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Prologue: In Search of Light

----- Lumina -----
My heart pounds in my chest as the castle’s large double doors come into view. Most people see the dark brown doors, reinforced with thick straps of iron, as a way to prevent intrusion from outsiders. Yet for me, they exist to keep me in—trapped within the confines of the castle walls.
This seemed like such a brilliant idea while I sat safely behind my bedroom door. But now…
No, I can’t allow myself to hesitate. This is the path I’ve chosen—the only path I could find.
I follow behind my attendant, Elise, as she walks up to the two guards stationed at the castle’s rear entrance. They give a quick salute to Elise, followed by a bow to me, before opening the doors.
“Princess, once we step outside the castle walls, there’s no turning back.” Elise’s scrutinizing gaze falls on me, checking my resolve.
“I understand that. I’ve decided to seek him out, and I won’t return until I accomplish my goal.”
Elise nods, and we step into the darkness of night that lays beyond the sturdy doors that have both protected and caged me for my entire life.
“As usual, you’re reliable when it comes to these kinds of things,” I say to Elise.
“Of course, Princess. My family prides itself on its ability to act unseen right under the noses of other nobles.”
“To think a family with such an underhanded skillset would produce someone as honorable as you. This world can be a strange place sometimes.”
“Thank you for the compliment, Princess. Perhaps it may seem odd to others, but for me, it’s only natural.”
As usual, I can’t win against her honesty and sense of duty. I can only hope that I’m able to match her virtues one day.
After walking a short distance down the path leading away from the castle, a carriage comes into view. It’s a familiar sight, since it’s the very same one I use each time I make a trip to the orphanage that I sponsor through my monthly allowance.
Surrounding the carriage are guards loyal to Elise’s family. As a princess, I’m given royal guardsmen to protect me any time it’s deemed necessary, which means that in the end, they answer to Father, not me.
As we approach the carriage, the captain of the guard salutes us. However, the grim look on his face fills me with anxiety.
“My deepest apologies Lady Elise, but there’s a problem…”
“What kind of problem?”
“A royal one.” A familiar voice enters my ears, causing me to retreat a step in an instinctual urge to run and hide.
It can’t be…! Why is Father here!?
My Father, King Edgar de Eldridge, steps out from the other side of the carriage, flanked by his two powerful personal guards. He strides towards me and Elise as we stand dumbfounded at the unexpected turn of events.
His fierce gaze falls on Elise. “Would you like to explain why you’ve brought my precious daughter out of the castle in the depths of the night?”
Elise immediately takes a knee and bows her head. “Y-your Majesty, I have no ill intent for my actions! I swear it!”
“Then speak your goal.”
I see beads of sweat appear on Elise’s face as she kneels silently in front of her king, refusing to answer in order to keep my secrets.
No, I won’t let Father punish her for my actions.
“Father, I was the one who asked her to bring me here.”
He turns toward me, and I feel the pressure of a once mighty warrior who now dons the mantle of a ruler, commanding sovereignty over humanity’s greatest kingdom.
“Lumina. Has your disdain of the three Great Heroes clouded your judgement? The False Hero is the enemy of humanity. Chasing him will only bring you misfortune.”
He knows why I’m here?
“But Father, you’ve read the reports. Do his actions not strike you as odd for one who is supposed to seek our destruction?”
“There are many possible explanations for his actions. Enemies often play the role of a friend to get close to their victims.”
“His identity has been laid bare for all to see, yet he still acts for the sake of those around him, even at the detriment of his own safety.”
“Then what of Baron Victor whom your hero slayed on the highway? The surviving guards say he was more beast than man, slaughtering everyone in a violent rage.”
“The fact that he left survivors at all renders that argument suspect. Did he not stand idly by while the injured guards retreated? Would a beast have done the same?”
“I don’t recall any tales of the past heroes you fervently admire slaying humans so ruthlessly.”
“That’s…” I hesitate to respond. “Perhaps there is more to it than we know. When I meet him, I will listen to his side of the story.”
“When you meet him? You stand in the castle grounds, yet you speak as if your journey has already begun.”
I meet my father’s gaze without flinching, holding his eyes. For a long time, we simply stare at each other, neither of us so much as blinking. I hear a guard gulp as the tension in the air reaches a breaking point. Then, to my utter surprise, Father turns away.
“Of all the traits to inherit from me, why did it have to be my stubborn nature.”
“T-then…!”
“You’ll need this.” Father reaches into his robe, pulling out a document and handing it to me.
“A signed order?”
“There will be many nobles who haven’t seen you in person. This order will give you command over them all, regardless of their rank.”
“Father…”
As he turns to leave, Elise speaks up from beside me. “Your Majesty! I know this is a selfish request coming from someone like me, but the guards who helped us—”
“Worry not.” Father cuts her off. “I will overlook their actions this once. Not out of compassion,” he looks toward Elise, “but out of gratitude.”
“Gratitude…?”
“For your dedicated services toward my daughter, I will reward your men with my mercy.”
“Understood! Thank you!”
After Father disappears from sight, I finally relax my stiff body. “Well, that could have gone much worse.”
“Indeed, Princess. I still have a hard time believing he would simply let us go.”
“I know what you mean, but once Father makes a decision, he sticks to it. He’s not the type to play petty games like the nobles. He meant every word he said.”
Elise and I enter the carriage, and several hours before the sun’s first rays bless us with their light, we begin our journey to find the hero, Sir John Lawrence Locke.
----- Edgar -----
I enter the castle after leaving my daughter’s side and see my most trusted advisor waiting for me within.
“Was that wise, Your Majesty?” he asks.
“It wasn’t wisdom that gained me the crown.”
“I know many who would agree. Yet even for you, this decision strikes me as odd.”
I pass by him, and he falls in beside me as we begin walking down the corridor.
“Do you remember how my daughter gained her attendant, Elise de Valeria?”
“I do. An extraordinary turn of events, that was. It still baffles me how Princess Lumina could deduce the truth of the matter, especially since she was a mere nine years old.”
“I too doubted her when she claimed the Valeria family was innocent of the charges of high treason placed on them, despite the clear evidence.”
“The Valeria family is fortunate that you succumbed to your daughter’s pleas to launch one, final investigation before sentencing them. But what does that have to do with your decision today?”
“Time and again, Lumina has surprised me. Her magical strength rivals that of our country’s greatest mages. She has virtues and morals comparable to that of the most pious of priests. And, as she did when she saved the Valeria family, it’s almost as if she can see beyond the veil of lies and deceit, discerning the truth hidden to our eyes.”
“Do you think she sees something that we cannot?”
I shake my head. “I can only hope so, because the fate of humanity may lie on the outcome of her journey.”
My advisor’s face hardens in understanding. “The three heroes…”
“Yes, if we can truly call them heroes. Lumina saw through that as well, despite my attempt to keep her in the dark. I didn’t want her to know that the heroes she’s looked up to her whole life are rotten to the core.”
Lumina. I pray that you find the hero you’re searching for and not the one we feared him to be.
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Chapter 1: Calm Melody

----- Lutz -----
My opponent releases their spell as I dash behind a tree. I hear several soft thuds as the four blades of winds slice into my cover in an attempt to reach me. I peek my head out, but my opponent has already vanished.
I activate [Sense Mana] in order to track their movements, but I can’t detect them.
Using [Manipulate Mana] to hide your presence, huh?
I copy my opponent’s strategy, hiding my mana to prevent them from picking up on my location. Then, I leap into the air, kicking off a nearby tree to gain more height, before grabbing hold of a thick branch and pulling myself up to perch on it.
The branch is nearly thirty feet above the ground, yet it only takes me a couple quick jumps to reach it. Such a feat would be impossible for even the most practiced acrobat on Earth, yet my level 21 body allows me to perform it without difficulty.
Obscured by the massive branches growing out of the enormous trees, I scan the forest around me, looking for signs of my opponent. I know from experience that they’re an expert at forest combat, so I’m not surprised when I fail to catch sight of them.
However, no matter how good they are, it’s impossible to move around a wild forest without making at least a little noise.
I close my eyes, focusing all my attention on the sounds coming from the nearby vicinity.
A rustling branch to my left—but the weight of the one who leapt onto it doesn’t match my opponent.
A snapping twig behind me, and the crunching of dried leaves—but the movement pattern isn’t right. My opponent wouldn’t be traveling in that direction and at that speed.
I continue to listen, with my sense of hearing heightened by my [Enhance] spell, allowing me to pick up even the slightest of sounds nearby.
A soft thunking to my right, as if two relatively hard surfaces are making gentle contact.
The thunks grow ever closer to me, eventually coming within a few trees of my location.
So that was your solution, huh? Leaping from one massive root at the base of these trees to the next in order to prevent having to touch the leafy forest floor. Unfortunately for you, the shoes you’re wearing aren’t allowing you to completely eliminate the sound of your footfalls.
I look at the spot where my opponent came to a stop and catch a small glimpse of movement. Immediately, I unleash my mana and begin to channel a spell.
Using [Manipulate Mana] to hide my presence comes with a large downside—I can’t cast any magic. Passive buffs that boost physical abilities won’t give away my presence, but any buffs that need to be activated, like [Sense Mana], will put out enough energy for my opponent to pick up, making them dangerous to use when trying to stay hidden.
With my spell ready, I search the area with [Sense Mana], waiting for my opponent to reveal themselves. Sure enough, a few seconds later, I feel their presence coming from the precise location I’m peering at.
You’re one—no, two steps behind me.
I feel their mana forming into a spell, almost in a panic, as they realize that I’ve taken the upper hand.
I release my [Fireball] and leap off the branch, falling straight to the ground without care. As the forest floor quickly approaches, I watch my ball of fire explode after my opponent leaps back to avoid it.
Of course, I channel for another spell as I fall, and when I hit the ground, I feel the shock of the impact run up my legs as I bend my knees to absorb the energy. I look at them and see their face shift from concentration into confidence as a smile forms on their lips.
“Got you!” they yell as they release their spell.
I cast my magic at the same time, and a [Shimmering Shield] materializes directly in front of me, blocking the [Shock] spell unleashed by my opponent.
“Don’t get conceited yet!” I rush at them.
After closing the distance, I slash with my sword. They desperately twist their body, dodging my swing. As they move, I can see that they’ve already cast [Gale] to increase their physical speed and [Enhance] to heighten their reaction time. Otherwise, they could never have avoided my attack—after all, I’m also buffed by those two spells.
My opponent backsteps to avoid my follow-up swing and leaps upwards onto an [Air Step]. Immediately, I release the [Earth Wall] spell I’ve been holding at the ready. A rocky wall erupts from the ground directly beneath them; it continues to grow until it crashes into their feet just as they land on a newly created step. The impact destroys their balance, and they land on their back atop the wall as its growth comes to an end.
I cancel my spell, and it vanishes into nothingness. With no wall beneath them, my opponent tumbles through the air before hitting the ground. They scramble to stand, but my [Ice Lance] is already flying toward them. It shatters as it hits their chest, spraying shards around them which slowly drift to the ground.
I walk up to my former opponent as she looks up at me from her crouching position. The wooden training sword I’m holding vanishes as I reach my arm toward her. She grabs my hand, and I help her to her feet.
“I’ll win one day, Lutz,” Laya says.
“At this rate, that day may be sooner than you think.”
“I don’t know about that. No matter what I do, you always have an answer. You’ve only been in this world for a few months, yet you’ve already mastered all these spells, using them in ways I never thought possible.”
Laya dusts off her clothes as she speaks. She’s wearing a cheap skirt and blouse for use in our mock combats. There’s no hole in her shirt where the [Ice Lance] hit her, nor any blood. Thanks to [Manipulate Mana], we can control the strength of our spells, bringing their power down to virtually zero so we don’t get injured during our duels.
“This kind of thing is my specialty, you know?”
“Because of all those MMOs you played in your world, right?”
“Yep. I always managed to find ways to exploit the system, and my friends and I would rise to the top of the server, crushing any noobs who dared oppose us.”
“Lutz, you’re using weird words again…” Laya sighs in resignation.
“Oops.” A smile forms on my face. “Still, you really are improving. It’s only been about three weeks since we left the city of Silvia, yet you’re already stronger than almost everyone I’ve met in this world. It’s scary how quickly you’re catching up to me. Are you sure you’re not secretly some kind of demon?”
“I’m not a demon.”
“Yes, yes. I understand Miss Demon Lord.”
“Elf. It’s Miss Elf Lord.” She sticks her chest out in pride with a small smile on her face.
“Ah, please forgive my mistake.” I give her a bow.
When I raise my head back up, we both let out a small laugh at our idiotic exchange. It’s nice to have someone with me as I flee from the inhabitants of this world. Being labeled as a criminal and a heretic, the False Hero, has made me the enemy of virtually every single human.
After killing the lord of Silvia, we fled west. We visited a few towns near the main highway as we traveled, before entering the woods on the northern side. Since then, we’ve traveled through this forest, heading northeast, trying to make our way to the highway that leads north from Silvia in an attempt to confuse our pursuers.
Laya and I begin walking eastward, toward our camping spot for the night. The sun is beginning to get low in the sky, and we still need to cook supper and bathe before bedtime.
“You did well in today’s combat, but do you know why you lost?”
“Because you were able to control the flow of the battle, forcing me into unfavorable situations, like melee.”
Throughout our weeks together, I’ve been consistently teaching Laya about the strategies and tactics involved in battle. Whether it’s one versus one, one versus many, or team combat, there are so many things she needs to learn.
She’s absorbing the knowledge frighteningly quick; it makes me worry that I’ll run out of things to teach her before long. I secretly review everything I know when my mind’s not occupied, trying to come up with ways to stay a few steps ahead of her.
I always was a competitive gamer. Guess that hasn’t changed, even if this world isn’t actually a game.
“That’s right. Getting yourself into an advantageous position is the key to winning most battles. Where do you think your plan went wrong?”
“When you surprised me by jumping down from the branch.”
“It may seem like that’s where it started to you, but from my perspective, your plan was flawed from the moment you decided to close the distance between us so aggressively.”
“How so?”
“Since neither of us could detect the other’s presence, the more actions you take, the more likely you are to give something away that your opponent can use against you.
“Therefore,” I continue, “even the simple act of moving closer to your opponent can give them the opening they need to gain the advantage.”
Laya looks thoughtful. “But you said before that the worst thing you can do in combat is to take no actions at all. How do I know what the right number of actions are, and at what time?”
“That depends on how much you know about your opponent, and how much they know about you. Since I trained you, I know your combat style well. So, you should be trying to throw off my predictions with unpredictable actions. Otherwise, I’ll always be one step ahead of you.
“Keep in mind,” I continue, “that even if an opponent knows nothing about you, they will adapt over the course of a long battle, so you may need to change tactics several times against powerful enemies.”
“There’s still so much to learn. Will you keep teaching me, Lutz?”
“Of course. For as long as you want.”
We arrive at our campsite. It’s nothing more than a flat, clear spot in the forest, but that’s all we need. I walk to the middle of the clearing and raise my arm. Out of nowhere, an A-frame tent appears in front of me. It immediately collapses in on itself because the ropes that hold it up are not secured into the ground. Next, a series of wooden stakes appear at my feet.
“Well, let’s set this thing up.” I bend down and grab one of the stakes.
“You really are a cheater, Lutz.” After peering at me for a few seconds, she also reaches for a stake.
“I can’t help it. Blame the Goddess.”
After our escape from the city of Silvia, I opened up my Status Screen because I had a flashing plus symbol, indicating that I had leveled up. That’s when I noticed that for the first time, I was able to access the previously greyed-out Heroic skill tree.
Within the tree was a single skill: [Inventory]. I immediately learned it and the knowledge of how to use the Heroic skill flooded my brain; it didn’t even cost me a skill point.
[Inventory] allows me to store items in some kind of alternate dimensional space. I have a vague sense of everything I have stored inside, and I can bring them out at will, like I just did with the tent and stakes. Time doesn’t flow inside it, so it’s a great way to store perishable foods for our journey.
There are limitations, however. The size of my [Inventory] is not unlimited; I can feel it filling up ever so slightly as I store more items in it. That said, it’s huge, and I’ve only used a fraction of the space I have available.
Another limitation is that it can only store non-living things; I can’t just walk around putting my enemies in it. Also, any items held by living creatures, like weapons or armor, can’t be stored until they’re removed—besides my own, that is. Lastly, I have to be nearly within arm’s reach of anything I want to store, which limits its utility in battle.
Still, all things considered, this skill is a real game changer. I no longer have to worry about carrying capacity or having our money stolen.
Seriously, the [Inventory] skill is just so cool. It’s straight out of an RPG.
Each time we defeat a group of monsters, I’d scavenge horns, fangs, claws, or any other items of possible value. According to Laya, not only can they be used to craft equipment, but some can be ground down into powder and used as ingredients in potions.
“It’s my turn to cook supper tonight. Any requests?” I ask as we finish setting up our tent.
“Stew.”
“Sounds good. Venison vegetable stew it is, then.”
After making a small hole and gathering some firewood, I pull a large pot from my [Inventory] and secure it over the pit. I channel my Fire mana and a small flame appears in my open palm. Reaching down, I light the kindling within the pile of wood. While I cook, Laya sits on a fallen tree nearby and pulls out her hand-made flute.
The song she plays is slow, with long, drawn-out notes; it evokes a sense of peace and relaxation, the notes seemingly timed with the leisurely twirl of my hand as I stir the stew.
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As usual, the best part about cooking is hearing Laya play her flute.
My mind is absorbed by her music. It gradually shifts, picking up speed. The notes become shorter and more pronounced, like the crackling of the fire beneath the cooking pot.
I add a bit of seasoning and begin to stir just as Laya’s song reaches its crescendo, growing louder and more violent. Each note clashes with the last, yet somehow compliments it at the same time. As I cover the pot to let it cook thoroughly, Laya plays one final note. It hangs in the air alongside the buzzing insects before fading into our memories.
I take a seat next to her. “Beautiful.”
“Thank you. My teacher said I’m gifted.”
Laya runs her fingers down the dark brown flute as she speaks. It’s made from the hollowed trunk of a small sapling, dried and hardened over a flame. Laya claims it would sound even better if it were made from the same wood as traditional elven flutes, but we weren’t able to find any. Still, it sounds amazing even now.
“Back in my world, you would definitely be considered a genius.”
A pinkish tinge forms on Laya’s cheeks. She still tends to get embarrassed when given compliments or gratitude; it’s cute.
The peaceful night passes by slowly. We eat the delicious stew beneath the starry sky as it peeks at us through the canopy.
After a quick bath, our usual bedtime approaches, so I pull out a stool from my [Inventory], and Laya comes over to sit on it. We’re both silent as I slide a brush through her hair, and I can see her eyes slowly narrowing in relaxation.
I still don’t understand the point of brushing her hair right before bed since she brushes it herself in the morning, but she really enjoys it, so who cares.
It’s become part of our nightly routine and as odd as it sounds, I’ve also begun to look forward to it each night.
We enter the tent and lay down on our respective beds, marking the end of another day in this new world.
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Chapter 2: Onward

----- Lutz -----
After weeks of traveling through the forest, Laya and I step out of the tree line and onto a wide highway.
This should be the same road we traveled on the first time we left Silvia and met Earl Adel. No, it’s Marquis Adel now, if everything went as planned.
I pull the map we used back then out of my [Inventory] and hand it to Laya. Her pathfinding skills came in handy while we were moving through the forest, and she seems to enjoy it. We turn left and begin walking; according to the position of the sun, we’re heading north—away from Silvia.
“Ok, Miss Navigator, change of mission. We need to find out where we are on this road.”
“Mmm. I’ll try my best.”
“We’ve still got four quests from the Adventurer’s Guild as well. We should stop by the villages as we travel so we can wipe out the monster infestations.”
“More levels.”
“Hah. Now you’re starting to talk like a gamer, too.”
“Eh? Am I going to start sounding weird like you?”
“Hey! It’s not weird!” I shut my mouth for a few seconds as I think. “Ok, it’s a little weird. But, if the shoe fits, right?”
“…Huh?”
“Forget it…” Whatever translation magic helps me speak and read their language doesn’t translate the meaning of idioms.
“Hey Laya, why is it that you speak the same language as humans? Back in my world, different cultures have their own language. Isn’t it weird that two different races would use the same one?”
“The Goddess wishes for everyone to speak the same tongue. We elves do have our own language, but it’s mainly spoken at ceremonies and events, though more and more elves want to make it our common tongue.”
“Oh? They’d defy the will of the Goddess? The more I hear of the elves, the more I like them! Can I hear you speak it—your Elvish language?”
“It’s a bit embarrassing, but okay.” Laya is silent for a few seconds before opening her mouth. “What do you think? Does it sound strange?”
“Hmm? I won’t know until I hear it.”
