afternoon. After you leave tomorrow to fight Chaos, I will drive a wedge into the gap your sermons will create.”
“Fine. But once you’re king, you better keep your end of the bargain, Duke.”
It’s frustrating to dance in his palm, but once I get what I want, I can get my revenge on him.
“Of course, Sir Cedric. Although we’re still far from the day I become king, I vow to honor my words when that time arrives.”
“And what of the evidence you were gathering of the king’s crime? If he was truly the one who released those Berserkers within the castle walls, then he should be held accountable for all the deaths they caused, along with the False Hero’s escape.”
“There’s no doubt that he ordered their release. The betrayal of the False Hero shook the people’s faith, so he wanted the city’s residents to witness the heroes fighting and overcoming a group of fiends—although the plan ended up backfiring, wouldn’t you say?”
Those damn rumors. No matter how many people we threaten, they just won’t go away.
Still, to think the king keeps Berserkers in the castle dungeon. I can only imagine how frayed his nerves became once he learned the three Berserkers he released entered the dungeon to free their imprisoned brethren. If I had known all of this back then, I’d have asked for a larger reward.
“However,” Duke Bradley continues, “he’s covered his tracks well, and the evidence I’ve managed to gather so far is too weak for an accusation. It would only serve to make me look desperate.”
Duke Bradley slowly shakes his head in defeat, but the smile never fades from his face as he does so.
He’s enjoying this game, placing himself on the same playing field as heroes and kings. How conceited. Before this is over, I’ll make him see the folly of his arrogance.
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Chapter 7: Laya

----- Lutz -----
 
As I walk down the main highway, I occupy myself by looking at the spell list in my Status Screen. While I was at the cabin, I ended up putting a lot of Skill Points into many different spells out of necessity. I picked up nearly all of the first-tier support spells, like [Enhance] and [Earth Wall], and they’ve proven themselves extremely useful.
I had a difficult time deciding which element I wanted to specialize in. First, I attempted Fire and found [Fireball] to be a useful spell, but once I learned the second-tier spell, [Scorching Ray], I realized the weakness of the Fire school: their spells have an absurdly long channeling time. It’s difficult to focus on casting a spell while fighting, and since I’m alone, it’s a huge liability to have to spend so much time channeling before I can cast a spell.
Fire makes up for its weakness by having the most powerful spells I’ve seen so far, but as a warrior, using Fire is suboptimal. I also tried the Water school, since I needed Water spells to defeat the Young Salamander anyway. The channeling time is lower, but still long enough to make it difficult when engaged in combat, and the spells themselves lack the power of Fire, so I’ve decided to try another element.
In RPGs, it’s usually better to have a specialized character, rather than a jack-of-all-trades. It’s called min-maxing. Focus on your strengths while letting your allies cover your weaknesses. I may be alone right now, but as long as I keep some Skill Points unallocated for emergencies, I will probably be better off specializing.
Something tells me if I don’t have powerful spells at my disposal soon, I’ll end up regretting it.
I look at the last two elemental schools: Earth and Wind. I don’t have the Earth attack spell, [Shatter], but I do have Wind’s [Shock]. The Wind school seems to be focused on quick spells, with low power but high utility. While [Shock] has short range and lacks damage, it does stun opponents in a cone-shaped area in front of me, allowing me to easily finish them with my spear.
The Wind support spell, [Air Step], has virtually no channeling time, allowing me to use it to set up attacks or to dodge with split-second timing. Overall, the Wind spells seem to sync up with my fighting style much more than Fire and Water.
[Air step] is my most used spell. I wonder what will happen if I rank it up.
I put two more Skill Points into it, bringing it to rank 3—the highest rank available at my current level. I cast the spell as I continue to walk down the highway, except my feet are no longer touching the cobblestone road. Instead, I create a new translucent platform with each step I take, just a few inches above the surface of the road. I count the seconds until the spell eventually ends and my feet once again touch the ground.
Over two minutes!? At rank 1, it only lasted a dozen seconds! At this rate, [Air Step] may essentially turn into a flight spell.
I navigate through my menu and place one Skill Point in each of the second-tier Wind spells. I cast one of them, [Gale], and feel my speed increase. Since there are no other travelers in sight, I take off in a sprint. As I leveled, my Agility stat increased, allowing me to run quick enough to challenge Earth’s fastest runners. However, while I’m buffed with [Gale], my normal speed seems slow in comparison.
I’d definitely take the gold at the Olympics if I were back on Earth.
The spell directly buffs my Agility stat, so it doesn’t just increase my run speed. My coordination, reflexes, and balance all go up as well. Using it alongside [Enhance], I feel my prowess as a warrior skyrocket.
This is ridiculous. These two buffs are perfect for speed-based warriors. With my growing expertise with the spear, won’t I be really strong?
I’ve ranked up my spear’s [Crescent Wave] skill to three as well. With each increase in rank, it has grown more powerful—not just in pure strength, but in other ways as well, such as increasing its range and area of effect. The skill seems to specialize in knocking the opponents backwards, and the knockback effect has grown substantially with each rank.
One of the greatest benefits of using a spear is the extra range it has over other melee weapons, like swords. However, the downside is that if an opponent manages to slip past the spear’s optimum attack range, their shorter, more agile weapon will have the advantage.
[Crescent Wave] is strong, but the best part about the skill is the knockback effect because it allows me to send flying any opponents who get too close, forcing them back to a distance where I have the advantage.
On top of making the skill stronger, each time I rank up [Crescent Wave], my ability to wield the spear improves, with every skill point spent enhancing my spearmanship and martial knowledge.
It doesn’t just improve my skill with the spear. Some of the balance, footwork, and stances translate over to other weapons, including my bare hands, making me a competent warrior, no matter the weapon I wield, although my skill with other weapons is still much lower when compared to the spear.
After making sure nobody is around, I walk into the woods and cast [Wind Blade] at a nearby boulder. Three crescent-shaped blades of wind shoot out, leaving small gashes in the boulder where they hit.
Compared to other tier 2 attack spells, it seems rather weak. However, it’s very quick to cast and costs little mana. I can instinctively send each blade of wind to a separate target, and if the target is moving, the blades will seek it like a guided missile. They fly quickly but don’t turn well— especially vertically—so they can still be dodged by a nimble opponent. Overall, it’s a very versatile spell.
There’s no doubt now. The Wind spells give me the speed and versatility I need without crippling my ability as a warrior.
I go back to the road and continue down the main highway, passing by a few groups of people, including some guards escorting a carriage, but nobody pays me any attention.
Soon enough, I arrive at the city gates. The walls are tall and thick, with crenellations at the top for archers. I have to pay one silver as an entrance fee, but I make it in without a problem.
First things first. Every time you get to a new town, you gotta go to the weapon store, right?
As I make my way through the streets, I see various houses and buildings, but none of them appear to be shops. Most of the houses are made of stone and roofed with some kind of tile. I guess wood and straw would be too dangerous in a city—a single fire could destroy everything.
There are people everywhere. I try not to look at them or draw their attention in case any of them recognize me from the poster, and I have a hard time deciding whether it would be more dangerous to wander around looking or to simply ask someone for directions. In the end, I figure I can’t let my fear control me and begin to search for someone to speak with.
After walking for a few minutes, I see a line of stalls selling various trinkets on the side of the road and head over to one that’s selling jewelry.
“Dear customer, could I interest you in a magical artifact? By my honor, you won’t find any other dealer in town selling such powerful accessories at these prices.”
“Magical, huh?” I point to a ring with a green gemstone in it. “What kind of enchantment does that ring have?”
“Ah, good eye, good eye! This magnificent ring bestows upon its wearer the toughness of a boulder. Why yes, if you wear this ring, even a swing from an orc’s mighty mace will leave no more than a bruise.”
I cast [Scry] on the ring but all it tells me is that it’s an “Enchanted Emerald Ring.”
Hmm. I still have some unused Skill Points. They say information is power, so…
I use two Skill Points to power up my [Scry] spell to rank 3 then recast it on the ring. The higher-rank spell gives more information, showing me that it has the enchantment: [Defense Up: Tiny].
Something tells me an “orc’s mighty mace” wouldn’t care about this little ring.
Amazingly enough, when I move my eyes to another piece of jewelry, I can see its information as well.
Ranking it up gave the spell area of effect properties!?
“How much?” I ask, while trying to hide my excitement at my new discovery.
“For you, dear customer, I will let it go for a mere two gold coins. If you don’t pick it up now, someone else will!”
According to [Scry], the price should be fourteen silver coins.
He’s quite greedy—or are people really that gullible?
While I pretend to be thinking about the offer, I look at several more pieces of jewelry. Most are worthless, but there’s one bracelet with a blue gemstone that has the enchantment: [Mana Regen Up: Small]. Its suggested price is one gold and 50 silver.
Mana is similar to physical stamina. If you sprint at full speed, you’ll get tired quickly, but if you jog at a reasonable pace, you can keep running for a long time.
When I cast spells, especially second-tier spells, back-to-back, I run out of mana quickly, but as long as I wait a while between casts—even if it’s only 10 or 20 seconds—I can use many more spells before I run out.
Mana seems to work similar to stamina in other ways as well. Even if I pace myself by waiting between casts, after a day of spellcasting, my mana will begin to run out quickly, just like how even if you run slow and steady with plenty of breaks, by the end of the day even a moderate jog will tire you out.
“Actually, I think I’d rather have a bracelet instead. What about that one?” I point to the one with the blue gemstone.
I tune him out as he goes on another spiel about how great the bracelet is. In the end, he suggests two gold and 25 silver as the price.
“That’s too much. I’ll give you one gold and twenty-five silver.”
“Dear customer, if I sold it at that price, I’d end up at a loss! Two gold, it’s as low as I can go.”
“Fine, but that’s still too much.” I take out two gold from my pouch. “One gold and seventy-five silver.”
He thinks it over for a few seconds. “You’ve got a deal, dear customer!” He hands me my change and bracelet.
“Do you know of a shop where I can find a good weapon around here? My spear broke and all I have now is this sharp stick.” I hold up my wooden spear.
He directs me to a weapon store that he claims sells the best weapons in town.
If they’re as good as his accessories, then I better prepare myself for a bunch of rusty spears.
I overpaid by 25 silver, but I can just consider that the cost of information. I equip the bracelet and feel a small surge of magical energy circulating in my chest.
Guess that means it’s working.
I travel to the weapon store and look at the crude, wooden sign that hangs loosely over the doorway that has a simple painting of a sword and shield.
Hmm. Not off to the best start, are we?
Ignoring the poor first impression, I step inside and see a couple dozen pieces of weapons and armor leaning against the wall and sitting on shelves while a thick, rough-looking middle-aged man stands at a table in the corner, polishing a sword.
He looks up at me as I enter but doesn’t even bother putting down the sword in his hands. “If you came to browse, leave now, kid.”
It pisses me off when people call me kid. What’s worse is it’s hard to justify my anger since I do look young.
“If I didn’t need a weapon, I wouldn’t be here, old man,” I counter.
“I don’t sell junk. If you’re looking for a cheap, rusty spear, go somewhere else.” He eyes my wooden spear.
“Tch. As if I’d settle for junk. I want a weapon I can trust with my life.”
As we speak, I cast [Scry] and look at all the spears around me.
Oh? Seems I might have been wrong about this place after all.
I kept my expectations low, but because my crafting skills give me knowledge on the quality of equipment, I can tell that many of the items in this shop are expertly crafted by a skilled blacksmith.
Most of the spears are worth between two and six gold, with various small enchantments, but one of them stands out from the rest. [Scry] indicates that it’s made out of mithril and is worth nine gold coins, even though it doesn’t have an enchantment.
Its pale blue shaft gleams in the light. “How much for this one?”
“More than you can afford, kid. It’s fifteen gold.”
Even if I haggled, I’d probably still end up paying more than it’s worth. I can afford it, but I feel like walking around with that shiny, blue spear would attract a lot of attention. I’ll hold off for now.
“Hmph. I can afford it, but I’m not paying that much for it, even if it is made of mithril, old man.”
“Oh, so you noticed. Most people assume it’s just painted to look like mithril.”
“Most people are idiots.”
“Hah. You got that right.”
Giving up on it, I continue to look at the spears and find one made of silvered steel with an estimated value of four gold and the enchantment [Durability Up: Medium].
I walk up to the spear and point at it. “Four gold.”
He shoots me a look of surprise. “Fiv—”
“Four gold,” I repeat.
“Fine. Four gold.” He smiles as he grabs the spear.
I look around for some armor that won’t restrict my movement but most of the stuff in his store is medium or heavy equipment, and the few pieces of light armor I see definitely won’t fit my small body. Besides that, their value when I [Scry] them is low.
“You think you can make me some armor? Something that wouldn’t weigh me down too much. The heavy armor on display is high quality, but your light armor is lacking.”
“Leather isn’t really my thing. I can make you a mighty fine set of plate mail, but you’re better off finding a leathersmith if you want some light armor.”
Well, at least he’s honest.
“Any idea how long it’d take a leathersmith to make me a custom set?”
“At least a week, maybe two. If he’s busy with other orders, it could be even longer.”
I don’t want to be here that long. Maybe I’ll visit another shop sometime and look at what they have in stock.
“That’s too long. I’ll just make do for now.”
I hand him my four gold, and he gives me the spear. I give it a few twirls and fall into a defensive stance as I test it out.
It’s a bit lacking in weight, but there’s no problem with the balance.
“Not often I get a customer like you. The way you can tell the quality and price of my equipment makes it seem like you have years of blacksmithing experience, but you don’t.”
“What makes you think I don’t?”
“Your hands. They’re too soft. By your age, a blacksmith’s would be tough and leathery.”
I look at my hands. My [Cure] spell has healed all my cuts and callouses from combat and left them soft and tender.
Could a blacksmith cast [Cure] on himself every day to prevent his skin from getting tough?
“You got me there. Hey old man, where can I find some work around here?”
“Since you’re buying such a nice spear, why not just go to the Adventurer’s Guild?”
I glance at him and wait a few seconds before responding. “I’m looking for something a little more … private.”
“Kid, you’re asking something dangerous, you know. Requests that don’t go through the Adventurer’s Guild are usually because their work is—”
“Illegal,” I finish for him.
“I suggest you give up on that idea and find some honest work.”
“Even so, I still need to know.” I hold his eyes.
“Dammit. Fine, but don’t blame me if something goes wrong.”
I nod and he gives me directions to a seedy part of town where he says the kind of stuff I’m looking for gets handled. I don’t actually want to do the work; I just need to stay someplace where suspicious-looking people are more common than not while I try to learn about this world.
“One more thing, old man. Are people in this city really gullible enough to buy worthless trinkets for several gold coins?” I ask, thinking of that accessory merchant.
“It’s … not easy to be a merchant in this town these days, kid.” He looks at the door before leaning closer to me and speaking in a hushed tone. “The lord of this territory, Marquis Lars de Calvert, has imposed ridiculous taxes on all businesses. For peddlers, the only way to make a living now is to sell cheap trinkets to naïve buyers. Even if you only sell one or two a day, as long as you make a huge profit with little investment, you can come out ahead.”
“What about you? You’re selling your wares at reasonable prices. How do you come out ahead?” I whisper back.
“Blacksmiths get a reduction on the tax, but even so, I can barely make a profit on most days.”
“Tch. Nothing but corruption everywhere I go. It’s sickening.”
“That’s just how the world is. You either accept it or…” He trails off, looking as if he were about to say something extreme.
“Well, whatever. I won’t be in this city for long. Thanks for the information.” I leave, following his directions to the underbelly of this city.
From the moment I entered the city gates, there were peddlers and shops of all kinds, with guard patrols keeping a close eye out for trouble. But when I leave the main road, the dark side of the city becomes more apparent.
The houses around me begin to look run-down and the road I’m walking on is littered with refuse. The rotten smell of garbage and human waste fills my nose and I unconsciously scrunch my face up in response.
Disgusting. Do they just throw their trash out into the street?
I see children huddled in the alleyways, covered in filth. Their eyes show none of the usual innocence and playfulness of youth, and there’s a feeling of hopelessness surrounding them, as if they know their days in this world are limited and they’re just waiting for the suffering to end.
This world takes everything from those on the bottom while giving wealth and power to the scum who perpetuate the cycle, feeding on the lives of those beneath them.
Soon enough, there’s not a single nice building in sight. Their exteriors are dirty and some of them even have crumbling foundations, while few are so bad that they’ve been boarded up, but I can still hear movement inside some of them; either there are squatters or people use them for illegal activities.
Guess that means I’ve arrived.
Walking around the neighborhood, I memorize the location of a few key buildings, such as an inn, a restaurant, and a bathhouse. I would memorize the location of the bars, but there’s so many that it’s pointless. I cast [Scry] on as many people as I can while I walk, gauging their strength and keeping an eye out for anyone dangerous.
There are tired and dirty workers everywhere; some of them have the ears and tails of animals but look human otherwise. The animal-like people are in especially terrible condition, as if they’re forced to push their bodies to the limit day after day. Their eyes are downcast as they go about their tasks, their movements stiff and listless; it’s as if their minds are already dead but their bodies have yet to realize it.
As I walk down a particularly busy road, I see a crowd at the far end of the street. I make my way there and notice they’ve gathered around a cart that has iron bars rising up from the edges and a sturdy roof.
Inside are around a dozen people, each looking dirty and starving, their eyes dull and lifeless.
Tch. Slavery, huh? And they just sell them out in the open like this?
As I am about to turn to leave, one of the slaves catches my eye. Her condition is just as bad as the others, but the air around her is different—sharper. I [Scry] her as I walk closer and nearly let the surprise show on my face when I see her information.
Her name’s Laya Elmia Sylphrena, and she’s a high elf, level 3.
Interestingly, she also has two Unique Skills. Her first is called [Child of Magic], but [Scry] doesn’t give me a description for what it does.
Her second Unique Skill is strange. Its name is simply [???]. Usually, the name of a Unique Skill will give me a clue about its function, but this one has me stumped.
I didn’t expect elves to suddenly pop up like this.
I finally get a good look at her after I approach the cart. She’s young, maybe 10 years old, and has long, blue-green hair, with eyes to match.
As I stand there watching her, she meets my stare. There’s fear in her eyes, but beyond that something is burning. Her gaze locked to mine, I can see it—that smoldering fire of hatred.
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I’ve been there before. Locked up, afraid that each day would be my last—hoping it would—as the rage continues to build. You want to erupt, to tell the world that it can go to hell, but you know that’s what they want to see: your fear, your anger, your pain—to them, it’s like a fine cuisine, and they’re the chef.
A short, balding man in expensive clothes opens the cage door and ushers one of the slaves out. After bringing him to the stage set up next to the cart, a bidding war begins. A second one is sold off next, then another, all low levels who sell for a few gold coins each.
Slave after slave is sold until only the elf remains. The slave trader brings her to the stage and announces her starting price.
“We have a special item for sale here today, gentlemen. From the depths of the forests in the east, we got our hands on a rare and exquisite elf. To you, gentlemen, I will start the price low—only five gold coins!”
Many of the bidders lose interest immediately once they hear the starting price, but few walk away. Perhaps they’re interested in who will obtain her and for how much.
“Five gold,” a man near the front says. He’s large, with a commanding voice and chiseled face, his clothes finer than those worn by anyone else gathered here.
“Six gold,” a plump man in the middle calls out.
“Seven gold.” The larger man quickly voices his reply.
“Ten gold,” I say, raising the stakes.
The plump man looks anxious, but the larger man once again speaks up.
“Eleven gold.”
“Fifteen gold.” My bid causes the slave trader to smile.
“Sixteen gold,” the large man states.
“Twenty gold,” I say without hesitation.
“Twenty-on—"
“Thirty gold.” I cut him off before he can finish.
The large man finally turns around to look at me. His eyes are filled with fury. I meet his stare, undaunted, which seems to anger him even more.
The slave trader looks around, his eyes filled with greed. “Are there any other offers?” Nobody speaks up.
“Then she’s sold to the young man in the back.” He wrings his hands as he smiles.
I walk up to the stage as he brings her down and follow them to the little tent nearby. After receiving my money, he takes a bottle of ink and pours a bit into a bowl.
“Well then, friend, I’ll need a bit of your blood for the slave seal.” He hands me a needle, but I refuse it and take out my knife to slice my finger, letting the blood drip into the bowl.
He takes a small brush and dips it into the mixture then retraces the seal on the girl’s upper back, just below her neck, with the new ink.
When he finishes, an exclamation mark appears in the corner of my vision; when I bring up my Status Screen, I see a new section called “Party”. Inside it lists her name, and when I focus on it, it brings up her own Status Screen where I can check her experience, skills, stats, and more— just like mine.
“This slave seal, will it force her to obey?” I ask the slave trader.
“Oh yes, friend, no matter the order, she will eventually obey.” A disgusting smile forms on his face.
This guy’s really starting to piss me off.
“What do you mean eventually?” I try not to let my tone convey my anger.
“Ah, well, any order she refuses will send intense pain through her body until she obeys. Of course, if she were to try anything harmful to her master, the pain would be so strong it would knock her unconscious before she could follow through.”
“I see. In that case, I think I can make use of her.”
At least I don’t have to worry about her betraying me. Although there may be ways around the seal, such as helping another person who intends to harm me, so I can’t let my guard down too much.
“If I may, I do have one word of advice for you. You did help me make quite a profit on the girl with that bid war, after all.” A serious expression appears on his face. “Between you and me, I suggest you take the girl and get out of town before nightfall.”
“And why is that?”
“That man you were bidding against is Roland, the premier merchant of the so-called ‘Gold Road’. Gold Road is by far the highest-class merchant street in town, and it holds immense power. Nearly half the shops on that road belong to him, and the other half don’t get to open their doors without his permission. And, well, people he doesn’t like seem to have a habit of … disappearing.”
“And he can just get away with murdering people? Is he a noble?”
“He’s not a noble, but he is Marquis Lars’ right-hand man. When the marquis wants someone to go away, Roland is the one who makes it happen. Keeps the marquis’ hands clean.”
Marquis Lars … isn’t he the one the weapon shop owner was talking about?
“This Marquis Lars, is he the lord of this territory?”
“That’s right. If you’ve made an enemy of Roland, then you’ve also made an enemy of the marquis. I suggest you leave quickly, so you do not run into them.”
“Thanks for the warning.” I turn to the girl. “Let’s go.”
As I walk out of the tent, the girl, Laya, follows a few steps behind me. She keeps her head down, with her arms swinging loosely at her side, as she matches my steps lifelessly.
Has she given up now that she’s been sold?
I can’t see her eyes, but I know from experience that the hatred doesn’t disappear so easily.
She’s probably mentally preparing herself for a tough life as a slave. Even I understand after seeing how the others were treated; slaves here are not seen as people—they’re property. Nobody would object if you broke your own property.
I walk back to the nearby merchant street and enter the clothing store. The outfit she’s wearing is torn and ragged, so I buy both of us new sets, a couple miscellaneous items, and a bag to hold them, then head toward the bathhouse.
The bath is separated by gender, so I instruct her to change clothes when she’s done, and after I pay the attendant, she enters the female's side and I enter the male's.
The bath is a large, shallow pool of water, with buckets and brushes lined up against the wall, but the water doesn’t look clean, which I guess I should have expected from this part of town.
Instead of using that filthy liquid, I channel my mana and fill the bucket up with clean water. After dumping it over my body, I use the coarse soap they have to lather up; then I dump a few more buckets over me to wash it away.
It’s not perfect, but I do feel much cleaner now. I need to buy some better soap and a scrubber though.
I only spend a few minutes cleaning myself before I change into my new set of clothes and leave the bath, and after waiting in the reception area for a short while, Laya walks out wearing a new outfit with the dirt and grime washed off her body.
Our new clothes are much finer than before, while being sturdy enough to endure travel and combat. People who dress like peasants are treated as such, which is something I’d rather not experience a second time.
Hopefully, people will think we’re wealthy and avoid making trouble with us.
My white, buttoned-up undershirt is mostly hidden beneath my long, silver overcoat, which reaches down below my knees, covering most of my dark-brown pants.
I take a good look at Laya now that she’s cleaned herself and see that her skin is silky and smooth, with a healthy glow that women who cake themselves in make-up can only dream of attaining. Her face is symmetrical, with refined features that make it look like someone sculpted her with the purpose of attaining absolute beauty.
Do all elves have such perfect features? No wonder she went for over ten times the price of the other slaves.
I move my eyes away from her blue-green hair and eyes, taking in the sight of her outfit. Her unbuttoned overcoat is a shade of dark-green, and beneath it is a light-green undershirt. Below that is a pair of dark leggings, which disappear beneath her black, knee-length skirt and matches the short mantle she keeps draped around her shoulders.
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She hasn’t said a single word since I bought her. Then again, I’ve hardly spoken to her either. It feels weird to own another person, but there’s no way I can trust someone who could betray me.
“What’s your name?” I ask as she stares at the floor.
In the corner of my vision, I see an exclamation mark. Opening it, I get a notification that the slave seal has been activated. It gives me the option of disabling it, but I ignore it, and after she endures the pain from the seal for a few seconds, she answers.
“Laya.”
I already knew her name of course, but I wanted to hear it from her anyway. I didn’t expect her to resist such a simple order.
Does she hate me so much that it was worth enduring the pain in defiance? No, I understand. Back in the dungeon, I would have done the same.
“Well Laya, I’m Lutz. We’re going to be together for a while, so try to get used to obeying my orders.”
I sigh as I get another notification that the slave seal is activating.
Really? You’re going to disobey an order to try to stop disobeying?
With all the dirt gone, I can see several cuts and bruises, so I cast [Cure] and her body gives off a slight tremble as the healing energy flows into her. She gives me a curious glance and I shrug before beginning to head toward the exit.
We walk out of the bathhouse, heading toward the inn to reserve a room for the night, but on the way, I notice a distinct lack of people around me. Stopping, I look around cautiously, and two men walk out from an alley in front of me. A second later, two more men appear from behind.
So, the slave trader was right. But they moved quicker than he thought. Does that merchant want this girl that badly? Or is it Marquis Lars who’s after her?
“Seems you didn’t know who you were messing with, pal. Don’t think we’ll let you off the hook even if you beg and cry,” one of the men in front says to me.
I’d already cast [Scry] on them before he finishes talking and see he’s level 7, while the others range from 4 to 6.
For weaklings, they sure are overconfident.
“Me, beg and cry? Hah! I can’t wait to see the look on your face once you realize your mistake!” I smile as I lock eyes with him.
“Kid, you’ll regret pissing me off.” He waves his hand, and they all charge at me.
I grab Laya with one arm and leap, creating steps in the air as I ascend to a nearby rooftop. She lets out a cute yelp as I jump, nearly dropping her bag, and in a few seconds, we’re on the roof.
“Stay here.” I set down my bag and turn to look on the men below while I cast [Gale] on myself, then after waiting for [Air Step]’s cooldown, I leap back off, creating more magical platforms on the way down.
I land and face the four thugs who’ve gathered into a group now that their pincer attack has been avoided.
“We weren’t told he was a mage, boss,” a skinny man says, his face betraying his unease.
“Shut it, fool. Spread out and attack all at once before he can cast, and he’ll go down easy.”
I watch as they fan out, then I cast the [Enhance] spell I had been channeling since I landed. With [Enhance] increasing my reaction speed and [Gale] increasing my physical speed, it feels like the world slows down around me, allowing me to think and react normally while others are stuck in slow motion.
“Don’t worry; I won’t even need to use my magic against weaklings like you.” I leave out the fact that I’ve already cast a few spells.
They charge, their weapons held out in anger, three of them holding swords, the fourth a dagger.
Despite my confident words, my nerves are on edge. Not because of the men or their weapons, but because the time has come—the time to kill.
Unlike last time, I don’t have a sudden, explosive anger to fuel my actions. My head is cool, and I’m starkly aware of exactly what I’m about to do.
These men aren’t spouting empty threats. They’re not here to give me a bloody lip and a trip to a healer—they’re here to kill me. They want to take my life and kidnap Laya.
I can’t afford to show mercy to them.
This is a foreign world where a huge power gap exists between those with high levels and those with low levels. It wouldn’t be strange for there to be an item for weaker people to overcome that gap and achieve victory against a careless opponent.
If I go through this world abiding by the morals ingrained in me from my time on Earth, it will only be a matter of time before someone takes advantage of that weakness.
There are still so many things about this world I don’t know. I can’t allow myself to be defeated from overconfidence simply because the numbers in my Status Screen are higher than my opponents’.
The men have closed the gap as I stand here, mentally preparing myself for what’s to come. All four of them reach me at the same time, and their weapons arc through the air, aiming to take life.
I simultaneously trace the trajectory of all their swings and sidestep to my left, avoiding the dagger and one of the swords, while I twirl my spear to parry the other two weapons before they can reach me. Using the momentum of the twirl, my spear tip digs deep into the chest of a man, and he falls.
The other three continue their assault, unfazed. Unlike the group of guards I fought on the highway, these guys have terrible coordination. After their initial charge, they simply move forward, swinging wildly.
They have no skill with their weapons. Do they just rely on intimidation and numbers?
I backstep and swing the butt of my spear as the first man gets into range, knocking his sword aside as he raises it up for a swing. In one smooth motion, the butt of the spear continues in an arc until it disappears behind me, while the tip naturally moves toward the now off-balance man, and his reckless charge brings him directly into my spear, impaling him.
The other two men flank their skewered ally, attempting to strike while my spear is stuck in the man. Unfortunately for them, the spear is already freed from his body before they can get into range.
I step to my left and bring the butt of my spear up from behind me, slamming it into one of the men’s shoulders as he tries to close the distance with his dagger. The blow is strong enough to send him tumbling into his teammate, and as they collide, I twirl the spear and bring the tip down in a slicing motion on the stumbling man, catching him in the neck.
The last remaining man, the one who spoke to me, regains his footing after having his ally crash into him. He looks around in fear as he finally realizes he was the prey all along.
“T-this can’t be. You’re just a kid…”
“This isn’t a world where you can simply judge someone’s strength by their age. Haven’t you figured that out by now?”
He starts backing away as he looks around for a way to escape, and after a few steps, he turns and runs, aiming for an alleyway.
“Do you really think I’ll let you go?”
With [Gale] on me, I catch up to him before he even reaches the alley, tripping him with the spear. He falls with a grunt and tumbles along the cobblestone road for a short distance before ending up on his back.
I point the tip of my spear at his throat and look down at him. “Why does he want the girl?”
Despite the fear in his eyes, he doesn’t respond. I slowly dig the tip into his throat, drawing blood.
“He’ll kill me if I talk!”
“I’ll kill you if you don’t.”
A crazed look enters his eyes, and he twists his body in desperation, attempting to get out from under the spear, but as he begins to roll, I flick my wrist. He makes it to his feet and starts to run, but a second later, he stumbles and reaches for his bloody neck, then collapses.
I doubt he knew much anyway.
Using [Air Step], I jump back up to the rooftop where I left Laya.
She’s been looking down from the building, watching the battle. I didn’t really want her to see the violence, but I have a feeling it wasn’t anything new for her. As I come to a stop in front of her, she takes a step back and looks at me with a mix of fear and hatred.
She keeps it hidden deep inside, but I can feel it—a torrent of emotions, threatening to overwhelm her and spill out.
Just what has this girl endured to be capable of such powerful emotions?
“Don’t worry; I’m not a bad guy.”
Isn’t that exactly what a bad guy would say?
“I uh—I was just defending myself,” I say, struggling with my own excuse.
Ugh. That probably wasn’t very convincing considering how much I taunted those men. Hopefully, she didn’t hear too much.
She gives a small nod, but there’s obvious doubt in her eyes.
“Well, it’s going to get dark soon. Let’s head to the inn and get a room.”
As I pick up my bag, I see Laya look down and grab the hem of her skirt with clenched fists. Lifting her once again, I create steps as I descend back down to street level, and we make our way to the inn without incident, leaving the bodies in the street.
At the inn, I get a room with two small beds. The reception area doubles as a restaurant, so I order some food and ask them to take it to our room once it’s ready, along with an extra plate.
After a while, the food arrives, and I place it on the table before sitting down in one of the chairs. It’s sliced pork, with vegetable soup and a few pieces of bread. I put a portion of the food on the extra plate and set it in front of the other chair.
“Well, you hungry or not?” I look at Laya, and she shakes her head.
“What, you gonna tell me elves don’t eat or some nonsense?”
After a few seconds, she answers. “We eat.”
“Then you must be hungry. C’mon, it’s not like I can eat all of this by myself, you know.”
After she takes a seat, I hand her some utensils. She eats slowly at first, but bite after bite she speeds up, until I feel like warning her to slow down and chew properly. She’s skinny—too skinny. If she’s going to be of use to me, she needs to be a healthy weight. I can’t have her collapsing from starvation, after all.
I wonder when she last had a good, hot meal like this.
“Take your time, Laya. The food won’t run away.”
She looks up at me, embarrassed, then begins to eat more slowly.
After we finish eating, I move to one of the beds. “I’ll be taking care of a few things so make yourself comfortable for a while.”
As she sits on her bed, I take out my weapon kit and begin to maintain my spear. The durability enchantment helps keep it sharp, but that doesn’t mean I can be lax on maintenance.
After that, I lie in the bed and open up my Status Screen. As I look at the magic I can learn, my eyes fall on the second-tier Arcane Spell, [Sense Mana].
The Arcane spell [Scry] has proven itself especially useful for a while now. Rather than combat magic like most other spell schools, Arcane seems to be for support, similar to the Light School.
I allocate one of my Skill Points to [Sense Mana] and cast it, trying to pick up on the sources of mana around me. Not only can I feel Laya’s energy as she sits on the bed beside me, but I can even feel the mana from the people in the inn’s reception area.
Are you kidding me? I can feel the presence of everybody around me—though it’s rather vague. Still, when I’m using [Sense Mana], it’s almost like having a radar. If I use this correctly, I’ll have a huge advantage against ambushes.
Still, the spell isn’t perfect. it’s difficult to make out individual mana sources when people are packed closely together. The range is also lacking, and the farther away people are the vaguer and less precise my detection becomes.
As I focus on the sources of mana around me, I notice that Laya’s feels somehow purer—as if hers is a clear, flowing creek while the others are a muddy puddle.
Is it because of her Unique Skill, [Child of Magic], or because she’s an elf? Speaking of her Unique Skill…
I open her Status Screen and take a look. Now that I have complete access, it gives a description. According to the skill, it allows the user to learn spells at a quicker pace and also increases the damage and effect of all her magic.
Jesus, isn’t this ability overpowered? High-level magic is already so powerful; I can’t imagine how strong she’s going to be one day.
The description for her other Unique Skill, [???], is blank, which only increases my curiosity.
I check her spells and skills, but she doesn’t seem to have unlocked any. Looking at her available Skill Points, I see she only has two points available.
Huh, shouldn’t she have four points at level 3 if she hasn’t unlocked anything yet?
“Hey Laya, do you know any spells or skills?”
She turns to me and shakes her head. The slave seal doesn’t trigger, so she’s telling the truth.
“You’re level 3, so why haven’t you unlocked any spells yet? With your Unique Skill, you could be a powerful mage.”
“Level? Unique Skill?”
“You don’t know? Don’t you have a … screen of some kind that pops up where you can learn spells?” I struggle to explain myself.
“Sorry…”
“Then how do people learn magic?”
“We practice under a mage.”
Wait a second. They practice? She doesn’t know about levels or have a Status Screen? Does that mean I’m the only one who can learn any spell or skill anytime I want? Is it because I’m a hero?
Things are starting to fall into place. I was wondering why people near or above my level are so weak. Maybe it’s because, unlike me, they have to train normally to obtain their abilities.
I see now. This changes everything. As I level, won’t I get exponentially stronger than the other people in this world? That settles it. I need to find another place to grind.
With a goal in mind, I refocus on my training. I cast another spell I learned recently, [Manipulate Mana], which increases my channeling speed and allows me to adjust the strength of my spells.
Another quirk of [Manipulate Mana] is that I can direct the flow of energy within my body as I cast a spell. Normally, it travels down my arm when I channel, which means any magic I cast will originate from my hand. That’s why every time someone uses a spell, like [Fireball], they raise their arm toward their target. It’s not just projectile spells, even support magic, like [Cure], require mages to direct the spell as they cast.
However, with [Manipulate Mana], I can cast magic without raising my arm, allowing me to keep both hands on my weapon even as I cast.
Doesn’t this mean I can redirect my mana and shoot a fireball out of my mouth if I wanted?
As I laugh at the thought, Laya looks toward me with a strange look in her eyes.
I don’t really think about it because the knowledge is implanted in me when I learn a spell, but when I channel my mana, I’m actually creating a spell formation with the energy as it flows inside me. It’s as if I’m drawing a picture with my mana.
Depending on the spell, the design of the formation is different, which is why magic has varying cast times. The more complex the spell formation, the longer it takes to cast. Spells like [Air Step] are extremely simple, which means I can cast them almost at will, while my Fire magic has long, intricate formations that force me to channel longer before I can complete them.
Mana manipulation, huh. I wonder…
“Laya, come over to my bed.”
The slave seal flares up as she tries to disobey my order.
Sheesh, this girl…
When the pain becomes too much, she stands up and meekly makes her way over, sitting on the bed where I direct her, and her body trembles as I take her hands in mine and activate [Sense Mana].
As I thought, it’s clear and pure. I can feel it flowing through her body, as if it’s asking to be put to use.
I try to manipulate her mana like I do my own but fail. It’s like trying to grasp water; it just flows out when you tighten your fist. Unperturbed, I keep at it.
It feels like I’m missing something. I can manipulate my mana with ease, but hers just keeps flowing no matter what I try. Wait … my mana?
The mana in my body seems to flow down certain pathways, similar to how blood travels through the body in the veins and arteries. I gather a tiny bit of raw energy and slowly send it into Laya’s mana pathways through our joined hands. As I feel mine mix with hers, I begin to manipulate it, and it follows my will, beginning to form into a spell. However, the magic crumbles and fades.
It felt like her mana absorbed mine.
Sure enough, I can no longer feel mine inside her. Trying again, I continue to pour small amounts of mana into Laya as I manipulate it into a spell formation, and after a few seconds, I complete it and release the spell, [Cure], on myself.
Nice, most of the mana used was hers, while the little I supplied just allowed me to manipulate it for the spell.
I open my eyes and see Laya staring at me. “Sorry, did that feel weird?”
She shakes her head. “What was that?”
“I used your mana to cast a spell. Did you feel it forming?”
She nods.
“Do you remember the shape of the formation? The mana needs to be channeled exactly like I just did. You think you can copy it?”
“I don’t know.”
“Concentrate and try.”
As she focuses, I let my mana flow into her as she begins to form the spell.
It’s too crude. She won’t be able to cast it with this formation. However…
I use my mana to correct the imperfections, allowing her to do the rough work while I fine-tune it. When it’s finished, I tell her to cast it on herself and her eyes go wide as the energy flows into her.
“Did I use magic?”
“Yeah. Your formation was sloppy, so I helped you out, but you used magic. C’mon, let’s do it again.”
She looks a bit more enthusiastic as she begins to channel her mana again once the cooldown expires. We keep at it, constantly channeling her mana into the spell formation for [Cure], but I instruct her to cancel it instead of casting it each time, so we don’t trigger the cooldown.
After about half an hour passes, she begins to channel once again, and I focus on her mana, watching as she forms the spell. I see a few rough spots but don’t fix them. She keeps at it as droplets of sweat form on her forehead, and when she finishes, I tell her to cast it and the energy flows into her body.
“Congratulations, Laya, you’ve learned the [Cure] spell,” I say as I check her Status Screen.
Sure enough, her remaining Skill Points have gone down to one, and under Light spells, she’s learned [Cure], rank 1.
She stares at me in disbelief. “That can't be. It takes weeks or months to learn a spell.”
“Well, turns out I’m a bit of a cheater, so don’t think about it too much.”
She looks exhausted from the exertion, so we should prepare for bed. But first...
Her hair is a tangled mess. How long has it been since she brushed it? It goes all the way down to the middle of her back, but it looks terrible with all those knots.
I pull up a chair next to the bed and get the brush I bought earlier out of the bag.
“It’d be a lot easier to just cut your hair off and wait for it to regrow…” I say absentmindedly.
The slave seal flares up again, but I manually deactivate it since it’s my fault this time.
Oops. Guess she’s attached to her hair.
“Don’t worry; I won’t cut it. Now, sit here.” I point to the chair next to the bed, which I’ve turned sideways so the back won’t get in my way.
“From now on, I’m going to brush your hair every night until all the knots are gone, got it?” I start sliding the brush through her hair.
I thought I was being gentle, but I’ve never taken care of a girl’s hair before—especially hair so knotted up—and the brush keeps getting snagged.
“Ow…” she complains.
“I know, I know. I’m not very good at this, but just deal with it for now.”
From the moment I laid eyes on her, her ears have been hidden behind her messy hair, and as I move the brush, I catch a glimpse of them; they’re a bit longer than human ears and end in a typical elf-like point.
I want to touch them.
I resist the urge and after a few minutes, I put the brush away as Laya gets up from the chair and rubs her head on the way back to her bed.
“I guess it’s late enough to sleep now. Listen up, Laya.” I look at her with a serious face. “Starting tomorrow, we’re going to focus on getting stronger. That means you too. I want you to be prepared, because soon we’re going to be hunting monsters.”
Plus, I’m tired of this town. There are too many people and those corrupt scum have their eyes set on Laya. I can learn more about this world from her as we travel, so I have no reason to remain here anymore.
She looks a bit scared but nods.
“Well, let’s get some sleep. We’re going to need it. Good night, Laya.”
“Good night,” she says awkwardly.