“Eh?” Laya’s eyes widen.
“What’s wrong? Did you forget how to speak it?”
“No, that’s not the problem here…”
“There’s a problem?”
“Lutz, you’re speaking Elvish right now.”
“Seriously?”
I hadn’t even realized I’d switched languages, but now that she mentions it, something does feel different about our conversation.
Did I switch automatically because she spoke Elvish? That wouldn’t be good. I need to be able to choose which language I’m speaking.
Concentrating on the vague feeling of differences between the two languages, I try to imagine myself speaking the common tongue.
“How … about this?” I struggle to get the words out.
“Ah, now you’re speaking common again.”
“Man, swapping between languages sure does take a lot of mental effort.”
“Still, it’s amazing that you can speak Elvish. Does that mean you can speak the beastman and vampire languages as well?”
“Huh, I wonder about that. Guess I’ll try it out when I get the chance.”
As we continue northward, I practice swapping between the two languages; it doesn’t take long before I get the hang of it. I tell Laya to randomly change the language she’s speaking from time to time, and I try to pinpoint when the language shifts, so I can learn to recognize which one I’m hearing.
By the time we reach a major landmark, I’ve made enough progress to be happy with the results.
“Lutz. This is the rock formation on the map.” Laya points to the landmark drawn onto the map as we face the small mountain of rocks on the side of the highway.
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“Sweet. That puts us beyond Marquis Adel’s estate, but before the next village that needs our help. Lucky!”
My eye is drawn to a small boulder. It’s about twice my height as it sits loosely at the base of the rock formation. I walk up to it and reach out, placing my palm against its cool surface. The boulder vanishes, and I feel my [Inventory] space drop sharply.
That one boulder took up more space than every other item in my [Inventory] combined. Still, I have over half of my space free, so no biggie.
“Lutz, did you just…” Laya trails off and begins to slowly shake her head. “No, I can’t keep getting surprised by every little thing you do.”
“Aww, I’m gonna miss those wide eyes and your incredulous voice. Should I step it up a notch?” I stand tall, with my head held high as I peer down on Laya with a wicked smile. “Kukuku. Shall I drown this world in darkness?”
Laya’s deadpan face stares back at me. “Something is definitely wrong with your head.”
After walking for a short while, we reach a small road that branches off the highway. According to our map, it leads to a town on one of our guild requests, where a group of slimes is ravaging the nearby forest. We step onto the small road and walk until a tiny village comes into view.
It’s the smallest town I’ve come across so far—just twenty or so houses scattered in a dirt field, surrounded by farms on two sides that stretch out to the tree line in the distance. Workers dot the farms, planting their crops in neat rows.
The women are performing their chores, while the children too young to work play nearby. They eye us nervously as we walk through the town, but nobody approaches. The hoods of our cloaks cover our faces, giving us a dangerous atmosphere; it can’t be helped, since Laya’s unique hair color and elven ears would give her away, and the Kingdom of Orakio has no doubt redoubled its efforts to find me.
“I guess nobody’s going to ask us why we’re here, huh?”
“It’s because you keep looking at them with that scary look in your eyes, Lutz.”
“Oops.” I try to soften my expression, then turn to Laya, intending to ask her how I look. “Hey, isn’t your face even scarier than mine!?”
“Is it?” Laya scrunches up her brow as she struggles to remove the sharp look in her eyes. “How’s this?” She looks up at me with a confident smile.
“You failed,” I say as I stare into her intense eyes.
“No way…!” After another attempt, she mostly manages to look casual.
We take the initiative, walking up to a woman who was washing clothes in her front yard. She begins to look nervous as we approach but doesn’t run away.
“Excuse me. We’re from the Adventurer’s Guild; we came to take care of your monster problem.”
“That so…? T-then you should speak to one of the men on the farms. They know more than me.”
She points to a spot where a couple men are working. As we walk toward them, one of them spots us and they gather up on the edge of the field.
“Hey fellas, we’ve come to kill the monsters around here. You know where the infestation is?” I try to sound as friendly as possible in an attempt to counteract our suspicious appearances.
“You sound a little young for an adventurer, son. And is that a little girl standing next to you?” He peers at Laya’s shadowy face, hidden beneath her hood.
Being treated as a kid used to get under my skin. However, my young body has proven itself quite useful. I’ve caught many of my opponents off-guard from them underestimating me due to my age.
That’s not the most important benefit, though. Back on Earth, I spent most of my day in my corporate office, then went home and sat in front of my computer to play video games. Such a sedentary lifestyle isn’t good for people, and I felt the early signs of aches and pains developing in my thirty-three-year-old body.
With my age reverted to fifteen, those aches have vanished, replaced by the strength and flexibility of a young man. Beyond that, I’ve regained the youthful energy that fades as people grow older, allowing me to push myself far beyond the limit of my past body.
Despite that, I still don’t have to like being treated as beneath others, simply due to my age.
“Whatever. Just spill it, grandpa.” I quickly give up on my friendly attitude.
“Grandpa?” The villager meets the eyes of a man chuckling beside him. “Fine, but don’t come crying to me after you wet your pants when you see all those slimes!”
Laya and I walk in the direction he points until we enter the forest. According to the villager, the slimes aren’t far past the tree line, so Laya is walking while using [Sense Mana] to pinpoint their location.
“I feel the presence of monsters just ahead, Lutz.”
“Alright. Let’s see what we’re dealing with, then.”
We move without our feet touching the noisy forest floor thanks to the translucent platforms created with the use of [Air Step]. Moving silently while knowing the precise location of all nearby enemies gives us an unfair advantage over nearly all of our opponents. Of course, we have no desire to be fair when it comes to situations where our lives are at stake.
After passing through a small thicket, the forest opens up ahead of us. To be precise, it’s more like this part of the forest has been dissolved by the green slimes covering the area as they slither around the ground and at the base of the trees, eating away at everything they touch.
There’s an acidic, burning smell enveloping the area and a constant sizzle coming from the slimes as they devour the forest bit by bit.
“Lutz. Let’s kill them.” Laya’s eyes light up with hatred as she looks at the destruction the slimes have caused.
“We will, but let’s stick to the plan. Have you analyzed them?”
“Yes. The strongest visible slime is level 12.”
“Good. Then what do you want to do?”
“I’ll take the lead.”
“Alright, then. Have at it.”
----- Laya -----
From my vantage point, I peer through the trees with Lutz by my side. The large group of writhing, green slimes continue to slowly devour the trees.
If we leave them be, they’ll eventually eat their way to the village. The crops the humans are planting will be destroyed, and the whole town will starve.
I don’t really care about the humans, but Lutz wants to save them, so I’ll do my best to kill every last slime. Besides…
I take one more look at the patch of decayed ground the slimes have recently devoured. Only the blackened husks of a few trees remain. Yet even those will soon be consumed by the slime’s ravenous appetite.
I won’t let a single one escape!
“Prepare [Maelstrom]. Use it on that large gathering of slimes.” I see Lutz nod. “After we cast, we’ll move there.” I point to another location a short distance away.
Lutz’s mana forms into a spell at the same time as I begin to channel my own. A few seconds later, I give the signal, and we release our magic.
Blades of wind fly through the air alongside the whirling mass of water. The slimes sliced by my blades and engulfed by Lutz’s water release high-pitched shrieks as they die.
As planned, Lutz and I activate [Air Step] once again and move to prevent our opponents from pinpointing our location based on our spell’s trajectory.
[Air Step] may kill the sound of our footfalls, but it comes with a price—no magic can be channeled while using the spell.
It requires the caster to keep the spell active inside them in order to keep creating more steps, and any other magic they try to channel will cause the mana within the two spell formations to clash, creating intense pain.
“Stop here,” I say to Lutz. “Let’s see what they do.”
We watch as the slimes untouched by the spells continue to devour the forest without care. A few of the ones close to the spell’s impact zones seem to be searching for us, but their movements are dull, almost as if they’re moving on pure instinct, rather than intellect.
They look like flattened slugs—just simple blobs of goo. Can they even see or hear?
“They don’t seem very smart, do they?” Lutz says.
“Of course not. Any creature that lives by destroying a forest must be stupid.” I make a completely rational comment. “Let’s switch to close combat.”
I reach down to the weapon I keep curled around my waist like a belt. I grab the large sickle, unwind the length of chain attached to it, and use my other hand to grasp the smaller sickle connected to the other end of the chain.
I hold the double chain sickle in both hands as I look to Lutz. He smiles back at me, his blue, mithril spear already resting in his hands.
[Inventory] is such a convenient skill. It makes me a bit jealous.
“Let’s go.” I dash out from our hiding spot, charging toward a nearby slime.
When I get within range, I send the sickle whipping out in an arc. I control its trajectory using the nearly ten-foot length of chain, directing it into the center of the slime’s body. It slices through without an ounce of resistance, and I reel the sickle back in, catching it as it arcs back to me.
Weak. This will be over in an instant.
There’s a group of slimes clustered just ahead of me as they devour a fallen tree. In one fluid motion, I leap forward and ready my weapon once again.
The entirety of the chain sickle begins to glow a soft red, and I send it flying. With the activation of the weapon skill, [Dominion], I can use my mana to control the movement of the sickle as it whips through the air. My weapon traces an unpredictable path, making quick work of the slimes in a single attack.
A group a few steps away begin to slither in my direction. I release [Shock], and tendrils of electricity arc from my body in a large radius in front of me, causing the slimes gooey bodies to come to a halt as the paralysis effect sets in. Some of them even die immediately, despite the spell’s low damage.
The radius on my [Shock] spell is every bit as large as Lutz’s, and the paralysis effect is just as powerful, despite my spell being one rank lower. Lutz says it’s due to my Unique Skill, [Child of Magic], which increases the damage and effects of all my spells.
I’m grateful that I’m at least more competent than Lutz in my specialty—magic. It would be disheartening to be his inferior in every way.
I mop up the slimes around me quickly, and soon, every enemy within sight is slain, save for one.
I look at Lutz’s spear. It’s skewering a slime, pinning it to the ground. It writhes, attempting to escape its impalement.
“Weird. They usually die in one hit, but sometimes they don’t—like this one.” Lutz nudges the immobilized slime with the tip of his boot.
I walk up to the wiggling slime and take a close look at it. Within the center of its green, gooey body, I spot a small shadow. I slowly stick the tip of my sickle into the slime until it pierces that shadow. Immediately after, it dies.
“A core.”
“So that’s it. The only way to defeat them is to destroy their core. Good to know.”
“Yes. Not a problem since they’re weak, but…” I look at my chain sickle and notice that the slime’s acidic bodies have begun to dull the blade.
“Yeah. Looks like we need to use our backups.”
After equipping ourselves with disposable weapons, I lead Lutz toward the next group of slimes. As before, we wipe them out with ease and continue on until we reach a small pool of green goo. As I stare at it, a slime crawls out and begins to slither over the decayed forest floor in search of food.
Lutz’s eyes light up. “A monster spawner!? Laya, have you ever seen something like this before?”
“No. And why are you getting so excited about a pit of goo that’s creating these disgusting slimes?”
“Well, the whole slime thing kinda sucks, but just the fact that monster spawners exist in this world opens up a lot of possibilities.”
“Ah. For ‘farming experience’, right?”
“As expected of my partner.”
Lutz turns his head toward me, and my eyes take in the warm smile on his lips. “O-of course I understand. But we need to destroy this one.”
“Well, I agree with you, but how?”
“Um … magic?”
“Eh, why not.”
Lutz releases a [Fireball] at the pool, and it explodes on impact, sending bits flying through the air. A shrill scream emanates from the pit of goo, and we immediately prepare for battle, but nothing happens.
“Huh. Just like that? How anti-climactic. I was expecting a huge, alien-like slime to come crawling out of the pool or something, you know?”
“I’m just happy the forest can start to regrow.”
After mopping up the rest of the slimes, we walk back into the village. The villagers are gathered in the center of town, and when they spot us, a group of men step forward, holding pitchforks and shovels.
“Is there a problem?” Lutz asks when we get close enough to speak without yelling. There’s an undeniable edge in his voice, and some of the villagers begin to fidget nervously.
“Hey, girl—remove your hood,” a large man says.
I look at Lutz and he nods, so I pull the hood of my cloak down, revealing my features. Brown hair, styled in a classic twin-tail, flows down the sides of my head, and I stare at the nervous villagers with my brown eyes.
“S-she’s human?” The large man looks confused. “You—you’re the False Hero, aren’t you!? Where’s the elf girl!?”
“Huh?” Lutz feigns ignorance. “The False Hero? Do you know how serious an accusation like that is?”
“T-that’s…! You match the description, and there’s the little girl…”
“So you accuse us without evidence? Even after obliging to your demand to show our faces? Don’t push your luck.”
I look at the villagers with clear indignation. “Pitiful. You can’t even gratefully accept our hard work.”
“M-maybe we were wrong, after all,” another villager says.
“Don’t be fooled! They’re hiding something! I know it!”
“I’ve got no interest in humoring you anymore; we’re leaving. I suggest you move out of our way.”
Even the large man’s face pales when met with Lutz’s cold stare. They’re blocking the road that leads back to the main highway, but they scramble out of our way when we begin walking toward them.
“Be grateful,” I say as we pass by them. “Nobody else cared about your little town.”
When the village is sufficiently behind us, I see my hair change color once again—back to its natural blue-green. No doubt my eyes and ears have also reverted to their original color and shape as well.
“Man, [Transform] really eats through my mana,” Lutz says. “I only kept it active for a few minutes, yet I already feel the early effects of mana exhaustion.”
“Dark magic often comes with side effects.”
“I noticed, but as long as I understand the danger, I can still use it safely.”
Thinking about Dark magic always brings to surface the elves most hated enemies: the vampires. Their anarchic society and unashamed use of Dark magic is the polar opposite of everything the elves believe. Unfortunately, their homeland borders our own, and conflicts between us are far from rare.
I continue to walk by Lutz’s side as the village behind us fades into the distance. Eventually, we make it back to the main highway and continue toward the next village infested with monsters. It takes us a few days, but we manage to save all of them. More importantly, we level up.
I’m now level 19, while Lutz is level 22. Weak monsters don’t even give Lutz experience anymore, and the amount I get per kill is getting low, as well. I need double Lutz’s experience, but that’s not a problem when the monsters are near my level. That’s not the case anymore.
“Laya, we’ve outgrown these weak monsters. We need to find stronger ones. Any ideas?”
“Mmm. Strong monsters don’t live near cities. The humans hunt them.”
“So, we need to go somewhere more rural, like the time I found that young salamander living in a cave deep in the forest? Still, there’s no guarantee we’ll find an efficient leveling spot if we just roam randomly. Plus, there’s a chance we’ll encounter a monster that’s too strong for us.”
“There is … another choice.”
“Oh? Let’s hear it.”
“Dungeons.”
“Seriously!? Dungeons!?” Lutz steps in front of me and lays his hands on my shoulders. “Hey, hey—is it filled with monsters and treasure!?”
“D-don’t hug me so suddenly!” I feel my face flush from the unexpected, close contact.
“Huh? What about this looks like a hug to you? Anyway—the dungeons!” He looks into my eyes, pleading for more information.
“I know, alright!?” I give in to his exaggerated display of desperation. “They have monsters that get stronger as you go deeper, so it’s easy to find an area that’s an ‘efficient leveling spot’, as you say. Also, if you make it to the last floor, there’s a monster that guards a chest full of treasures.”
“Yes! That’s it, then! To the dungeon! Where’s the closest one!?”
“I don’t know. I grew up in the elven lands to the east, remember?”
“Ah, that’s right! We need to get a map that has the dungeons listed on it. This one just has the major highways and surrounding towns.” He peers at the map we’ve been using until now.
“Hmph. Dungeons aren’t so great.”
“Eh? Why not? Is there something wrong with them?”
“The vampires used Dark magic to create them.”
“Well, I know Dark magic is illegal, but does that make the dungeons dangerous?”
“I don’t know; I’ve never been in one.”
“Then it’ll be the first time for both of us!”
“Didn’t you say you want to visit the elves?”
“Ah, you’re right! Maybe we can find a dungeon on the way…?”
“Give up on the dungeon.”
“That’s impossible now!”
As Lutz continues to speak fanatically about the superiority of dungeons, a gate comes into view ahead of us. It’s attached to a sturdy, wooden wall that surrounds a small city that’s a bit too large to be considered a town.
According to the map, the city is named Reim, and it’s our final destination before we turn east, toward my homeland.

Interlude 1
----- Rhys -----
Silence fills the command tent as the Kingdom of Orakio’s most distinguished commanders peer at the map sprawled atop the large, oval table that dominates the room.
Where are the three heroes? How long are they planning to make us wait this time?
All of the commanders gathered here are hardened soldiers that have had the harsh discipline required to survive in the military beaten into them from a young age. None of them have been late to the strategy meeting by a single second ever since I arrived at the battlefield.
Even I, Rhys de Eldridge, crown prince to the Orakian Kingdom, cannot easily show such disdain to military tradition.
Yet, despite the strict discipline they expect from both themselves and their soldiers, none of them make even a single disparaging remark against the heroes who have begun to be habitually late to every meeting.
Should I send someone to remind the heroes? No, that would only empower them even further…
When it comes to commanding and strategizing, there’s hardly a match for me in the entirety of the kingdom, but I’ve never been good at these types of political maneuvers and schemes.
If it weren’t for my advisors, I’d be at a severe disadvantage against the three heroes.
Thankfully, before my hand is forced into action, the command tent’s flap opens and the heroes step through.
Cedric takes a seat at the far end of the oval table. “Good evening, gentlemen.”
“Let’s make it quick tonight, boys. I’ve got another meeting scheduled soon.” Collette holds a piece of parchment in front of her as she reads from it, completely ignoring the others.
The rough sound of metal scraping against stone fills the air as Rolf sits in the corner of the tent, sharpening his two daggers with a whetstone.
“Now that we’ve all gathered,” I say, ignoring their impudence, “let’s discuss our next move.”
Collette’s sharp gaze falls on me. “What’s the point? You’re just going to ignore our input again and tell us how we need to be careful, despite easily defeating Chaos in every battle.”
“I haven’t ignored your opinions. I simply believe that there’s something we’re missing—some reason why the armies of Chaos have become so weak.”
A confident smile forms on Cedric’s face. “Isn’t it obvious? Having the Great Heroes here has turned the tide of the war. We should push our advantage and strike at their heart, as I’ve been saying these past few weeks.”
“Your strength is certainly a boon to our army, but there are other factors at play here.”
“Yes, yes.” Cedric waves his hand dismissively. “You’ve gone over this many times. Their generals aren’t engaging in battle anymore, right?”
“That’s correct. Before your arrival, the S and A-class adventurers were held in reserve until their most powerful fiends entered the battle. Those adventurers would engage the generals since the regular soldiers stand no chance at defeating them. However, even a group of two dozen top-class adventurers is just barely a match for a single general.”
“Maybe the adventurers are just that weak. With real heroes here now, perhaps they are simply too afraid to enter the battle.”
“No, I don’t think that’s the case. All of the fiends fight to the death, including the generals. I see no reason for them to suddenly show fear now.”
Collette sighs. “If you two are just going to argue again, then I’m leaving.” True to her word, she exits the command tent.
“She’s right,” I say to Cedric.” We cannot allow this meeting to devolve into bickering.”
“Then let us take the army and march into their lands! We will never end this war if we are too afraid to take the initiative!”
I look at the commanders gathered around the table. “What do you think?”
“It is a risk,” one says, “but the war cannot be won by sitting idle here.”
A female commander shakes her head. “I disagree. It’s obvious they’ve changed tactics. If we charge blindly into their lands, we could be playing right into their trap.”
“Yet the scouts we sent never returned. At this point, I fear that our inaction may be the greater risk.”
I hate to admit it, but he may be right. What if this moment of weakness is our chance to strike, and we’ve been sitting by, watching it pass?
A large part of me feels that caution is the wiser course, but even I cannot justify our slow progress much longer.
“We will prepare an invasion.” I look at each of the members gathered and see determination in their eyes now that our course of action has been decided.
“Hah. It’s about time! So, when are we leaving? Tomorrow?” Cedric’s excitement is on full display.
“No, we have many things to prepare. We will begin our campaign in a week’s time.”
“A week!? What’s the point in waiting so long after finally reaching a decision!?”
“We have to organize some of our forces to defend the towns and cities that border the lands of Chaos. When we march forth, they will be vulnerable to the fiends raiding parties.”
“It’s just a few villages! They’ll be safer the sooner we end this war!”
Just a few villages? Is that something a hero chosen by the Goddess should say with such conviction?
“As I mentioned during the last meeting, the raiding parties have been striking further and more frequently into our lands. I fear to imagine the destruction that may befall the citizens if we fail to prepare.”
Cedric grunts. “Fine, but we leave in a week, and not a second later!”
“I intend to stick to my word, Sir Cedric.”
Cedric and Rolf exit the command tent. I look around at the commanders and see bitter expressions plastered on each of their faces, even the one who agreed to the heroes’ plan.
“I’m sure each of you have much to prepare, so let us end this meeting here for today.” I stay seated as I watch them leave.
Father is right. The three heroes are not to be trusted.
Why would the Goddess choose them from among the world’s warriors and soldiers? Surely there must have been three souls somewhere in this vast world with the virtues of a hero and the strength to lead us.
Yet no matter how deplorable they are, we cannot afford to dethrone them from their positions of authority. Morale would plummet the moment we turn against them. I can only hope their strength is enough to lead us to victory.
As I’m lost in thought, a soldier enters the tent.
“Your Highness, we’ve received a report that another Chaos raiding party has been spotted crossing into our lands.”
“Size?”
“Standard small party. One Blighted and twelve Berserkers.”
“Dispatch a single platoon to intercept, reinforced with five mages. Send two more platoons to patrol the two major highways that lead deeper into our kingdom.”
“Yes, Your Highness.”
No doubt they sent more than one raiding party. We need to find the others before they arrive at one of the towns or cities still populated with citizens.
We’ve evacuated all the townspeople close to the border, but that hasn’t stopped the raids into our lands. The fiends have no sense of self-preservation, meaning they will march deep into enemy territory without fear.
The lower-class fiends’ intelligence is limited, but the more powerful ones are not as stupid as many believe. The Blighted are capable of speech and can competently lead a small group of Berserkers. Yet, they continue to march into our lands to attack our citizens, knowing that they were given a suicide mission.
A human opponent would never employ such a foolhardy strategy. Their soldiers would mutiny if consistently ordered to suicide themselves in such a fashion.
Could Cedric’s words be true? Are they so afraid of the heroes that they would give up their advantage on the battlefield and resort to guerilla tactics?
The theory feels too weak for me to put my faith in. No matter how I think about it, it doesn’t make strategic sense.
I sit in the barren command tent as I try to convince myself that I’m making the right choice.
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Chapter 3: Duet of Despair

----- Lutz -----
For the first time in weeks, I awaken in the comfort of an actual bed.
Man, I really need to improve our camping equipment. The bedrolls we use in the tent just can’t compare to the real thing.
I nearly drift back to sleep, but the early morning light leaking in from behind the curtain falls on my face. I turn my head and see my reliable partner, Laya Elmia Sylphrena, curled up on her bed, her hair sprayed out behind her.
She likes to act tough, but I know she’s been exhausted.
Constantly training and fighting monsters while on the run would wear down even the hardiest soldiers.
Why is she willing to go so far, even though I offered to take her back to the elves? Sheesh, I just can’t understand this girl.
I open up my Status Screen and see that I have ten skill points remaining. At the same time as I learned my Heroic skill, [Inventory], I also obtained fifteen bonus skill points. Thanks to that, I’ve been able to expand my spell list and rank up some important magics and abilities.
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I was hesitant to learn Dark magic at first because of how eerie the names of the spells are, but now that I’ve embraced the title of False Hero, there’s no need to worry about such trivial things.
Dark magic sure is scary, though. No wonder all the races other than the vampires control who is able to learn it.
I close my Status Screen and silently get up. In less time than it takes to blink, my sleepwear vanishes, replaced by my usual outfit.
I just can’t get enough of it. [Inventory] really is an awesome skill. I can change outfits and equipment as easily as a character in a video game.
I look down at my clothes. They’re a bit worn, but thanks to my [Armor Crafting] skill, I can repair them with ease anytime they’re damaged during combat.
My white, buttoned-up undershirt is mostly hidden beneath my long, silver overcoat, which goes all the way down to my shins, covering most of my black pants.
Laya’s also learning to thread so she can help repair our clothes, but unfortunately, I’m not able to pass on my [Armor Crafting] skill to her, so she’ll have to practice the old-fashioned way.
I try not to disturb her as I quietly exit the room and make my way to the reception area to order breakfast. But when I return, she’s sitting on the edge of her bed.
“Good morning, Lutz,” she says sleepily.
“Morning, Laya. It’ll be a while before breakfast is ready, so you can sleep longer if you want.”
“No, I’m fine.”
“If you say so. Even if we managed to fool most of them, some people will still talk about the two travelers who suspiciously match the description of the False Hero’s party. We may have to go on the run again soon.”
“Mmm.”
“Before that happens, there’s a few things I want to take care of.”
After breakfast, we head out. The street outside the inn is eerily empty. It’s still early in the morning, but people in this world usually start working as soon as there’s enough light to see.
“Where are all the people?” I look down the streets, but only catch a glimpse of a couple figures.
“Maybe today is a holiday?”
“That’s possible. Still, something feels wrong.”
“Mmm. You never know when it comes to humans.”
We entered the town late last night, so it wasn’t apparent then, but right now, my instincts are warning me to be careful. Then again, I often feel that way in this world.
“Well, just keep an eye out for anything weird.”
“Okay.”
We walk down the dirty streets, searching for the merchant’s district. Because of how suspicious we look with the hoods of our cloaks pulled over our heads, we decide to avoid people as much as possible. This town’s not nearly as large as Silvia, so it doesn’t take long to find a street full of shops by walking around randomly.
“Finally found one,” I say as Laya and I stand in front of a jewelry shop. None of the small towns we visited since fleeing Silvia had a shop that sold rings, amulets, and bracelets.
“I want green and blue.”
I look at Laya’s blue-green hair and eyes, then down at the blue bracelet on her wrist that I bought from the peddler when I first entered the town of Silvia.
I know the buttoned-up shirt she’s wearing beneath her cloak is a light shade of green but is mostly covered by her dark-green overcoat. She wears a pair of dark leggings, which disappear beneath her black, knee-length skirt and matches the short mantle she keeps draped around her shoulders.
“You sure you don’t want to expand your color palette a little?”
“No.”
“Well, at least you’re consistent.” I shrug as I shake my head.
We enter the shop, and a middle-aged man looks at me with a frown. All the jewelry is kept behind the counter to prevent easy theft. However, the selection seems to be lacking.
Is this everything they have? There’s so much empty space on the shelves.
I use [Scry] and sweep my eyes over his lacking inventory and ignore any that already have enchantments on them.
I motion to the store attendant and begin to point out the items I want to buy. He takes his time retrieving each piece; it’s starting to frustrate me.
Does this idiot even want to sell his jewelry? Jesus, it’s like he doesn’t care at all!
He finally gathers all of them together atop the counter. Thanks to [Scry], I know the market value of every single piece, and I’m determined to get a decent deal since I’m buying so many at once.
“I’ll give you 2 gold for that one.” I start off by trying to drive the price down on the most expensive ring.
“It’s 4 gold. We don’t haggle here.”
“What…? You don’t haggle? And 4 gold is way too much for this ring!” The market value is listed at 2 gold and 50 silver.
“Do you want it or not?”
“Tch. Fine.”
As he goes through the jewelry, he lists the price of each piece, and every time, I take out the appropriate amount of gold or silver and count it for him before placing it on the counter. By the time he finishes, there’s a sizable stack of coins.
“That’s it, then,” the clerk says, as if the small mountain of money in front of him weren’t even there.
I put the jewelry in a bag, and we walk out of the shop.
“That was more expensive than I thought it would be,” Laya says.
“Not quite.” I smirk at her.
“Huh? What did you do this time, Lutz?”
“Simple. Every time I added more money to the pile, I secretly put a few coins back into my [Inventory]. That idiot won’t care enough to recount the coins. Besides, there’s no way he’d remember the price of every single piece of jewelry we bought.”
“That’s…”
“Genius?” I finish her sentence.
“I was going to say devious, but he had it coming.”
Laya and I continue down the street, heading toward another shop. As we walk, a girl around my age—in this world, at least—stumbles down the road, directly toward me. We scoot over, giving her plenty of room to get by, but she still manages to bump into me as she passes.
Talk about rude. What’s a girl her age doing drinking until she can hardly walk this early in the day? Is that normal in this world?
She apologizes and continues on her way, but I grab her wrist as she attempts to escape. In her hand is one of my money pouches—the small one I keep in my coat pocket when I go shopping. I only have enough coins in it for the purchases I intend to make, so I don’t place it back into my [Inventory] until our shopping trip is complete.
“Nice try, girl, but what’s the point of acting drunk when you don’t reek of alcohol?” A wicked smile forms on my face as I hold her wrist.
I spent way too many nights out with coworkers when I first started climbing the corporate ladder. I’ll never forget their stench after they downed way more alcohol than they could handle, trying to forget the stress of their job.
A look of fear replaces the feigned stupor on her face as the situation sinks in. A man and girl in fine silks with a sizeable pouch of gold in their possession, while she wears the dirty clothes of a peasant. In this corrupt world, her fate will be sealed if we drag her to the guards.
“Please let her go!” A voice says from a nearby alleyway.
I see a girl stumbling out onto the street. Unlike the one I’m holding, this girl isn’t stumbling because she’s pretending to be drunk. The dirty one-piece dress is caked with dried blood near her abdomen, and a tear can be seen on it that looks to have been crudely stitched back together.
That must be quite a nasty wound.
Little furry cat ears poke through her pale lavender hair, and a tail droops lifelessly behind her as she struggles to stay standing through the pain.
Wow … a real cat-girl.
“Alisha, I told you to stay back!” the girl I’m holding yells.
“I know, but I couldn’t stand the thought of you risking your life for someone like me…” She turns to me. “Please sir, have mercy.”
I drag the girl I’m holding over to the injured cat-girl, Alisha.
“She’s got nothing to do with this. I’m the one who tried to rob you!”
I ignore her as we stand in front of Alisha. I cast my rank 3 [Cure], and she jumps as the healing energy flows into her.
“Magic…?”
I [Scry] her. “Oh? This is pretty interesting…” She has two Unique Skills and is level 10 already.
No, her second one—there’s no way something with a name like that is helpful.
Her first Unique Skill is called [Protector], while the other is called [Curse of the Forsaken].
I really want to know what her second one does, but the only way is to…
“You,” I say, pointing to Alisha. “Become my slave.”
“Huh!?” Both girls exclaim at the same time.
Laya looks up at me with a pout on her face, but I ignore her.
The girl I’m still holding recovers first. “No way, she hasn’t done anything wrong!”
“Would you rather I turn you over to the guards?”
Their fear is evident on their faces as they consider their options.
Is the corruption in this world so bad that they’d actually contemplate becoming slaves rather than face the guards? I didn’t expect them to actually consider it this much; it was just a threat to soften them up a bit.
The injured cat-girl, Alisha, slumps into a sitting position with her head facing the ground in despair. On her back, near the base of her neck, is a design I’m quite familiar with: a slave seal.
“Hey, aren’t you already a slave? Who’s your master?”
“Dead…” Alisha says.
“Then what happens to slaves when their master dies?”
“You don’t know?” the girl I’m holding responds. “They’re auctioned off by the local merchant guild.”
“Now I’m starting to understand. You girls fled after your master died, trying to survive on the streets rather than being sold to another master.” She nods at my words.
“Then that makes this easy,” I continue. “I’ll buy you, Alisha, and you can serve me instead.”
“What about me?” the girl I’m holding asks. “You’re going to buy me too, right?”
“I don’t need you,” I say dismissively.
I had already cast [Scry] on her; she doesn’t have any Unique Skills. She is level 9, though, while the average townsperson is only level 3 or 4. I can’t help but wonder why these two young girls are so much higher level.
“No way…!” she says in a panic. “Please, I’ll do anything you want! Anything!”
That’s not something a girl should say, you know.
“I don’t need anything from you.”
Alisha looks at me and pleads. “Sir please, I swear to serve you with everything I have, but please … make Belle your slave too.”
Huh? Didn’t things get a little backwards here, with them begging to become my slaves?
Belle turns to Laya. “Please, miss, I’ll be useful to your brother, I promise!”
“Not my brother,” Laya says with a frown. She turns around and shows them the slave seal on her back.
“No way! You’re a slave, too!?”
“Mmm.” Laya nods in satisfaction.
Hey, why do you look so happy to be a slave?
Well, it’d certainly be much more useful if she’s motivated. If I refuse Belle, Alisha may become disobedient, making her a liability in combat.
“What’s this…?” Belle stares at Laya’s ears poking through her hair. “You’re an elf!”
“Elf.”
“Who are you two?” she asks timidly. “A human and an elf, finely dressed but hiding in cloaks…?”
“Fine, I’ll make you my slave,” I say, ignoring her questions, “but you better live up to your words.”
“Yes sir!” Belle says with a stiff smile.
“Still, we’re on a time limit. Is there a slaver around here who can quickly transfer ownership to me?”
The two girls look at each other, and I get the feeling that I may have gotten myself into a troublesome situation.
“Well, sir, the thing is … we’re wanted criminals,” Alisha says fearfully.
“Of course you are.” I shake my head. “Whatever. That doesn’t matter, but I can’t bring you with me if you’re not my slave. I’m not too fond of betrayal, you see.”
“Then, does that mean you’re letting us go?” Belle asks hopefully.
“No.” I turn her around so I can see her slave seal. She trembles a bit as I touch it, and I send my mana through the crest.
These are spells inside the slave seal. It’s as if multiple formations have been combined together. They seem familiar…
I dig through my memory, searching for the spell formations that resemble the ones in the crest.
Ah, I remember! The first-tier Dark support spell, [Hypnosis]. And the other one is—the second-tier Arcane spell [Mental Link]. Although, they’re slightly different than what I’m used to.
I let my mana flow through each of the formations, as if I were casting the spells. I feel a small surge of mana erupt from the slave seal, and an icon appears in the corner of my vision notifying me that I’ve acquired a new slave.
You don’t need blood to form a bond with a slave—you need mana. There must be enough mana in blood for it to work with the ink mixtures slave traders use. I simply need to overwrite the existing mana with my own, using these altered spell formations for [Hypnosis] and [Mental Link]. That means I can steal any slave I want, just by touching their slave seal. How useful.
The [Hypnosis] spell tricks the targets mind into feeling whatever emotion the caster desires, but this altered version sends pain instead.
[Mental Link] forms a connection between your mind and the target, allowing both parties to speak telepathically. That’s how the slave seal works—linking the master’s mind with the slave, and when the master’s intention is ignored or disobeyed, it activates pain through the [Hypnosis] spell. Interesting.
“Congratulations, Belle, you’re now my slave.”
“Huh? What was that tingle I felt? You didn’t do anything weird to me, did you?”
“Stop talking,” I order her.
“Eh? Why—“ Her words are cut off when the slave seal activates, sending pain through her body. Since she stops talking, it deactivates quickly, and her eyebrows shoot up in surprise as she realizes what just happened.
“Ok, you’re next.” I start walking toward Alisha, who for some reason begins slowly backing away.
I catch her easily and take control of her seal. With two more slaves, the situation has become a bit messy.
All of humanity is chasing us, yet now I have two new slaves to deal with.
“Follow us.” I turn and begin walking slowly.
“Yes, sir!” Belle wraps Alisha’s arm around her neck to help her walk.
“Y-yes, Master,” Alisha says.
“Don’t call me master.”
“Ah, understood, Master!” she replies quickly.
Do you really understand?
“Whatever. Call us by our names; I’m Lutz and she’s Laya,” I look to Laya, who’s walking beside me. “Well, looks like we’re going to have company with us from now on.”
“They better not slow us down,” she says mercilessly.
“Well, no guarantees about that. They’re weak.”
Belle speaks from behind us. “Um, Sir Lutz, what exactly will our jobs be from now on? Will we be maids, or perhaps—” She starts to turn red as she trails off.
“I don’t even want to know what you’re imagining right now, but no, that’s not it.” I stop and turn to the two girls with Laya by my side. “You girls are—” I purposefully draw it out, and they lean forward in anticipation. “—going to fight monsters with us.”
”Eh?” A dumb look crosses their faces as they try to comprehend what I just said.
Laya stares at the dumbfounded girls. “Lutz, are these two idiots even worth the effort?”
“I’m starting to wonder…”
The two girls finally snap out of their stupor. “M-monsters? But we don’t know how to fight…” As Belle speaks, she keeps glancing at Alisha who looks to be frozen in fear.
I pull up Belle’s Status Screen and go through her spells and skills. “Oh, really? Then do you want to explain to me why you can cast [Fireball] and [Empower]?”
“How do you know that!? Did you trick us!? Who sent you!?” She moves in front of Alisha protectively. For the first time since we met, I see a fierce flame burning in her eyes.
“If you’re capable of showing those kinds of eyes, then you’ll be fine on the battlefield. C’mon, let’s get moving. We’re on a schedule today.”
Laya and I turn and start walking toward our next destination, while Belle and Alisha stand there like statues. I see a notification that their slave seals have activated, and soon after, they start walking briskly to catch up.
Back at the inn, Laya and I sit at the table with the jewelry we bought spread out before us, while Belle and Alisha stand uncomfortably behind my chair. Their presence is starting to annoy me, so I decide to give them a mission.
“Hey, you two.” I turn to them, and they stiffen like soldiers facing a reprimand from their superior officer. “Go buy some new clothes for yourselves from a high-class store—several sets each. Then go take a bath; you stink. Oh, and buy some travel bags and whatever supplies you need for traveling, like soap and brushes. After that, come back here, but don’t bother us. You get all that?”
“Yes, sir … but was the comment about our smell necessary?” Belle looks at her dirty clothes and begins sniffing herself.
Go do that somewhere else.
“Yes, Master.” Alisha finally seems to regain some of her motivation but refuses to meet my eyes as she speaks.
I secretly remove a handful of gold and silver from my [Inventory] and place it in the money pouch Belle tried to steal from me. She opens the pouch after I hand it to her and gapes when she sees the contents.
“Sir! There’re several gold coins in this pouch and too much silver to count!”
“Don’t buy junk,” I reply to her. “By the way, how’s your wound, Alisha?”
“It still hurts, but it’s much better already, Master.”
“Just take it slow for now.” She jumps slightly as I cast [Cure] on her again. Then, they head toward the door.
After they leave, Laya looks up at me. “Why did you make those two girls your slaves?”
“Well, that cat-girl, Alisha—did you see her status?”
“Cat-girl? What a weird way to describe her.” Laya looks mystified. “But yes, I saw that she had two Unique Skills. You can see their descriptions now, right? What do they do?”
“Well, her first one, [Protector], increases all of her stats when she defends an ally from a powerful attack.”
“Powerful attack? That’s rather vague.”
“Agreed. We’ll have to investigate it thoroughly later. Plus, I’m curious how much her stats are going to increase when it activates.”
“Mmm. You’re excited, aren’t you?”
“Hah. Is it that obvious?” I feel a smile form on my face.
“To me, yes,” Laya says confidently.
During our trek through the woods the last couple weeks, Laya and I spent quite a bit of time exploring her Unique Skill, [Child of Magic]. By comparing our spells that are at equal ranks, we can spot differences between the two in order to understand how her Unique Skill affects her magic.
Turns out, nearly every aspect of her spells is heightened compared to mine—power, size, debuff strength, and more are all increased. By my estimation, all of her spells are essentially considered as one rank higher.
The Intelligence stat also heightens every aspect of spells, and it’s Laya’s highest stat among the four, followed closely by her agility. In fact, her intelligence growth surpasses my own, which isn’t surprising, considering it’s my lowest stat.
Despite being several levels below me, Laya’s Intelligence is higher than my own. Combined with her Unique Skill, it’s no wonder that her spells exceed mine in both size and strength.
I tried to find more information on her second Unique Skill, [???], but no matter what I did, I couldn’t get any reaction from it. With no clues to go on, I gave up and focused on making tangible progress.
“So, what about the other Unique Skill?” She appears to be preparing herself, as if in anticipation.
“It’s a bit strange. It’s called [Curse of the Forsaken]; the description just says: ‘One who has been forsaken by the Goddess’. No idea what that means.”
“As expected, you don’t know.” Laya nods in understanding. “Lutz, the human church hunts the forsaken.”
“Seriously? Did I just get us wrapped up in another bad situation?”
“No surprise there.” Laya sighs.
“Oh well, just another bump in the road. Still, I really hate these vague descriptions. What the hell’s it mean to be forsaken by the Goddess? I wish the Goddess had forsaken me; my life would be a lot easier right about now.”
“I thought you said you’re glad to be in this world.”
“Yeah, you’re right. Despite its faults, I will admit it’s exciting—like being inside an MMO. An MMO with a long, crappy tutorial that only serves to piss you off!”
“There you go again, saying things I don’t understand,” Laya says while shaking her head. “I can’t believe you made them your slaves just to satisfy your curiosity.”