Interlude 4
----- Lars -----
 
I count the coins in the purse for the third time as I wait for him to arrive.
I can’t afford to let her get away.
Roland thought those low-life thugs would be enough, but he was wrong. That young man killed them with ease.
Roland’s greed blinded him. He should have just outbid him at the auction. It’d be cheaper than paying for this man’s services.
Somebody taps on the window outside, and I look up, seeing only darkness beyond as I move toward it and throw it open.
“Thank you for arriving so quickly,” I say as I catch a faint glimpse of his outline.
As usual, he’s wearing all black, his garments leaving hardly an inch of exposed skin on his body. He doesn’t count the coins after I hand him the purse. I dare not cheat this man; if I did so, I would be next on his list. Even my title of marquis wouldn’t save me from his dagger.
I hand him a sketch of his target, telling him all the information I’ve gathered, and ask him to bring the elf girl to me alive. After an almost imperceptible nod, he leaves.
That assassin is far too dangerous. Even as I am now, I know there’s no way for me to defeat him if he comes for me.
I have more business to take care of tonight, so I walk through my manor, heading to a specific hallway. After I reach it, I remove a painting from the wall and stick a strange-looking key into a hole, and after hearing a click, I push on it, the wall opening and revealing steps that lead down into darkness.
After lighting a torch and closing the hidden door behind me, I head down the steps. At the bottom of the staircase, an underground passageway continues forward into the darkness, and I walk onward until the stone walls are replaced with iron bars. The three cells on my left are empty, as are the three on the right—for now.
I continue on past the cells until the path ends at a sturdy wooden door, and on the other side is a large room, empty save for a pattern painted on the floor. I walk to the door on the opposite side of the room and open it, grabbing one of the bags stacked inside.
Five hundred gold coins. A steep price some may say, but I’d pay twice that if I had to.
I move back toward the center of the large room and look at the strange design on the floor before grabbing the amulet from my vest.
I can’t let them see my fear.
I take a deep breath before letting my mana flow into the amulet. It resonates with the design on the floor, and the pattern begins to emit a soft light. After a few minutes of waiting, it flashes brightly and when the light fades, my guests stand before me, along with three unconscious monsters at their feet.
These three creatures are even more powerful than the last batch. Each one of them could tear me apart with ease if they were awake.
I hand over the bag of gold to one of my guests and my tense body only begins to relax once they drag the monsters to the cells down the hall, chaining them up with those unbreakable shackles.
A part of me regrets getting involved with this group, but no matter how many times I replay that day in my mind—the day I met them—I can’t see myself choosing any other path.
No matter what, I can’t let them find out that some of the elves escaped. I’ll get my hands on that elf girl and have her tell me everything she knows. I’ll find every single one that escaped my grasp and kill them all.
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Chapter 8: A New Destination

----- Lutz -----
 
After waking up, I see Laya still sound asleep in her bed. She’s obviously exhausted, so I let her sleep in while I take care of a few things. When she eventually wakes up, I order breakfast and we eat in our room.
While I was wandering around the town yesterday, I noticed plenty of armed and armored people in the streets—adventurers I presume. They certainly weren’t guards or soldiers because their equipment varied wildly. Some of them had items made from monster parts, but none of it was as exotic as the spear I crafted in the woods.
I guess as long as I mix monster parts with traditional equipment crafting techniques, I won’t stand out too much.
“I guess we need to get you a weapon. You want a short sword or something?”
“No!” She yells so loudly that my body jumps involuntarily.
Her eyes are once again filled with an intense hatred as she stares off into space.
What’s she seeing in her mind right now? No doubt she’s reliving something tragic.
I watch her as she slowly calms down. “Then I guess we’ll just have to rely on your magic.”
We gather our belongings and leave, making our way through the rough streets as we head back to the higher-class merchants’ road I visited the day before.
I look at Laya who’s walking a step behind me. “Are you still practicing [Cure]?”
“Mmm,” she voices as she nods.
Before we left the inn, I showed her the spell formation for rank 2 [Cure] and instructed her to focus on practicing it but to cancel her spell before it activates so she won’t have to use any mana. Doing that, she can practice as long as she wants without experiencing any mana fatigue. I did give her the mana regeneration bracelet, though, just in case.
I couldn’t learn rank 2 [Cure] until I reached level 5, so she probably won’t be able to cast it no matter how much she practices, but she won’t be level 3 for long, so she might as well start training.
“Good. From now on, keep practicing your magic whenever you get a chance.”
“Mmm.”
She really needs to learn some attack spells though. One of the four elemental schools would be best. Arcane Spells are mostly for support, and Dark … well, I don’t have any Dark Spells either.
I hesitated to learn them because they have names like [Hypnosis] and [Blood Spray].
“I also want you to think about what other kind of magic you’d like to learn. I can teach you any of the main elements: Fire, Earth, Wind, and Water. Pick one and we’ll use your remaining skill point on that element.”
“Wind,” Laya says immediately.
“Eh?” I let out a dumb sound. “Are you sure? You didn’t even think about it for a whole second.”
“Wind,” she repeats.
Hey, haven’t you just been repeating your previous responses for a while now?
“Well, Wind it is then,” I say flatly.
So much for party members making up for my weaknesses, huh? I was hoping she’d pick Fire, with its high damage output, or Water, with its nice balance between power and cast time.
I could force her to learn another element, but I don’t want to use the slave seal for something like that.
I activate [Sense Mana] and can feel her energies flowing, forming into a spell.
She’s quite disobedient at times, but when she puts her mind to something, she gives it her all. Even now, she’s wholeheartedly practicing her spell.
“After a couple hours, stop practicing [Cure].”
As soon as I finish my sentence, the slave seal begins to activate, so I hurriedly cancel it manually.
Jeez, just how dedicated are you?
“I don’t want you to be exhausted from training all day. After all, you’ll be learning your first Wind spell tonight.” I smirk down at her.
She looks up at me for several seconds before letting out a sound. “Mmm.”
I don’t want to get ambushed again, so I’m on constant alert for anything that looks strange. I keep looking around so much that it’s making me feel like my head is on a swivel.
I’ve been thinking this for a while now, but aren’t there too many orphans in this city? Nearly every street corner in this part of town has one or more dirty street urchins. Even when I was walking through the better streets, I could see them lurking in the alleys.
This world doesn’t have the same systems of welfare as the prosperous countries on Earth, so it’s no surprise that those at the bottom would be left to rot, like yesterday’s garbage. Yet I still can’t shake the thought that something’s wrong; it’s like the feeling in the air just before a storm.
Perhaps this is just how things are in this world.
After we reach a better part of town, I open up Laya’s Status Screen and frown when I see the amount of experience she needs to level.
She needs a lot of experience for a level 3. Or do I need less because I’m a hero?
She needs double the amount as I did when I was her level. It might take longer than I thought for her to catch up, but it’s also easier to gain experience at lower levels so we can farm weak monsters efficiently for a while.
As I am about to exit her Status Screen, I see something that makes me stop in my tracks. Laya is so focused on her mana that she doesn’t realize I’ve stopped, so I put my hand on her shoulder as she walks past me.
“Laya … how old are you?” I ask in a stiff voice.
“Nineteen.” Her concentration doesn’t waver as she casually answers my question.
What. The. Hell! How can this little girl be nineteen years old!?
No, this is a different world, and she’s an elf.
“How long do elves live?”
“A couple hundred years.”
Ah, so that’s how it is. I guess it makes sense that an extended lifespan means it’d take longer for her to reach adulthood.
“I can’t believe something like that still surprises me considering everything I’ve seen in this world,” I say as I shake my head.
Laya tilts her head to the side in a cute gesture.
“Never mind. Let’s go.”
Before long, we reach my destination—the weapon shop where I bought my spear. I walk in and look around, seeing much of the same equipment from last time. At the far end of the store sits the owner; once again, he’s at his table, polishing a sword.
“Do you just stand there polishing swords all day, old man?”
“Well, if it isn’t the kid from yesterday. Did you give up on looking for work already?”
“Things changed.” I look at Laya behind me who’s staring intensely at the old man.
“Laya?” As I say her name, she looks at me and her eyes return to normal. The old man didn’t seem to notice her stare.
“Who’s the girl?” He stops his polishing as his eyes fall on Laya.
“An elf who was being sold at a slave auction yesterday.”
“Hey, kid, you wanna explain to me how you became such a despicable human being?” There’s an edge in his voice every bit as sharp as the sword he’s polishing.
“I never claimed to be a saint,” I say as I meet his gaze. “Still, it was for her own good.”
“What do you mean?”
“The man who was outbidding all the others was a merchant named Roland. He’s supposedly some nasty, powerful guy or something. I doubt he had anything virtuous in mind after buying her.”
“Roland!? Kid, you need to get out of town quick.” He lowers his voice as he continues. “He and Marquis Lars run this town. If you cross them, you’re as good as dead.”
“So I’ve heard. That’s why I came here. I need to know where the Adventurer’s Guild is.”
“Oh? Finally decided to heed my advice?”
“It’s not like I’m doing it because you said so, old man.”
“Sure, sure.” He gives a satisfied nod alongside his sarcastic reply.
“Just answer the question,” I say, giving up on making him understand.
He gives me directions to the guild, which I commit to memory.
Honestly, this old man isn’t half bad. He’s helped me out more than anyone else in this world, even though we don’t know each other’s names.
Ah well, too late for introductions since we’re about to part for good. Besides—if he knew who I really was, he’d betray me in a heartbeat, like everyone else.
“Do I need to take some kind of test to become an adventurer?”
“Shouldn’t someone your age already know that?” A perplexed look falls on his face.
“If I knew, I wouldn’t have asked.”
“I just can’t figure you out, kid.” He shakes his head. “Well, there’s no test, but you’ll have to let a guild employee use an Orb of Scrying on you to record your real name. Though you can still use an alias on your guild card if you want.”
“Orb of Scrying? What’s that?” It shares a name with one my spells, [Scry], so I’m fairly sure I know what it does, but I need to make sure.
“Kid… No, never mind. When someone uses an Orb of Scrying, it tells them basic information about the person, like their name and age. Keeps people from lying to the Adventurer’s Guild about their identity.”
As I thought. I better be prepared to run in case my real name shows up when they [Scry] me.
“Why use an orb? Why not just cast the [Scry] spell?”
“Hah. Good one, kid. Or that’s what I’d like to say, but you’re being serious aren’t you?” He gives me a strange look. “Everybody knows that the [Scry] spell is a lost magic, among many others.”
“Ah, of course,” I say, trying to smooth over the apparently ridiculous question I just asked.
[Scry] is a lost spell? Since it’s the very first Arcane spell, does that mean the whole Arcane tree is considered lost magic?
“What about slaves? Can they become adventurers too?” I say as I look at Laya.
“Hey, you’re not going to force her to fight, are you?” His eyes sharpen as he speaks.
Now that he mentions it, I did order her to fight with me. However, something tells me if I say she isn’t allowed to fight, the slave seal would activate. Therefore…
“Laya, would you rather I left you somewhere safe during battle, or do you want to come with me and get stronger? Tell the truth; that’s an order.”
“I…” She looks up at me and her eyes harden with a look of conviction. “I want to fight. I want to get stronger.”
I look back at the old man and he sighs.
“Well, I guess I can’t argue with that. Slaves can be registered under their master. They won’t have full privileges—they can’t accept requests, for example—but they can do things like accept rewards on behalf of their master. By the way, your outfits… Are you secretly a noble?”
“How rude. As if I would ever join the ranks of those pompous asses.” Sure, they look similar to the clothes some nobles wear, but that doesn’t give him the right to insult me like that.
“You may very well be the only person in this world who would be insulted by that.”
“Well, whatever. Thanks for the information, old man. If I’m ever back in town, I’ll come visit.”
“Make sure to buy something next time, kid,” he says with a smirk.
I leave the store and begin walking northward. He gave me directions that are easy to follow while also keeping me on the main highway, so the streets around us are quite busy as people go about their daily lives.
As we walk, I hear a crashing sound from across the road, and I turn my head to see a young man with cat-like ears and tail bowing his head to a well-dressed nobleman standing near the back of a carriage, with various items scattered around the remains of a broken box.
I watch as the animal-like man is hit several times with a cane by the noble as he curses at him. Although several people watch the beating, nobody moves to help the young man—myself included.
Slavery. That young man is nothing but property. All the animal-like people in this city are slaves.
Laya watches the scene with a fierce gaze. As a fellow slave, perhaps she sympathizes with his treatment.
“Do elves have slaves, Laya?”
“No. Slavery is forbidden,” she says in an unusually strong and determined voice.
“That’s good. The more I see of the humans of this world the more disappointed I am.”
She looks up at me with a curious face but doesn’t say anything.
“Those animal people—what are they?”
“The beastmen? They’re … beastmen.” Her face gets a bit red after I smile at her awkward answer.
She continues her explanation, as if trying to make up for her previous attempt. “They live in the south. Humans are always fighting beastmen, and prisoners usually end up as slaves on both sides.”
“So, the feeling of hatred is mutual, huh. Somehow, I’m not surprised.”
The two men move on after the slave cleans up the mess and disappear after turning a corner. We continue as well, but a few minutes after we start walking, we’re approached by a plump man with two bodyguards behind him. I [Scry] them as they position themselves in our path and see that the plump man is level 4, while the guards are levels 13 and 16.
I lock eyes with the man as soon as we all come to a stop. “Didn’t your boss learn anything from the last ambush? You’ll need more than them to beat me.”
“Pardon me if we’ve given you the wrong impression, sir. We’re not here for trouble.” He bows as he speaks.
Where have I seen this man before?
“I’m sure,” I say sarcastically as I look around for any other hidden assailants.
“Perhaps it was rude of me to approach in such a way, but I do need to speak with you.”
I guess it would be hard to cover up their crime if they assaulted me out in public like this. Although I still don’t trust them, I guess I can hear them out.
“Fine, but if I don’t like what you have to say, I’m leaving.”
“Much obliged, sir.” He looks at Laya. “About that elf—would you be interested in selling her?”
Ah, now I remember! He was the plump man who tried bidding on Laya before I raised the price.
“We’re leaving.” I take Laya by the hand and turn to leave.
As I make my way to the other side of the street, he calls out to me. “Sir, please. You know how dangerous it is for you to have her, don’t you?”
“Yes, but I don’t care. If they ambush me again, it’ll just end up the same as last time.”
“Again? Ah, you did mention something about an ambush earlier. Then you should understand! Please, we only want what’s best for you and the girl.”
“No way. I’ve got plans for her, and I’m not about to bow down to some rotten merchant just because he wants me dead.”
“That’s … unfortunate. Then I’ll pray for your safety, sir, as well as you, little lady.” They turn and leave without making any more trouble.
“Sheesh, what a nuisance. Can’t people just mind their own business? What do you think, Laya, would you want to go with him?”
She shakes her head without hesitation.
I stroke her hair in response and feel several tangles that I wasn’t able to get out last night. “Seriously, these knots need to go.”
As we continue toward the Adventurer’s Guild, I once again notice everything that’s wrong in this dying city. The orphans, the slaves, the desperate merchants, the look of fear on the citizens’ faces—it’s as if a noose is tied around their necks and every day it gets a little tighter.
Tch. Being around people really gets me in a bad mood. Just look at them—living in fear, groveling at their masters’ feet, hoping to survive one more day.
I arrive at the Adventurer’s Guild and try not to let my sour mood get to me, with some success. Walking in, I see several large tables scattered around a wide, open room with adventurers filling some of the tables, drinking and talking, while others stare at the bulletin boards on the wall.
A guild employee standing behind a counter eyes me as I walk up to her. “I’m here to become an adventurer.”
“Understood, Sir. Then, if you please, can you fill out this form for me?”
It’s a simple registration form with my name, age, race, and a few other insignificant questions. I fill it out quickly and hand it back to her. Of course, I put Lutz in the name column.
“Ah, my slave here will also be joining.”
She gives me a harsh glare as she hands Laya a registration form, but I ignore it.
“Then, if you don’t mind, please place your hand on the Orb of Scrying.”
Here it comes. If it shows my real name, John Lawrence Locke, I’ll need to retreat quickly.
I place my hand on the orb and feel a tingle as mana enters my body.
“Everything checks out, Mr. Lutz.” She puts the orb in front of Laya, who places her hand on it immediately. “Alright, that’s good, Miss Laya.”
Well, that was easy. Guess I got all worked up for nothing.
The employee excuses herself to go create our guild cards, so we walk over to the bulletin boards to see what’s posted. The postings are for the adventurers to choose from, sorted by difficulty. Some of them are generic kill quests, like slaying monsters in a nearby forest, while others are specifically requested by individuals, like guard duty for a merchant’s caravan.
After a few minutes, the guild employee comes back, and we head over to retrieve our cards, which simply have our name and guild rank. She explains that new adventurers like us start as D-class, and as we complete quests, they will evaluate our strength and promote us accordingly. The highest is S-class, but only a handful of adventurers ever achieve it; even A-class is considered out of reach for most, with the majority of them sitting comfortably at rank C or B.
“Your guild cards will be good at any Adventurer’s Guild in Orakio. That means you can take a quest here, complete it, then receive your reward at another city’s guild.”
“That’s useful.”
As I’m about to walk back to the bulletin board, I remember something and turn toward the employee. “Ah, that’s right. Do you have any requests with no rewards?”
She looks shocked as she reaches beneath the counter and pulls out a stack of papers. “These are all the requests within the past year made by persons who couldn’t afford the necessary reward.”
This many? There must be at least fifty requests here. And they keep them in the desk, not on the quest board? No wonder nobody showed up to kill the Hari.
“How many are near the main highway north of Silvia?”
“Let’s see…” She flips through the requests, pulling out five from the stack. “These are all from villages within a day’s travel from the main highway.”
“I’ll take them all.”
“Um … Sir, are you sure about that? These requests are not officially recognized and therefore have not been ranked in terms of difficulty. It would be very dangerous to attempt them without verifying the situation carefully.”
“If one looks too dangerous, I’ll skip it and move on to another.”
She looks skeptical but makes copies of the requests before handing them to us, and I fold them up, putting them in my pocket as we leave the guild.
Huh. Wouldn’t this normally be the time when some cocky adventurers would start harassing me because I’m the new guy?
Nothing like that happens, and after refilling our stock of preserved food, buying a couple waterskins, and a few other supplies we need, like a simple map, we leave Silvia and follow the main highway, heading north.
Ahhh. It feels good to be on the road again, away from the rotten atmosphere of the city.
I pull out the requests from my pocket and hand Laya the map. “Let’s figure out where we should head first based on which request is closest and how difficult it sounds.”
“Okay.” She sounds livelier than before.
“Are you going to be alright when it comes time to kill a monster?” I think back to her reaction when I mentioned getting her a sword.
“Mmm.”
Hey, do you think a simple answer like that is going to satisfy me?
“Are you sure? I don’t want you to freak out when we get into a battle; it’d be too late by then.”
“Elves learn to hunt when they turn twenty years old.”
“So, one more year and you’d be fighting monsters anyway, huh?”
“Yes. I had just started training to learn Wind magic when…” She trails off.
Oof. Looks like we ran into a bad subject. I’m curious what happened to her, but I don’t want her to get upset now that she’s finally starting to open up.
I turn to her, trying to sound optimistic. “Well, lucky you then, because I happen to be a great magic teacher, and I specialize in Wind magic!”
Surprisingly, a small smile forms on her face. “Mmm.”
“So, which one of these villages looks the closest according to that map?” I start listing off the names of the villages on the five requests we took.
“Carin village.”
I peer over her shoulder, and she points out Carin village to me. The map is to scale, and Laya estimates that it will take around six hours to reach the village, so we should arrive well before nightfall.
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“Nice. It says here the lake near the village is infested with monsters called kappas. You ever heard of a kappa?”
“No.”
“Me neither, so I guess we’ll just have to investigate once we get there.”
Actually, kappas are a fairly well-known creature from Japanese folklore back on Earth. They appear sometimes in games and books, but I can’t be certain that it’s the same creature just because it shares the name.
After a few minutes of walking, I feel a sudden sting in my thigh and I look down to see a small dart sticking out from my leg.
What the…?
I pull it out as I activate [Sense Mana] and detect a large source of mana from just behind the tree line.
“Laya, we’re under attack! Get behind me!”
I ready my weapon as I position myself between Laya and the attacker. As I do so, I begin to feel nauseous, my heart rate steadily increases, and sweat begins to pour out from my skin.
The dart—it was poisoned!
As my head begins to spin, the attacker dashes out from the forest. He reaches me, and I struggle to keep my focus as his dagger lashes out, aiming for my heart.
I twist my body to avoid his stab while I swing my spear, but he ducks my attack and slashes at my extended arms. His dagger slices into my right forearm, and I feel my blood begin to flow.
He continues his assault, and it takes every ounce of concentration I can muster just to prevent him from landing a critical hit. I leave an opening as I begin channeling my mana, and I pay for it with another wound. It’s difficult enough to cast in combat; with this poison and his intense assault, my spell formation breaks down in failure.
This is bad. I don’t have [Enhance] or [Gale] on me, and the poison is slowing me down. No, even if I were in top form, this assassin would be dangerous.
I feel a wave of healing energy flow through me. I sneak a peek at Laya and see a worried look on her face as she continues to move, keeping me between her and the assassin.
“Thanks, Laya!”
Despite her spell, my blood still flows freely from my wounds since her [Cure] is rank 1, and she’s only level 3. The poison still courses through me, causing my body to begin shivering.
Does [Cure] even work on poisons? Dammit, at this rate…
The assassin keeps up the pressure, and I’m forced to leap away to avoid a deadly blow. After I regain my balance, I notice his goal.
The assassin’s put himself between me and Laya!
Laya turns to run, but the assassin grabs her by the wrist before she can take a single step.
“No! Let me go!” she screams.
As if I’ll let you take her!
I run toward him with everything I have. He turns suddenly, and his hand flashes toward me.
A trap!?
His dagger sinks deep into my body. I manage to deflect it away from my heart, but I can feel the cold steel as it pierces my stomach.
Ignoring the pain, I release my spear and grab his arm as my momentum carries me into him. We go down, and he lets go of his dagger, leaving it lodged inside me.
I struggle to knock him out as I pin him down below me, but my body is reaching a critical state due to the poison and blood loss. My eyes won’t focus, and I’m seeing afterimages as he moves beneath me.
Even I have a tough time ignoring the pain as the hilt of the dagger strikes the ground in the scuffle, pushing it deeper into my body.
I can’t win…
I desperately grab the assassin’s wrists and forgo defense, curling my body to prevent him from targeting the dagger. I ignore the barrage of knees digging into me from below as I concentrate solely on channeling my spell.
Normally, this spell only takes a fraction of a second to cast, but in my state, it seems to take an eternity.
When it’s complete, I grab my spear and quickly stand up as the vertigo threatens to send me back down to the ground. With my free arm, I grab Laya and jump, forming an [Air Step].
The assassin springs to his feet behind me and creates his own steps, but I continue to jump higher and higher until I crest the top of the trees, then look below me and see the assassin come to a stop.
He must be running low on the spell’s duration. But I’ve still got plenty of time left.
I leap forward, creating more steps as we travel above the forest, and shortly before the spell ends, we land on a large branch near the top of one of the trees. I release Laya and slump with my back against the trunk as my vision darkens and my ears ring.
“Please get better!” Laya says as her healing magic flows into me.
It’s no use. [Cure] isn’t helping against the poison.
I desperately try to think of a solution as my mind grows hazy, searching for some way to survive.
There’s a spell … I couldn’t figure out … back then…
I recall the second-tier Light spell, [Restore], that I learned when I was still at the cabin. I thought it might be a more powerful [Cure], but when I used it, my wounds didn’t heal.
I close my eyes as I tune out Laya’s desperate voice and start to channel my mana, but my consciousness begins to fade, and I nearly lose the spell formation as my focus wavers.
I can’t let it end like this! The king, those backstabbing heroes, and all those rotten nobles…!
I imagine their reactions when they learn I died a pitiful death— killed by poison as I sat in a tree. Their sneers, their laughs, their joy.
I’ll get my revenge on them! Every single one!
I reach down to the hilt of the dagger that’s still stuck inside me. Gripping it tightly, I yank it out.
With my mind and body shocked awake by the pain and adrenaline, I focus with every last ounce of concentration. Drenched in sweat and with ragged breaths, I finally complete the spell formation, and the healing energy of [Restore] flows through me.
The wounds, I need to…
That’s as far as my thoughts get before I succumb to the darkness.
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Interlude 5
----- Lumina -----
 
As I walk through the castle courtyard followed closely by a handmaiden, I see my brother, the second prince Lyle, standing in the magical training grounds as his attendant watches nearby. He channels his mana for a spell, focusing on his target. When he’s ready, he unleashes it, and a ball of acid flies out from his extended arm. It hits the wooden training dummy and splatters, splashing it and the space behind it with a thick, burning acid.
The Advanced-class Earth spell, [Acid Splash], huh? I guess he still hasn’t managed to learn the master-class Earth spell yet. Not surprising, considering his age. He sure expects a lot of himself despite being fifteen. Even the current court mage didn’t manage to learn a Master-class spell until his early twenties.
“Good afternoon, Lyle. Working hard as usual, are you?”
He turns to me. “Hey Lumina. Did you come here to amaze the nobles again?”
Is he still bitter about that? I can’t help it if I was born with more magical talent than you. Voice your frustrations to the Goddess, not to me.
From a young age, Lyle was showered with praise for his great magical talents. Unlike our older brother, the crown prince Rhys, Lyle was talented enough for the court mage to take him as a pupil. He lacks Rhys’ even temper and commanding presence, so he always felt his magic was his one edge over his older brother.
Then I came along. If Lyle’s a genius that only appears once a decade, then I’m a genius that only appears once a century. The growth of my magic powers was so shocking to the court mage that he petitioned the king to minimize my tutoring schedule as much as possible so he could train me every day. My father did the opposite—increasing my tutoring and severely limiting the court mage’s training time with me. They still argue about it from time to time.
I still don’t know why Father would go out of his way to hamper my magical studies. Is it because I’m a girl?
I refocus my thoughts as I look at Lyle. “I’m not sure how you expect me to amaze the nobles when there’s hardly a lord or lady in sight.”
“Hmph. Even one noble is enough for you, is it not?” He points toward a young man facing a training dummy a short distance away. “Why not go show Earl Richard’s son how amazing you are? Surely he will shower you with the compliments you desire, no?”
I look at the young man, trying to recall his name. “You mean Sir Randall? He’s not exactly known for his silver tongue, you know. Perhaps you two would get along nicely.”
“I wouldn’t be caught dead next to that half-wit. How many times have others hinted at him not being welcome, yet he still shows up, undaunted? It’s well past the time that he learns the proper social cues.”
“Speaking of worthless nobles, I heard you’ve been spending quite a bit of time with Duke Bradley de Reinhold’s son, Sir Owen.”
“And what of it?”
“You know what Father thinks of Duke Bradley.”
“Why should I care what Father thinks? Besides, Collette has taken a liking to Duke Bradley, so he can’t reprimand me without looking like a hypocrite.”
I resist the urge to rub my temples. “How is Collette? Surely you must see her while you are visiting Duke Bradley’s estate. It’s rare for her to visit the castle these days, and I’m afraid I do not get many opportunities to go out.”
“Don’t lie. You leave to visit that orphanage nearly every week.”
“And do you know how hard I fought with Father just for that one privilege? Really, I swear he intends to keep me locked away as if I were a precious jewel that never leaves its display box.”
“How humble of you, miss precious jewel.”
“Enough of me, is Collette well?”
“She’s fine.”
Can’t you talk a little more?
“Has she gotten accustomed to life in the Upper Vale district? Being surrounded by so many scheming nobles can drain people who aren’t prepared, even a hero.”
“Hah. You don’t have to worry about that. I swear she has those pathetic nobles wrapped around her finger. You should see the way they pander to her, begging for her attention.”
“Oh, is that so? Do you think she will stay here and join the nobility after Chaos is defeated?”
“How should I know?” He seems to think for a second. “Well, I did once hear her say that she wanted a proper noble title. No doubt she would be given the highest noble rank if she helped defeat the fiends— Duchess.”
So, it’s as I feared, is it? With her apparent alliance with Duke Bradley, the power their faction will soon wield may disrupt the delicate balance in this kingdom.
Whether they know it or not, the three heroes’ actions are serving to undermine Father’s authority. I had hoped that once they left to defeat the fiends, they would not return.
Collette joined the nobles most opposed to the royal faction. They have fought Father at every opportunity, preventing him from taking care of all the work that requires his attention.
Cedric is causing followers of the Goddess to turn from the church, forming a rift between his new cult and traditional believers. Father was forced to supply the church with the resources and authority to limit the spread of Cedric’s teachings, at the expense of the royal faction.
Thanks to Rolf, the neighborhoods around the Colosseum are now filled with criminals. The crime in the area is so bad Father had to create a new guard squadron with the sole purpose of keeping peace in the area. Unfortunately, several of the guards have been found dead— assassinated. I fear that I know the assassin, but I dare not speak it to anyone else.
No, I can’t deny it. The three heroes must be cognizant of the effects their actions are having. To believe otherwise would be to label them as buffoons. But why? To what end does it serve them?
“I see. That’s wonderful news. Having Collette as a noble would be a great boon for Orakio,” I say, lying. “Any more news of the False Hero?”
“That coward hasn’t shown himself ever since he murdered Baron Victor on the highway. Father is gathering troops to scour the neighboring cities and villages, but for some reason he’s taking his time dispatching them. Doesn’t he realize how important it is to move quickly, before that coward can escape?”
Don’t you realize that it’s your little noble friends who are hamstringing the dispatch?
“I’m sure Father is doing everything he can.”
“Whatever,” he says as he turns back to the training dummy and begins channeling for another spell.
Turning around, I see my attendant, Elise, standing by the doors that lead back inside the castle.
“Is it completed?”
“Yes, Princess.”
“Excellent. Follow me, then.”
I open the doors and walk back inside the castle, quickly making my way back to my room and sitting down on the sofa while Elise stands before me. As usual, she’s standing with a straight back and perfect posture.
After her previous investigation into the three heroes, I ordered her to investigate the Berserker incident that led to the False Hero’s escape.
I give Elise a nod and she begins the report. “As you know, three Berserkers appeared seemingly out of nowhere within the castle walls several weeks ago.”
“Yes, and the consensus is that the False hero somehow called them to rescue him. Of all the prisoners held in the castle dungeon, he was the only one to escape, after all.”
“Precisely, Princess. However, my men spoke with the guards and torturer stationed within the dungeons. None of them can conceive of how the False Hero could have called them, since he was never left unattended outside his cell, and the only belongings he had were the clothes he wore.”
“As expected. Still, there may have been magic beyond our understanding involved, so we can’t rule out that possibility, despite the lack of evidence.”
“I agree. The fact that his cell door was opened with a key and not broken leaves us with many unanswered questions. Also, although not officially disclosed, the fact that the kingdom keeps Berserkers in the dungeon for study is somewhat of an open secret among the nobles.”
“Ah, that’s true. It’s especially difficult to hide after the three Berserkers who infiltrated the dungeon released the ones we kept prisoner.”
“About that, Princess—I managed to find out the exact number of Berserkers that were held in the dungeon before their release. There were thirteen in total.”
“Thirteen? Isn’t that…!”
“Yes. That is the precise number of Berserkers that the heroes and soldiers fought that day.”
“What of the dungeon? Were there any Berserkers still remaining in their cells after the battle?”
“No. All of them were released.”
How is that possible? If there were thirteen in the dungeon and three more entered to release them, that should bring the total to sixteen Berserkers. So, where are the other three?
No matter how I consider it, there seems to be only one possibility—three Berserkers were intentionally released from the dungeon and allowed to rampage within the castle walls.
“Elise, that information is very dangerous, so please make absolutely sure never to speak it to anyone else.”
“It will never leave my lips, Princess.” She gives me a solemn bow.
Was Father involved in this? Or does the False Hero have an ally powerful enough to arrange it?
“There are so many things that don’t make sense,” I say as I struggle to piece it all together. “Still, thank you for your hard work, Elise. I don’t know what I would do without your support.”
Elise begins to look flustered when I lower my head toward her. “N-no, Princess. It is I who am indebted to you. Without you, I—”
“I told you long ago that I only did that on a whim,” I interject. “There’s no reason for you to devote yourself so wholeheartedly because of it.”
“Still, I intend to honor my pledge.”
That’s Elise for you, always so honest and honorable. I’m a bit jealous.
I lean back as I try to unpack all the information she brought to me.
Someone managed to orchestrate the release of three Berserkers from the castle dungeon, allowing them to run freely within the castle walls. Meanwhile, the False Hero conveniently escapes his cell during the commotion, appearing weeks later less than a day’s walk north of Roshar.
It’s difficult to believe his escape was coincidental, but if it was truly planned, then why did he not flee further during the weeks between his escape and his slaying of Baron Victor?
On top of that, the surviving guards say he wielded only a wooden spear and was dressed in the old, torn clothes of a peasant. Why would Chaos treat their Chosen Hero so carelessly? Shouldn’t they have escorted him back to their lands with haste after having gone through the trouble of rescuing him?
The more I think about it, the more I find my mind reaching dangerous conclusions.
He is certainly the one spoken of in the prophecy, so perhaps it made sense to sentence him to death without evidence. So why do I feel so conflicted?
I once again remember the face of the False Hero, stricken with fear and desperation as he pleaded his innocence.
I look at Elise. “Send your men to investigate everything they can about the False Hero. I want to know what he did the day he was summoned, what happened to him in the dungeons, and any information you can acquire regarding his reappearance.”
“Understood, Princess.”
How did it turn out like this? The heroes were supposed to lead us, guide us. Are there no true heroes in this world? Are we destined to be destroyed by Chaos for our sins?
I have another question I want to ask, yet I lock it deep in my heart, afraid to even form the words in my mind. It’s a question I could never give voice: Has the Goddess abandoned us?
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Chapter 9: Power Leveling