“That’s not the only reason. We need them, almost as much as they need us.”
“Why’s that?”
“A Wind mage like yourself is great at mobile support—maneuvering into position and stunning enemies—but lacks powerful spells that can turn the tide of battle in an instant.”
“Mmm. Gotta take it slow.”
“Right. Also, even though I may be able to cover most of our weaknesses with all my spells and skills, I’m only one person. I can’t be everywhere at all times. So, what we need are party members who can fill the roles we lack—a tank and a powerful sorcerer.”
“Are you sure they’re strong enough for that?” Laya looks skeptical.
“Well, Alisha has the Sword skill, so she definitely has front-line experience. Belle has Fire spells, which is the most offensive-oriented spell school. But I won’t know for sure until we start training them.
“There is one thing that bothers me, though,” I continue. “Alisha’s stats are … lacking. Also, she only has half the amount of skill points she should have for someone her level.”
“Low stats and missing skill points—do you think it’s because of the curse?”
“Probably. Whatever that curse is must be making her weaker.”
“Then, shouldn’t we look for someone stronger?”
“You’re right. We should,” I say to Laya. “But I don’t want to.”
“Why not?”
“She’s been forsaken by the Goddess, made into a slave, and may end up being hunted by the church. It’s pitiful, isn’t it—to be dealt such a hand in life. This world has nothing to offer her but misery, and thanks to that curse, no matter how hard she works, she will always be at a disadvantage.”
Laya silently nods as she considers the depths of Alisha’s circumstances.
“So,” I continue, “if this world doesn’t want her, then I’ll take her. I’ll turn her into a warrior powerful enough to stand alongside heroes—no, I won’t stop there; she’ll be so strong that future heroes will be the ones striving to match her strength!”
“I understand. That’s just like you, Lutz.”
“Anyway,” I say, hiding my sudden embarrassment, “I should start enchanting this jewelry.”
I pick up a bracelet and concentrate. My mana flows through my fingers and into the piece of jewelry. I focus on the energy, shaping it into the [Defense Up] enchantment. The bracelet resists, and my mana begins to disperse.
I hurriedly finish the enchanting process and a small pattern appears on its inner surface. To most people, it probably just looks like an artistic design. I cast [Scry] on it and shake my head when I see the result: [Defense Up: Tiny].
“Well, that didn’t go well.”
“What’s wrong?”
“I managed to enchant it, but it came out so weak that it’s practically useless.”
“Perhaps jewelry is tougher to enchant than clothes.”
“Maybe. When I enchanted our outfits, I felt some resistance due to the low quality of the materials, but nothing like this. Good thing we bought so many pieces. I’ll need to practice.”
I learned the [Enchant] skill back when we were travelling through the forest. I used it to buff our clothing with [Defense Up: Small+].
I was happy to see my beloved plus sign, but I was disappointed that it was preceded by “small”. However, my disappointment vanished quickly because after some testing, I noticed that the buff’s effect is actually quite extraordinary; I doubt a typical guard with a standard sword can even penetrate our clothing now.
What surprised me, though, is while wearing my enchanted clothing, the buff effects my whole body. If that same guard were to slice at my bare skin, I’d probably end up with nothing more than a scratch. Enchanted equipment is extremely powerful, which is why I want to buff ourselves even more with this jewelry.
When I realized just how useful the [Enchant] skill was, I placed even more of my skill points into it. Currently, I have [Enchant] at rank 4 and [Enchant Up] at rank 2. Unfortunately, I buffed our gear before I upgraded the skills, so our equipment is rather lacking compared to what it could be.
The problem is that I can’t dispel enchantments, which is why I haven’t enchanted my spear yet. I’m hesitant to place a potentially weak buff on such a great weapon. I rarely find myself lacking in offensive strength, so I decided to hold off on it.
Also, even if I did buy some new clothes to enchant, I wouldn’t be able to fully make use of my new [Enchant] skill levels since the strength of the buff is limited by the quality of the materials the equipment is made from.
Our clothes are high quality, so they can hold some fairly powerful enchantments, but they’re nothing special. If I really want to power us up noticeably, I need to find some rare materials and craft my own armor.
Laya’s double chain sickle is nice, but not extraordinary, so she asked me to place an enchantment on it, and I obliged. It ended up with [Attack Up: Small]. I was frustrated that it didn’t even have a plus sign attached, but Laya didn’t mind.
What a surprise it was to hear her say she wanted such an exotic weapon.
Laya said chain sickles are fairly common among elven warriors. They require great skill to master, but with the length of an elven lifespan, they have plenty of time to practice.
I was worried that I wouldn’t be able to teach her any weapon skills for it because it wasn’t listed in my Status Screen. But, to my surprise, as soon as I held the weapon in my hand, it appeared. I was able to learn [Dominion] and pass on the skill to her through our usual method.
Weapon skills use the same type of spell formations—except the mana is circulated into the weapon itself, instead of inside the body. Because of that, weapons skills don’t clash with spells, allowing her to use both a skill and spell simultaneously.
Even more astounding is that after I taught her the skill, she also acquired the martial knowledge that goes along with it, just as I do when I add skill points to my spear skills. Thanks to that, she’s already a competent wielder, despite only having basic training with the weapon before she became a slave.
Laya looks at me confidently. “If anyone can figure out how to maximize the potential of the [Enchant] skill, it’s you, Lutz.”
“Thanks. I told you that we’d become the strongest people this world has ever seen, and I intend to keep that promise. My instinct is telling me the [Enchant] skill is going to become a major source of that power. I’ll make it work, no matter what.”
“Mmm.”
I return my focus to the jewelry, picking up a cheap ring as I ready my mana for the next enchantment.
----- Alisha -----
“Maybe it won’t be so bad,” Belle says, trying to cheer me up as we walk to the nearest clothing shop.
“After everything we went through, we’re right back where we started.”
Why? We worked so hard to get away from her.
It’s the curse. I can’t escape…
Belle looks at me with concern. “Don’t worry, Alisha. Our new master is a young man. I’ve got a plan.”
“Really?” She must have picked up the hope in my voice because her smile grows wider as I look at her.
“Yeah. He’s about the same age as me, and I’m not bad looking. If I play my hand right, I may be able to wrap him around my finger.”
“B-but Belle, that would mean…” I’m too embarrassed to finish my sentence.
“It’s no biggie. This day was bound to come eventually, right?” Belle looks resigned to her fate. “This time, I’ll be the one protecting you.”
I stare at her, confused. “You always protected me from the other slaves when they bullied me.”
“Yeah, but that’s nothing compared to what you did for us. You tried your best to prevent anyone from dying on those crazy hunts, even the ones who picked at you.”
“I failed…” The many deaths of the slaves I couldn’t save appear in my mind. “They hated me because I was too weak to save them…”
“That’s not true at all!” Belle looks at me, her eyes stern. “They knew how hard you tried to protect them. That’s why they hated you—because you cared when no one else did. They saw in you everything they gave up long ago.”
“Do you think they’re happier after what we did to our old mistress?”
“I’m sure of it. They don’t have to risk their lives for that crazy woman anymore.”
“Yeah,” I say with relief. “At least they’re safe now.”
We finally arrive at the clothing shop. Belle takes the lead, helping me pick out some nice clothes. As usual in Reim, the man in charge of the shop doesn’t care what we buy. If anything, he seems annoyed just to have customers in the shop.
After paying him, we bathe at a nearby bathhouse before changing into our new clothes. When we finish, Belle compliments me, saying my outfit is cute. But when I look at her, I can’t help but feel like I’m lacking.
With Master’s orders complete, we carry the new items in our travel bags as we head back to the inn.

Interlude 2
----- Lumina -----
I pull back the curtains that cover the carriage window. “So this is the city of Silvia.”
“Yes, Princess. Is this your first visit, despite the short distance to the capital?”
“Father rarely allows me to travel outside the castle walls.”
“I’ve noticed. I wonder, then, why he would give his blessing for your journey, despite its dangers.”
“I cannot say. However…” I peer at a young group of guards as they patrol the busy street. “Perhaps he’s placing his hopes on my shoulders, as I’ve placed mine on Sir Locke’s.”
“A heavy burden, Princess. One I’m honored to help you carry.”
I look to Elise. “Thank you. The support you’ve given me is what has allowed me to pick up this burden, and I dearly appreciate your help with it.”
She blushes at my direct thankfulness. “S-so, what of Marquis Adel? Once we get to his manor, will you be interrogating him for information on the Fals—I mean on Sir Locke?”
“Interrogate is such a strong word, isn’t it? Besides, our goals may align more than you assume, Elise.”
“Align? Are you suggesting that Marquis Adel may believe the Fals—Sir Locke is a true hero, as you do?”
I turn back to the window. Outside is a bustling city, filled with smiling merchants as they do business in the streets. There are customers aplenty, willing to spend their money for the food and trinkets offered before them.
Workers dot the city, completing various projects and duties; their relatively clean clothes and bodies speak volumes about the health of this once dying city.
“Marquis Adel is shrewd beyond his rank. Father has been looking for a way to elevate him for several years now, impressed by his intelligence and resourcefulness. Such a man would surely find the truth after spending so much time with Sir Locke.”
I hope…
“What if he hasn’t? Declaring your trust in … Sir Locke is akin to denouncing the Goddess herself. A dangerous statement to make without absolute certainty.”
“I know. I’ll do my best to find his opinion on Sir Locke without giving my own away.”
“Can you do it? You said yourself that he is shrewd.”
A smile forms on my face. “Do not worry. When it comes to a battle of wits, I don’t consider myself his inferior in the slightest.”
The carriage soon approaches Marquis Adel’s manor, and the gate opens for us before we even reach it. The coachman continues inside, and the meticulously kept grounds appear on the other side of my window.
After stopping, we disembark and a servant appears, leading us to the reception area inside.
“Green tea,” I say before taking a sip. “My favorite.”
“It appears he was well prepared for our arrival thanks to the letter you sent.” Elise stands beside my chair as she watches over me.
“He prepared some for you as well. Why not take a seat and enjoy it?”
“Thank you, Princess, but my duty comes first.”
As always, her posture is impeccable, and her maid uniform is free of wrinkles and blemishes. She looks every bit as elegant as one would expect from a princess’ attendant.
I still don’t understand why she asked for a maid uniform, like a typical attendant. Sure, it’s been modified for combat and powerful enchantments have been placed upon it, but she’s far from an ordinary attendant, so it would be fine for her to wear something more appropriate.
“Your dedication never ceases to amaze me,” I say with a sigh.
“You honor me.”
Are you sure I wasn’t mocking you? No, this is a battle even I am unable to win…
After a short wait, the servant returns and leads us to a large meeting room with a table in the center. At the other end of the table sits Marquis Adel.
He stands and bows to me. “It’s a pleasure to see you again, Princess Lumina.”
I silently walk to the table and take a seat on the plush chair provided for me. “It has been too long, Marquis Adel. I see you haven’t changed a bit in the two years since we last met.” I look at his red, medium length hair and pointed beard.
“Ah, well once you build an image for yourself, it usually pays to keep to it. Wouldn’t you agree?”
“Of course. What would be the point of building a bastion of allies if they are unsure of how you will change in a mere couple years.”
He smiles. “I knew you would understand. If there’s one thing I pride myself on, it’s my unending loyalty to the crown and the Goddess.”
“Yes, as was proven by the investigators when they cleared you of all suspicion after certain nobles tried proclaiming you were working alongside the False Hero.”
“An unfortunate situation, even if the outcome ended up favorable for our faction.”
“Very favorable indeed.” I lean forward in my chair, placing my elbows on the table. “To think the False Hero would inadvertently lift this city from the brink of destruction. It’s almost comical in its irony, wouldn’t you say?”
“That’s right. If he knew Marquis Lars’ true nature, perhaps he would have chosen differently.”
“Who knows, maybe he had a more personal reason for disposing of Lars. What do you think?”
“I’m afraid I can’t hazard a guess. I only spent a short while with him, so there are too many things I don’t know.” He shakes his head as he shrugs his shoulders.
“Yet among everyone we can find, you’ve spent the most time with the False Hero.”
“That’s true, but only because his status as the False Hero causes all his relationships to be extremely transitory. Mine included.”
“Still, there may be something we can learn from the time you spent with him.” I sharpen my eyes as I look at Marquis Adel, attempting to see beyond his outer shell. “What is your personal opinion of him?”
Taken aback by my gaze, a far more serious expression appears on his face. “Isn’t the answer obvious? The False Hero is the enemy of the Goddess. It goes without saying what I think of him.”
“You’ve misunderstood my question, Marquis Adel. I’m not asking what you think of the False Hero. I’m asking your opinion of Lutz.”
“I don’t understand. They are one in the same, are they not?”
“If that were true, then you never would have allowed him to participate in the secret mission to overthrow Marquis Lars. So what was it? What did you see in Lutz that convinced you to put your trust in him so quickly?”
“He saved my life from an ambush. Isn’t it only natural to trust someone who risks their life to save your own? Of course, we now know that it was all a ruse.”
“Yes, most assume he set up the ambush himself, giving him an opportunity to rescue you and earn your trust.”
“Precisely.” He relaxes ever so slightly, as if sure he’s managed to wiggle free from my harsh accusations.
“Strange though, isn’t it? Did the False Hero require your aid so much that he’d set up a convoluted ambush simply to earn your trust? There seem to be so many holes in that logic. How did he know you would hire him, and for that matter, why did he need you to begin with? Wouldn’t it be much simpler for him to invade under the cover of night and slay Marquis Lars while he is asleep?”
“Perhaps he wanted to gather a crowd to witness his murderous act. In the end, I can only speculate on the reasons why the False Hero would do such a thing.”
“Yes, perhaps you’re right. Speaking of speculating, I’ve done a bit of that myself—particularly on your actions after Marquis Lars’ death.”
“Oh? In what fashion?” He tenses up again, preparing himself to rebut my next argument.
“After his demise, you became the acting lord in this province. Defying you would be akin to defying the kingdom itself. Yet, how long was it before you sent a party to hunt the False Hero?”
“It was … three days,” he says reluctantly. “With the city on the brink of collapse, both socially and economically, there were many tasks that required my attention.”
“Would you have me believe you could not find the time to send a group of soldiers to hunt the False Hero? For days, you sat idle. You did not so much as send a messenger to the towns and cities on the western road to ask them to keep a lookout for him. Surely such a simple solution crossed your mind, did it not?”
“That’s because—” he starts.
“Tell me, Marquis Adel,” I interrupt. “Did you actually intend to hunt the False Hero, or did you purposefully allow him to escape?”
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----- Adel -----
This is bad. I completely underestimated Princess Lumina.
When the previous investigators spoke to me, their minds were biased against the False Hero to such a degree that they saw evil intent in Lutz’s actions at every turn, allowing me to easily evade suspicion.
It’s as if the princess has seen through the gaps in the report, catching a glimpse of the truth that lies beyond.
And her attendant, Elise de Valeria. Her family is known for its devious nature. They can unearth information most believe to be sufficiently buried. How much do they know?
A genius princess and a crafty attendant—a frightening combination. I cannot allow them to reach Lutz and Laya. And to think that I came so ill prepared…
“Well, Marquis Adel? You’ve been awfully quiet for a while now.”
“Sorry. I was simply surprised by the question.”
Think, Adel. How do I get myself out of this mess?
“Like I said,” I continue, “my attention was focused on the city itself to prevent it from falling into ruin.” I repeat myself in an attempt to give me time to think.
“Yes, I heard you the first time. So, you’re saying a single city is of more import than capturing the one who may eventually bring the destruction of not only our entire kingdom, but of all the races in the world.”
She’s right. There’s only one excuse to justify my actions: incompetence.
“When put that way, I’m afraid that perhaps my actions at the time were incorrect. I should have prioritized his capture. For that, I apologize.” I bow my head to the princess.
“Marquis Adel, oft-praised by my father for his intelligence and craftiness, made such a blunder? That seems unlikely.”
She just won’t let go. Hurry up and accept my mistake.
The princess’ eyes and posture suddenly change, becoming softer. The predatory air surrounding her vanishes, replaced by a gentle atmosphere.
W-what’s going on? Why do I feel like she’s about to say something extraordinary?
“Let me tell you what I believe,” the princess continues. “You saw something in Lutz that changed your opinion of him so drastically that you continued to put your faith in him, despite finding out he is the False Hero.”
I gulp as the princess strikes upon the truth. “A-and if that were the case…?” I find myself asking, despite knowing that my words essentially give me away.
“Then,” she begins as she leans back into her chair, sitting with the elegance and composure one would expect from a princess, “we may have something in common.”
Words that I never expected to hear leave her mouth, causing me to gape in response. I stare at her for a long second, and I suddenly realize why she so fiercely sought the truth.
She knows that Lutz isn’t evil, despite him being the False Hero. How?
No, it’s obvious. She and her attendant dug deep into his actions and kept an open mind to his motivations.
Seems things may be getting more interesting around here soon.
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Chapter 4: The Rising Tide

----- Lutz -----
After several dozen enchantments, trying different methods and achieving various results, I manage to narrow down many of the mechanics behind how [Enchant] works.
“Alright. I’m finished over here,” I say to Laya who’s silently practicing her spells as she sits on her bed. When I speak up, she opens her eyes and comes over to sit at the table.
“How did it go?”
“Much better. I’m still far from where I want to be, but we can buy some more cheap jewelry for practice before we leave. We’ll also need to buy some expensive pieces as well, though.”
“Hmm? Why does the cost matter?”
“It’s not the cost specifically, but the material the jewelry is made from—and also the gem embedded in it. Some metal, like plain steel, just doesn’t hold magic well, while others, like the mithril alloy used in this ring’s band, can take much more powerful enchantments.”
I hold up a ring with a blue-tinted metallic band, embedded with a dark-green emerald. It’s a ring Laya was practically drooling over when she saw it in the jewelry shop.
“Here, I’ve placed a [Speed Up: Small+] enchantment on it.” I hand it to Laya.
She carefully slides it onto her ring finger. “Mmm. I love it. But why a speed enchantment?”
“Well, certain enchantments, like [Defense Up], are difficult to put on jewelry, while others, like [Speed Up] are easy. So, I’d rather get a powerful speed buff, rather than a small increase to defense—especially since Wind mages need speed anyway.”
“It will help me move in more quickly for an attack or to avoid my opponent’s, right?”
“Yup. It’s all about min-maxing yourself according to your classes playstyle, then honing and practicing the tactics and strategies that bring out your strengths while minimizing your weaknesses.”
“I feel like you used some strange terms just now, but I understand. Then, with a ring on each finger, won’t we be really strong?”
“About that … you see, enchantments that are too close together will eventually disrupt each other, so you can only wear one enchanted ring on each hand.”
“Ah, that’s disappointing, but okay.”
I hand Laya a necklace and another ring. I also take the jewelry I need for myself, and we equip them. I feel the various buffs surge through me; it’s strangely satisfying to feel their power become my own.
“Um, Sir Lutz, we’re back you know.” An annoying voice pipes up from a few feet away, obliterating the relaxing atmosphere.
I sneak at peak at the girls from the corner of my vision. Belle stands close to the table, her hands on her hips and a smile on her face.
Her strapless, light-blue blouse leaves her shoulders and upper chest dangerously exposed, but the color does go exceptionally well with her long, dark-blue hair. Still, I can’t help but wonder why the sixteen-year-old Belle would choose such a daring shirt.
Fortunately, she’s modest enough to have chosen a skirt that falls to her knees. It’s a warm pink and adds a bit of spice to her outfit. Around her waist is a strap, which holds a small pouch for use in carrying a few simple supplies.
Alisha is a step behind her. She looks at me with a pitiful expression as she attempts to put on a brave face, but it’s obvious that she’s struggling to keep up the farce.
I’m glad to see that the thirteen-year-old Alisha chose an outfit that’s a bit less revealing than Belle’s. However, her tight-fitting black shorts end at her upper thighs, leaving a small gap of exposed skin between them and her black leggings.
Meanwhile, her lavender overshirt hangs loosely around her body as it sits atop her black undershirt.
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“Oh, you’re here?” I don’t even turn to look at Belle as I answer.
“Aww, couldn’t you at least pretend to care?” I can practically feel her fidgeting around as she stands there.
“No.”
“So mean…” She sniffs loudly after trailing off.
“Stop pretending to be sad.” I stand up and look at Belle. Her moist, upturned eyes return to normal, with a small smile on her face as she meets my gaze.
“I was hoping I could trigger your protective instincts.” She lets out a small giggle.
“I don’t have such instincts, so don’t even try.”
“But you’re so nice to Laya~!”
“Laya’s special.”
“Mmm. Special.” Laya puffs her chest out in pride as she echoes my statement. She manages to look down on them somehow, despite being the shortest one here.