----- Lutz -----
 
I slowly open my eyes and my head begins to pound as feeling returns to my body.
“Ugh…”
“Lutz! Lutz!” Laya yells my name as she stares at my face.
“What happened?”
I struggle to piece together my fuzzy memories, but they flood back quickly once I look around and realize I’m sitting on a tree branch high above the ground.
“You stopped responding. You were so pale, I thought…”
I look at my wounds and see that they’re all closed, though they will probably reopen if I move around too much. Laya’s healing energy still flows inside me, despite the sun having moved a fair distance in the sky while I was unconscious.
Has she been casting [Cure] on me over and over? And there’s no way I wouldn’t have fallen off after I passed out; she must have held on to me this whole time.
“You saved me, Laya. Thank you.”
“I-it was nothing, Lutz. Besides, you saved me from that human.”
“You’re finally saying it.”
“Huh?”
“My name. You’re finally calling me by my name.”
“Ah. Um, I guess so…” She looks away in embarrassment.
“Sorry, it just makes me happy, I guess,” I say with a little laugh.
She rarely speaks, and even when she does, it’s usually just a couple words. When I first bought her, she was like a marionette—she moved according to my will, but her actions were lifeless. It seems like learning magic has given her a goal and a purpose, but I’m surprised she’s managed to cut her strings in a single day.
“Looks like the sun’s still high in the sky. If we leave soon, we can still make it to Carin village.”
“Are you going to be okay?”
“I’ll manage. I’ve been in much worse shape than this before.”
I stand up and cast [Cure] on myself as I stretch my stiff muscles, then hold my hand out to Laya. She grabs it, and I help her up.
“You ready?”
“Mmm.”
With my spear in one hand and Laya in the other, I step off the branch and onto an [Air Step].
The rest of the journey is largely uneventful and after a lot of walking, we arrive at the village of Carin. The tree line opens up as we approach, widening into a large plain where the houses stand. There’s a simple, thick wooden fence around the village and an open gate where it meets the road.
There are more houses and people than the village where I defeated the Hari, and smaller streets can be seen running off the main road, leading to other parts of the village. Once again, the houses are simple wooden structures with thatched roofs, but they appear to be maintained well.
In the distance on the south side, the plains have been transformed into farmland, with workers scattered around as they prepare to plant their crops for the upcoming season.
Guards have been posted at the gate and some can be seen scattered around the fence line. They’re nothing more than villagers with crude weapons, but as long as they spot a threat in time, they can probably win against weak monsters as long as they group up.
As we walk down the road, I ask a villager where the mayor is, and he points me toward a house that’s slightly bigger than the others. I approach it and knock on the front door, and soon after, an elderly man opens it. He’s dressed in typical villager clothes, but they’re less torn and dirty than the ones worn by most of the others.
“Yes? Can I help you youngsters?”
“We’re adventurers who’ve come to take care of your kappa problem.”
“You kids?” He furrows his brows as he looks us over. “I’m sorry, but the kappas are much too dangerous for youngsters like yourselves.”
Tch. It’s getting annoying always having people underestimate me because I look so young, although it’s quite useful for catching people off guard…
“Oh, really. Too dangerous, huh?” I look around and spot three guards at the nearby fence line. “Stay here,” I say to Laya.
“What exactly are you going to do, son?”
I walk toward the villagers acting as guards and [Scry] them.
Two level 4s and one level 5. Weak.
When I reach the fence line, I lean my spear against a wooden post and call out to the guards. “Hey, fellas. Mind helping me out a bit?”
“Eh? What you need, exactly?” one of them says as he eyes my weapon.
“Nothing much, I just want to do some light sparring.”
“You wanna spar? Son, we’re trying to keep those damn monsters out of our village. We ain’t got time to play with you.”
“Ah, my bad. I didn’t think you’d be this afraid of a match with a kid.” I grin as I hold my head up high and look down at them through my nose.
As his face starts to flush with anger, I notice movement out of the corner of my eye. I look toward the mayor and see him walking toward us, with Laya a few steps behind him.
Huh… I told Laya to stay there, so why isn’t the slave seal activating? I didn’t really intend my words to be an order, I just didn’t want her to get caught up in this fight, so perhaps that’s why she was able to disobey them.
I turn back to the villagers, a sneer on my face. “You three versus me. I won’t even use my spear. How about it? You’re not going say you’re too scared again, are you?”
“You little runt, I’ll make you regret messing with us.” He stomps toward me, but the other two stay back, annoyed looks on their faces.
One’s not enough. If they won’t attack all at once, then…
The part-time guard that’s stomping toward me swings the butt of his spear at my head when he gets close, but I easily duck his blow and circle around him while he stumbles forward, keeping my back toward him as I stare at the other two guards’ surprised faces.
How pitiful. Throwing your weight behind an attack means you’ll lose your balance if your opponent dodges it.
I reach out without looking back and shove the off-balance guard, causing him to tumble forward and fall to his hands and knees as he drops his spear.
“Are you ready to start the spar yet? Or, wait … don’t tell me we’ve started already.” I feign a perplexed look.
The other two villagers step forward as the one behind me gets back on his feet.
He looks really pissed this time.
“Get him!” he yells as they rush forward at once, two in front, one behind.
The two ahead of me close the distance first and swing their crude spears, point first this time—although they’re not aiming for my vitals.
Dodging a swipe from the first villager, I reach out and grab the shaft of the other spear mid-swing, just below the tip, and I twist my body as I pull on the weapon. The man holds on tight and is yanked forward along with his spear, so I use my free arm to shove him at the guard who’s coming toward me from behind. They collide and go down in a tangled mess of limbs and spears.
The villager whose spear I dodged is readying for another swipe. As he begins his swing, I quickly step forward and his weapon hits my upper arm. Despite that, there’s no blood or pain— because what hit me is the shaft.
Jeez. Don’t they know that spears have a dead zone close to their body when they swing instead of thrust?
After the shaft hits me, I grab it and give a light kick to the villager’s solar plexus, causing him to let go as he doubles over.
With his spear in my hand, I turn to see one of the men who I sent tumbling to the ground earlier get back on his feet and prepare to run at me. I hold the weapon horizontally in my hands and throw it at the villager as he starts his charge. Anger turns into surprise a split second before the shaft of the spear crashes into his face.
His arms flail wildly, causing the weapon in his hands to move around erratically. As I’m about to charge at him, the mayor who’s been watching a short distance away speaks up.
“That’s enough!”
I eye the three villagers as they recover to make sure they don’t try anything funny as I retrieve my spear, then turn to the mayor. “Still think I’m too weak?”
“Son, there are better ways to make a point. There was no need to go so far… But no, you’re certainly not weak.”
“Mmm. Strong.” Laya looks a bit happy.
“Mayor! Who are these people?”
“They’re adventurers who’ve come to take care of the kappas. Sorry, it’s my fault he picked a fight—I called him weak.”
The villagers glare at me as they reluctantly go back to the fence line to continue their watch. I can hear them grumbling, but I ignore them.
“We’re going to need a place to stay tonight and somewhere to take a bath. Tomorrow, we’ll start the extermination.” I get right to the point.
“Understood. I’ll talk to the innkeeper. As for the bath, we can set up a partition and fill up a few buckets with well water.”
“Sounds good, but don’t worry about filling the buckets with water—leave them empty. I’ll consider the inn fee and nightly bath as payment for the extermination.”
“I-is that all? I was expecting ... more I guess.”
“Well, if this village could afford a high payment, the request would have a reward. Don’t worry; I won’t suddenly ask for some absurd payment after the quest is completed.”
The main reason I’m here is to gain experience points after all. Anything else is just a bonus.
“Thank you.” A look of relief washes over his face.
“Don’t thank me—thank her.” I nod toward Laya. “She’s the only reason we’re even here.”
“Thank you, miss.” He gives Laya a bow.
“It’s nothing.” She blushes, then pouts a bit as she looks at me, embarrassed to be put on the spot, but I simply smile back at her.
After that, he leads us to the inn, and we get a room where we put our belongings and relax while he gets the bath ready. Thanks to [Cure], we don’t have to worry about getting sores on our feet from all the walking, but it doesn’t help with general fatigue, so I’m not surprised when I see Laya lie down on the bed, exhausted.
“I know it’s tough but trust me when I say that it’ll get much easier soon. As you level, your stats will go up and a day of walking will hardly bother you.”
“You say strange things sometimes, Lutz.” She raises her head to look at me.
“Even in my world only certain people would understand.”
“Your world? You said something like that before. What do you mean?”
“I guess I should tell you the truth, huh?”
Laya sits up, sensing the change in my voice.
I remember reading a story once, where the main character kept his circumstances secret from his allies. It ended up backfiring on him later when they found out.
I don’t want to make that mistake, even if it means she loses trust in me after I tell her.
“Do you know the stories of the heroes—the ones summoned by the Goddess to save the world when it’s in danger?”
“Yes, elves know about the Goddess’ Heroes. An elf was once chosen to be a hero, long ago.”
Oh? That’s surprising, considering everything I’ve seen in this world.
“Well, I was summoned by the Goddess as one of the heroes a couple months ago. Actually, I was summoned from another world.”
“Eh?” She makes a dumb sound.
“I’m not asking you to believe me. I just want you to know the truth.”
She looks skeptical. “Then why aren’t you fighting Chaos?”
I feel my face harden as I remember that farce of a trial they put me through. “Because … I was betrayed.”
I tell her everything. The anger seeps into my voice as I explain how I was humiliated in the castle’s arena, labeled as the False Hero, and sentenced to a painful death. A tangible feeling of hatred fills the room as I recount my time in the dungeon and what I went through in that hell. I explain how I escaped, how I survived alone in the forest, and how I made my way to Silvia where I met her at the slave auction.
Her look of skepticism fades quickly after I begin speaking. Perhaps she felt the emotions were too strong—too raw—to be fake. No, maybe she understands. Once again, I can’t help but wonder what this girl has been through.
“Lutz … I’m sorry. I didn’t know,” she says as she rubs at her red, watery eyes.
“No, it’d be a lie if I said I was over it, but I’ve got a mission now—something to look forward to. You’re part of it now, Laya. Sorry for dragging you into my mess.”
“No, don’t be sorry. If it weren’t for you, that man…” Her words fade, perhaps not wanting to imagine what fate may have awaited her.
“They’re still looking for me. That’s why I need to get stronger—so I can survive.”
“I’ll get stronger too.”
“Thanks, Laya.”
She opens her mouth to say something but hesitates, but I give her a nod, and she seems to understand my intent because she begins to speak.
“What was it like in your world?” she asks softly.
“Ah, Earth. I guess compared to this one, it was much easier to just live a normal life. It was boring, but most people have a chance to improve their lives if they work hard. At least, that’s the case for where I lived.”
“Isn’t it great to live normally, even if it’s boring?”
“Yeah, I can’t deny that. I do miss the safety and familiarity of my everyday life. Nobody paid me much mind outside of my job, so I could live comfortably and enjoy my hobbies as much as I wanted.”
“Peaceful. Sounds like the humans in your world are far different than the ones here.”
“Well, our societies developed to the point that most of our needs and safety could be met with a bit of hard work … but inside, we’re no different.”
“What do you mean?”
“In my world, a wise man once noted: ‘There are only nine meals between mankind and anarchy.’ I’m proof of that.”
“You are?”
“Yeah. I thought myself civilized, as if I were somehow above my brutal ancestors, but that’s not true. I’m no different than them—I was just lucky enough to be born during a time when I could bury that part of me under a façade of civility. As soon as I was pushed to the brink, I threw that mask away…”
“Lutz, I…” Her eyes drift off to the side as a tinge of red covers her cheeks. “You’re not a bad person…”
I reach over and tousle up Laya’s hair, causing her to tuck her head into her shoulders, like a turtle escaping into its shell.
“Thanks Laya.”
“Y-you’ll tangle up my hair…”
“Huh? Is that even possible with all these knots? If anything, I’m straightening it.”
“What a terrible excuse.”
“Hah. That may be true, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to stop!” I continue running my hand through her hair for several more strokes before pulling my arm back.
Laya finally looks back up to me. “If you found a way back, would you go?”
Perhaps I’m imagining it, but I see a bit of unease in her eyes as she asks.
Would I?
If she had asked me before I escaped from the dungeon, there would have been no doubt. But now I have so many exciting things to do—things that I could only dream of doing in my old world. Even if I’m being hunted, as long as I don’t get caught, I can go on amazing adventures and fight tough monsters.
“No,” I decide. “There are a lot of things wrong with this world, but it’s exciting, right? Learning magic and fighting monsters—I get goosebumps just thinking about the future.”
“Yeah,” Laya says as a smile forms on her face.
A short time later, a townsperson arrives and tells me the bath is ready, so we head to the partition they set up for us and wash ourselves one at a time. Then we eat dinner with the mayor as he explains the village’s situation.
Basically, the Kingdom of Orakio is focusing on fighting the armies of Chaos, so there are no longer any soldiers to spare for keeping monsters in check. Since they can’t afford the Adventurer’s Guild’s recommended reward, they have no choice but to fortify their village and hope they can survive until Chaos is defeated and the soldiers come back.
Apparently, many villages are having the same problem as this one, which is why the Adventurer’s Guild has so many requests with no reward.
After dinner, I bring Laya to a nice open spot near the fence. “Are you ready for your training?”
She nods with a look of determination, and I take a bed sheet, placing it on the ground. We both sit on it, one in front of the other, and I grab her hands to begin forming her mana into the Wind spell, [Shock].
Just like last time, we practice the formation time and again, releasing the spell into the sky every once in a while. It takes less time than before for her to cast it without my assistance.
“Good job, Laya. From now on, you’re a Wind mage,” I say as I confirm it on her Status Screen.
“It’s amazing, Lutz. I … had given up on becoming a Wind mage, but now … now I am one. I want to learn more. More spells. I want to get stronger.”
“You will. I’ll make sure of it. I’m good at figuring out systems and mechanics like the ones in this world.” I think back to all the MMOs and RPGs I’ve played through my life. “We’re going to bend the rules to our will, Laya. When we’re done, we’ll be known as the strongest people this world has ever seen.”
Laya’s blue-green eyes peer into mine, and for the first time since we’ve met, her eyes are filled with unclouded trust. I burn that gaze into my memory.
I’m going to fulfill my promise, no matter the cost. We’ll be so powerful, nobody in this world will even think of laying a hand on us.
As we pack up and leave, we see some villagers who’ve made their way over to watch us. They seem to have enjoyed watching [Shock] being released as Laya practiced.
We make it back to our room in short order and prepare for bed, but there’s still one more thing to do before that. I take a chair, place it beside my bed, and take the brush out of my bag.
I look at Laya and she sits in the chair. Like last time, the brush keeps getting snagged on the knots in her hair from time to time.
“Ow…” she complains.
“I know it hurts, but there are some things magic just can’t fix.” Once again, I see her ears peeking out from beneath the tangles.
Would it be rude to touch them?
I force myself to move my eyes away from her pointy ears, and after a few minutes I finish and put the brush away. She heads back to her bed, rubbing her head, and we go to sleep after what has felt like an exceptionally long day.
----------
 
The next morning, we have the mayor tell us which direction the lake is in, and we set off to kill the kappas. Not long after we enter the forest, we run across a creature that walks on two legs but with a hunch-backed posture, its green skin leathery and slimy. It would be about as big as Laya if it stood up straight but the shell on its back prevents it from doing so. I [Scry] it and, sure enough, it’s a kappa, level 6.
It looks strangely similar to the creature in Japanese folklore…
I keep an eye on Laya’ status as I defeat it and notice that she gains some experience, even though she didn’t attack it.
The forest floor is covered in leaves and twigs, making it impossible to approach the kappas without them hearing us. However, using [Air Step], I can walk without actually touching the ground, allowing me to sneak up on a kappa. Interestingly, walking on the steps created with the spell seems to produce no sound at all.
No wonder that assassin chose to learn Wind magic.
After sneaking up on the kappa, I knock it out, then hand Laya my spear. She finishes it off, earning her about twice the experience compared to the first one. When she holds the spear, I can see a tremble in her hands, but she doesn’t let it show on her face.
On the next one we find, I have Laya use [Shock] on it before I defeat it.
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She gains just as much experience as when she finishes one herself.
So, as long as she attacks an enemy, she’ll gain maximum experience. In that case, there’s no need to force her to get the killing blow.
I stay close to Laya as we move through the forest, taking care of most of them myself and only letting Laya use [Shock] when it’s safe. She doesn’t have any armor or weapons, so I need to protect her. The strongest kappa I’ve seen is level 10, and I’m not sure if she’d be able to withstand a single attack from a monster that’s over twice her level.
Not only do humans have mana, but so do monsters, so while I’m using [Sense Mana], I can feel the presence of all nearby creatures. There are so many animals in the forest that it’s hard to detect individual presences, but the kappas have much stronger mana than the normal animals, so it’s quite easy to pick them out when they get close. Using this strategy, we move around the forest, defeating kappas as we head further in.
Eventually, the lake comes into view as we near the edge of the tree line surrounding it, and I can feel the presence of an absurd amount of kappas in and around the lake. The rancid smell of stale, dirty water fills the area, mixed with the kappas’ stench and excrement.
“Laya, there are way too many enemies for us to fight at once. I’m not sure I’d be able to protect you from them all.”
“If only I were stronger…”
“You will be soon. But for now, we need to play it safe.”
As I consider my options, I begin to laugh as I suddenly realize what I need to do.
“Lutz? You’re being weird again.”
“Sorry, sorry. I just thought of a way to cheat the system. If this were a game, the developers would be furiously working on a patch to fix it.”
“There are too many things I don’t understand about what you just said.”
“Don’t worry about it; just leave it to me.”
We walk close to the edge of the forest as I channel my mana, and when I’m ready, I cast [Earth Wall] in the clearing next to the lake. I keep the wall’s length short but make it thick and tall.
The nearby kappas jump in surprise as the wall erupts into existence, but I’m already carrying Laya to the top using [Air Step] before they have a chance to react. I land atop the wall and look down on the kappas as they begin to crowd around. They claw at it, trying to climb, but their bodies aren’t made to scale vertical walls, so none of them succeed.
“Good. Looks like this will work. It might be a bit boring, but leveling you up takes priority over everything else right now, so just relax here while I wipe them out.”
“Mmm. Be careful.”
With the stage set, I jump down, spear in hand, and begin the extermination.
After landing on the ground, I steadily defeat the kappas as they continue to swarm me, while more constantly crawl out of the lake to join the fight. They’re practically climbing over each other in an attempt to reach me, but thanks to continued use of [Air Step], they’re never able to pin me down.
After wiping out hundreds of them, their numbers dwindle to a manageable level, so I bring Laya down and start focusing on letting her attack so she’ll get more experience.
At first, Laya is stiff and relies on me to set up her kills, but it isn’t long before she begins taking them on solo—luring them into her range once she’s ready to cast, then zapping them with her spell and gutting them with my spear.
I want her to gain some confidence and hopefully start to overcome her trauma with weapons, so I have her use my spear. I can tell how difficult it is for her, but she doesn’t complain, not even once.
It isn’t long before my [Sense Mana] no longer picks up any kappas in the area, so we make our way back. I check our Status Screens as we near the village and see that I’m now level 18, while Laya is level 13. Despite needing double my experience, her first three or four levels went by in the blink of an eye; however, after level 10, the experience she was getting per kill began to drop sharply.
As I feared, she only gains one skill point per level instead of two, but ten Skill Points is enough to get some pretty powerful spells if she specializes.
That was quite a juicy leveling spot. Too bad monsters don’t respawn in this world like they do in games.
As we walk back into the village, one of the men I bullied yesterday looks at us with a condescending smile.
“Gave up already? Shoulda known a couple of kids wouldn’t be able to take them out.”
Laya shoots him a fierce glare, but I simply smile. “What are you talking about? Of course we’d come back after wiping out the infestation.”
“Huh!? As if you could kill all those things in just a couple hours!”
I shrug as I walk by him, heading toward the mayor’s house. After knocking, he answers and steps outside, his eyes drawn to the villager that followed us here who begins spouting nonsense.
“Mayor, this kid refuses to admit that he failed! He says he defeated all the kappas already! There’s no way!”
“Surely he misheard what you said, right? Aren’t you here to take a break before you go back to the lake?”
“No, we’re done.”
“Done? Did you give up?” He looks disappointed.
“No, there are just no more kappas left, so we came back.”
“See? Mayor, it’s time we kick these kids out of our village. They’re no good!”
“Gather some men and go to the lake. We need to know if they’re telling the truth.”
“No problem. We’ll be back in a few minutes. Don’t let them escape before we return!” The villager grins as he speaks.
He seems to want to rub it in my face when he comes back, huh? Well, too bad for him.
After about ten minutes of waiting, a villager comes running out of the forest, breathing heavily as he makes his way to us.
“What’s wrong? Did you get attacked?”
“N-no, Mayor. The kappas—they’re all dead. Hundreds of them … piled up around the lake. I can’t believe it…”
“So it’s true.” He turns to me. “Thank you, sir. Because of you, our village will be able to survive.” He gives me a bow.
Ugh. When he acts like that, it makes me feel kinda bad for my haughty attitude. Still, if they knew who I was…
“You don’t seem too surprised.”
“When I saw the way you fought with the three villagers yesterday, I knew you were no ordinary man.” His eyes seem to grow distant as he speaks. “I’ve seen many adventurers in my youth—ones much older and more experienced than you—but few of them would have been able to match the movements and techniques you displayed.”
The other villagers return. The face of the one who was badmouthing me earlier is stiff and ashen, but I look away before our eyes meet as a feeling of shame bubbles up within me.
Why did I start so much trouble? Was it because I was mad at being called a kid? Or…
The faces of the villagers where I killed the Hari pop up in my mind, and a cold, emotionless feeling tries to settle in me as I remember how quickly they turned on me once they learned who I was, but I forcefully change my thoughts before it takes me over.
How petty am I? Maybe I deserve to be called a kid…
Feeling like I want to be anywhere other than here, I turn to the mayor. “Well, we’ve accomplished what we came here for, so we’ll be taking our leave now.”
The mayor looks like he wants to say something, but in the end, he simply nods.
After gathering our stuff from the inn, we leave the village the same way we came in, getting back onto the main highway and continuing north and heading toward the next village that needs help.
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Chapter 10: Schemes