“No way! I want to be special, too! Laya—no, Mistress Laya, will you teach me?” Belle looks at her with sparkles in her eyes.
“No.” Laya shatters her expectations with a single word.
Alisha moves her eyes from the jewelry on the table to me. “Is Master an enchanter?”
“That’s right.”
“Amazing. No wonder Master is rich.”
“Uh, yeah…” It’s not like I stole my money, but I also didn’t earn it in a typical fashion, so I avoid answering her directly.
“Sir Lutz, does that mean you’ll be giving us enchanted jewelry as well?” Belle asks.
“Maybe.” I tease her with a vague answer as punishment for her outlandish behavior.
“But Laya’s your slave and you gave her some…”
“She’s earned it.”
“Special,” Laya reiterates.
You’ve really taken a liking to that, huh?
“With that settled, we’re going back out.”
“Again? Where to this time, Sir?”
“Alisha needs some equipment.” I turn to her and see fear openly displayed on her face.
“Sir Lutz, what exactly do you have in mind for her?”
“She’s going to be a front-line fighter, of course.”
“M-master, I don’t know how to—.”
“Lying is useless.” I interrupt her. “I know you’re skilled with the sword.” I walk toward the door as I speak.
“Don’t worry,” Laya says to the two new girls. “It’ll be exciting.”
“Exciting, huh?” Belle’s tone of voice displays obvious distrust.
I ignore her mood swing and walk out the door with Laya a step behind me. The other two girls follow us, and we make our way back to the merchant’s street and enter an equipment shop, lined with various weapons and armor.
“Alright, it’s time for the fun part—new equipment!” I remove the hood of my cloak and [Scry] various one-handed swords lined up against the wall.
“Which part about it is fun, exactly?” Laya asks incredulously.
“Everyone knows going to the equipment shop after getting a new party member is mandatory in all RPGs. It’s fun to outfit them with new gear and optimize their build.” I turn toward Alisha. “See anything you like?”
“No, Master.” She’s obviously not even trying to look for a decent sword.
“Well, that’s okay, I’ve narrowed it down to these two. They’re both made from a mithril alloy, so their quality is guaranteed. The only real difference is the length.”
I motion the shop owner over and he hands Alisha one of the swords. She takes a few one-handed swings, and I can tell right away that she’s not used to wielding such a long weapon.
I have her try the shorter one, and she looks much more comfortable with it. Still, someone her level and with the Sword skill should have no problem with either of the blades.
Are her low stats affecting her that much? Belle is a mage, yet her strength is higher than Alisha’s. This might be difficult…
“Not bad,” I say, trying to reassure her. “I’m sure you’ll do just fine with that one.”
Next, we check out the shields, and I realize just how limited my options are after having Alisha hold a few of them. I wasn’t expecting her to lug around a tower shield, but even the medium-sized ones are too heavy for her. In the end, I buy her a thin, metal-plated shield designed more for a warrior than a tank.
I’ve gotta do my best to put a strong defense enchantment on this shield; otherwise, it’ll buckle under the first solid hit.
As for armor, we go with a light-weight lizard-scale mail attached to a thin leather jerkin. It hangs loosely below her waist to protect her mid-section and comes with forearm guards and greaves that come up to her knees.
“Looking good, Alisha!” I say as Belle finishes helping her equip the armor.
It’s a bit loose on her, but I can make the necessary adjustments myself, thanks to my [Armor Crafting] skill.
“T-thanks, Master.” Alisha begins testing the limits of her flexibility while wearing the armor. “It’s a little hard to move in, but it’s a lot lighter compared to—.” Her words cut off and she glances at Belle in worry.
“What about me, Sir!” Belle says immediately.
“What about you?”
“Do I get some fancy equipment, too?”
“No, you’re good.”
“Eh!? But if I fight in my new clothes, they’ll get ruined!”
“Hmm, good point. Guess we’ll stop by a clothing shop to buy you a few extra sets to wear when you need clean clothes.”
The clerk at the equipment store is just as rude and uninterested as the one in the jewelry shop. The prices are also similarly inflated. I pay him his asking price anyway since he refuses to haggle.
The hell’s wrong with this city?
“A clothing shop? You’re not going to buy me any armor?”
“Laya and I don’t wear armor into battle, so why should you?”
“Because it’s dangerous, of course! Even mages wear basic armor, you know!”
“Yeah, yeah, I’ve got a plan for that, but for now we’ll make do with some combat clothes.” I wave my hand dismissively.
“Mmm. Better than armor.” Laya pats her clothing as she speaks.
Since it has the [Defense Up: Small+] enchantment, it may actually be tougher than Alisha’s new lizard-scale mail. Belle looks unconvinced.
While the girls are helping Belle pick out some more clothes, I stop by a general shop and buy some extra camping supplies for our new members, like a second tent and two more bedrolls.
After meeting back up with the girls and going by the jewelry shop again to cheat him out of more money, I notice Belle and Alisha keeping their heads lowered as the streets suddenly become crowded with people.
Should I have bought them cloaks? They are wanted criminals, after all.
I shake my head as I imagine all four of us walking together in cloaks with our hoods concealing our faces.
Wouldn’t that just draw even more attention? I mean two mysteriously cloaked people is bad enough, but four?
“Seriously, what’s with all these people?” I say mostly to myself.
“It’s time for her speech,” Belle responds.
“Whose speech?”
“The mayor, Karina. All the townspeople gather each week to listen to her talk about the town.”
“Huh? Are her speeches that interesting?”
“It’s difficult to explain. They’re desperate; perhaps they hope that this week will finally bring some good news.”
I eye the townspeople as they walk by. As Belle said, there’s a look of desperation around them, like somebody trapped in quicksand whose struggles only cause them to sink deeper and deeper.
“There were so few people around earlier, but now they come crawling out dressed in dirty rags?”
“Mmm. And they don’t look healthy.”
“Well, yeah,” Belle says. “Most of them have been eating stale bread and thin soup for weeks. Mayor Karina said the war with Chaos is causing all kinds of problems, and it just keeps getting worse.”
“I guess that makes sense. Wars have all kinds of nasty side effects. But Silvia didn’t seem that bad, at least when it came to basic stuff like food. I wonder why Reim’s been affected so much.”
“It’s her,” Alisha says. “She’s destroying this city.”
“What do you mean, Alisha?”
“Ah, um…” Alisha looks at Belle who nods back at her. “Our previous mistress—she was Mayor Karina’s minister of finance. She liked to talk, so we heard things we shouldn’t have. Sometimes, she would brag about how they have the townspeople tricked into believing it was Chaos causing their problems.”
“Minister of finance? That title sounds a bit lofty for a small city like this.”
“It’s because the mayor doesn’t have any experience,” Belle says. “She was just a normal girl before becoming mayor, so she appointed ministers to help her rule the city.”
“How did a normal girl end up becoming mayor?”
“You really don’t know? The current mayor led a rebellion against the previous one. She took the city by force.”
“Oh boy. Sounds like another disaster waiting to happen if we get involved. Good thing we’re leaving this city tomorrow morning.”
“Yes,” Laya says. “I want to camp in the forest some more.”
“Of course you do, you nature-loving freak.”
“Not a freak. Humans are the weird ones.”
I look toward Belle and Alisha. “By the way, how did your previous mistress die?”
Silence.
“S-she got killed by a monster,” Belle says, finally.
“A monster? How? Tell the truth.” Belle’s tone of voice and the way the two girls avoid meeting my eyes make me feel like they’re hiding something.
“Our old mistress was obsessed with getting stronger,” Belle says. “She would bring her slaves outside the city and force them to fight monsters with her. When one of us died, she’d curse at their corpse and buy another. A couple days ago, we messed up, and she was killed by a powerful monster.”
The slave seal doesn’t activate, so she’s telling the truth.
“How cruel,” Laya says with a hint of anger.
“Agreed. Can’t say I’m sorry to hear of her demise now.”
Now I see why they’re so worried about being forced to fight monsters. They escaped from one battle-crazed master only to land in the hands of another. However, that’s the only similarity between me and her. I’ll show them that—
“You there!” I hear someone yell nearby, disrupting my thoughts.
I turn and see two men outfitted with shoddy equipment walking toward us. I don’t even need to [Scry] them to know that they’re weak. Despite their confident faces, their awkward movements tell me they’re not used to wearing armor.
“Lady Karina’s speech is about to begin,” one of the guards says after closing the distance. “I order you to head to the town square to listen!”
“You order us?” I ask.
“That’s right. Lady Karina is tired of dealing with irresponsible citizens who don’t even bother showing up. She’s kind enough to keep everyone informed, yet people like you continue to disrespect her each week!”
“M-master, we should go listen…” Alisha says fearfully.
“Hmph,” Laya snorts. “As if we care about that stupid mayor. Tell her if she wants us to listen, she can come to us.”
It seems like he’s struck one of Laya’s nerves. I can’t blame her; his attitude has soured my mood as well.
“W-what!? You dare speak of her like that, girl!?”
“Laya! You can’t say that!” Belle shouts.
“Hey,” the other guard says, “aren’t those two in back the slaves in that wanted poster?”
“Seriously!? Hah, what luck! We’ll kill these two fools and take the slaves to Lady Karina. We’re gonna get a huge reward!”
Alisha slowly backs away. “M-master, we need to run!”
“No. These two have thoroughly pissed me off now.”
“Mmm. Pissed.”
Uh, have I been a bad influence on Laya?
“Too late, you damn beastman,” he says to Alisha while drawing his sword.
Just as the guards take their first step toward us, I release my [Hypnosis] spell. The forbidden first-tier Dark magic forces the targets to experience whichever emotion the caster desires; in this case: fear.
The rattle of their cheap armor from their panicked shaking can be heard alongside a thump as one of the men falls onto his rear. As they stare at us with wide eyes, the smell of urine begins to fill the air.
Laya looks at the collapsed man. “That’s good. Worms belong on the ground, after all.”
“You heard her.” I eye the one still standing. “On the ground.”
He drops onto his hands and knees before lying face down in the middle of the street. The onlookers who were watching eagerly just a few seconds ago begin to disperse, not wanting to get involved now that the situation has reversed.
A few curious faces remain at a distance, including a group of children standing near an alleyway.
“What did you say you were going to do?” I say as sweat begins to flow down my face. “Kill us? How do you expect to do that while you’re sprawled out on the ground?”
“W-we’re sorry! We didn’t know … we didn’t know!”
“Didn’t know what? That you were too weak to threaten us? Tch, you’re nothing but worthless scum. You enjoy it, don’t you—using your power to push around anyone weaker than you. How many people have you injured or killed as you drowned in that feeling of superiority?”
They simply stare back at me in fear, unable to even voice a lie.
“You have nobody to blame but yourselves.” I raise my arm and a blue, mithril spear materializes in my hand. My arm continues moving forward and the tip of the spear penetrates one of the men’s neck.
In the other man, the fear of death clashes with the fear from my [Hypnosis] spell. He stumbles to his feet, but Laya’s [Wind Blade] swiftly puts an end to his attempted escape.
“Well, looks like we’ll need to change our schedule now.” I put my spear back into my [Inventory] as I turn toward Laya and the others.
“Mmm. Leave now?”
“There’s still one more thing we need first. I was going to stock up on more food tomorrow morning before we leave, but that’s not an option anymore.” I turn toward Belle, and she takes a step back when our eyes meet.
“Y-you killed them…” Belle says.
“Of course. They chose their path, so they had to live with the consequences—or, in this case, die by them.”
“They’re not going to let you go so easily. Mayor Karina will send this whole city to hunt you if she has to.”
“Hah. This whole city?” A smile tugs at my lips. “If they want my head, they’ll have to get in line—and it’s a long damn line!”
“Belle…” Alisha says fearfully. “Are we … going to be okay?”
“Don’t worry,” Laya says to her. “We do this a lot.”
“That’s not very comforting,” Belle responds.
“Anyway, where’s the food market? We need to restock our supply before leaving.”
“Um, it’s that direction, Sir Lutz,” Belle says in an overly formal tone.
“Good. Lead the way, then.”
As we follow behind Belle, I notice that all the curious observers are gone. I guess even they don’t want to get involved with the aftermath.
“Where in the world did that spear come from…” Belle glances at me, searching for it, but I’ve already stored it back in my [Inventory].
“How are you feeling?” Laya asks with a slightly worried look.
“The nausea’s gone, but I’m still a little light-headed. Nothing to worry about, it’ll fade in a few minutes.”
“Mmm.”
“Is Master sick?”
“No. It’s just a side effect of the spell I used. The longer I keep it activated, the more nauseous and dizzy I get.”
“That’s not good! Master shouldn’t use such a dangerous spell!”
“I can’t shy away from it just because it’s dangerous. There may come a time that I need it, so I have to practice.”
“[Hypnosis],” Belle says.
“That’s right. As expected of a mage.”
“Do you have permission to use Dark magic?”
“Nope.”
“What exactly did we get ourselves into…?”
“Humans don’t have the authority to order someone like Lutz,” Laya says confidently.
Belle looks intrigued. “Don’t have the authority? What do you—”
“Stop,” I say, cutting Belle’s words off. “There’s a group of men gathered in the alley up ahead.”
I’ve been keeping an eye out on the surroundings with [Sense Mana], looking for signs of guards closing in on us.
“They’re weak,” Laya says.
“Yeah. Some of them would be completely useless in a fight. Still, you should go take a peek at them so we know what we’re dealing with.”
“Mmm. I’ll link us.”
The satisfying feeling of our merging thoughts envelops me as she leaps up onto an [Air Step]. She crests the top of the nearby buildings and silently moves above our would-be ambushers.
“Lutz, they’re definitely waiting to ambush us, but something’s not right.”
“What do you mean?”
“Half of them are children.”
“Hmm. Could it be some sort of gang where the men are forcing the children to mug people?”
“I don’t know, but they don’t look like criminals. Too clean.”
“Got it. Come back.”
Laya returns, and I take the lead as we continue toward the alley where the men are hiding. We stop before reaching it, and I call out to them.
“You there in the alley, come out,” I say in a commanding tone.
After a few seconds, three men walk out onto the street. As Laya said, they’re quite well-dressed compared to most of the people we’ve seen in this town. They’ve got serious, almost grim, looks on their faces, but I get the feeling it comes from desperation, rather than aggression.
“You are good,” the skinny man in the middle says. “We were right to seek you out.”
“And why exactly would you do that?”
“Survival. That’s all I can hope for around here.”
“If you want to survive, then I suggest you get out of my way. I don’t show mercy to my enemies.”
“So I’ve been told. That’s why we want to make you our ally.”
“Ally? Why the hell would I team up with you?”
“Because you just made an enemy of a powerful woman. She won’t let you go so easily.”
“I don’t need her permission, and if she tries to stop me, I’ll kill whoever she sends.”
“Good. That’s exactly what I wanted to hear.”
“Huh? Are you even listening to what I’m saying?”
“I am. We need people like you—people with strength and guts. The mayor is destroying this city. I’ve gathered what’s left of our resistance, and we’re going to fight back. Join us.”
“No way. I’ve got my own problems to deal with. I’m not about to get involved with yours.” I hold his eyes as I speak.
“You’ll be rewarded for your efforts. The mayor confiscated most of our gold. Once we get it back, we’ll pay you handsomely.”
“I’m not for sale. Just because we share an enemy doesn’t make me your ally, either. The world isn’t so black and white.”
The man hesitates as I continue to deny his offers. Despite that, he’s clearly desperate to recruit me, so he doesn’t give up.
“If we don’t stop her, this city is finished. Most of the townspeople won’t fight. They just sit at home all day, waiting for their daily rations. Somebody has to stand up to her and end this suffering.”
This time, I’m the one who’s hesitating. There’s obvious distress on his face, as if he’s standing on the water’s edge, watching a tsunami in the distance as it slowly grows closer.
Dammit. I can’t afford to stay in this city. They’ll come looking for us soon. I don’t know if I’ll be able to hide my identity now that I’ve made myself a target.
Then there’s Alisha and Belle—protecting them will be difficult if we end up having the whole city guard come down on us.
“That’s not my problem,” I force myself to say as I bury the urge to give in to his offer.
I’m not some noble hero—not anymore. I have things I need to protect, too dammit! I won’t give up everything I’ve managed to scrape together just to solve this city’s problem!
Don’t pretend like I owe you anything! You’d betray me if you found out the truth, just like everyone else!
An unreasonable amount of anger surges through me.
“That’s unfortunate.” He sighs, then turns around, facing the other two men. “Let’s go.”
They move away from the middle of the street, back toward the alley where a couple kids have been watching.
One of the children, a boy no older than thirteen, stares at me with an intense hatred. I forcefully avert my eyes from his accusatory gaze and abandon them.
Belle takes the lead again, and we continue toward our destination.
The shopping district Belle leads us to is lined with various stalls on the street’s edge for quick dining, with shops behind them selling higher quality foodstuffs in bulk.
As usual for Reim, none of the street vendors seem to care about selling their stock. Nobody calls out to us as we walk down the street.
“What’s going on with these shop owners?” I ask. “Shouldn’t they be competing with each other, trying to sell their food before it spoils?”
“They don’t care,” Belle responds. “They didn’t grow or cook the food.”
“What? Are they just hired hands? But there’s no way the owners would be okay with such disinterested clerks…”
“No, that’s not it. They were hired by the city council. Or, rather than hired, it’s more accurate to say they were placed here today. Tomorrow, many of the people here may change, depending on who shows up at the council’s office.”
“City council? You mean there’s a group of officials who send the townspeople to be clerks at these shops?”
“Yeah, the owners aren’t allowed to sell their own goods. The mayor said the merchants were making too much money, while the peasants starved. So, she forced the owners to share their profits by giving the townspeople the option to work for a daily wage.”
“So that’s why none of them care,” I say as the pieces fall into place. “They get paid their wage even if they don’t sell anything. The high prices are to pay the clerks, then?”
“Yes, partly. But most of it probably goes to the city’s coffers.”
“Of course.”
We enter several shops, buying various types of food. Most of it isn’t normally considered travelling food since they spoil so quickly. However, that doesn’t matter since time doesn’t seem to pass in my [Inventory].
By the end of our shopping spree, each of us are holding a sack full of food—with mine being extra-large. My strength stat is so high now that a hundred-pound bag of food slung over my shoulder is a small inconvenience.
I planned to store it all in my [Inventory] once we reach the inn, but the girls—mainly Alisha—are struggling to carry their bag, so I wave them into a dark alley.
I check the surroundings with [Sense Mana] and don’t notice anybody lurking nearby, so I put my huge bag into my [Inventory]. Belle’s and Alisha’s eyes go wide as they watch it vanish into thin air.
“W-where did your bag go…?” Belle asks.
“Gimme.” I hold out my hand to her.
She gives me the bag and I store it as well, then do the same for Alisha and Laya. Each time a bag disappears, the two new girls look at me with curious eyes.
“Master, who are you?” Alisha’s curiosity outweighs her timid nature when she sees something interesting—just like a real cat.
“Just a wandering mage.” I try to make use of the mysteries of magic to deflect the question. Unfortunately, Belle is well-versed in magic, so my attempt is unsuccessful.
“I’ve never heard of magic that can make things disappear and reappear out of nowhere,” Belle says.
“What makes you think they can reappear?”
“You did it for the spear a while ago, and there’s no way you’d buy all that food just to make it disappear forever.”
Tch. Why can’t this girl just blindly accept things? It’s annoying when she figures stuff out on her own like this.
“Whatever. I’d have to tell you eventually anyway.” I look into their eyes, one after the other. “You are forbidden to tell anyone else; you understand?”
“Yes, sir!”
“Y-yes, Master.”
“I’ve got unique magic—only I can use it. It allows me to send items into a sort of storage space. As you realized, I can pull them out, as well.” My spear appears in my hand when I finish speaking. After giving it a couple twirls, it vanishes again.
“Amazing!” Belle’s eyes light up in excitement when my demonstration ends.
“Mmm. Agreed.” Laya seems overly happy, despite Belle’s compliment not even being directed at her.
“How does it work!?” Belle closes in on me, forcing me to reel back as she invades my personal space.
“You’re too close!” I use my arms to keep her at a distance as I step back.
“Mrrr.” Laya steps between us, facing Belle. “Back.”
“Sorry, sorry,” Belle says as she backs away. “I just get a little excited when it comes to magic.”
“Belle, please try to control yourself,” Alisha warns her.
I give them a quick explanation of my [Inventory] skill, leaving out a few key details, like how it’s actually a Heroic skill. I don’t feel comfortable discussing such a sensitive topic out in the open like this.
“Wow,” Belle says. “No wonder you’re so confident. You’re a powerful mage, a skilled enchanter, and even have your own unique spells! On top of that, you can steal slaves!”
“Yeah, well, that’s just how things are.” I try to ignore the part about stealing slaves.
“Laya’s amazing, too!” Belle says energetically. “You were so awesome when you fought those guards! I loved it when you said, ‘Worms belong on the ground, after all.’” Belle imitates Laya’s voice, poorly.
“A-ah, forget about that part…” Laya’s face turns red, and she refuses to look Belle in the eyes.
“For once, I agree with Belle. That was really cool, Laya.”
“Bullies.”
With our business in the alley finished, I lead us back to the street. When we arrive, there’s a small commotion as someone runs by us, shouting.
“Assassination attempt on Mayor Karina! Culprit caught! Everyone to the square to watch the execution! I repeat…”
An image of the skinny man who asked me to join his band of resistance fighters appears in my head.
Did he really try to assassinate her right after speaking to me?
“Do you think…” I trail off as I look at Laya.
“Maybe. Want to find out?”
“I don’t really care, but…” I look at Belle and Alisha. They also seem to be thinking the same thing.
“Master, you’re strong, right…?” Alisha looks at me with obvious expectation.
“We’ll go—but only to see what’s going on. I’m not about to save him if he really got caught.”
“Right…”
Belle leads us to the city square, and we stop near the back of the crowd. Standing atop a raised platform is a muscular man holding a young boy who’s been gagged and bound in ropes. Beside them is a young woman and a middle-aged man, both in fine clothes and surrounded by soldiers.
“That kid…” I say in surprise.
“He’s the one who was staring angrily at us from the alley after we turned down that resistance leader,” Belle says.
The hell was that stupid kid thinking? There’s no way he can pull off an assassination at his level!
“This child,” the official-looking man says loudly as he runs his gaze over the crowd, “has attempted to end the mayor’s life!”
The crowd erupts in condemnation at the kid’s actions, yelling slurs and even throwing stones—although, their aim is so bad, the young woman and the official have to distance themselves from the boy to prevent being hit.
“The mayor works hard every day to make sure each one of you has enough to eat,” the official continues, “despite the terrible conditions the war has left us in. This child would rather see all of you starve! With her gone, there would be nobody to stop the merchants who would live like kings, leaving you with nothing!”
Anger surges through the crowd, with their aggression increasing with each word he utters.
“That’s why we need to set an example!” he continues again. “To protect all of you, we need to show those greedy rats what happens to anyone who threatens your lives!”
The crowd alternates between cheering for the mayor and calling for the kid’s death. It’s quite chilling to have a couple hundred people cheering for a child’s murder. This bloodlust reminds me of the riot back in Silvia; the mob won’t be sated until someone pays with their life.
The kid’s death is merely an outlet for their frustration. Humans really are pitiful—losing their sense of self in this tidal wave of fanaticism known as a mob. Do they think they won’t be responsible for the kid’s death because they’re just one of hundreds calling for his execution, as if this were all an uncontrollable force of nature? How convenient for their conscience.
“M-master, I can’t watch this…” Alisha turns her head away and closes her eyes. Her cat ears droop downward, as if refusing to listen to this barbarism anymore.
Belle looks at Alisha. “Sir, maybe we should leave…”
Look at these brainwashed fools. They’re willing to sacrifice a kid on the word of some rat-faced official. He’s just feeding into their fears, bending them to his will. Disgusting.
Everywhere I go in this world, there’s nothing but corruption and manipulation. No matter how hard I try to avoid it, it always seems to find its way to me somehow. Watching it unfold right in front of me makes me feel sick.
Screw this. If they want something to hate and fear, I’ll give it to them!
“No, we’re not leaving,” I say with conviction. “Laya…” I turn to her and see she’s already prepared herself for battle.
“Mmm.”
I smile at my reliable partner as I begin to explain my plan. They seem to be preparing for the execution now, so there’s no time for anything fancy. As I speak, I buff all of us with [Enhance] and [Gale].
Laya nods when I finish, and I step forward as I begin to channel a spell.
----- Karina -----
How did it come to this?
A short while ago, I was terrified when I turned to see what the commotion was about, only to be met with the sight of that kid running toward me with a dagger gripped in both hands.
That look on his face still haunts me when I close my eyes. So much anger, pain, and desperation as he rushes toward me to end my life. Isn’t that the same face I made back then—before I became the mayor?
The only thing worse than that is the expression he’s making right now.
I steel my nerves and take a peek at the unfortunate child as the minister of affairs continues his terrible speech. Tears fall from his wide eyes, and he shakes his head back and forth while letting out a pitiful sound.
M-maybe I can calm the crowd…? Get them to forgive the child? I’m the mayor, after all. They should listen to me, right?
I already know that I don’t have the guts to attempt it. Listening to their cries for vengeance is enough to make my voice catch in my throat.
Why!? When did I become so cowardly…!
No, I was always a coward. I only started this revolution out of absolute desperation. Now that I’ve managed to claw a decent life out of the ashes of our misery, I’m simply too afraid of losing it…
The executioner looks at the minister, waiting for his signal. He raises his arm into the air slowly as the crowd watches in anticipation. He keeps it raised, allowing the tension to build, until the crowd’s bloodlust reaches its apex.
I can’t watch…
Then—a shard of ice flies from the crowd, piercing the executioner’s chest. He grunts as he falls to the ground and begins to cough up blood.
W-what!?
My guards surround me, raising their shields in the direction the spell came from.
A well-dressed young man leaps into the air and lands on a translucent step. Without pause, he dashes forward in long strides, creating more steps in mid-air as he moves.
So quick! Who is he!?
“K-kill that man!” The minister’s voice is filled with panic as he speaks.
Several mages rush onto the executioner’s platform and release a volley of spells at the young man. He leaps, avoiding the projectiles before they can reach him.
More mages stationed around the platform cast spells from the ground. With so many spells flying at him from various angles, I can only imagine a scene where he’s knocked from the sky after failing to avoid them all.
Yet, my eyes widen as he twists in the air, narrowly squeezing between two spells. He continues to twist until he’s upside down, then creates another translucent platform beneath his feet, creating a makeshift ceiling which he kicks off, propelling him toward the ground and avoiding several more spells whose casters didn’t anticipate such a quick, decisive change in direction.
Despite that, one spell just so happens to be closing in on him. He eyes the incoming [Ice Lance] with a frown as he twists, bringing his feet back beneath him. Then, he places his hand in front of his body. Just as the spell reaches him, a shield suddenly appears on his arm, and the shard of ice shatters on contact.
How!?
I’m no mage, so I only have a simple understanding of magic, but I’ve never heard of a spell that can create objects out of thin air.
After blocking the final spell, he descends to the platform we’re standing on, landing between us and the kid.
“What are you doing!? Hurry and finish him!” the minister yells. He turns toward one of the soldiers protecting us. “You! Go get Sir Geld! Quickly!”
The soldier immediately leaps off the platform and runs toward Geld’s estate.
What’s going on? Is that young man part of the resistance? But if they had such a powerful trump card, why haven’t we heard of him until now?
The mages have finished channeling and once again begin to cast. This time, several of the spells are advanced-class magic. However, just as the spells leave the mages hands, an [Earth Wall] erupts from the ground directly in front of us.
The spells slam into the wall, sending bits of rocky earth flying in all directions, and an explosion from someone’s [Fireball] sends a shockwave through us as it detonates on contact.
Still, the wall isn’t meant to block magic, so some of the spells break through and continue toward him. Through the holes in the wall, I see that the young man has moved protectively in front of the kid.
Three blades of wind reach him one at a time. He intercepts them with his shield, but while he’s focused on blocking them, a [Maelstrom] closes in on him. The violently circulating water within the spell’s large radius can’t be blocked with a simple shield.
No…! The kid is directly in the path of the [Maelstrom]!
Even if the young man evades it or is strong enough to survive a direct hit, there’s no way a simple child could make it out alive.
I watch anxiously as the spell closes in. Just as it’s about to reach him, a transparent barrier appears in front of the [Maelstrom]. The shield that specializes in blocking magical attacks halts the spell in its tracks.
Yes…!
I can’t help but cheer the young man on, despite knowing we’re on opposite sides of this city’s conflict.
He must be confident his barrier will protect him, because he turns around and begins cutting the ropes off the kid with his spear.
Wait, where’d that spear come from?
By the time the [Maelstrom] spell ends, the kid is free. He looks up at the young man in shock.
Should I run? It looks like our soldiers don’t stand a chance against him.
“Did you really think those weak spells would be enough to stop me?” the young man asks before I can come to a decision.
“Do you think we’ll let you get away with this!?” the minister yells back as he hides behind a group of soldiers.
“What I do or don’t get away with isn’t up to you,” he says casually.
He’s trying to keep the young man busy until Geld arrives.
“The mayor and I will stop you from destroying this city, even if it costs us our lives! You and your gang of criminals aren’t welcome here!”
As if you would sacrifice your life for these people!
He ignores the minister and turns his arrogant face toward the crowd. “What a wonderful town you have here! Cheering on the sacrifice of a child—how satisfying!”
Over half the crowd has already fled, and some lay injured or dead on the ground from the spells that were thrown around, but over a hundred still remain.
Satisfying? What’s he talking about?
“However,” he continues, “I won’t let you have your vengeance so easily! Your anger, your frustration—I want to see it! Struggle in despair like the worthless maggots you are!”
He lets out a menacing laugh as the townspeople begin calling for his death.
I-is he insane?
The young man ends his laugh suddenly and twirls around. I follow the direction of his eyes and see that Geld has arrived.
No—he’s here! Please run quickly! Even you can’t defeat that monster!
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Chapter 5: The Depths of Power

----- Lutz -----
As usual, when I’m in a potentially dangerous situation, I always keep track of the sources of mana around me. Thanks to that, I feel the presence of a powerful individual approaching me from behind.
A man with slightly greying hair and dressed in a fine, black robe is walking briskly toward me, flanked by several soldiers. I immediately [Scry] him and nearly let the shock show on my face when I see his level—31.
So that’s why he sent that guard running off a while ago. Still, humans are typically weak, even if their levels are high, so it shouldn’t be too much of a problem.
But what’s going on? Why do I sense two separate, powerful sources of mana coming from him?
No, one isn’t human. It’s a dark, writhing mass of mana leaking out of something, as if seeking its next victim.
The middle-aged man stops at a distance that’s suspiciously efficient for spellcasting. I track his mana and am not surprised to feel it gathering into a spell formation as he raises his hand toward me.
A ray of fire erupts from his extended arm. I quickly step in front of the kid and swap out my spear for my shield, summoning it to my left arm.
The beam slams into me as soon as I raise it into position. My boots grind against the wooden platform as the force of the spell pushes me back. It’s more powerful than I imagined, and I failed to take a proper defensive stance.
Tch. I underestimated him.
I’m forced to lift my right arm to brace my shield as I readjust my feet, digging my heels into the wood and lowering my center of balance.
The intense flame slowly heats my shield, and my flesh sizzles where it touches the metal. Ignoring the pain, I continue defending against his [Scorching Ray]. Finally, after several grueling seconds, it ends. I quickly send my red-hot shield to my [Inventory] and cast [Cure] to heal my burns.
As the healing energy flows into me, I look the mage in the eyes. He seems just as surprised to have his magic blocked as I feel about its strength.
This is bad. I can’t protect the kid while fighting this powerful mage.
He regains his wits and begins to channel for another spell.
“Leave it to me,” I hear inside my head.
Trusting in my partner, I turn, hook my arm around the kid’s waist, and pick him up in one fluid motion. As I leap up onto an [Air Step], four blades of wind slice into the mage from his blind spot.
“Thanks, Laya!”
“Mmm.”
The [Wind Blade] spell disrupts the mages channeling, yet despite Laya’s ever-growing magical strength, he looks virtually uninjured. However, the sudden attack does force him into a defensive position, and I use that opportunity to put some distance between us, disappearing behind the tops of the nearby buildings before descending to the ground.
Laya arrives a few seconds later, and we run to the meetup point we decided on in our brief strategy meeting—an alley next to the inn where we rented a room.
Alisha and Belle are waiting for us when we arrive. I put the kid down and he stands silently, refusing to meet anyone’s eyes.
“Master, are you alright!?” Alisha asks when she sees the burns on my hands.
“I’m fine. They’ll heal quick. More importantly, we need to vanish—now.”
“What happened?” Belle asks with a worried face.
“Powerful mage,” Laya says.
“He won’t be easy to take down, and if he brings soldiers and mages, I doubt I can protect all of you while I fight him.”
“Geld…” Belle says softly.
“Who?”
“Mayor Karina’s advisor. He’s the reason her rebellion succeeded in the first place. Nobody could put up a fight against him. If you managed to escape from Geld, then you really must be strong.”
“Well, I don’t want to meet him again so soon, so let’s get moving.”
As soon as we begin walking in the opposite direction of the town square, I pick up several mana signals quickly closing in on our location.
“Damn. We’ve been followed.” I look to Laya and she nods in recognition.
Belle looks around nervously. “W-where are they?”
“A few streets away but closing in fast. C’mon, we need to hurry. Maybe we can still escape.” I lift the kid once again and take off down the alleyway.
If it were just me and Laya, this would be a cinch, but…
As a mage, Belle’s agility stat is rather low, and despite Alisha’s agility being the highest of all her stats, her curse has lowered it to nearly match Belle’s.
On top of their stats, neither of them can use [Air Step]. Our pursuers are Wind mages, leaping from rooftop to rooftop as they scour the area in search of us. We’ll never outrun them on foot.
We exit the alley and find ourselves on a rather busy road. This section of the city is full of leisure and social establishments, such as inns and bars.
I can’t get these people involved in our mess. They didn’t hesitate to cast spells directly into the crowd at the execution, wounding and killing their own citizens. No doubt they’ll show the same level of care for everyone here.
“We need to find somewhere to hide, they’re—”
“Found them!” a voice booms from atop a nearby building.
“Tch. Too late.”
More mages begin to appear, attempting to encircle us as we run down the increasingly barren street.
A barrage of spells begins to rain down from above. I cast [Shimmering Shield] behind us, expanding it to cover nearly the entirety of our rear. Stretching the spell so thin makes it vulnerable to shattering, but none of the mages around us are particularly powerful, and since they prioritized speed, they all cast first-tier spells.
Laya’s [Shimmering Shield] appears ahead of us. She uses the same strategy as me, and we continue to run down the road as we watch the magic fizzle as they attempt to penetrate our barriers.
Unfortunately, the shields can’t be moved once cast, so within seconds, we exit their area of protection, leaving us exposed once again.
I went easy on you in the town square. Don’t get cocky just because I didn’t counter with my own attack spells!
“Laya!”
“Mmm.” She’s already releasing her [Wind Blade] as she responds, with each of her four blades tracking a different mage.
A heartbeat later, five of my own blades appear and fly toward a separate batch of mages.
With the high ground advantage, most of our pursuers manage to take cover on the other side of the rooftop before the spells can reach them. After our blades slice harmlessly into the tile rooftops around us, I focus on two of the mana sources to our right.
“Melee. Right side.”
“On it.”
Laya leaps up, climbing into the sky, her chain sickle already held in her hands. She crests the peak of the A-frame building, and her sickle lashes out, disappearing behind the roof’s ridge. A scream is cut short, and I feel a mage’s mana disappear. Another follows immediately after, then Laya reels in her weapon as blood drips from its tip.
What a scary girl.
As I watch Laya, I channel two spells simultaneously. Dual casting is a technique I don’t use very often. The pain that comes along with channeling two spells at once is enough to make me hesitate to rely on it too often.
According to Laya, when mages try to dual cast, most pass out from shock due to the intense pain. The few who manage to complete two spells often swear to never attempt it again. There’s never been a mage who has consistently used dual casting as a part of their fighting style.
However, those mages didn’t have my Unique Skill: [Pain Resistance]. The skill makes the pain that comes with dual casting manageable—just barely. It’s still not something I look forward to experiencing, and I can only imagine how intense the pain would be without my skill dulling it.
I release my two spells. A [Fireball] and [Ice Lance] fly up, each catching a mage in the chest as soon as they show themselves from the other side of the rooftop.
It must really suck not having the ability to sense mana. At this point, I’d almost feel blind without it.
With the ability to track their location and movement by their mana source, I can aim and time my spells to their movements, even without visual confirmation, catching them off-guard.
I feel the mana sources of the two mages vanish, and with their demise, a path has opened for us.
“Good job. Let’s head through the opening,” I say to Laya telepathically.
“City guards gathering.”
The difference between the mana of an average guard isn’t all that different from a townsman. The guard is better equipped and trained, but their levels aren’t much higher, making it difficult to distinguish between them.
However, as I concentrate in the direction Laya is looking, I can feel a group of people moving with speed and coordination not typically seen in civilians. Upon close inspection, I can tell their mana is slightly more powerful than average. All around them are unaware citizens, going about their day.
“We can’t afford to drag innocent people into our battle. Let’s avoid combat and look for another way out.”
“Mmm. There’s a small opening here.”
“Belle, Alisha, follow me. Full speed—we’re getting out of here.”
“R-right.”
“Yes, Master.”
I dash forward, the kid I rescued still held in my arms. Belle and Alisha run with all their might, and I can’t help but feel anxious as I force myself to slow down to their pace.
We’re too slow. Even if we escape their encirclement, can we outrun them without it devolving into a bloody battle…?
Laya lands by my side to prevent being spotted when leaping from rooftop to rooftop. Together, we make a mad dash toward the only remaining gap in their formation.
Whether it’s pure happenstance or a calculated move, I can’t say, but from the direction of our one opening, I feel the presence of a mana source that makes me halt in my tracks.
How…!? Why is Geld here!?
“Laya, this is bad.”
“Mmm. Retreat?”
“Yeah, or rather…” I give the kid to her. She easily handles the youngster’s weight due to her high level. “Take the others and break through. I’ll distract them while you bring them to safety.”
A rare look of concern covers her face. “Are you sure? There’s so many, and he’s strong—can you take him?”
“I don’t know, but at this rate, we’ll be cornered. I won’t be able to fight at my full strength if I have to protect them.” I look toward Belle, Alisha, and the kid.
“W-we’ll fight, too…” Belle’s voice displays a complete lack of conviction.
“No, it’s too early for you to go up against someone like him.” I turn to Laya. “I’m counting on you, partner.”
Now that it’s come to this, her eyes fill with determination. “I’ll definitely get them out. Be careful, Lutz.”
Geld enters the alley we’re conversing in, coming to a stop just within speaking distance.
“To think I’d meet someone as powerful as you at a place like this. I hope they paid you well for your services. Not that the money will do you any good when you’re dead.” A smile creeps onto his face.
“You’re just as evil as I imagined you to be. At least I can kill you with a clean conscious—not that I’d hesitate otherwise.”
“Oh, feisty, are we? Good, I wanted—” He ends his words short and reaches into his robe, pulling out a pitch-black orb. “What luck. To think I’d happen upon one of our own.” His eyes move to Alisha. “You, beastgirl, come here. You belong with us.”
Alisha? What’s going on? And that sphere—is it pulsating?
The mana seems to be leaking from the orb Geld is holding, as if it can’t fully contain the power inside it.
“N-no! I want to stay with Master…!”
“Silence, beast. You will obey. They all obey in the end!”
This guy’s really starting to piss me off. He’s no different than that rotten king—thinking he owns everything he lays his eyes on!
“Shut it, old man. You’re not laying a single finger on any of them.” I step forward, spear in hand. “Go, Laya.”
The girls turn on their heels and begin to flee. As Geld and I stare at each other, I feel the mana of several guards and mages behind me vanish one after another as Laya forcefully breaks through their formation.
Others arrive, some coming from the alley entrance behind me and some standing on the rooftops that flank the alley. None of them move to engage, however.
Are they afraid of getting caught up in the battle? Whatever. That just means I can focus on Geld.
You surprised me last time, but don’t think it will end the same way again.
I make the first move, casting [Wind Blade] as I charge toward him. He leaps back as he releases a [Fireball], forcing me to kill my forward momentum as I sidestep the spell.
My five blades reach him, and he covers his face with his arms as they each land a direct hit. Despite that, when he lowers his arms, a smile is plastered on his face.
“That hurt, but if that’s the limit of your strength, you’ll never defeat me.”
“Don’t go deciding my limits with just one attack—[Fireball]!” The flaming sphere quickly traces a line through the air, detonating on his smug face.
He stumbles back as the explosion rocks him, and I use the opportunity to charge forward, getting into melee range. As I lash out with my spear, the smoke from the [Fireball] clears, revealing his still smiling face.
“[Acid Splash]!” he yells. A huge glob of acid emerges from his open palm, heading straight toward me. I’m unable to stop my charge in time. The acid splatters me, and I feel my skin begin to burn.
Surprise finally replaces his smile as I ignore the pain, with my spear continuing toward his body uninterrupted. His arms come up defensively, but with [Gale] enhancing my speed, he’s unable to put up a defense before my weapon digs into his body.