----- Lutz -----
 
As Laya and I walk down the highway, my mind returns to what I did in Carin village. No matter how I try to justify it, I can’t find a way to excuse my actions.
“Hey Laya, did I go too far when I was fighting those villagers?”
“Hmm? No, they’re just a couple humans.”
Yeah, I guess an elf forced into slavery by humans would hold a grudge, huh.
“What if they were elves? Would you say the same thing?”
“That’s…” Her brow scrunches up. “I … wouldn’t like that.”
We walk in silence for several minutes, and as I watch the edge of the forest slowly move by with each step, I think about what I’ve been through in this world—the betrayal, the pain, and the hardships.
Long ago, one of my high school teachers told me that if I wanted to know whether my actions were right or wrong, I needed to think about them as if they were part of a story I was reading, rather than part of my life. His method seemed strange to me back then, but as I grew older, I began to understand it. Disconnecting myself from the events helps to give me an unbiased perspective.
The villagers in Carin didn’t betray me; they didn’t inflict any pain or force these hardships on me. They were simply trying their best to protect their village from the kappas. What right did I have to take out my anger and frustration on them?
Dammit...
“I don’t want to be like them.”
Laya turns to me, trying to decipher my words. “Who?”
I stop walking and look down, frustrated at myself. “The ones who betrayed me. They use their power to do what they want. We’re nothing more than insects to them; they’ll swat at us the second we inconvenience them. Yet, I…”
Laya walks in front of me, and I look up, meeting her eyes. “You’re not like them, Lutz. You saved me when I had nothing. You even fought to protect me. I haven’t seen any other human who was willing to go so far.”
“But I only bought you because of your Unique Skills—and those eyes.”
I saw myself in her that day. Hatred and suffering, leashed by chains, begging for an outlet. If not for that, would I have given her a second glance?
Did I just want to be with someone who shared my pain?
“I don’t know what you mean, but I don’t care. All that matters is that I’m here now because of you.”
“Laya … thank you. I want to be better than them. No, I will be better.”
I can still feel it—that deep hatred within me. It threatens to rise every time I see something that reminds me of that betrayal: a guard, a noble, or anyone abusing their position of power over others.
I can’t let it take me over and turn me into one of them. I’ve done a lot of things since I came to this world that the people on Earth would condemn. I’ve stolen, I’ve killed, and I even bought a slave. I don’t plan to stop now, even if the whole world—no, even if both worlds consider me a criminal. But, at the very least, I won’t become what I hate.
We begin walking once more, and I let my mind wander, recounting the events I’ve been through up until now as I try to sort out the complicated feelings simmering just beneath the surface.
It’s far too soon to make peace with what happened to me, but if I don’t at least get a handle on myself, I’m liable to do something rash one day…
As I continue to think, a carriage comes into view ahead of us. It’s also heading north, but we manage to catch up to it despite us walking at a normal pace.
Why are they moving so slow?
We’re still far enough away that it’s hard to get a clear view of the guards surrounding the carriage, and I try to match their pace so we don’t get too close, remembering what happened the first time I crossed paths with a noble’s carriage.
The minutes continue to go by as the carriage slows more and more. Perhaps an hour after I first began to slow down, I’ve had enough.
Screw this. I tried to be understanding, but I’m not going to cower back here just because some noble can’t handle a bumpy carriage ride.
I try to keep my anger in check as we speed up. When we get close, they come to a stop and a few extra guards make their way to the back of the carriage, looking our way.
“Laya, get ready for a fight—just in case.”
She nods as she glares at the guards who have taken up defensive positions as they stare at us.
“Stop! Declare yourselves!”
His tone is assertive, but his voice is weak, while his face is pale and drenched with sweat. The other guards beside him are the same.
What’s going on? Did the noble force his guards to march for days without rest?
“We’re adventurers, heading to a nearby village to deal with a pack of monsters.”
“You’ve trailed us for a while now, matching our pace. Why did you choose now to pass us?” His face is filled with doubt as he speaks.
“Huh? Of course it’s because you’re moving too slow. How long do you expect me to move at a snail’s pace? Do you think you own this road?” I say, failing to keep a leash on my anger.
Surprisingly, after the guards whisper a bit, they form a line, protecting the carriage while allowing us ample room to walk past them.
“Then go. We’ll start moving again after you pass by.”
“A-ah, I see. Thanks…” I say awkwardly.
Was I so ready to fight that I’d get confused when they act civilized? Still, I better keep my guard up in case they try to encircle us as we pass by.
Before I can take my first step, a voice rings out from the front of the carriage. “Enemy attack!”
The guards in front of us once again take up defensive positions, blocking the road.
“You lying—” I tune him out as I scan the area with [Sense Mana].
There are nearly two dozen mana signals coming from the forest around us, plus a few on the road a short distance ahead of the carriage.
“Laya, we’re surrounded! Stick close to me!” I say in a hurry.
I was careless. I let the guards in front of me draw all my attention.
The men walk out of the forest, swords drawn, forming a ring around the carriage. Peering around, I see the ones standing in front of the carriage have spears, preventing the horses from moving forward.
The ten or so guards would probably have made short work of the bandits normally, but as they hold their swords out, I can see their hands and bodies trembling.
Are they sick? Every single one of them? This is no coincidence. Whatever’s going on, these bandits have set up a trap, striking while they have the upper hand.
Without hesitation, I begin channeling my mana, and in a few seconds, I release my spell, [Wind Blade], as the bandits walk forward, tightening the noose.
Three blades of wind fly out, each slicing into a separate bandit. Two go down hard, while the third just barely manages to block my spell with his shield.
Before the blades even make contact, Laya and I are already running toward them. While the man still standing is off balance from the impact, Laya releases her [Shock] spell, and lightning forks from her hand, paralyzing him and sending him to the ground. I brandish my spear, killing the three men as they lie defenselessly at our feet.
Turning, I see that our charge acted as the trigger for the fighting to begin. The guards desperately hold their defensive formation around the carriage, with several positioned at the door, guarding it with their lives.
Two more bandits rush toward us, so I put myself between them and Laya, my spear at the ready as I channel my mana. When they get close, I shoot out an [Ice Lance] at one, and he drops as the spell hits his chest. His ally seems to realize how outmatched he is, but it’s too late—he’s within my range.
I swing my spear, releasing a [Crescent Wave]. His momentum brings him into the wave of energy, and it slices into him, carrying him backwards through the air before gravity pulls his body back to the ground.
I scan the battlefield and see several guards are already down, while the ones that remain struggle to even stay on their feet as they fight off the bandits.
“C’mon Laya, let’s finish this.”
“Mmm.” She nods with a fearless look.
Jeez. When did this girl get so confident?
We charge the bandits from behind, and Laya sends out another spray of electricity, catching three bandits in the back. The guards use the opening to cut one down, and I finish the other two with a single swipe of my spear.
The two remaining bandits on this side of the carriage lose their will to fight when they see three of their allies fall in an instant. They flee while Laya and I move around to the other side, and within a few seconds all the bandits are either dead or fleeing—save for one who is seriously wounded as he lies on the ground.
I look at the road in front of the carriage and see the spearmen scattering, so I begin to move toward the wounded bandit to question him but stop when I see Laya reach down and pick up one of the bandit’s swords.
What’s she doing? She hates weapons.
I watch her as she makes her way toward the bandit, holding the sword in a quivering hand. She looms above him, casting a dark shadow over the fallen man as she looks down at him, her eyes filled with a hatred nobody should be forced to bear— especially a young girl. Raising her sword with both hands, it trembles in the air as she holds it high above her head.
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“Because of you … all of you … they’re gone! I hate you!”
She brings her arms down and the point of the sword digs into the man’s chest. He yells as it pierces him, his blood gushing out of the wound. She pulls the sword out, raises it back up, and brings it down again as she screams in rage. Again and again, she stabs the man, long after he’s dead. Slowly, her hands stop, dropping the sword to the ground as she looks down at the bloody and mangled body beneath her.
I walk up to Laya and put my arms around her. She leans into me and begins to cry, releasing the emotions she’s kept bottled up for so long.
I silently rub her head as she lets it out while she grabs my shirt with her small, bloody hands and squeezes. As the blood soaks into my shirt, Laya continues to weep in lament of the enormous loss buried inside.
Despite the tough, emotionless front that she normally displays, she’s broken on the inside—even more than me. She’s had everything taken from her, even her freedom. Forced to live surrounded by the ones who took it all, her hatred boiled beneath the surface until it erupted.
When she calms down, she separates from me but just stands, unmoving, as she stares at the ground. I move my eyes from her and look around, noticing that the guards are watching from a distance as they take care of their wounds.
“Laya, I’m going to heal the guards,” I say as I notice several with grievous wounds.
She nods and follows me as I walk toward a guard who’s casting [Cure] on one of his gravely wounded allies. The healer is only level 9, so his spell can’t be any higher than rank 2. When I reach him, I notice that he’s little more than a kid, probably just a year or two older than I am in this world. On top of that, he has a deep wound of his own.
“Leave the heavily wounded ones to me,” I say as I cast [Cure] on the young soldier.
A look of shock replaces the pained expression he’s been wearing since the moment I laid eyes on him. “This magic—I haven’t felt a [Cure] spell this powerful since my days of training under my master.”
The healer turns toward his superior officer who’s been standing in earshot range this whole time. The commander nods and the young soldier walks off, heading toward a few of his more lightly injured allies.
The gravely wounded soldier that the healer had been treating has a wound in his chest. I cast [Cure] on him and see immediate relief flood his face when he realizes he has a chance to survive.
As long as he doesn’t die in the next few minutes, he should recover.
I go around healing the rest of the guards one by one, and after healing the last man, the commander walks up to me.
“I apologize for my rude behavior before,” he says as he bows. “Thank you for your help. Without it, we would certainly have perished.”
“Don’t worry about it. We just happened to be here.”
“Still, your skill with magic and the spear are surprising—especially considering your age. That goes for the little lady as well.” He says the last part with a stiff face.
Laya doesn’t react to his compliment.
As I open my mouth, the door to the carriage swings open, and a plump, well-dressed man steps out, his face just as pale and sweaty as the guards’.
Wait a second…
“It’s you!” we both say at the same time as we point at each other.
The plump man—the same one who tried to get me to sell Laya yesterday—looks around and sees the corpses of the bandits scattered around.
“Did you do this?”
“They were in my way, so I took care of them,” I say with a shrug.
“I see. Thank you.” He gives me a small bow.
“Your condition—is it a sickness?”
“No, at least we don’t believe so. We were all fine until a few hours after we started our journey. Then we all began to fall ill at the same time. I believe it to be poison, though I don’t know how they did it.”
If it’s poison, then…
I cast [Restore] on him.
“W-what’s this? Don’t tell me…” He looks hopeful.
“I used the second-tier Light spell, [Restore]. It should help with the poison.”
“Second-tier? You mean the advanced-class Light spell?”
I guess they have a different way to refer to the spells than I do. I should probably learn their system sometime for reference.
Not long after I cast the spell, his condition begins to clear up, and a smile appears on his face as he thanks me. I was about to go around and cast it on the guards, but he speaks up before I have the chance.
“Mister … sorry but I don’t know your name yet.” His eyes are urging me to tell him.
“Lutz, and she’s Laya.”
“Mr. Lutz and Miss Laya, please call me Albert. May I ask a favor of you?” He looks into the carriage. “There’s someone in here who needs your help.”
We step inside and see a man lying on the plush carriage seat, his condition seemingly worse than the others. His red hair is soaked with sweat as his brown eyes look up at the ceiling. He turns his head toward us as we enter with slight confusion covering his pale face.
“Albert … who are these people?” His voice is soft and weak.
“They are Mr. Lutz and Miss Laya, my lord; they saved us from the bandits.” Albert nods to me, and I cast the spell on him.
“This magic … could it be [Restore]?”
“That’s right. I figured I might as well cleanse the poison before I leave. Wouldn’t want them to regroup and try again when I’m gone.”
“Thank you, Mr. Lutz,” he says as he gives me a small nod.
I wave my hand dismissively. “Don’t mention it. I’m going to go cast it on the guards.”
I make my rounds, casting [Restore] every time the cooldown resets, and after receiving way too many thanks than I can stomach, I continue north, toward the next village.
“Please wait!” I hear Albert call from behind.
Haven’t I done enough for you guys already? If we don’t hurry, we won’t make it to the next village before sundown.
Perhaps my face betrays my thoughts because it takes a few seconds for Albert to continue.
“My lord wishes to speak with you before you leave.”
“We don’t have time to sit around chatting,” I say as I turn to leave.
Albert speaks quickly, before I can even take a step.
“We will begin moving the carriage, if that’s what you require.” I turn back around, and he locks my eyes with his own. “Please, Mr. Lutz, this is very important.”
I look at Laya beside me; she’s still staring lifelessly into the distance.
It would be nice to let her rest in the carriage as we travel.
“Alright, but nobody is allowed to disturb Laya.”
“That’s … no, that’s acceptable, Mr. Lutz.” It’s a bit worrying how apprehensive he sounds about my condition, but I choose to ignore it.
We re-enter the carriage, and I see that the man inside is now sitting, though he still looks sickly. I direct Laya to sit in the far corner, while I take a seat across from the well-dressed man as Albert explains my request for him not to disturb Laya. He looks thoughtful for a moment, but his face returns to normal as he looks at me.
“I am Earl Adel de Lambert.” He bows his head. “Allow me to first thank you for your timely rescue, Mr. Lutz. Without your assistance, I fear to imagine the fate that awaited us.”
“We just happened to get caught up in the fight. Perhaps you should save your thanks for the Goddess.” I mention the Goddess in mockery, but they take it literally.
“Yes, the Goddess was certainly protecting us this day. Still, it would be a disgrace to my honor to forgo a reward to the ones who saved us. My estate is a mere hour away; join us tonight and I will reward you for your efforts.”
“Sorry, but we’ve got plans already, and I don’t really care about being rewarded. We’ll be continuing our journey on foot once we reach your manor.”
I want to make sure he understands that I’m not a tool for him to use. He’s a noble, so there’s no doubt he’s scheming something, and I want none of it.
“That’s disappointing, but if it’s what you’ve decided, then so be it.”
He’s quite understanding for a noble, but as he holds my eyes, I can see great intelligence hidden just beyond his gentlemanly demeanor.
I need to be careful not to let him draw me into whatever he’s scheming. Maybe accepting this carriage ride was a mistake after all.
Back on Earth, I was the manager for a department in charge of organizing and scheduling production at a large company. I was at the bottom of the management hierarchy, but I was forced to sit in many meetings with upper management to explain the current production schedule to them so they could keep up with what was happening on the ground floor.
Like the nobles of this world, those managers hid their schemes and desires behind a façade, pretending to care about the workers as they looked for any possible way to squeeze every ounce of productivity out of them while finding reasons to deny them raises and benefits whenever possible. Of course, those same managers would receive massive bonuses to their pay at the end of every fiscal year, even as they lied to the workers about how the company failed to meet its financial goals.
He’s no different. He’s planning something, but it doesn’t matter— I’ll simply deny whatever requests he has in mind and leave when we get to the manor.
“Surely this talk of rewards wasn’t what Albert meant when he said you had something important to discuss.” From the corner of my eyes, I can see Albert begin to fidget nervously. “What’s so important that you’d invite a couple strangers to ride in your carriage while you’re still recovering from the poison?”
Earl Adel’s eyes shift to Laya, even as his face stays focused on me.
“I believe we had a deal. She’s not to be disturbed.” My voice contains an edge that goes a step beyond just being rude as I remind them.
Earl Adel’s eyes return to me. “I intend to honor my word, Mr. Lutz. I will speak to you only, but my words contain information that may interest Miss Laya as well.”
“That’s fine. I’ll leave it up to her to decide if she wants to join the conversation after hearing you out.”
“Understood. Then, to begin—do you know why Marquis Lars is after Miss Laya?”
“No idea. I wasn’t even sure if it was Lars or Roland who was after her. I don’t care to get involved with their games, which is why I left Silvia.”
“A wise choice. Though I don’t know why Marquis Lars wants her, I do know one thing—he was the one who attacked her village.”
As Earl Adel’s words hang in the air, I turn my head and look at Laya; her fierce eyes are staring at the earl.
“Lars. He did it? My friends … my family—all gone because of him!?” Her words grow more heated as she speaks, ending with her unbridled hatred laid bare.
Is this his game? To stoke her feelings of revenge? What’s he after…?
“That’s not all,” the earl continues. “He’s gathering troops again, preparing to strike another elven village.”
Laya’s eyes go wide. She turns to me, and I know I’ve lost. There’s no way I can betray the pleading look she’s giving me, as if begging me to help the elves.
Why tell us all this? I feel like he’s cutting off my escape, but he hasn’t made any demands.
I slowly turn back to Earl Adel as I try to put the pieces together.
There’s no evidence that he’s even telling the truth, but that doesn’t matter. If I don’t stop Lars and he attacks another elven village, Laya will never forgive me.
“You’re quite good at this, Earl Adel.” I narrow my eyes at him as I speak, refusing to go along with the way he’s playing this game. I had enough of these word games back on Earth; I’m not going to do it here.
“It seems we’ll be heading back to Silvia after all,” I continue. “We’ll part here, since our destination lies in another direction now.”
“Of course, if that’s what you wish. However, we’re nearly to the estate and you’ve only a few hours of daylight left. Would you not consider staying the night in my manor? You see, I’ve realized that I too need to go back to Silvia in the morning. You could travel with us; our carriage can move much more quickly than your legs. We’ll be back in Silvia by early afternoon.”
I see. He’s scheming against Marquis Lars and wants our help.
“Do you always have to speak in such a roundabout way? It’s getting annoying.”
“Lutz, I want to stop him.” Laya speaks up from beside me, her voice calm and steady. “I promise I’ll work hard to pay you back for it, so please…”
Laya never asks for anything selfish. I’m sure she’s wanted to many times but has always held back.
“Pay me back?” A small smile forms on my face. “There’s no need for that. You’ve done enough already. Okay, Earl, we’ll help you. But I want to know why you want him gone.”
Earl Adel sinks back in his seat. I can see the conflict on his face as he considers whether or not to lay his intentions bare. Surprisingly, Albert speaks up from beside him.
“My lord, I believe it would be wise to tell them the truth.”
As the earl looks at Albert, I get the feeling that he’s no mere servant. It’s as if their relationship is built upon years of trust.
“Marquis Lars is a thorn in my faction’s side and a plague on the city of Silvia; if he’s left alone much longer, there will be a rebellion.”
“If it’s that bad, why hasn’t the kingdom made any moves against him?”
“Marquis Lars has protection. He is a strong ally of a powerful noble faction, led by Duke Bradley de Reinhold. If we were to accuse him of crimes and they manage to obscure or hide the evidence, it would only serve to empower Duke Bradley’s faction.”
“Of course. Politics. Meanwhile, the people struggle and suffer.”
“Typical humans,” Laya says, her face displaying open disgust.
“I cannot deny that. Furthermore, on top of his poor governance, he’s committing atrocities against the elves during a time when all the races should be coming together to defeat Chaos. We cannot allow him to continue.”
“Is that why you tried to buy Laya? To return her as an offering of peace?”
“Yes, but when Roland showed such interest at the auction, we had no choice but to abandon the plan. We couldn’t afford to get in direct conflict with them this close to the start of our operation.”
“So, your scheme to get rid of Lars took precedence over your scheme to repair the relations with the elves.”
“You are correct.” He doesn’t look like he’s dealing with a guilty conscious over his decision. He’s probably used to making choices like that and living with them.
“Why do you need our help? We’re just a couple adventurers; surely you have a horde of soldiers willing to obey.”
“I have men, but most are young and lack training. All the provinces were forced to send their best soldiers to fight Chaos; I still have a few strong ones as a personal guard, but from what the men outside have said, you fight like a demon despite your young age. I may need your skills tomorrow, and we both have reasons to see Marquis Lars deposed.”
Is that why most of the people I’ve seen are so weak? Because they sent the strong ones to fight Chaos? I guess that makes sense; it’s a fight for humanity’s survival.
“Wait. You’re an earl, so you have your own province, right?”
“Yes, I govern the province just north of this one. However, I’ve had business in the capitol as of late, and I’m using this estate so that I can remain close to it until my business is finished.”
“There’s no way you would stick your nose so deeply into the business of a higher-ranked noble out of kindness, especially when it almost got you killed. So, what’s in it for you? Not your faction—you personally.”
“I do believe I’ve been more than forthcoming with information already. Is it so important for you to know what I stand to gain?”
“Yes.”
He sighs at my short answer but continues anyway. “If I succeed, I will take over this province and be promoted to marquis.”
That makes sense. The corporate world was the same. Managers wouldn’t hesitate to ruin the careers of others if it meant they were able to climb one more rung on the corporate ladder. Many of them even seemed to enjoy it.
In the end, it’s all a political game, with each side seeking an upper hand against the others.
“Fine. Let’s see to it that we both get what we want, then.”
The rest of the ride is filled with small talk, and before long, we arrive at his estate. Surrounding it is a tall stone wall with an ornate gate large enough to fit the carriage through with room to spare.
Beyond that is a lush, green yard flanking the wide pathway leading up to the manor, and several flower gardens are placed in such a way as to be pleasing to the eyes.
Halfway down the pathway, the carriage stops, and we get out. A stable hand arrives, directing the carriage down a small path leading to the stables, while the guards disperse towards a small barracks.
We continue toward the door and a servant opens it, greeting us as we enter. He directs us to remove our shoes in the entry hall so we don’t dirty the house, then we follow him into a large reception room, where Laya and I take a seat and are served tea while they prepare our accommodations.
I quietly whisper to Laya that if she believes she’s in danger at any time during our stay, she should use her full power to escape. We can’t be too careful around nobles.
Before long, the servant returns and he takes the lead, showing us to our rooms. Laya and I have our own rooms this time, but she refuses to stay in a separate one, so an extra bed is brought to mine.
“We got a bit of time before bed. Do you want to learn a spell?”
“Mmm.”
She needs to learn [Air Step]. How many times now has it proven itself useful? It even saved my life against that assassin.
It only takes a few minutes for her to learn it, since the spell formation is much simpler than most others, so we continue the training until she increases it to rank 2, allowing her to keep it activated for a longer duration.
“Thank you, Lutz.” She looks at me with upturned eyes.
“You’ve been working hard, so think nothing of it.”
As we sit in silence, I think about all the times she’s mentioned bits of her past. She’s lost her friends and family because of Marquis Lars and was forced into slavery. But that’s all I know. She’s never spoken about herself, other than mentioning a few small tidbits.
“Laya…” I hesitate, not knowing how to ask.
“What is it?” Her face is calm, so I don’t want to force her to recall any painful memories, but I can’t shake my urge to know what her life was like before the humans attacked.
“What was it like? In your village...” I speak softly, trying to keep the atmosphere in the room peaceful. She looks away, and as I begin to wonder if I’ve been too insensitive, she speaks.
“Elves don’t live in dirty cities like humans; we build villages and nations, but we don’t isolate ourselves from nature. Most of the adults are trained to do many tasks—hunt, build, fight, or anything else we need. Human lives are too short, so they don’t have time to learn like we do. I was still considered a kid, so I spent most of my days playing or practicing my hobbies.”
“What kind of hobbies?”
“I liked to play the flute. And, um … I liked to climb trees. And weave baskets. And go vine swinging. And catch fireflies. And—” She shuts her mouth before finishing her next words.
“Seems like you had a lot of hobbies. I wonder if any shops in Silvia sell flutes.”
“I don’t know. Elves trade with humans sometimes, so maybe.”
“Oh? Were flutes created by the elves or something?”
“Yes, but they’re not hard to make. I made my own flute a couple years ago.”
“Then if we don’t find one in Silvia, we’ll have to make one. I’d love to hear you play.”
A smile appears on her face, and she nods. “Mmm.”
After that, I brush her hair and notice that the knots are finally starting to thin out. As I slide the brush through her hair, my eyes fall on her ears.
I can’t stand it anymore.
“Laya, I’ve got a serious question I need to ask you.”
“Huh? S-sure, go ahead,” she says in a tense voice.
“Your ears—can I touch them?”
“My ears? Why?” She moves her hands up to her ears, covering them.
“Because they’re elf ears.”
“I … don’t mind, but I still don’t understand.” She removes her hands and I put the brush down.
I don’t know what I was expecting, but as my fingers touch her ears, I feel the warmth of soft cartilage. Besides their length and pointy tip, they look and feel nearly identical to human ears, but there’s not an ounce of disappointment in me.
A real elven ear. How many times have I seen them in games? Now I’m actually touching one for real. There’s no doubt now—despite everything, I’m glad I was summoned to this world.
My face is mere inches from Laya’s ear as I run my finger along its outer edge, eventually arriving at its tip. She seems to be getting more embarrassed, so I remove my hand, satisfied.
“Thanks, Laya. That’s been bothering me for a while now.”
“You’re weird, Lutz.”
We separate and decide to go to sleep early since we need to get up before dawn tomorrow to start our journey back to Silvia.