A-are you kidding me…?
Despite scoring a direct hit on his unprotected chest, my spear only sinks an inch deep into his body before coming to a stop. Still, I see his face contort in pain as he leaps back.
“Bastard—that spear can get through my defense…!”
“I’m the one who should be surprised. Anyone else would have been impaled by that attack.” I cast [Cure] on myself as I speak.
He’s even stronger than I thought.
I feel a smile form on my lips as I face him. Despite the situation, excitement courses through me now that I’ve found an opponent worth fighting. Unfortunately…
I’ve got more important things to do right now.
I force my mind to focus on what’s important—surviving and escaping to meet up with Laya and the others.
I feel the burn of the acid as it continues to cling to me. I take a look at my Status Screen and notice that I’m afflicted by a debuff. It’s dealing acid damage over time and lowering my physical defense.
It must be an effect of that Earth spell he used, [Acid Splash].
I cast [Restore] and the debuff begins to clear up, slowly reducing its effects. Like [Cure], however, it’s not instantaneous, so I’ll need to wait a while before it vanishes entirely. As I’m casting my healing spell, Geld has been channeling for another attack.
He raises his arm toward me. “Try blocking this with no shield! [Scorching Ray]!”
I leap to the side as the beam races toward me. Geld swings his arm in an arc, following my movements, and I’m forced to duck and roll beneath the ray as it sweeps over my head.
Tch. That beam spell is annoying in a narrow alley like this.
I leap to avoid it and kick off the side of a building to keep ahead of the spell.
“Stay still, you brat!”
As if anyone would simply do as you say.
I activate [Air Step] and continue leaping around erratically above Geld’s head, gaining more height until I crest the top of one of the buildings. I use the roof as cover, placing it between me and his spell.
“You won’t escape!” Geld yells as he creates his own steps in mid-air, following me to the roof.
Jeez, does every single mage know [Air Step]? Well, not that I blame them…
As Geld appears from the depths of the alleyway between the two sets of buildings, his eyes fall on my hand positioned a couple feet in front of his face.
“This is how you use a beam spell! [Scorching Ray]!”
Having just leapt off one of his magical steps, he’s flying through the air, preparing to land on the rooftop. Without having his feet on a solid surface, he’s unable to control his trajectory, making him an easy target.
The beam erupts from my hand and slams into his chest. A scream leaves his mouth as the force of the spell carries him backwards, slamming him onto the roof of a building on the other side of the alley. He skids along the tile rooftop, only coming to stop when he hits a chimney.
My spell ends, and I prepare to dash toward him to continue the fight.
Wait, this is a good time to flee and catch up with Laya. But I can finish him here and prevent him from hounding us again.
I hesitate to decide, giving the surrounding mages who’ve been watching until now the chance to attack. I’m forced to evade several spells that come flying toward me, and as I do, more mages appear to join the fight.
Not good. I’ll be at a disadvantage if I have to fight Geld while all these other mages are bombarding me.
With my decision made, I turn to flee. Unfortunately, my attention was so focused on the mages and their spells that I failed to keep an eye on Geld’s mana.
W-what!? There’s no way…!
He’s gathered an immense amount of mana into a spell formation. It completely dwarfs anything I’ve felt before. Somehow, the spell completes much quicker than should be possible, and a feeling of dread fills me.
“To think you’d push me this far…!” Geld stands next to the crumbling chimney, holding that pitch-black sphere in his hand.
This mana—it’s not coming from him. It’s coming from that sphere!
I feel another gathering of mana now, directly beneath my feet. I look down on reflex but see nothing but the tile roof.
Could it be—an AoE spell!?
The mana gathering at my feet quickly grows in strength, reaching the same level of power that I feel emanating from the sphere. Desperate to escape the AoE, I leap with all my strength.
As I tumble through the air, the spell completes, and my vision is engulfed in a sudden, bright burst of red.
I thought I adequately buffed my Magic Resistance with enchantments, but the intensity of the flames surrounding me proves me wrong. The extreme heat immediately overwhelms my defenses, and I instinctively know that the spell Geld cast is far too powerful for me as I am now.
Luckily, I leapt a split second before the spell activated, and although the amount of time I spend in the flames feels like an eternity, I eventually burst through the edge of the AoE and into fresh air.
I hit the ground and roll, only managing to get my feet under me after several rotations. As I skid to a stop, the damage I sustained from the Fire spell seems to catch up to me, and I’m assaulted by pain.
So this is the strength of high level magic…
My [Cure] spell is still active, and I can feel it healing my burns as I force myself to my feet.
“Still alive?” Geld asks mockingly. “Well, from the looks of you, that won’t be the case for long.”
“I didn’t expect you to be hiding so much power…” I feign ignorance about how the spell originated from the orb as I stall to give time for my wounds to heal.
“Finally starting to see, are you? You were never a match for me. Too late for regrets now.” He makes a motion with his hands, and the mages around me release a volley of spells.
“Don’t think this is enough to end me!” I push my body into motion, avoiding the magic flying toward me.
As I move, I feel Geld’s mana forming into a spell—his mana this time. He doesn’t release it immediately, but simply stands there, holding it as he steps closer to my position.
He’s arrogant, so he’s simply been trying to defeat me with brute force, but he’s not incompetent. Seems he’s also decided to take this fight seriously, waiting for an opening to ensure he doesn’t miss again.
I fearlessly turn my back to him, and I can practically feel the smile form on his face as he releases his spell.
How predictable.
I sense the mana of the [Fireball] closing in, so I release my own spell, and a translucent barrier appears at my back. Geld’s magic explodes as it impacts my [Shimmering Shield], creating a small smokescreen between us.
I use the opportunity to take off across the rooftop, heading toward a gap in the ring of mages. A couple mages move to block my path, but the blades of wind that appear from around me cut them down with ease.
I need to lead them away from the direction Laya and the others fled.
My body’s screaming at me, but even with my wounds, I’m still far faster than Alisha and Belle. Thanks to that, I manage to put some distance between me and the pursuers as I run down streets, dart into alleys, and change directions erratically.
Eventually, the mana signals of my pursuers are far enough away that I feel comfortable attempting to melt into the crowd of people in the next busy street.
My combat clothes disappear from my body in an instant, replaced by a tan and brown outfit indistinguishable from an average citizen. A hat appears on my head, covering my hair and helping to obscure some of my features without drawing suspicion.
With my wounds mostly covered by my new clothes, I walk steadily down the road, ignoring the movements of my pursuers as they zip around me, searching for a young man in silver and black clothing.
Their presence thins over time, and I continue toward the direction Laya and the others fled as I search for signs of their mana.
Before long, I feel it, and I increase my speed a notch in anticipation of our reunion. At the same time, I feel them begin moving toward me as well.
No doubt Laya’s been scanning the area for my mana the entire time.
Within moments, we meet up. Laya looks at me with concern as she sees the wounds that are still visible on my exposed skin.
“Strong?”
“Yeah, to put it lightly—although he’s not really the problem.”
“I want details later,” Laya says, her desire to know her future opponent outweighed only by the seriousness of our situation.
“Planning on it. For now, let’s get going.” I begin to lead us further away from the town square, simply trying to put as much distance as possible between us and our pursuers.
“Master, where are we going?”
“Hmm—hey boy, you got any family around here?” I ask the kid whose face still displays disbelief that he’s been saved from certain death.
“N-no, sir. Not anymore…”
“Well, I can’t exactly leave you on the street after going through the trouble of saving you.”
“Resistance,” Laya says.
“Tch. I don’t really want to get involved with him, but…” I turn to the boy. “You know where we can find that man--the one leading your little resistance?”
“Mr. Edwin? No … b-but I know how to find out!”
He goes on to explain that there are several hideouts spread around the city. Each hideout has one or two people who specialize in delivering information to their base of operations. If we can make contact with one of them, they should be able to set up a meeting with their leader, Edwin.
The boy only knows the location of two of the hideouts, but one of them is in the opposite direction of the town square, so our chance of running into trouble on the way will be greatly reduced.
“Well, lead the way, then.”
The boy begins walking, and we follow, casually making our way to the ridiculously outmatched group of resistance fighters.
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Chapter 6: In Her Eyes, a Hero

----- Lutz -----
After walking through the city for a short while, we near the hideout. The surrounding neighborhood becomes noticeably more run-down, with filthy people watching us from doorsteps and alleys. Despite their poor condition, their eyes have the glint of a predator backed into a corner, preparing to strike at their foe in a last-ditch effort to survive.
Their clothes are dirty and torn, but it’s obvious they were once high-quality garments. Are these people nobles, forced into poverty after the rebellion? Or perhaps the nobles fled the town, leaving their mansions to be plundered by thieves.
Although I feel several strong mana signals in the area, none of them are especially dangerous, and they’re not gathering or moving to intercept us, so we continue without interference.
“The hideout is just around this next corner.” The boy points to a small road that branches off to the left. “I’ll talk to them. They know me, but we’re not supposed to bring people to the hideout unannounced, so…”
“So there may be trouble,” I finish for him.
“Yeah…”
“It’ll be fine!” Belle says. “Sir Lutz seems to have a knack for making things work out, somehow.”
“Um, Belle, isn’t that because Master just forces his will on others whenever he wants?”
“Mmm. Efficient.”
I ignore the girls’ ridiculous conversation as our destination comes into view. A kid even younger than the boy I saved leaps to his feet when he spots us, then vanishes into the alley next to the hideout.
A lookout, huh? No doubt they’ll be on edge when a mysterious group suddenly shows up at their door.
I prepare myself to de-escalate any potential conflicts. With all the years of experience as a low-level manager back on Earth, I should be well-equipped to deal with situations like this.
Just can’t let my mouth get ahead of me if they put me in a bad mood.
The door opens before we reach it, and several rough-looking men walk out. From the looks on their faces and the hands resting on the weapons strapped to their sides, it’s obvious that they’re expecting trouble.
The men continue to glare at us until we come to a stop several feet in front of them. The boy who’s been leading us simply stares back with a pale face.
Jeez. You were bold enough to try to assassinate the mayor, but something like this makes you too nervous to speak?
Just as I’m beginning to lose my patience, the boy finally opens his mouth.
“H-hey. I brought allies.”
“Allies?” the man in the middle responds. “Dressed in those fine clothes? That’s a good joke, kid. How much did they pay you to tell it?”
Laya’s still covered by her cloak and hood because of her unique features, but mine is unbuttoned and hanging loosely around my body, revealing the expensive clothes beneath, which I secretly swapped into on our way here, replacing the peasant’s outfit from before. Belle and Alisha are also dressed better than most people we’ve seen in this town, giving an air of nobility to our group.
“I-I’m serious! They saved me from being executed, so…”
“Right. How convenient.”
“Believe what you want,” I say. “Just send word to your leader that the boy’s safe.”
“Why should I? Nobody escapes an execution once they’re on the chopping block—unless they’ve been turned.”
“Or perhaps something unusual happened. You should consider your options carefully before deciding.”
“Something unusual? Even if it did, why would I risk everything for this kid?”
“Because it’s obvious your resistance is struggling. You’re up against an army of guards and mages, not to mention Geld. Do you really think you can win with the people you’ve gathered? You know it, don’t you—that you need a miracle. Are you sure you’re capable of making this decision on your own?”
The men look at each other. After a small discussion, they eventually decide to send someone off to report to their leader and allow him to make the decision.
The remaining men lead us inside the hideout to a table in the corner of the spacious room. From the counter in the back and the various tables scattered around, it seems like this building was once a restaurant or bar.
A few more resistance members are seated at one of the tables. They keep an eye on us from a distance as the ones we met outside explain the situation to them.
We’re far enough apart from the others for us to speak without them hearing if we keep our voice low.
“Wow,” Belle says. “I didn’t think you had such a way with words! You convinced them without even resorting to violence!”
“I’m not a brute. I’ll have you know that I was once a great mediator.”
“Um, Sir,” the kid says. “Does this mean you’re going to help us now?”
Am I? I only said all that to get their leader to show up. If he asks me to join again, I can always find an excuse to deny him.
I look around at my teammates. Laya looks uninterested in the whole affair; no doubt she’ll follow along with my decision—whatever that may be. Belle’s staring curiously, waiting to see how I answer, while Alisha’s eyes are pleading for me to save them.
We’ve already brought so much attention to ourselves. We can’t afford to stay here much longer; they’re sure to figure out who I am soon.
However…
“Don’t get your hopes up, but I suppose I’ll hear him out once he arrives.”
“If we fight, what are we going to do about that mage?” Laya asks.
“We’ll need a good strategy to defeat him safely, but I’ve got a few ideas already.”
“Can you really defeat him, Master?”
“He’s strong, but I’ve already seen through the source of his strength.”
“What do you mean?” Belle asks.
“Humans are fundamentally weak creatures. I’ve seen the difference in power between a human and monster of equal levels before. Without a doubt, monsters are stronger—frighteningly so. But there’s one thing that can bridge that gap—equipment.”
“Master, are you saying his magic is so powerful because of his equipment?”
“That’s right.”
“How do you know for sure?” Belle asks.
“He was wearing exactly one ring on each hand, and both of his rings were inlaid with large, precious gems.”
“Ah,” Laya says as understanding dawns on her. “Enchanted.”
“Yep. His equipment is enchanted. There’s no way a normal level 31 human could unleash such a powerful [Scorching Ray].”
“I think I get it, but…” Belle looks at me with a hint of confusion, “…what are levels?”
“Master sure says some strange things sometimes.”
“Mmm. You’ll get used to it.”
“There’s one more thing,” I say, ignoring Belle’s confusion. “He has a dangerous item—an orb that allows him to cast spells far beyond his own capacity. Have any of you heard of anything like that before?”
Belle looks at me curiously. “Well, yeah. Artifacts. They’re usually in the shape of a wand or something, though.”
“Artifacts, huh? How do they work exactly?”
“What do you mean ‘how do they work?’ You’re far more powerful of a mage than me, yet you don’t even know that?”
“It’s complicated. Just hurry and explain.”
“Fine, fine. There’s not much to them, really. They’re enchanted with a spell formation, and activating it lets you cast that spell. That means artifacts allow you to use spells you can’t cast yourself, and even if you can, some artifacts are so powerful that it will make your own spell look weak in comparison.”
“Yeah, that sounds about right. That orb gave him the ability to use a powerful Fire spell. It’s a spell I’ve never seen, which makes it at least third tier—or, Master-class as you call it.”
“Seriously? That orb is enchanted with [Flame Pillar]?” Belle’s eyes go wide. “Master-class artifacts are super rare, you know. How did Geld get such strong enchanted equipment and a rare artifact?”
[Flame Pillar]?
I’m reminded of a scene from months ago—the day I escaped from that dungeon. The female hero, Collette, used Fire magic, creating a huge pillar of flame in the center of the group of Berserkers.
Could it have been the same spell?
“I don’t know where he got his items from, but we may get the chance to ask him soon enough.” I turn to Laya. “There are several strategies for dealing with powerful mages. We’ll go over our choices later and come up with a plan.”
“Mmm. Sounds fun.”
As we wait for their leader to arrive, the boy who led us here offers us some refreshments and snacks. I cast [Scry] on them to make sure they’re not poisoned. No poison effects are listed in their status, but I’m once again reminded of the usefulness of support spells for gathering information.
Of course, powerful offensive spells are absolutely necessary, but real life isn’t like a game where you spend the majority of your time in battle. The time I spend around humans outside of combat has proven to be just as deadly as the time I spend fighting monsters, just in a different way.
I take a sip of the watered-down tea as I continue contemplating my options in silence.
Shortly after the snacks disappear, the front door swings open. The leader of the resistance, Edwin, walks inside ahead of a small group. He quickly spots us and strides confidently toward our table. The group following him gaze warily at us, and the others seated around the room seem to prepare themselves in case things turn violent.
The tense atmosphere is thick enough that Belle and Alisha visibly shrink back as the men come to a stop beside our table. As usual, Laya is unconcerned—although I feel her mana gather into a spell, just in case. Of course, my spell is ready as well, but I’ve already cast [Scry] on everyone here, so it’s mainly to protect Belle and Alisha, since I know they’re too weak to even threaten me and Laya.
“Didn’t think we’d meet again so soon, lad,” Edwin says to me.
“It’s not like I came because I wanted to.”
“Then maybe this is the work of the Goddess.”
“Believe what you want. I just came to return this foolish kid.”
“Foolish is right. What were you thinking trying to kill her on your own?”
“I—I’m sorry,” the kid says sheepishly. “I just went to look, and before I knew it, I was running and screaming at her…”
“Well, I understand how you feel, but now things have gotten dangerous. She won’t be happy that she was made a fool of in front of the citizens.”
“Her happiness is none of my concern,” I interject, “but I do have a word of advice for you.”
“Oh? Let’s hear it.”
“Run. Run far away. From what I’ve seen, you can’t win this fight.”
“Unfortunately, that’s not an option now. There are too many lives depending on me. Even if I did run, I’d only end up a beggar in another broken city. Nobody has the resources to help a fleeing peasant—not with the war against Chaos raging.”
“Many of you still look quite well off. If everyone sold their belongings and pooled their resources, couldn’t you at least afford to start over somewhere?”
“Normally, maybe. But all sales go through the mayor now. She sets the prices and forces us to use her hired clerks to sell. With how poor this town has become, even top-quality merchants find it difficult to sell their wares, so how are we supposed to compete?”
He’s right. He’d have to manually find a buyer for every single item he’s trying to sell when most of the residents are starving peasants.
“You’re right; I wasn’t thinking it through properly.”
“Oh? You’re humbler than I thought. Why don’t we change locations? We can discuss things in more detail at our main base.”
I stare at him as I consider what I want to do. If I agree to his request, I’ll end up dragged into his fight to save this town.
Do I have time to worry about these people? Thanks to the scene I made, it wouldn’t surprise me if by now someone has realized I’m the False Hero. Not only would I have to fight Geld and his soldiers, but I’ll probably be betrayed by the very people I’m trying to help once they know who I am.
There was a time when I wouldn’t have given it a second thought—a time before that hellish dungeon. I died down there, surrounded by pain and hatred.
John Lawrence Locke may have perished, but I’m still here. I can never be who I was back then, but that doesn’t mean I have to abandon everything he believed in.
One city. Is that too heavy a burden for me to carry?
“Fine,” I say, finally coming to a decision, “but I’m not working for you, I’m working with you. Don’t forget that.”
“Hah. If that’s how you want it, then it’s not a problem. We’ll discuss your reward once we reach the main base.”
“I don’t need a reward.”
“Huh? You can’t be serious, lad.”
“I am. Now lead the way. If we’re gonna do this, I want to get started quickly. There’s a lot of things to take care of.”
We follow him through the city streets until we reach a building that must have looked nice at one point but seems to have been damaged in some kind of attack. Unlike some of the buildings nearby, the door isn’t boarded up, so it must still be in use. My thoughts are confirmed when Edwin walks up and the door opens before he even reaches it.
A short, pale-faced man greets us and invites us inside. According to Edwin, the man’s shop was on the same street as his own, and they ended up becoming friends. He resisted the new rules set up by Mayor Karina after she took over the town and as a result, he was made into an example.
A hungry mob was led to this shop and ransacked it, stealing and destroying the wine and foodstuffs he sold here. Now he lives with his wife and kids in a shabby house and helps to keep watch on their main hideout in the daytime. Even now, he refuses to give up, placing his hopes on the resistance to win back the city.
At the back of the former shop is a door that’s been boarded up so much that I can hardly even see the door anymore. Despite that, Edwin grabs the handle and pulls. The door opens easily, and I realize that the boards have been nailed to the door itself, not the walls, and they’ve been positioned so that they don’t prevent the door from opening. A nifty trick to make people think the room beyond isn’t in use.
It leads downstairs to what used to be a wine cellar. We continue through the basement, into a narrow hallway and eventually up a flight of stairs and end up back above ground in a large, open warehouse. Apparently, the cellar and warehouse are both owned by the former merchant we just met and were used to store his goods.
Several members of his resistance greet us as we emerge from the staircase, and we all sit at a large table positioned at one side of the warehouse. No light leaks in from the boarded-up windows and the door is barred by a thick log. From the outside, this warehouse must appear abandoned, and since they use a secret passage to get in, nobody is ever seen entering. Considering their position, I’m rather impressed at their resourcefulness.
“Are you sure you should be showing us all your secrets? What if we’re spies?”
“Hah. Not likely.”
“Why’s that?”
“First, you turned down my offer to join when we met in that alley. Any spy would kill to be given an offer like that straight from the leader’s mouth.”
“That’s true. What’s the second reason, then?”
“The mayor doesn’t need a spy. If she wanted, she could probably destroy half of our group overnight.”
“Then, why doesn’t she?”