Interlude 6
----- Lars -----
 
I grab another parchment from the steadily shrinking stack in front of me. It’s a request from an enchanter to waive the merchant tax for him, like I did for the blacksmiths, claiming his work is vital for producing powerful weapons and armors for the fight against Chaos. He’s right; without enchantments, the soldier’s equipment will drop in quality. Despite that, I deny his request.
A quiet knock sounds throughout the room. “Enter.”
The door opens and my master servant bows before me. “My lord, Sir Roland has arrived.”
“Send him to me.”
The servant leaves, closing the door behind him, and I stand up, walking to the table in the center of the room and pouring a glass of liquor for Roland.
No doubt he’ll be in a bad mood. That man simply cannot maintain his composure.
I sit down at my desk just as Roland throws the study door open and takes a seat at the table. He downs the liquor in a single gulp, then slams the glass back down onto the table, scattering droplets of liquor around as he does so.
“Another failure. Again and again. Nothing but incompetence everywhere I look! First, the little brat that stole the elf escapes our grasp—twice! Now this!”
I look up from my parchment and meet his eyes. “There’s no need to fret. It would have been ideal to end the earl’s scheme with the ambush, but even so, his plan is flawed. We have nothing to worry about.”
“How can you be so sure?”
“My family has controlled this land for generations. Nothing escapes my ears here. I know what his plan is and how to foil it.”
“How then?”
Roland nervously licks his lips as I begin to explain the earl’s plan. I go over Roland’s role and how he should play it, but despite my words, Roland’s finger continues to tap on the table as he fidgets in anxiety.
He’s always considered himself equal—no, superior—to the nobles around him, yet he can hardly handle being involved in a single noble’s scheme. He wouldn’t last a month as a high noble.
“Hey, let’s go to the basement. I need one.”
“You had one yesterday. The last belongs to me.”
Roland shrinks back as I glare at him, but despite that, he still finds the courage to speak up again.
“I know; I’ll pay you extra for this one. I just really need it today.”
I sigh as I stand and walk toward the door. He follows me as we head toward the dead end of a hallway, and I open the secret passageway, revealing the steps that lead down to the basement.
We walk through the dark passageway at the bottom of the stairs until we reach the cells. The three on the right are empty, but of the three on the left, one has a large, muscular ape-like monster bound to the wall with thick chains.
“Do hurry. I’ve got things to take care of before tomorrow.”
Roland stands in front of the cell and extends his arm. After a few seconds, he releases an [Ice Lance] that buries itself into the monster’s abdomen causing it to scream in rage and thrash around violently.
Roland is a fool. He believes that he will become powerful simply by gaining the strength that comes from killing monsters.
Roland can cast a few beginner-class spells, but he’s given up on the advanced-class ones due to their difficulty. Meanwhile, I’m already practicing to learn master-class spells.
Even if he grows more powerful than me by slaying monsters, he will never be able to defeat me.
He continues casting spells at the monster until it’s nothing more than a bloody carcass, and when he’s done, he clenches his fist in front of his face, staring at it with bloodshot eyes.
I know that feeling well. The power that flows into you after slaying one of these monsters. He’s drowning in it.
I have a sudden urge to kill one—to feel that power as it seeps into my body. I bury it for now, anticipating the next scheduled arrival of my guests.
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Chapter 11: The False Hero

----- Lutz -----
 
We leave the estate at the crack of dawn the next morning, but the carriage we’re riding in is different. It’s simple and cheap compared to the decorative, high-class one from yesterday since Earl Adel is trying to fool them by returning to Silvia in a carriage a noble of his rank would never use, hoping to catch them unprepared for his arrival.
On the way, Earl Adel explains his plan to us. “I’ve gathered evidence of Roland’s bribes and extortions and plan to present it to the lord of this province, Marquis Lars de Calvert.”
“Are you serious? They’re obviously working together, so what will that accomplish?”
“Unfortunately, I lack the power to judge criminals in this province, so I have no choice but to seek justice through its lord. However, the evidence and witnesses I’ve amassed far exceed what is normally considered sufficient, so even Marquis Lars will be unable to acquit him.”
“Well, that’s nice and all, but he’s not the real culprit behind this city’s problem. What do you plan to do about Lars himself?”
“After Roland is declared guilty, I will use the authority granted to me by King Edgar to seek his testimony against Marquis Lars. With Roland’s compliance, we can surely find the evidence we need to begin an official investigation, and we will use that moment of weakness to revert the taxes and laws that are burdening this city. If all goes as planned, Marquis Lars’ rule will be over shortly after.”
Earl Adel pulls out an official-looking document which he claims grants him the power to offer Roland a deal—his life in exchange for information on Marquis Lars.
To think that rotten king would actually work to rid Silvia of its corrupt lord. No doubt there’s an ulterior motive in play. He probably just doesn’t want a revolt in a large city so close to the capital.
“It seems a bit overly complicated, but I guess it wouldn’t be a noble’s scheme if it were simple.”
“Unfortunately, there are many factors at play that are forcing our hands. I could go over a few to satisfy your curiosity if you wish.”
“No thanks, I’ll pass. What I’d like to know is the details of Roland’s arrest. You said he has some powerful guards, which is why you wanted our help, right? Do you have a plan to separate him from those guards before arresting him?”
“No, they trail him everywhere he goes, and we simply do not have the time to wait for an opportunity that may or may not arrive, so we’ll just have to be prepared for battle in case it comes to that.”
“Well, at least that part’s simple enough. But how are we going to find Roland to even begin the arrest?”
“I have men keeping watch on him, but it matters not where he is when we arrive in Silvia. I plan to spread a rumor that his mansion has been burglarized, drawing him home. We will begin the operation shortly thereafter.
“I’ve set up agent provocateurs along the roads between Roland’s mansion and Marquis Lars’ estate,” Adel continues. “As we escort him, those agents will stir up a crowd, drawing out the anger that has settled in the city due to their actions and using it to pressure Marquis Lars into a guilty verdict. Even he would find it difficult to pardon Roland when his citizens are rioting at his gates.”
“Sounds good to me. Since they know me and Laya, we’ll just trail you with our faces covered by cloaks and be ready to step in if fighting breaks out.”
“Yes, that is precisely what I was going to suggest.”
The ride continues for several hours, and after arriving, we set up a time and place to meet before separating to take care of a few things. We’re set to start the arrest in three hours, just as the hustle and bustle in the city reaches its climax.
Laya and I walk down a street lined with merchant stores, but sadly, we can’t find a flute anywhere, so we’ll have to make one later.
Adel gave me a pouch filled with 20 gold coins as a reward, so I decide to visit the old man one more time to buy that mithril spear, if he still has it. The silvered steel spear is nice, but after killing a hundred kappas, it had dulled noticeably, and I had to rely on magic more and more as the fight dragged on.
I wonder if he’ll let me trade in my spear for a discount on the mithril one.
Before long, his shop comes into view. I step inside and, as usual, he has several dozen weapons and various types of armor on display.
“Hey old man, I’m back.”
I walk to the weapons and [Scry] a spear that wasn’t here the last time I visited, but it’s made out of simple steel with an enchantment that gives a small boost to its attack power. Every other spear pales in comparison to the mithril one, which still sits at the far end of the display wall, closest to his table.
“Again? Kid, don’t tell me you gave up on becoming an adventurer already.” Surprisingly, he isn’t working on a weapon this time. He seems to be writing a letter, but he puts it away when I get close.
“Of course not. I completed my first mission, so I came back to see if you still had the mithril spear.” I move my gaze to the weapon in question.
“Are you saying you can afford it after just one mission?” He looks skeptical.
“Like I said before, affording it was never the problem, but now I realize how much I need it.” I show him my spear. I maintained it properly between battles, but I can already see the wear and tear on the spear tip.
He leans forward and inspects the spearhead. After a few seconds, he leans back and shakes his head. “Three days. You’ve had that spear for three days and it looks like that already?”
“If you wanna get mad at someone, save it for those kappas who kept popping out of that lake like ants from an anthill.”
He raises his eyebrows in surprise. “The kappas that were infesting the lake near Carin village?”
“Yeah. You knew about it, huh?”
For some reason, it never crossed my mind that monster infestations would be well known outside the infested area. I guess it makes sense, though; back on Earth, if a bunch of dangerous animals suddenly showed up somewhere, people probably wouldn’t shut up about it, even if they weren’t personally affected.
“Lots of people knew. Carin is just a few hours away by foot, but kappa corpses don’t have much value, so nobody wanted to go slay them without a guild reward. Who did you get to join you to help defeat them?”
“Help? It was just me and Laya.” Maybe other adventurers form larger groups, but there’s no way I’d trust some random stranger to watch my back.
“Just you two? Against how many kappas exactly?”
“I dunno. Three hundred or so.”
Laya leans onto the old man’s table with an excited look on her face. “It was fun.”
Calm down, you little monster. It was fun though.
He stares at me for an uncomfortably long time without blinking.
“Kid, do the words common sense mean anything to you?” He sighs, as if giving up on something. “At least the girl is looking much better than yesterday.”
“I-It’s not like I’m happy or anything.” Laya looks away in embarrassment.
Don’t start with those kinds of lines now, Laya.
“So, old man, how much for the mithril spear? I don’t want to hear 15 gold again.”
“You know how it is around here … but I guess I can cut you a deal. Nine gold and not a copper less; otherwise, I’d lose coins on the sale.” He really is kind if he’s willing to sell it to me for its market price without any haggling.
“I can’t turn that deal down. Here.” I hand him my silvered steel spear. “You can resell it or whatever.”
“You sure? It’s a bit worn, but it’s still worth a gold or two easy.”
“Yea, yea. Just take it.” I place 9 gold on his table.
He hands me the mithril spear and I hold it tight as I enter a defensive stance. The weight and balance are exceptional, and the craftsmanship is top-notch.
“It’s perfect. Thanks.”
“No, I’m glad to see one of my finest works is in capable hands.” A genuine smile forms on his face as he watches me give the spear a few twirls.
“Well, we have business to attend to soon, but I’ll stop by again if I’m in the area.” He makes a shooing motion with his hands, and I wave back with a smirk on my face as we walk out.
It hasn’t even been an hour since we parted with Adel, and we’ve already accomplished everything we needed to do before the operation begins.
Maybe we should relax until it’s time. I feel like I run into trouble every time I turn a corner, and I can’t afford to get wrapped up in something right now.
I remember seeing the perfect place for us to relax the last time we were in Silvia. We walk in its direction and in a few minutes, we arrive at our destination: a local park.
It’s lined on the edges with shrubbery and dotted with trees, and there are pathways leading through different sections of the park, like a little pond or a flower garden. However, the paths are overgrown, and the flower garden is in disarray; even the little pond looks murky.
This park is no different than the city that surrounds it. There’s no care given, no sign of hope; it degrades day by day alongside those who should be nurturing it.
“Humans never respect nature.” Laya looks visibly upset.
“You think so too, huh?”
“Yes. If they are going to trap a patch of life in this dirty city, they could at least tend to it properly.”
We make our way to a stone bench near the murky pond and take a seat, watching the ripples from the tiny fish hitting the top of the water as they eat the insects buzzing around the surface.
Next to the pond is a patch of weeds, and within that patch grows a solitary rose, striking in its contrasting beauty as it dares to oppose this ugly city.
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Even here there’s something to admire. Too bad it’ll be ignored, left to wither unseen. No doubt a weed will grow from the nutrients left behind as it decomposes. Then what’s left?
We can still hear the sounds of the city around us, but very few people are in the park, leaving us with a feeling of peace and relaxation, like the calm before a storm.
“There are still two hours before it begins. Is there anything you want to do before then?” Personally, I’m fine just sitting here, but Laya can be too reserved sometimes, so I want to give her a chance to speak her mind.
“Magic,” she says as she continues to watch the pond.
“You just can’t get enough, can you?” She meets my gaze, and I can see a deep resolve in her eyes.
“More.” A single word from Laya can carry more weight than a week’s worth of hot air from anyone else.
“Then I guess it’s time for you to learn a real attack spell: [Wind Blade].” We find a nice patch of grass nearby and sit down, facing each other, and I take her hands in mine as I begin pouring mana into her body.
No matter how many times I feel it, I can’t help but be amazed at the purity of her mana. I wonder how mine would feel to others. I can’t pick out any traits in it for some reason.
I manipulate her mana, creating the spell formation as we sit facing each other on a patch of grass, surrounded by nature in a corrupt and dying city.
The spell is more complicated than any of the others she’s learned so far. Progress is quick at first, but she begins to struggle on the complicated and intricate portions of the formation.
I can feel her frustration as she slowly progresses, but despite that, she continues to give it her all, and about an hour into the training, Laya manages to complete the spell formation for [Wind Blade] on her own.
I nod, pointing up, and Laya stands, raising her arm and releasing three blades of wind from her hand, which disappear into the sky above.
“Lutz, it’s amazing.” Her voice is soft as her hair sways back and forth in the gentle wind while I look up at her from my seated position.
“No, what’s amazing is you. I would never be able to memorize that formation so quickly.”
I’m not confident I could learn it in a day, much less an hour. Is it because of her Unique Skill, [Child of Magic], or is she just naturally gifted?
We sit in silence, enjoying the feeling of rest in this peaceful environment, earned after a difficult training session. Time passes slowly, but eventually our three hours are up, so we make our way to Adel’s carriage, parked at a shop a few streets away from Roland’s mansion.
We arrive and see his carriage on the side of the street, surrounded by his guardsmen. They let us pass, and after a quick knock, Albert answers and motions for us to enter.
“You’re just in time, Mr. Lutz and Miss Laya.”
“Good because we’ve made our preparations. All that’s left is to do it.”
“We’ve confirmed that he has returned home after hearing the rumor we spread about an intruder breaking into his estate.”
Since our path to Marquis Lars’ estate has been laid out ahead of time and is littered with provocateurs set to rile up the crowd, we have to make sure we start the operation at his mansion.
“What about those guardsmen everyone’s worried about?” I wish I had been able to [Scry] them beforehand, but it would have been too dangerous to get close to Roland.
“They followed him inside the mansion. If Roland resists, we plan to negotiate with his guards first. Hopefully, their sense of survival wins out over their greed.”
“Doesn’t matter to me either way, but would him resisting affect your plan?” If we kill his guardsmen, he may be able to suspend his judgement until an investigation clears Earl Adel of any wrongdoing, and he could use that time to hide his crimes and let the riot fizzle out.
“I have an ally with substantial power in Silvia who will be bearing witness to my demands. He will substantiate my claims if need be.”
This guy sure likes to cover all his bases. As soon as we’re done here, I need to leave before he tries to pull me into another one of his schemes.
Albert pulls the curtain back a few inches and peers out the carriage window.
“Sir, we’ve arrived.” The carriage comes to a stop before he even finishes speaking.
Laya and I hide a short distance away after exiting the carriage, draped in cloaks, while Earl Adel walks toward the gate on the wall surrounding Roland’s mansion. The two guards stationed there begin to panic as a noble surrounded by his personal guard marches toward them unannounced.
“S-sir, could you please state your name and business?”
“I am Earl Adel de Lambert. I’ve come to speak with Roland on matters of utmost importance.”
“Yes sir! Then please allow me to—” He stops mid-sentence at the sound of the mansion’s door opening behind him.
Dressed in fine silks and trailed by guards, Roland steps out of the mansion. He walks toward us with a confident stride, his sculpted face full of arrogance. He gives a signal, and the gate opens, then he steps out, leaving his guards behind.
“My, if it isn’t Earl Adel. I’m honored that you would seek out a mere merchant like me. I hope your visit is for pleasure this time, instead of business.”
Earl Adel matches his confidence, displaying the composure you’d expect from a noble.
“Roland, you are hereby charged with the crimes of extortion and bribery.” The earl’s guards step forward, forming a semicircle around him.
“Where did you hear such deplorable rumors? I have done nothing but bring prosperity to this city with the truest of intentions.” A sickly smile forms on his face after finishing his act.
What’s going on? He walked right into Earl Adel’s trap. And that smile … it reminds me of him.
I’ve already cast [Scry] on his guardsmen; several of them are levels 11–15, but one is level 22. I’ll have to watch that one closely. Out of curiosity, I check Roland.
Level 23!? How did a merchant get so much experience? Something’s not right.
Earl Adel looks perplexed at just how favorably the situation is working out for him but continues anyway.
“Roland, you will come with me to Marquis Lars’ estate and receive his judgement for your crimes.”
“To be accused of such crimes time and time again despite my good deeds is a stain on my honor.”
Earl Adel’s guards fully surround Roland and begin to walk toward Lars’ estate while we trail them a short distance behind. By foot, it’s nearly ten minutes away, and the path we’re taking brings us through some of the most populated streets in the city. Right away, the provocateurs begin yelling at Roland, accusing him of crimes and instigating the crowd.
Roland’s high level guards trail closely behind him, with the level 22 looking completely undisturbed about the whole situation. Rocks begin flying toward them alongside curses, aimed at Roland, but most of the rocks end up hitting the guards that surround him, so they bring their shields up to protect their faces.
The crowd follows them as we move, and more join with every step. Guards have to be sent ahead to clear a path in the street for them to move through, and by the time Marquis Lars’ estate comes into view, the crowd is so large that even the side streets we pass by are packed with people.
Shoving their way through, they arrive at the gate for Marquis Lars’ estate, and Adel looks up at the guards stationed atop the two large towers that flank the entrance.
“Open the gate. We have important business with Marquis Lars.”
The guards look out at the massive crowd with worry. “Sir, we cannot open the gates. Marquis Lars’ safety is our top priority.”
Before Adel can respond, Roland speaks up. “It’s fine, men. Open them.”
Despite being a mere merchant, the guards move to open the gates after a little hesitation. Adel peers at Roland who has a sneer on his face as if to say he holds more authority in this city than the earl.
Laya and I quickly catch up to Adel’s group as they make their way into the estate grounds, and the gate shuts behind us after we enter while
A servant walks up to Adel from the manor and bows. “My Lord, please allow me to guide you inside.” His voice cracks a bit when the crowd starts beating on the gate.
“Understood.” He turns to two of his guards. “You two, bring Roland and follow me. The rest, stay out here.”
Looks like I’m on the “wait and see” crew now.
Laya and I walk to a nearby tree and stand in its shade as I keep an eye on Roland’s guards.
“It’s nearly over,” I say to her.
She looks at me and tilts her head in confusion.
It’s too loud here. We’re standing right next to each other, yet I’d have to yell for her to hear me.
As I am about to suggest we move somewhere quieter, I decide to try a spell I had my eye on for a while. I throw a Skill Point into [Mental Link] and cast it with Laya as the target, then feel my mind connect to hers, though I can’t read her thoughts or feel her emotions.
“Laya, can you hear me?”
She jumps as I direct my thoughts to her, looking at me in surprise.
“Yes,” she says, although I can barely hear her over the crowd.
“I’m using a spell to speak to your mind. Try thinking about your responses to me.”
“Okay.”
“Good, I can hear you. Anyway, I was saying that it’s nearly over— Adel’s scheme. You’ll get your revenge and prevent even more tragedies.”
“Yes, but … do you really believe the humans will punish Lars for his crimes?”
If anybody were to ask me if I had faith in the humans of this world, I would clearly answer with “No.” They’ve done nothing but betray me any time I put my faith in them.
Will Adel’s scheme end the same way?
It’s a question I’ve avoided asking myself.
“No, I don’t. But what can we do? As long as he loses his power here, we win, but I doubt he’ll get the punishment he deserves.”
After a while, the door to the manor opens and Earl Adel steps out with his two guards, stopping just a few feet away from the gate.
“People of Silvia! I have petitioned Marquis Lars to pass judgment on Roland for his crimes, bringing forth all the evidence and testimony I have gathered since I began my investigation! Marquis Lars and his advisors are deliberating his fate as I speak!”
Only the first few rows of people in the crowd can hear him, but they will undoubtedly pass it on to those behind them. As the crowd grows excited at the possibility of vengeance on Roland, a man in fine clothes steps out onto the second-floor balcony that sits above the front door, looking pale and nervous.
“Citizens, it is with great honor that I give to you Marquis Lars’ judgement on Roland for the crimes he is accused. After reviewing all the evidence, Marquis Lars has cleared Roland of any wrongdoing. He is to be permitted to return home safely. That is all.”
He quickly scurries away, leaving the stunned Earl Adel and the angry crowd behind.
So that’s why Roland was so confident. He knew without a doubt that Lars would protect him. But why? Surely one merchant isn’t worth a riot.
Laya and I make our way back to Earl Adel. He’s speaking to the crowd, assuring them he will appeal the decision, but they don’t seem interested in his words this time. They shout and bang on the gate, and their voices are not just calling for Roland’s execution anymore but also that of Marquis Lars.
The estate guards form a line behind the gate, while Roland’s guards walk to the manor and enter as if they own it. The gate looks sturdy, but this is a world with magic, so I don’t know why I’m surprised when a [Fireball] comes flying from somewhere within the crowd.
The gate shakes violently from the explosion but holds. I turn back to Earl Adel and see that his guards are leading him toward the manor, so we join him.
“What now?” I ask.
“Marquis Lars probably plans to escape using a secret passageway with his retainers and Roland. They will try to bury the evidence and silence the witnesses, claiming that the riot was unjust. I didn’t think he’d go so far, no matter how important Roland is to him.
“Still, we haven’t lost yet,” the earl continues. “I have the evidence of their crimes, and I will move the witnesses to my estate as Marquis Lars flees and hides. He only delays the inevitable.”
I turn to the gate and see that it’s still standing—for now.
“You’ll have to survive this riot first. Somehow, I doubt the people will care that you tried to help them; you’re a noble—right now, that’s all that matters to them.”
For the first time, I see anxiety on his face as another explosion hits the gate.
We reach the manor door, but it’s locked. I use my own [Fireball], blasting through it in one shot, and step inside, only to be met with Roland’s guards blocking our way, although the high level guard is nowhere to be seen.
“Let us through. I demand to speak to Marquis Lars this instant.”
“Sorry, but the marquis ordered us to stop all intruders.” They seem happy to be given the authority to disobey a noble, and I can practically feel the tension between them and the earl’s guards.
At this rate, those scum are going to escape. They’ll get away with their crimes, like they always have.
Roland tried to have me killed—twice. Worse, he tried to kidnap Laya. I look at her and once again see that burning hatred threatening to consume her.
Those two took everything from her, and now they’re going to sacrifice countless people so they can continue to destroy innocent lives.
It’s sickening. What was the point of Earl Adel’s attempt to seek justice in this world’s broken system?
“No more,” Laya says softly beside me.
“Laya…”
“I can’t take it anymore!” she screams, her eyes lighting up with anger. “I’m going to kill them! Lars, Roland, and anyone who gets in my way!”
That’s right. Why do I care about this world’s corrupt systems?
Wasn’t I summoned here by the Goddess as a hero? What good am I if I let rotten scum like them get away?
No, screw the Goddess and the heroes. What good am I if I let the ones who brought so much pain to Laya escape!?
I’ve never seen myself as a self-sacrificing hero. Even when I first arrived, I thought of this world as one of my games.
Why was I chosen as a hero when there must be so many more out there with a stronger sense of justice?
“You’re right, Laya.” I turn to her, and she looks at me, her eyes drowned in hatred. “The Goddess gave me this power—the power to crush the rules of this world and defeat anyone who gets in my way! I’ll use it however I damn well please, and I won’t let any nobles, kings, heroes, or even the Goddess herself stop us!”
I navigate my menu and use my remaining Skill Points to increase the [Enhance] and [Gale] spells to rank 3. Now that I’ve powered them up, they’ve gained an area of effect, allowing me to target all the allies around me with a single cast. Not only do I use it on Laya and myself but also on Earl Adel and his guards, with a look of shock replacing their confusion as the magical energy enters their bodies, greatly boosting their physical senses and speed.
Concentrating on the mana around me, I pick up three powerful sources of energy moving through the manor.
Found them. If the third source belongs to Marquis Lars, then his level must be just as high as Roland’s and his guard’s.
“Lutz, what do you mean the Goddess gave you power?” Adel asks as everyone in the room stares at me and Laya.
I ignore him and turn my gaze to the guards blocking our path. There are only six of them, and they each have levels between 11 and 15.
“Hey, Earl Adel,” I say as Laya and I step forward, joining his guards on the front line. “We’ll thin them out for you. After that, you do the rest.”
Without waiting for his response, I dash toward Roland’s guards.
They smile as I charge, expecting a kid like me to go down in an instant once I get in their range. They don’t expect the [Wind Blade] that comes from Laya behind me, slamming into the three on the left as I engage the three on the right.
I lash out with my mithril spear when I get into range and catch one in the neck, then spin my weapon, blocking the two swords coming at me from the others. In one fluid motion, the butt of my spear comes around, smacking one of them on the side of his head, sending him to the ground from the force of the impact. I kick the chest of the third guard, and he stumbles back, tripping over one of his downed allies.
Laya moves with me as I charge, and we continue on past the guards as the earl’s men rush in to take up the fight.
“Don’t follow us, Earl. We played by your rules and look where it got us. Now we’re gonna do it our way.”
We move through the manor, heading toward those three sources of mana. We hit a dead end, but I can feel them below and ahead of us. Grabbing Laya’s hand, I create the [Fireball] spell formation for the both of us, and we release it at the same time. The explosion makes my ears ring for a few seconds and bits of brick fly down the hallway, but when it clears, a hidden pathway leading into a basement can be seen behind the small pile of rubble.
We run down the steps and into a damp pathway. I create a ball of light to illuminate the darkness as we move, and a short while later, the walls ahead turn into vertical metal bars that run from the ceiling to the floor. Cages have been carved out of the stone, similar to the ones in the dungeon the king put me in, and as we pass, I peer into them.
Three of the cells contain the corpses of dead monsters—huge ones, even larger than the Young Salamander I fought.
How was he able to get such powerful monsters down here? Their bodies are too large to fit through the entrance we came from. Is there another hidden way in?
We push on until we arrive at a door, beyond which lies the three sources of mana, standing still. We approach the door and open it, revealing Roland’s level 22 guard, his sword and shield ready. Roland stands a few steps behind him, along with a well-dressed, middle-aged man with short, black hair and a neatly trimmed beard.
So that’s Marquis Lars.
I [Scry] him and see that he’s level 25.
Three high level enemies. I need to keep Laya from getting hit, even once; there’s no telling if she’ll be able to survive at her level.
The room is fairly large, with a strange design painted on the floor, and a door stands at the other end of the room.
“It’s just the kids. Here I was, thinking I’d have a real fight on my hands,” the guard says as the tension drains from his posture.
“Finally, my luck turns around. To think you’d bring her to me yourself, after all that work you went through to escape the assassin.” A cruel smile forms on Roland’s face as he speaks.
Laya’s eyes bypass Roland and his guard, settling on Marquis Lars. He’s undisturbed by her glare as he casually unbuttons his vest, revealing an embroidered undershirt beneath.
“It’s nice to have the prey that escaped the massacre make its way back to me on her own. Now I can finish what I started.” Lars speaks without emotion, as if Laya is a piece of trash he missed while cleaning a room.
“Maybe they’ll throw in a free one next time!” Roland says, a strange smile on his face.
“I wouldn’t count on that.” Lars shakes his head. “I’ll be satisfied with just preventing my mistake from reaching their ears.”
“Whose ears?” I ask after finally hearing something of value.
“Is that something you should be worried about in your situation?” Lars radiates confidence as he stands, casually observing us.
“Lars!” Laya’s angry voice starkly contrasts their casual conversation. “Why did you attack the elves? Tell me!”
“Hmph. Why should I?”
Laya growls as she releases her spell, and blades of wind fly toward the three of them. The guard blocks one with his shield, and a misty barrier appears in front of Lars, stopping another blade. Roland extends his arm and summons a [Shimmering Shield], and the final blade of wind fizzles as it fails to penetrate the barrier.
Tch. They’re good. I need to take one or two down quick, while they’re still underestimating us.
I charge toward the guard before they can counterattack and strike out with my spear, aiming for the guard’s lightly armored thigh. He moves his shield, blocking my stab and am surprised to feel the tip dig into the metal. Twirling the spear, I bring the butt around, aiming for his unguarded head, but he leans back, narrowly dodging my blow.
As I reposition for another assault, I see Roland and Lars releasing spells. Magic flows into the guard, and he charges. His speed catches me off guard, and he gets past my spear’s optimal attack range, forcing me to defend against his chain of swings as I slowly lose ground.
Did they use [Gale] and [Enhance] on him?
The guard is good, but even with his buffs, I’m confident I can win. Laya is finished channeling, so I leap to the side and a spray of electricity hits him. The stun effect is enough to create the opening I need as I dash forward, aiming for his exposed neck.
Just before I swing, a [Fireball] erupts from Lars’ extended hand, flying toward my chest. I frantically twist my body and hear a massive explosion hit the wall behind me, and before I can regain my footing, I see Roland bring his arm up, aiming in my direction.
I hastily backpedal, and a huge [Ice Lance] zips by, narrowly missing my chest. The paralysis effect ends, and the guard backs up, repositioning himself in front of Lars and Roland.
Their spells are even more powerful than I thought; they dwarf my rank 1 [Fireball] and [Ice Lance] in both size and destructive force.
“Boss, I was wrong about this one. We need to finish him quick. I don’t know how much longer I can hold him off.”
“Huh? Aren’t you supposed to be strong? Why are you so afraid of a kid!?” Roland roars at his guard.
“Something’s up with him. My gut’s telling me I can’t win. And that spear—even my shield won’t last long against it.”
I failed to take one down, and now they’re starting to take us seriously. I need to change tactics.
Activating [Mental Link], I give some simple instructions to Laya as I get ready to charge again. Lars completes a spell before I make my move, and more magical energies flow into the guard.
I charge and release my own [Shock] as I close in. I see the guard’s muscles tense up as the spell engulfs him, and I stab at his neck once again, but my eyes go wide as he narrowly deflects my spear.
The stun effect ran out that quickly?
My surprise leaves me open for a counter, and the guard takes advantage of it, once again getting close, making it difficult to use my spear effectively.
With Laya close behind me, I don’t have much room to backpedal in order to reposition myself at an advantageous distance. Instead, I release a [Crescent Wave] at the guard, and the energy slices into him, carrying him with it as it continues forward.
His armor and high level protect him from some of the damage, but I don’t miss the droplets of blood that splatter the floor as the skill comes to an end. More importantly, the guard’s sword can no longer reach me from where he’s standing. However, the same can’t be said for my spear.
I swing my weapon, forcing the guard to block. My spear blurs and a sharp sound rings through the room as he desperately intercepts my blow once again. A third strike follows, with the tip of my spear digging into his shield.
Like me, the guard can’t afford to retreat. He has two mages behind him that he has to defend. Knowing that, the focus of my three previous strikes has been to knock him off balance in order to set up my final blow.
My attacks destroy his center of gravity as he’s forced to twist his body into awkward angles to block my spear. He recoils from the impact of my third strike, struggling to maintain a proper combat stance, while I lower my body, spread my feet apart, and ready my spear to strike.
I’ve positioned myself on his side opposite of his shield, my eyes focusing on a weak spot in his armor—a lightly armored section just under his exposed armpit.
It’s over!
Only then do I notice. With his frontline fighter getting overwhelmed, Roland has moved further back and begins casting a spell. However, Lars has moved forward, getting dangerously close to me and the guard.
Why would a mage get so close? The only spell I know of with low range is…
The realization hits me too late. I desperately lash out with my spear, trying to impale the guard, but the lightning that forks out from Lars’ hand strikes me before my weapon makes contact. My body stiffens, and my spear comes to a stop mere inches from the guard’s body.
Shit! I can’t move!
The [Shock] spell that engulfs me is even larger than my own. The thick tendrils of electricity that contact my body make my skin sizzle and burn as the energy travels through me. The guard is also hit by the spell, and the stun effect makes him freeze in place. However, just like before, the debuff on him ends much quicker than it should.
Freed from the paralysis, the guard closes in on me at the same time as Roland releases his spell. The guard’s sword cuts through the air, aiming for my chest, and out of the corner of my eye I see a huge [Ice Lance] flying toward me.
Move dammit!
Feeling begins to return to my body, but it’s too late to dodge the sword. Fortunately, I’m not alone. A blade of wind hits the guard, and he grunts as it slices into him. His swing misses my chest, but it still catches me in the side, and I feel blood start to flow from the shallow wound.
Still, there’s no escaping the shard of ice flying toward me. With what little feeling I have, I twist my body and endure the pain as it digs into my upper left arm.
“Lutz!” Laya yells.
I ignore her as I begin to channel my mana and watch as one of Laya’s blades of wind catches Roland in the chest before he can put up a defense. Blood sprays through the air, and he doubles over in pain as he clutches at the wound.
The final blade of wind flies toward Lars, but he escapes into the air using [Air Step]. As a wind mage, he knows that [Wind Blade] has a difficult time turning vertically.
“Lars! Heal me!” Roland desperately says as he looks at the man.
The guard has retreated and is eyeing me as he checks his wound. It doesn’t look too bad, thanks to the armor, but I can tell from his pale, sweaty face that his various wounds are beginning to catch up to him. Roland continues to bleed, but his is also far from fatal, and he continues to stare at Lars as he waits for him to cast [Cure], giving me the opening I need.
I raise my arm and release my spell.
“Look out, you fool!” Lars screams at him.
Roland turns just in time to see the [Scorching Ray] before it slams into his chest. It carries him back as it sears his flesh, but the force of the impact knocks him to the ground. I redirect the spell toward the fallen man, and the ray pushes him along the stone floor until he crashes into the wall behind him.
Lars releases his spell, [Cure], just as mine ends. The energy enters Roland, and he moans softly as he slowly sits up. The ray severely scorched his torso, but even that isn’t enough to take down a high level opponent.
The guard regains his senses and charges at me, attempting to take advantage of my split focus.
Too late.
I release my second spell, and a ball of fire erupts from my extended hand, striking Roland in the chest, right where the ray burned a gaping wound. There’s a sickening explosion of fire and blood, and when it’s over, Roland lies on the ground, unmoving.
The guard steps into my range, but despite my wound, he’s still no match for me in close combat. As I channel for another spell, I use my spear’s length to keep him from getting into the proper range he needs to use his sword effectively, and during our battle, one of my attacks slices his shield in two, with one half falling to the ground at his feet.
He continues attacking with obvious desperation as I complete my spell, and with my [Manipulate Mana] ability, I don’t need to extend my arm in order to cast it. So, I can only imagine the surprise he must feel when an [Ice Lance] appears seemingly out of nowhere, striking him in the chest.
Before I can capitalize on my attack, Lars finishes his spell and five blades of wind shoot out from his arm. I trace their trajectory and am horrified to realize that all of them are heading toward Laya.
I can’t let those blades hit her!
With one massive leap, I position myself between Laya and the oncoming blades. It’s too late to cast the anti-magic spell, [Shimmering Shield], so all I can do is slash at the first blade of wind as it reaches me.
My spear makes contact, and the shock of the impact makes my hands go numb. With effort, I manage to slash through it, and the blade dissipates into a harmless gust. The struggle throws off my balance, however, and the next two blades arrive before I can ready myself.
I can’t block both of them!
I focus on one and swing my spear. I manage to destroy it, but there’s nothing I can do about the second blade. It slices into my torso, drawing a diagonal line that begins at my right shoulder and ends at my left abdomen. The wound immediately begins to gush blood, and I feel the sensation of warm liquid soaking into my clothes.
I keep my eyes on the final two blades, ignoring my new injury, but I don’t even have time to swing, so all I can do is hold the spear before me, blocking the path of one of the blades. It hits the shaft, dampening its strength, but despite that, it still strikes me, and I receive yet another wound.
The final blade strikes me unhindered. Unable to even brace for impact, the force of the spell knocks me back, and my legs give out as my vision flashes white. I fall to my knees, with the butt of my spear firmly planted against the ground being the only thing keeping me from collapsing further.
A small pair of arms wraps around me from behind, and my senses begin to clear when the healing energy of [Cure] flows into me.
“Lutz, please be okay!” Laya says as she holds on to me.
Ugh … my body feels so heavy.
I channel my mana as quickly as possible and feel more healing energy enter my body as I complete my own [Cure]. It’s more powerful than Laya’s, giving me the strength I need to get back to my feet.
I can’t afford to die while Lars lives. He’ll hunt Laya down no matter where she goes. I’ll end that bastard, even if it kills me!
“Laya, get out of here. Run away—far away.” I keep my eyes forward as I speak.
“What? No! I want to stay and fight with you!” she replies, disobeying me.
“You’re my slave. You can’t go against my orders. Go! I’ll buy you time to escape!”
As it begins to dawn on her that the slave seal isn’t activating, I speak to her privately using [Mental Link], and after our brief discussion, I cast [Earth Wall].
The rock erupts from the floor a short distance to my left, just shy of the stone wall behind me, leaving a gap small enough for one person to squeeze through. The spell runs all the way to the other end of the room, essentially cutting it in half, with all four of us stuck on one side, though there’s a gap between the top of the wall and the ceiling.
With this, Lars and the guard are trapped in a relatively narrow path while I block the only exit. Laya turns and runs through the gap behind me, escaping the enclosed area.
“How admirable, but in the end, it’s futile. This is my city, and I will find her,” Lars says confidently.
“That’s if you make it out of here alive.”
I stand alone, bleeding profusely, as I guard the exit behind me, and my ragged breathing and pale face fail to inspire fear in them.
“Hah. You did good, kid. You almost won, even. But face it—it’s over.” The guard makes his way toward me.
I hold my spear like a javelin as I rear back. My arm flies forward, and the spear zips past the guard, heading toward Lars.
His eyes go wide as the spear closes in, finally wiping that smug look off his face. He desperately twists his upper body, and the spear catches his vest as it flies by him, hitting the wall behind him before falling to the ground.
“I didn’t expect that,” Lars says as the arrogance returns to his face.
“Me neither, but it was mighty foolish to give up your weapon like that. Let’s end this.”
As the guard steps forward again, I begin to laugh, and he sends me a strange look as he stops, wary. I stare at Lars as I continue to laugh and can see confusion in his eyes.
“You think you can defeat me!? I’ll kill you! Both of you! Your corpses will be a reminder to everyone else—a reminder of what happens to anybody who dares get in my way!” I yell as loudly as I can.
“I don’t know what’s gotten into you, but there’s no way—” Lars’ words end with a grunt as the tip of a spear pierces his chest from behind.
He looks down at the spear sticking out of his chest and his hand comes up, grabbing the shaft. Streams of blood flow down from the tip of the spear, covering the blue shine of the mithril shaft in a dark red. The blood pools around his hand as he grips the weapon, running down his fingers before dripping to the floor below.
Lars turns his head, and Laya stands behind him, gripping the spear with steady hands. Her eyes are cold as she yanks the spear back out of him, and he falls as it leaves his body.
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“Die,” she says as she thrusts the spear back into him.
Lars yells as Laya pierces him time and again, as if each stab is revenge for one of her family or friends. Soon, Lars is silent, but Laya doesn’t stop. She continues jabbing at his corpse, enjoying the sight of his blood as it flows from each new wound.
“How!?” the guard screams in confusion.
“What’s interesting about [Air Step] is that the platform it creates produces no sound when your foot hits it.”
“What?” He still doesn’t get it.
“She used [Air Step] to move behind you from the other side of the [Earth Wall], then went above it while you focused on me.”
He looks up, noticing the gap between the top of the wall and the ceiling, just wide enough for a small girl to squeeze through with ease.
“Then, when you yelled—”
“I was covering the sound of her picking up my spear.”
The guard looks to Laya then to me. He dashes in my direction, aiming for the exit behind me. I’ve already completed my spell, so I release it when he gets close, and a [Fireball] explodes as it hits him, sending him flying backwards.
He lands on his back, dazed, but by the time he regains his senses, Laya is standing over him. She jams the tip of the spear through his neck, ending his life.
“It’s finally over,” I say as I look at Laya.
She walks over, coming to a stop in front of me and holding her hands out, still gripping the bloody spear. I see a whirlpool of emotions in her eyes as she looks at me: grief, loss, regret, and guilt. Yet, mixed within, I see a glimmer of hope—hope that each day will be a little brighter than the last.
I take the spear from her hands, and various emotions flare up within me as I realize what I need to do, but I do my best to hide it from her.
“I was able to avenge my friends and family because of you, Lutz. Thank you.”
“You’re welcome, Laya,” I say, deciding to openly accept her gratitude. “You worked hard for this victory too.”
She looks a bit embarrassed, as she always does when someone praises her, but after a few seconds, I see resolution in her eyes as she looks at me.
“Mmm.”
Now that I have time to think, I realize that the strange design painted onto the floor reminds me of something.
It’s like that design I saw in the room where I was summoned.
The one here is smaller and far less complex, but I can’t help but feel like there’s a connection. I activate [Sense Mana] and realize there’s a flow of mana around the design.
What’s going on with this pattern?
“Laya, have you ever seen a design like this before?” I say as I point at it.
“It looks like a teleportation circle. They connect to another circle somewhere and activating it will teleport you between the two. But they’re really rare since only powerful mages can create them.”
“There’s no way this thing goes somewhere good.”
I release a [Fireball] at the circle, destroying a section of the floor with the design on it and feel the mana begin to fade from the room.
“Well, I guess we should at least see what’s in there.” I look at the door on the opposite side of the room from the way we came in.
We walk to the door and open it, revealing a small room—just a closet really—but inside are dozens of bags filled with gold.
Good Lord, just how many thousands of pieces of gold are in here?
With this much gold, I can’t help but wonder why he needed Roland in the first place. Not that I care anymore. Still, I feel like I’m staring at a piece of a puzzle, but I’m clueless as to what it means.
It doesn’t matter; with even one of these bags, I’ll never have to worry about being unable to afford what I need to survive.
I reach for a large bag of coins with a smile on my face, but my hand stops a few inches short.
How did he make such an enormous sum of money? A rotten merchant and a corrupt lord working together … there’s only one answer. They took it from the people, crushing desperate merchants in the markets and oppressing the citizens of the city.
If I take this money, I’ll be stealing it from the ones who suffered most. I’ll be no better than them.
I move my hand, reaching into the bag of coins and pulling out a handful. It’s still a lot of money but not nearly enough for a lifetime. Satisfied, I walk out.
Laya and I make our way back to the first floor of the manor. We hear the sounds of battle outside, so we head to the second floor instead and find a window. I plan to escape through it and use [Air Step] to get far away before fleeing on foot, but I stop my hand halfway to the latch holding it shut.
Why am I hesitating?
Something’s bothering me, like when you’re in the final dungeon of an RPG and the last boss is right in front of you but you skipped a room and can’t decide if you should go back to explore it or just finish the game.
The people rioting. A marquis murdered in his own home. An earl who instigated it all. What’s going to happen next?
The earl said Lars was protected by a powerful noble faction. What will they do now?
I’m no political genius. I can’t predict the future, but I do see one possibility. The earl accused of plotting the marquis’ murder and the powerful noble faction using that as leverage to install another lord just as corrupt as Lars.
If that happened, this city would end up exactly where it started— dying at the hands of some rotten noble.
Why attack the elves? Why hoard so much gold?
If I were in a game, this would be the part where I suddenly realize the answer to the puzzle. Yet, I have no idea.
What if Lars attacked the elves because of orders from his faction? If they get to install the next lord, then they may pick up where Lars left off. I can’t allow Earl Adel’s scheme to fail.
I step back from the window and look at Laya.
“I told you before that I’m the False Hero and that this world wants me dead. I may end up running for the rest of my life. But … that doesn’t have to be your life.” I stare into her blue-green eyes as a torrent of emotions runs through me. “I’m going to find a way to remove your slave seal and take you back to the elves.”
Her eyes widen with shock.
I don’t want to lose Laya, but she’s been through too much already. There’s no way I can ask her to face the whole world by my side when she has a place she can return to—unlike me.
I can see the struggle in her eyes as she stares back at me. She’ll make the right choice—to return home. I feel an emptiness at the thought.
“Laya, I’m going to do something stupid. Really stupid. But don’t worry about the consequences—I’ll deal with them after I take you home.” I try to squash that empty feeling as I speak, thinking of my next step.
“Lutz…”
“C’mon, there’s one more thing I need to do before we leave.” I forcefully change the subject before she can come to a decision.
We move to the front of the manor and find the door that leads to the balcony above the entrance.
“I’d like to tell you to stay here, but we’ve been seen together too much for you to start hiding now, so you want to come out with me?”
“Yes,” she says without hesitation.
I nod and open the window, then we step out onto the balcony and look down at the fighting below. The guards are desperately holding the line at the gate; they’re few in numbers, but the gate is acting as a choke point to prevent the mass of rioters from overwhelming them. Still, they won’t last much longer.
As I channel my mana, I see Earl Adel standing below; his men have joined the estate’s guards on the front lines, protecting the gate. With my spell complete, I hold my arm up toward the sky and release a [Scorching Ray].
A bright, burning beam erupts from my hand and flies into the sky above. Most of the rioters are facing my direction and I can feel their attention gather on me as the spell continues. By the time it finishes, nearly everybody is focused on me.
I look around with Laya by my side as I open my mouth.
“Your lord is dead!” I say with a sneer on my face. “Killed by my hand!
“That’s right! You were all nothing but fools, dancing in my palm! How does it feel, knowing you were tricked by the False Hero—used to fulfill my scheme! Rejoice, you pitiful humans, for you’ve at least proven yourself useful as entertainment while I kill your leaders!”
They seem confused at first, unsure whether to celebrate Marquis Lars’ death or to spit vitriol at me. In the end, they choose the latter, as I knew they would.
I stand atop the balcony, taking their insults, their curses, and their hatred with a smile.
So what? You think this is anything to me? No amount of hatred could compare to the hell I’ve been through. Give it to me—all of it. I’ll gladly take it and more.
If this world is going to label me a criminal and a heretic, then so be it. I’m through fighting the role I’ve been given. I’ll become that False Hero you want so badly.
I look to Earl Adel below and am surprised to see that he’s simply staring at me with his sharp eyes.
“Miss Laya, the False Hero is a criminal hunted by all of humanity. It’s too dangerous to be with him. Come to me; I swear I’ll protect you and get you back to the elves!” His eyes are serious. Something tells me he’d live up to his words.
I look at Laya. She meets my gaze, and I know, without a doubt, that she’s found her answer. She turns to Earl Adel and looks down on him, a sharp glint in her blue-green eyes as they reflect the light of the sun above.
“Hmph! As if I care what mere humans think!” A devilish smile forms on her face as she clings on to my arm. “Come and take me—if you can!”
Holy shit, Laya! That was awesome!
I barely manage to stop myself from smiling and breaking character as I look back to Earl Adel and activate [Mental Link].
“Earl, it’s Lutz. I’m using one of the forgotten magics to speak to you telepathically. You can respond just by directing your thoughts back to me.”
“Lutz! What’s going on? Are you really the False Hero? No—I know the answer. Everything makes sense if it’s true, except one thing: why did you help us?”
“That’s … no, it’s not important. I doubt you’d believe me even if I told you and my time is limited. More importantly, there’s a room in a hidden basement in Lars’ manor.”
I tell him about the room full of coins, and he’s shocked to hear that Lars had such a large stash of gold hidden away.
“That money was robbed from the people of this city. If you secure it and distribute some of it back out to them, most of their animosity should subside. However, I have three requests.”
“What makes you think I’ll honor the requests of the False Hero?”
“Call it a gut feeling. Now, the first request is to build an orphanage for all the children who lost their parents under Lars’ rule. The second is to gather or train some soldiers whose sole purpose is to quell the monsters that are plaguing the nearby villages. The third is to place all the blame at my feet and to see your scheme through to the end. Save this dying city.”
“What? Are you serious? What happened to that evil persona you displayed just now?”
“It’s complicated. So, are you going to honor the requests or is the False Hero going to have to make another appearance here soon?”
I don’t actually plan on coming back, but he doesn’t know that. I just have to trust in him to take care of this for me.
“I will. I swear it.”
“Then, before I go, we’ll need to put on a little show.”
“A show?”
“Yeah, I need to make sure you take over this territory. People need to see that we’re enemies.”
“Ah! You’re right … but what do you mean a show?”
“Prepare for battle, Earl Adel.”
“Battle? I don’t know how to—”
I cut off our link as I continue to sneer at the crowd below.
“It seems my work here is still incomplete,” I say as my eyes fall on Earl Adel.
I release a [Fireball] at him, and it explodes at his feet as he steps back. With my spear in hand, I leap to the ground and dash toward him, and his guards rush in, putting themselves between me and their lord.
“Out of the way, maggots!” I yell as I release a [Shock], striking several guards in the center of their defensive formation.
I charge at the opening and pretend to be surprised when the guards untouched by my spell begin to flank me. I block a sword and duck another, allowing myself to be pushed back. Breathing heavily and emphasizing my wounds, I glare at the guards.
“Consider yourself lucky, human. But know that I will return to finish you one day!”
I jump back up to the balcony where Laya waits for me, and together we leap from one [Air Step] to the next, sprinting in the sky above the crowd as we head toward Earl Adel’s carriage. We reach it and land, rushing inside to grab our bags as Albert stares at us, lost for words.
I wave to him, and we take to the skies once more, leaping our way westward and out of the city.
We land on the main highway heading west and start sprinting. At our level and buffed with [Gale], we’re able to put Earth’s fastest runners to shame. We can’t keep the pace up for long, but we gain some precious distance between us and any pursuers.
“With that, I think we’re safe.” I sigh in relief.
I look at Laya and see a wide smile on her face. “Mmm. That was fun. When can we do it again?”
“I seem to have a habit of getting into trouble, so tomorrow maybe?”
Laya blesses my ears with a genuine laugh, and I can’t help but smile as I look at her.
“Hey Laya. Are you sure you want to stay with me? I plan to visit the elves, either way, and Earl Adel was right when he said it’d be dangerous to be by my side, considering who I am.”
“Doesn’t matter. I made my choice already.”
“Well, I certainly won’t argue against it. It’s nice knowing that I have someone I can count on.”
“Leave it to me. I’ll definitely get strong enough to watch your back, Lutz.”
“I’m looking forward to it.”
The highway is wide and well-traveled, but because of the turmoil in Silvia, there are relatively few people using it, giving us a mostly solitary moment together as we casually continue westward.
As we crest a small hill, I notice a carriage on the side of the road, facing our direction. At first, I think they just stopped to take a break, but as I grow closer, I notice that it’s tilted at a rather steep angle, with the wheels on its right side sunk deep into the soft dirt that flanks the highway.
“Huh. Are they stuck?”
“Mmm. Ran off the road.”
“I see. Seems they were attacked during their travels.” I look at the monster corpses that are scattered around.
“Avoid?”
“Hmm. The guards are weak, so they’re not really a threat to us. Let’s at least make sure nobody’s injured before we continue on.”
“Okay.”
We approach the carriage, and a short, middle-aged man watches us as we draw near, but since we don’t look very threatening, there’s no wariness in his eyes.
“Hey,” I say to him when we get close. “You guys alright?”
“Oh, yes. Well, nobody was injured during the battle, but…” He looks to the carriage.
Now that I’m standing next to it, I can see that the two right wheels have sunk up to their axles, and the front wheel is shattered, the spokes sticking out at odd angles.
“You got a spare?”
“Yes, but we can’t replace it until we get it out of the ditch, and, well, my horse lacks the strength to do so.”
I [Scry] the horse and see that it’s level 8. I don’t know if that’s good or not, but either way, it’s not enough to pull the carriage out of the soft dirt.
The guards are moving about at the back of the carriage, and I notice that they’re beginning to remove the items from inside. From what I can see, this man must be some sort of merchant because there’s a wide assortment of goods in the small pile the guards are making on the highway.
“Well, I guess once you lighten the load, you can pull it out, right?”
“Most certainly. Although, I’m in a bit of a rush to meet my delivery. Hopefully, I can still make it to Silvia before nightfall…”
Hmm. There’s got to be an easier way, right?
“Pardon me for intruding in your affairs, but…”
I release my spell, and an [Earth Wall] appears below the carriage’s two right wheels, growing just tall enough that the carriage levels out. The top of the wall is wide, connecting all the way to the highway and giving them a solid surface to drag it back onto the road.
“S-sir, you’re an Earth mage!?”
“That’s right. I know a few spells.”
“Then that saves us the trouble of unloading and reloading all my goods! Thank you!”
He rushes to the coach and drives the carriage back onto the highway. The broken wheel skids along the top of the [Earth Wall], but there doesn’t seem to be any damage to the axle, so once it’s replaced, they should be able to continue on.
“Well, good luck,” I say as I cancel my spell and turn westward.
“Please wait!” the merchant calls out. “I cannot let you leave without giving you something in return! As thanks for helping me, feel free to browse my items, and if anything meets your fancy, I swear upon my honor that I will strike you a great deal!”
I did just make quite a bit of gold, and maybe I’ll find something useful or interesting.
“Sure. I’ll take you up on that offer.”
As the guards begin replacing the wheel, the three of us step up to the back of the carriage. It’s crowded inside with all the items he’s taking to Silvia, so it’s impossible to see all of his goods since many of them are completely covered by others stacked atop them. He claims to know each item by heart and tells us that if we don’t see what we’re looking for, we can ask him, and he’ll let us know if he has it in stock.
However, I notice Laya staring intently at a particular item that’s clearly visible within the carriage.
Seriously? That’s what you want?
She’s showing an excessive amount of interest in an item that I never expected, considering her recent past.
“If you want it, then go ahead,” I say as she continues to look at it.
“I-it’s just nostalgic is all…”
“Nostalgic? How so?”
“They’re popular in the elven lands, and I’m just surprised to see one this far west.”
The merchant picks up on the item we’re talking about and takes a good look at Laya. “Ah, you’re an elf, little lass? No wonder your eye was drawn to it, then. Please, give it a try. I’m sure you’ll be satisfied with it!”
I watch on with a bit of worry as Laya steps into the carriage and reaches for it. However, to my surprise, there’s no hesitation in her movements, and she steps back out, carrying it with steady hands.
She’s really grown, hasn’t she?
Laya takes a few steps back, putting a bit of distance between us as she readies herself. Then, her arm comes up, holding the chain that’s attached to the sickle. She rotates her wrist, and the sickle blurs as it twirls in a small circle beside her.
The sound of the sickle cutting through the air fills the road as we watch her send it flying out, as if attacking an invisible enemy. She immediately reels it back in and catches it before falling into a combat stance, holding a sickle in each hand.
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“Amazing,” I say after witnessing Laya’s martial display with the double chain sickle.
The ten-foot length of chain has a large hand sickle attached to one end, along with a smaller one on the other. [Scry] tells me that it’s made of silvered steel, just like the spear I had before. It’s nothing special, and there are far more valuable items within the carriage, but none of that matters. Laya found what she’s looking for.
“How much?” I ask the merchant.
“Don’t worry about it. A weapon like that should be in elven hands, don’t you agree?”
“After seeing that display … yeah. But still…” I hand him a single gold coin, which is half the value of the chain sickle.
“Ah, well, I’ll gladly accept it, then.” He pockets the coin.
We say our goodbyes and begin heading westward once more. After a few minutes of walking, I look back and see the carriage start moving toward Silvia.
“Well, that was a beneficial encounter, eh?”
“Mmm.”
“I didn’t know you could use such an exotic weapon. Do you have some training in it?”
“I told you elves learn to hunt when they turn 20, remember? I was practicing with the chain sickle for that day.”
“Ah, so that’s how it is. Interesting.”
Too bad there’s no chain sickle listed in my Weapon Skills…
“Can I see it for a moment?”
She unwraps the chain which she keeps curled around her waist like a belt and gives me the weapon. I put a bit of distance between us and twirl the sickle. I’m a bit awkward at first, but I get used to the movements quickly, and before I know it, I’m sending it flying out at my own invisible opponents.
I’m not as proficient as Laya, but my spear skill and high Agility let me wield it well enough.
I take a look at my Weapon Skills as I think, and my eyes go wide at what I see.
What!? It’s here! How!?
I stare dumbfounded at the Chain Sickle skill tree that suddenly appeared in my Status Screen. I have two free skill points, so I toss one in it and activate the Weapon Skill, [Dominion].
The chain sickle glows a faint red and I send the sickle flying. It zips around erratically, tracing a complicated path, changing directions according to my will without the need to reel it back in.
Amazing…! This weapon is so cool…
“Lutz, you can use [Dominion]!?” Laya’s normally cool voice is filled with surprise.
“I can now. I just placed a skill point in it.”
“Skill point?”
“Ah, that’s right, there are still some things you don’t know about me, huh?”
I never properly explained to her about my Status Screen and exactly how I learn all my spells and skills.
“Hey, Laya. Why did you choose this weapon?”
“I want to get stronger.”
So that’s it, huh? Despite everything she went through, she’s willing to pick up a weapon in order to grow stronger. Sheesh, this girl is something else…
My smile continues to grow, causing her to look at me with confusion. “In that case, I’ll teach you everything I know.”
Laya and I stick close as we walk down the now empty highway, enjoying each other’s company as we take our first steps on what will become a long and extraordinary journey, filled with adventures befitting a hero.
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Epilogue: The Guided Light

----- Lumina -----
 
I turn another corner as I walk down the castle’s dimly lit hallways. My attendant, Elise, finished her investigation into the False Hero, and although no new information was gained about his time before the trial, she did learn plenty about his time in the dungeons. I feel my disgust rise as I think about what was done to him down there.
Nobody should have to suffer through that—not even the so-called False Hero.
Of course, I know torture is used on dangerous criminals, but knowing and hearing the horrifying details are two entirely different things.
I’m the one who asked Elise not to spare me the details, but now I realize how naïve I was when I thought I could handle the truth.
After his escape from that abhorrent place, he disappeared for weeks. Rumors of his reappearance started to spread after someone realized that the False Hero’s description matched that of Baron Victor’s killer.
The nobles delayed Father’s dispatch with their petty games, so by the time our soldiers arrived in Silvia, the False Hero had already slain Marquis Lars and made his escape. Father’s soldiers followed his trail, heading west, but so far there has been no sign of the False Hero.
According to the new Lord of Silvia, Marquis Adel, the False Hero is traveling with a slave—a young elf girl. With such a rare slave, he can’t stay hidden for long. Father already sent out orders to the nearby lords to keep an eye out for the girl.
What interests me the most, though, are the False Hero’s actions. After slaying Baron Victor, he made his way to a small village that was plagued by a powerful monster. According to the villagers, he defeated it and donated the corpse to them so they could afford to replace the livestock eaten by the beast.
He also wiped out an infestation of kappas that was threatening a village north of Silvia, once again doing so without asking for a single reward.
For some reason, he returned to Silvia and used Earl Adel’s scheme to get close to Marquis Lars so he could eliminate him. Duke Bradley tried accusing Earl Adel of being in league with the False Hero, but half the citizens of the city witnessed the False Hero try to slay the earl before fleeing.
Marquis Lars was a detestable human being. Everyone knew how the city of Silvia suffered under his rule, yet nobody could touch him because of Duke Bradley.
Now he’s gone; the False Hero dispatched him. After his death, an investigation found evidence of high crimes, including an unauthorized teleportation circle beneath his manor. Thanks to that, Father was able to raise Marquis Adel’s rank and have him take over the territory without much resistance from the noble factions.
Compared to a couple weeks ago, the situation in and around Silvia has greatly improved. The taxes in the city have returned to normal, new soldiers are being trained to deal with the monsters infesting the territory, and there’s even a large orphanage under construction.
Everywhere the False Hero goes, he seems to improve the lives of the people he encounters with no regard to rewards or praise. It’s almost as if…
…as if he were a hero.
I come to a stop, standing in front of my father’s personal chambers.
I look at one of the guards, and he knocks on the door. “Who is it?”
“Princess Lumina, Your Majesty.”
“Let her in.”
The guard opens the door and I walk through. Inside, I see my father sitting at his desk, reading from a piece of parchment.
“What is it, Lumina? I must finish my work before tomorrow, so make it quick.”
Then I’ll get right to the point.
“Father, surely you know. The three heroes—they are despicable. Their actions erode the strength and stability of our kingdom and bring nothing but division and sorrow to the people.”
Father puts the parchment down on the desk and meets my gaze. The intensity of his stare bears down on me and I begin to feel like a small child standing in the path of a charging bull.
No, I’m not a little girl anymore. I can’t back down now.
“Lumina, I did not expect this from you of all people. What happened to your faith in the heroes?”
“Those three may have been chosen by the Goddess, but they are not heroes.”
“You speak contradictions. What else can those chosen by the Goddess be but heroes?”
As a little girl, I read the tales of past heroes time and again. Their courage, their selflessness, and their adventures are imprinted in me as strongly as my very name.
What is a hero? None of those three were renowned for any heroic deeds before they were chosen by the Goddess. Did they become heroes simply by being chosen?
No. A hero doesn’t need a title before performing great deeds. It’s the great deeds they perform that grant them the title of hero.
“You’re wrong, Father.”
I can see genuine surprise on his face after he digests my words. “What … did you say?”
“I don’t know why the Goddess chose them, but those three are not heroes. You know, do you not, that they are destroying this city with their actions?”
“Of course I know. They plot beneath my nose, seeking to fulfill their selfish desires at the expense of everyone else. Only a fool would fail to notice.”
“Then why? Why let them continue to destroy the peace you’ve worked so hard to maintain?”
“What choice do I have? We need them. All of humanity needs them. You don’t know, Lumina, Chaos…” he seems to hesitate to continue but soon opens his mouth “…we can’t win.”
“Can’t win?”
“Every year they get stronger. Every year we lose more land to their hordes. Soon, very soon, they will break us. We need them.”
“Has the war improved now that those three are fighting Chaos?”
Father looks to the side with a bitter expression. “It’s too early to say. They are strong, and morale has improved since they arrived at the battlefield a few weeks ago, but progress has been … slow.”
Father has always been tough and shrewd. No matter the opponent, I always had faith in him to emerge victorious. Yet, looking at him now, I can see the cracks forming.
His hair, once a golden blond, is dull and speckled with gray. Below his eyes are dark bags of skin, revealing his lack of sleep. In the right light, wrinkles can be seen across his face that weren’t there just a few months ago.
He’s pushing himself so hard. The battle with Chaos, the schemes of the nobles, and the heroes’ actions are all taking their toll on him.
Why? Why does he have to bear the weight of the entire world? The heroes … If only the heroes would help.
“I believe I will be going back to my room now, Father. Please take care of yourself.”
After leaving his personal chambers, I head back to my own, and Elise bows to me as I step inside. I meet her eyes as I steel myself for the future, but before I can speak, a smile appears on her face.
“I’ve seen that look before, Princess.”
“Elise, will you follow me, no matter where I go?”
“Of course. You saved my family from certain destruction. If you asked, I would gladly give my life for you.”
“Then gather all the personnel and resources at your disposal. We’re going on a journey to find the False Hero—no, a journey to find Sir John Lawrence Locke.”




[image: ]






Extra Chapter

----- Laya -----
 
I sit within the iron bars that surround me, staring out at the trees as they pass by. I can feel it on my back—that seal. It’s like a chain, binding my hands and forcing me to obey, a constant reminder of that day. The day I lost everything.
The humans came out of nowhere, swarming the village and using their bloodied weapons to kill any elf in their path. The adults fought back, but there were too many … far too many.
Mother and Father brought me to the woods, but they found us. They told me to hide as they led the humans away, and I sat for hours, too scared to move as I waited for them to return, but they never did.
I went back to the village, searching, and I found them. They stared back at me as I looked down on their corpses. It’s hard to remember what happened next, but that ugly little human found me, and his men held me as he placed the seal on my back.
After that, we spent weeks traveling in this wagon as that man picked up more and more slaves. Most of the others don’t speak; they just stare off into the distance, lifelessly.
The elders were right. Humans are selfish and greedy. They take whatever they want, killing anyone who gets in their way.
I feel my hatred grow with every passing day.
We enter a large town, and a crowd of humans gathers around the wagon, looking at us. I glare back in hatred, but I can’t shake the feeling of fear. A human with an arrogant face smiles disgustingly when he sees me, and my body shivers involuntarily.
Shortly after, I see a young male staring in my direction. When he walks closer, I see a ferocity in his eyes, and I feel his gaze bore into me, as if he can see my very thoughts.
The other slaves are sold quickly, and when my turn comes, the young male buys me. I follow him around mindlessly, afraid of what will come next.
Should I just end it? That would be better than living as a slave…
The young male buys me some new clothes and orders me to bathe. I think about lying in that dirty water and not standing back up, but I’m too afraid.
I’m such a coward…I can’t even end my own misery. I wish I had died that day … with everyone else. Mother, Father … why did you have to save me? Why…
“What’s your name?” the young male asks.
Mother and Father gave me my name! It doesn’t belong to you!
An intense pain courses through my body. I try to endure it, but I eventually open my mouth.
“Laya.”
How humiliating.
“Well, Laya, I’m Lutz. We’ll be together for a while, so try to get used to obeying my orders.”
There’s no way I’ll ever obey you!
The pain returns, but it ends once I give in to the order.
I hear him sigh as he stares at me, and just as I start to feel uncomfortable from his eyes, I feel a warm, comforting energy enter my body. I look up at him on reflex, and he shrugs.
We walk out and soon we’re surrounded by some rough-looking men. The young male wraps his arm around my waist and lifts me up as he jumps causing me to let out an embarrassing squeak as he carries me to the roof.
He’s using Wind magic…
After ordering me to stay, he goes back down and fights the other humans. The way he kills without hesitation reminds me of the soldiers who attacked my village and when he returns, I instinctively take a step back under his glare.
He’s just like them! He kills and takes what he wants!
He makes some excuses, and I give a little nod, but I don’t believe him.
“Well, it’s going to get dark soon. Let’s head to the inn and get a room.”
I know it’s useless to resist, so all I can do is clutch my skirt in fear.
At the inn, he puts some of the food he ordered on another plate. “Well, you hungry or not?”
I shake my head.
“What, you gonna tell me elves don’t eat or some nonsense?”
Is he an idiot? Of course we eat.
“We eat.”
“Then you must be hungry. C’mon, it’s not like I can eat all this by myself, you know.”
I sit at the table and take a bite.
It’s so good…
I almost forgot how good food can be after weeks of eating that moldy soup. I can’t stop taking bite after bite.
“Take your time, Laya. The food won’t run away.”
I look up, embarrassed at my table manners. After dinner, I just sit around while the young male is on the other bed, staring into space.
Why does he act so oddly sometimes?
He starts talking about weird stuff and I begin to wonder if something is wrong with his head. Then he lets out a little laugh and I can’t help but give him a strange look.
“Laya, come over to my bed.”
No! I won’t!
I can’t live up to my words; the pain is too much, and I move to his bed with my head held down in shame.
Is this my life now? Obeying his every whim?
My body jumps as he grabs my hands.
I hate this…
Suddenly, a hot energy flows through my body. It feels like it’s burning me from the inside, yet it’s strangely calming, like bath water that’s on the edge of being too hot yet you still sigh in satisfaction as you sink into it.
It fades quickly, but more follows soon after.
Is this … mana?
I feel his mana mix with my own, and he takes control of mine, bending it to his will.
He’s making a spell formation with my mana.
Soon, the formation is complete, and as my mana leaves me, I find myself staring at him.
Who is this person?
He orders me to copy the formation, and we practice over and over as his burning hot mana circulates within me. Eventually, I form the spell without his help and cast it on myself.
Impossible. I became a mage that quickly?
He doesn’t seem to understand how amazing it is, and he simply stares at me, causing me to grow nervous.
“It’d be a lot easier to just cut your hair off and wait for it to regrow…” I hear him say.
No!
The pain comes back, but it ends almost immediately. I wonder why.
I sit in a chair, and he starts brushing my tangled hair. I let a complaint slip out of my mouth when the brush catches a knot, but he doesn’t seem to care.
When he’s done, I walk back to my bed, and he says some dangerous stuff about fighting monsters, which scares me a little.
“Well, let’s get some sleep. We’re going to need it. Good night, Laya.”
“Good night,” I say, relieved to be alone in my bed.
When did I become so obedient?
I’m vexed by this human. He’s scary at times but gentle at others, and as I ponder the day’s events, my mind drifts off to sleep.
After that, a lot of things happen. There’s a time I get really worried, a time I get sad, and many times I get angry. But in between it’s nice. I eat a lot of good food and learn a lot of magic.
Lutz even helps me get revenge for my friends and family. That makes me happy, but the emptiness inside remains.
Lutz says he’s going to free me and take me back to the elves. I’m shocked, so I don’t know what to say.
Lutz is far too kind for a human. He wants to bear all the responsibility for everything that’s wrong in this rotten city. These people have no idea what he went through, yet they curse him as he shoulders their burdens.
One of the humans asks me to leave Lutz’s side because it’s dangerous. That makes me mad.
I don’t want Lutz to carry that weight alone, so I give that human a piece of my mind. I can tell that my words make Lutz happy.
We leave that city behind and for the first time since that terrible day, I begin to walk once more—toward the future.
Mother, Father—thank you for saving me.
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