Edwin shakes his head. “I don’t know. At first, we were careful to abandon any hideouts that were compromised when one of our members got arrested, but there were never any raids, no matter how much the member knew. I’d like to think they never talked, even under torture, but…”
“That’s impossible. They told them everything.”
“Agreed. Yet, they never made a move. So, we stopped abandoning our hideouts unless absolutely necessary. By now, half of them are compromised.”
“Maybe they’re waiting for you to let your guard down so they can swoop in all at once and end it quickly, instead of chasing you around from one hideout to the next.”
“Yeah. That’s why we need to make our move first. It’s good that you arrived when you did. We have many men that can hold their own in a battle, but we didn’t have anyone who can take on Geld in a direct fight until now.”
“You’re sure putting a lot of faith in someone you just met.”
“It’s not faith. It’s desperation. No matter how many times I thought about it, I couldn’t come up with a way to defeat Geld. If you can take him out, I’ll gladly ignore how suspicious your group is.”
He looks at Laya as he speaks that last sentence. She hasn’t spoken a word in front of any of them and has kept her hood down, obscuring her features. I guess anyone would become suspicious of her after a while.
“Before I make any moves, I need to know what happened to this city. How did you end up like this?”
“Until a couple years ago, this town was nothing more than a waypoint between the city of Silvia to the south and Ulmont to the north. That changed after Silvia’s lord raised the taxes in his city. Merchants fled, including me, seeking new opportunities. Some of us came here, and the town began to rapidly grow from all the new trading. However, not everyone was happy with the results. The townsfolk didn’t take too kindly to us.”
I nod, his explanation answering some of my lingering questions. “So that’s why the merchants are treated so poorly in this city.”
“Yeah. It was just words and a few scuffles at first. But Karina started holding rallies, riling them up with speeches. Before long, she was leading them around the shopping streets, terrorizing the merchants. We started hiring guards to deter them, but that only made things worse.
“Geld,” he continues, “would kill any guards who resisted their rebellion. Soon, merchants began to leave the town, taking their money with them. They didn’t like that. One day, we woke up and she declared herself the new mayor, leading her mob around and forcing the wealthy to pay a heavy tax. Anyone who resisted had their store or house destroyed by the mob.”
“What was the previous mayor doing?” I ask.
“He requested help from his lord, Marquis Lars, but nobody showed up. In the end, he was killed. After that, the townsfolk took our homes for themselves, forcing us to live in their old, rundown houses. Yet, we were still forced to work, making products for them to sell, while they lived like kings with their stolen money.
“It didn’t last forever, though,” Edwin continues. “With the city’s reputation destroyed and nobody left to buy, the good times eventually came to an end. Now they scrape by with watered down soup and hard bread. In the end, they ended up worse than they started.”
“So, they rallied around Karina and used Geld to force compliance. Sounds like a simple case of the haves vs the have-nots. That’ll make this much easier to fix.”
“You think this whole situation is simple and easy to fix? Lad, you may be strong, but I doubt someone your age can understand just how messy these things can get.”
“No, I understand. I used to be stuck between a group of haves and a group of have-nots. Nearly every day, I’d have to mediate between the two, trying to solve problems in a way so that both groups would be happy.”
Life as a low-level manager wasn’t easy. The employees and upper management were always at odds, each wanting what’s best for themselves at the expense of the other.
“Huh? What kind of situation were you in?”
“It’s complicated. Just know that since they’ve gone so far in their revolt, they’ll never be able to admit that they were wrong. It would mean everything they’ve fought for was wasted.”
History is ripe with examples of these types of revolts. When a population is pushed into desperation, the result is often a bloody conflict.
As someone who enjoys well-told history, I often found myself watching documentaries or reading summaries of major historical conflicts. There’s no shortage of rebellions in Earth’s history, and I have no doubt that the same applies to this world.
During the French revolution on Earth, the lower class was pushed to the brink of starvation by the aristocracy thanks to high taxes, poor harvests, and a wave of disease affecting their cattle. The crown was broke due to their involvement in the American Revolution and the excessive spending of their king, Louis XVI.
Eventually, the people revolted. They began to loot and burn the estates of the nobility. The riots became known as the Great Fear to the upper class, forcing many to flee the country as the people slowly took control by force.
However, after gaining control, the very people who supposedly fought to put an end to the monarchy’s abuse of power wound up being no better than the king they executed.
They unleashed the Reign of Terror, a nearly year-long period of time where suspected enemies of the revolutionaries were guillotined by the thousands.
In a twist of irony, the lower class revolted against their own revolution, killing their leader, and finally ushering in an age of relative peace as they rebuilt their shattered country.
It’s not much different in this city. Now that they’ve taken control, there’s no way they’ll relinquish it—not until they’re pushed to the brink again.
“They won’t listen, no matter what we say.” Edwin’s face hardens as he speaks. “That’s why we’re fighting. We don’t have a choice.”
“Yes, but like you said, they’re even more desperate and starving now than they were before. I have a plan; after all, simply killing Karina and Geld won’t solve your problem.”
“What do you mean?”
I think back to the fanaticism the townspeople displayed at the execution. “I’ve seen just how dedicated the mayor’s followers are. What do you think they’ll do to the people who kill their ‘savior’?”
“Those fools were more than happy to take everything from us, thinking it would make their lives better. We’ll have no problem defending ourselves from them if they attack us.”
Murmurs of agreement spread through the other members nearby.
The hatred between the mayor’s mob and these resistance fighters won’t fade easily.
“It’s not the fighting that’s the problem—it’s what comes after. Martyrs are a dangerous thing, you see. It creates fanatics, willing to do anything to avenge them. As things are, there’s no telling how her followers will react to her death. This whole city may be destroyed in the aftermath.”
“I’ll take that gamble if it means there’s even a small chance of restoring this city. We don’t have the luxury of any other options.”
“Well,” I say, “what if I told you there’s another way? A way where her followers cheer as she’s put to death?”
“That’s ridiculous. There’s no way you can do that.”
“I can, if I use their desperation to my advantage.”
“How?”
“They’ve placed their hopes in the mayor, praying she will make their lives better. What do you think would happen if she were to betray them?”
Edwin ponders for a few seconds. “I see where you’re going with this, lad. But she’d never do that. She knows her head would roll.”
“True. But we don’t actually need her to betray them. We simply need the people to believe that she did.”
I explain my plan to them in detail. Edwin is hesitant to accept it, thinking there’s no way I can pull it off. Even Belle and Alisha don’t show much faith in me, but there’s one person who speaks up on my behalf.
“If it’s Lutz, then it’s possible,” Laya says.
“Oh? What makes you so sure?” Edwin’s curiosity is piqued now that he’s heard her voice for the first time.
“He said he can do it, so he can.”
“That’s … some strange logic.”
Reluctantly, he agrees. Not because he actually believes in me, but because even if I fail, it won’t hinder his ability to carry out his original plan, as long as I defeat Geld.
We continue our discussion until we nail down the finer details of the operation. He’s in a hurry to finish this before Mayor Karina can make her move, so his men are already in position to strike at any time. Because of that, it’s not hard to convince him to begin tomorrow morning.
With the main topic finished, I ask the question that’s been on my mind since I first stepped into this warehouse.
“By the way, what’s this smell? Did something burn down nearby?”
“Slimes,” Laya says with a hint of anger.
I take a deep, slow breath. “Yeah, it does have a similar smell to that slime-infested forest.”
“We’re near the northeast of the city,” Edwin says, “where the slimes showed up.”
“Slimes attacked this city? When did that happen?”
“A few months ago. They just appeared out of nowhere one night—hundreds of them. Nearly the whole northeast section of the city was destroyed by the time the guards killed the last one.”
“What…?”
That doesn’t make any sense. Slimes are slow and stupid. How can hundreds suddenly show up in the middle of town?
“Ever since then, they show up every couple weeks, always appearing in the northeast of town in the middle of the night. No matter how many guards patrol the area, nobody ever sees where they come from.”
“When was the last time they attacked?”
“A few weeks ago. It should be about time for them to appear again. That’s why the mayor has recently increased the patrols in the area. Guess I’ll give her credit for that, if nothing else.”
Can I use this? There’s one thing I’ve been looking forward to ever since Belle and Alisha joined me, but I haven’t had the opportunity to do it yet.
With our business finished, Edwin leads us out of their main base and back into the city. We take him up on an offer for a nice, quiet place to stay for the night in one of the unused houses that they keep clean, while he heads off to make his final preparations.
The two rooms in the house each have a single bed. There are tables and chairs, along with boarded-up shutters on the windows, but the floor and walls are otherwise bare.
I look at Belle and Alisha. “The beds are large enough for two people, so you two can share one. You can have the other, Laya. I’ll sleep in my bedroll next to you.”
“Eh?” Belle remarks. “Shouldn’t the slave be the one who sleeps in the bedroll? Actually—um, a-are you going to sleep by yourself?” She grows nervous as she speaks, with her face flushing a soft red.
“Of course I’m going to sleep by myself,” I say matter-of-factly.
“Oh … okay.” She looks to Laya, as if she’s trying to figure something out. Laya merely looks back at her calmly.
What is Belle thinking? No, I don’t want to know…
The four of us gather in one bedroom, with Alisha and Belle looking exhausted.
Guess I can’t blame them. They went from being wanted, masterless slaves to resistance fighters in the course of one day. They’re probably still trying to process how they ended up in this situation.
Meanwhile, Laya is comfortably sitting on the edge of the bed, swinging her feet back and forth.
“Ok you two,” I say as I look at Alisha and Belle. “I need you to take off your clothes and armor.”
“Eh!?” they exclaim at the same time.
“Lutz…” Laya says flatly.
Ah. I guess I could have worded that better.
“After I leave the room, of course,” I add.
Laya decides to stay with them, so I head to the other room alone. While I wait, I consider each piece of their equipment and how to maximize its potential while complementing the strengths of its wearer.
Because of how [Enchanting] works, I’m limited on where I can place the necessary enchantments. I can put a powerful [Defense Up] on a piece of chest armor, but if I try to put [Speed Up] on it, it’ll end up weak.
It becomes like a puzzle, trying to fit every piece into its right place, with each piece differing depending on who it belongs to, making each set of enchanted equipment unique in its own way.
Man, this is honestly really fun. How many times have I done this in games? Picking apart the mechanics, figuring out which stats or buffs are more powerful than the others to give myself an edge over my opponents—or at least to be on an even playing field if they’re competent as well.
Because of my scarce resources and low level, my options are still far too limited right now. However, with each step up in strength we can take on tougher enemies, gaining more experience and better items. It’s from repeating that process over and over that we’ll eventually become the strongest party this world has ever seen.
I need to find a dungeon. I can’t stay low level forever—not in the situation I’m in. A lot of people believe I’m strong, but that’s not true. I’ve seen what the other heroes are capable of. Even now, I’m nowhere near them. I need to get stronger. Much stronger.
I finish the necessary preparations for enchanting, yet they’re still not done changing.
So even girls in this world take their time getting ready, huh?
It was a common joke back on Earth, but I rarely saw it myself since I didn’t have much experience with girls. I spent most of my young adulthood focused on college and my career. I figured I’d build a foundation first, then eventually find someone to share it with. In the end, that “eventually” never came.
After years of dedication trying to climb the corporate ladder, I became disillusioned with the business world because of all the lies, greed, and backstabbing. It seemed like the higher up the ladder someone was, the worse they were. Many of them were good at hiding it, but if you’re around them enough, you begin to catch glimpses of their true selves.
That’s why I gave up. It’s not that I was satisfied with my position as a low-level manager, it’s just that I was afraid of what I may become if I climbed any further—afraid which parts of me I would have to sacrifice at the altar of promotions.
I’d always enjoyed video games as a relaxing hobby, so it was an easy retreat from the harsh reality of my life. I could pour all my pent-up energy and dedication into them that used to go toward my work. Before I knew it, I was in a cycle of waking up just in time to get to work, then coming home and playing games until bedtime.
Thoughts of building a normal life were gone. Maybe I could blame it on being an introvert or just laziness, but I can’t shake the feeling somewhere deep inside that I simply couldn’t bring myself to trust another human being after having my illusions shattered so completely.
I thought I could start over here in this world. I really did. I wanted to be the hero—the protagonist of my own story. And yet…
I shake my head to dispel my negative thoughts.
I’ve got a lot of things to do before tomorrow; I can’t lose focus now.
It’s not that I have the same naïve hopefulness as I did when I arrived, thinking myself a chosen hero, but I gave these people my word that I’d fix this city. That’s all the reason I need to see it through.
If my hunch is correct, we’ll be busy well past nightfall. I need to get up before the sun tomorrow, too. It’ll be a miracle if I get more than four hours of sleep tonight.
Lacking sleep for one night isn’t a problem, though. My high stats don’t just affect my strength and endurance, they also allow me to go well beyond normal human limits in other ways.
I need to be careful, though. I’m still not sure what some of my limits are.
I hear the door to the other room open and a few seconds later, the three girls walk in carrying the clothes and armor I asked them to remove.
“Good. Place it all on the table.”
The girls do as I instruct, and I take a seat before grabbing the shirt Belle was wearing a short time ago.
“Um, Sir. Are you going to enchant them?” Belle asks curiously.
“That’s right. Things are going to get dangerous soon, so I need to power you two up.”
“How many do you think you can enchant before bedtime?”
“Hmm? All of them, of course.”
“All of them…?”
I hold my arm out to Belle, with her newly enchanted shirt gripped in my hand. “Here. This one’s done.”
“Huh? Done? But all you did was grab it for a few seconds while looking at it.” Belle’s expression makes it clear that she doesn’t believe me.
“Try it on, then,” I say as I begin enchanting the next piece of clothing.
I continue enchanting as Belle goes into the other room to change her shirt. I feel resistance with each enchant I place due to the low quality of the material the clothes are made from, but that can’t be helped since our options are limited.
Just as I finish the last piece of her clothing, Belle bursts into the room wearing her enchanted shirt.
“Amazing! It’s really enchanted! A powerful one! How did you put such a strong enchantment on it so quickly!?”
“Isn’t that normal?” I actually wanted to ask her why she was calling that weak enchantment “powerful.”
“Normal!? There’s no way that’s the case! Even skilled enchanters would take at least an hour to make something like this!”
Is that so? I wonder why…
“Anyway, your clothes are done. Feel free to try them on if you want.”
As Belle dashes to the other room, I start on Alisha’s armor. The quality of the material is better, so the enchantments come out a little stronger.
That’s good because we need to make up for her low stats.
“Master, is it really alright for us to use this equipment?”
“What do you mean?”
“Enchanted equipment is really valuable. As slaves, we’ll be easy prey for anyone looking to steal it.”
“Ah, I see what you mean. Then, when Belle gets back, I’ll explain why you don’t have to worry about that.”
Alisha looks confused by my statement but waits quietly for Belle to return.
I finish enchanting her equipment, save for one piece. Her lizard scale mail lies on the table in front of me. The overlapping scales attached to the thin leather jerkin are of decent quality, but they’re from a common, low-level monster.
This armor will be the centerpiece of her equipment set. I need to ensure that it has the most powerful enchantment possible.
Another quirk of [Enchanting] is that larger pieces of equipment allow for more powerful buffs. Even as it is, Alisha’s armor is capable of holding a stronger enchantment than anything I’ve enchanted so far.
It’s not enough. She needs every edge I can give her.
As I consider my options, Belle charges into the room, fully decked out in her enchanted combat clothes.
“Sir Lutz! It’s amazing! I feel like I can take on the whole world with these clothes!”
“Don’t get conceited. You’re still far too weak to be talking like that.” I know how she feels. The first time I put on a full set of enchanted equipment, the excitement made my hair stand on end.
I tune Belle out as she prattles on about her new equipment, contemplating how to further enhance Alisha’s armor.
Wait…
I reach my hand out over the table, placing it a couple inches above the surface. Several fiery-red scales appear beneath my hand, reflecting light from the soft lamps that surround us.
“What are those?” Laya asks.
“Scales from a young salamander.”
“You mean the one you defeated when you were training at that old cabin?”
“Yeah. I scavenged some scales from its corpse, along with a couple other items. I never really found a use for them, so I almost forgot I had them.”
“I see.” Laya nods in realization as her eyes move from the red scales to Alisha’s scale mail.
“Seems you’ve got the right idea.”
My armor crafting skill is only at rank 1, but the knowledge implanted in me should be enough to complete this simple adjustment.
I remove several of the green scales from the front of the armor, and the same number from the back. Then, I secure the red scales to the jerkin, covering the area where I removed the previous scales.
I hold up the armor and look at my handiwork. On one side of the chest, at the precise spot that protects her heart, glisten the red scales. That same area is protected from the back, as well, providing her an extra level of protection from deadly critical hits.
On top of that, the scales from the young salamander are much higher quality than the ones from a common giant lizard. Since the strength of enchantments rely on the quality of the material, Alisha’s armor is now capable of holding a more powerful buff.
I [Scry] it and smile in satisfaction when I see the result: [Defense Up: Medium+]. Since I’ve focused most of her other pieces of armor on Magic Resistance and stat buffs, it’s a relief that I’ve managed to round out her defense with such a strong enchantment.
Good. It came out even more powerful than I imagined. This should help bridge the gap between her and us a bit more.
Curiously, there’s another effect on her armor: [Defense Up: Tiny].
What’s going on? How are there two buffs?
Thanks to the knowledge granted to me when I learned [Enchanting], I know that there’s no possible way that the second buff comes from the enchantment I just placed on the armor, which means…
Is it an effect granted by the scales I added?
When I fought the salamander, it was highly resistant to physical attacks. Even my powerful, crafted spear had a difficult time dealing damage.
In that case, it’s unfortunate that the scales grant the same effect as my enchantment.
I’m unsure if the two effects stack on the same piece of equipment, so I can only hope that I haven’t wasted the secondary bonus granted by the scales.
Ah well. It’s a lesson learned, and the secondary buff is so weak that it’s almost negligible anyway. Next time I make adjustments, I’ll [Scry] it first to prevent doubling-up on buffs until I know if they stack.
I just hope this is enough for Alisha. Her equipment is more powerful than ours, but with her stats…
Enchantments don’t provide a static buff to the wearer—they vary in power depending on the user’s stats.
In other words, a level 1 townsperson can equip Alisha’s new armor and still take a lot of damage from a weak monster.
Although I haven’t nailed down the specifics, I do have a general grasp on the mechanics. Put simply, the formula to determine the strength of the buff relies heavily on the stats connected to it.
Since Constitution increases Physical Resistance, Alisha’s armor will be far stronger if the wearer has a high Constitution stat.
Unfortunately, [Curse of the Forsaken] lowers all of Alisha’s attributes, decreasing the benefits she receives from my enchantments. Luckily, Constitution is her second-highest stat, followed closely by Strength, so it’s not all bad news.
“Pretty,” Alisha says as she looks at her reworked armor.
“Not just pretty. It’s tougher, too.” I look to Belle. “By the way, Alisha brought up a good point while you were goofing around in the other room. She’s worried that you two may be mugged if people find out you’re slaves wearing enchanted equipment.”
“Ah, I didn’t think about that. I guess we shouldn’t walk around in them too much…”
“Wrong,” I say.
“Eh? But we’re slaves. We can’t exactly fight back…”
“Wrong,” I repeat.
“But Master, slaves can’t defend themselves against citizens. If we do, we’ll bring trouble to you…”
“Wrong,” I say again. “Laya, explain to them, please.”
“Mmm.” Laya turns to the two girls who are anxiously waiting for her to speak. “It’s simple. If they attack, kill them.”
“K-kill them? It’s one thing if Lutz defends himself, but slaves…”
“Listen up,” I say as I stare Belle and Alisha in the eyes one at a time. “No matter what happens, defending yourself is your highest priority. I don’t care if you kill a citizen or a king. As long as you survive, nothing else matters.”
The two girls look nervous. Certainly, they know how this world works, considering all the things they’ve been through.
They still haven’t adjusted to their new life as my slaves. It’s a drastic change to what they’re used to, so I can’t blame them, but I can’t have them hesitating at every little thing.
“I guess it’s time to tell them, huh?” I say to Laya.
“Mmm.”
“Belle. Alisha.” They sense the serious atmosphere and gulp as I call their names. “My real name isn’t Lutz, it’s John Lawrence Locke. And—I’m the False Hero.”
They both stare at me, as if unable to comprehend my words. They were still reeling from the shock of being told they should kill to defend themselves, only to have something even more extraordinary dropped on them.
“M-master is…?”
“…The False Hero?” Belle finishes.
“Yep.”
“But the False Hero was summoned by the Lord of Chaos to destroy the other races,” Belle says.
“So I’ve heard.”
“T-this can’t be…” Despair colors Alisha’s face. “I really am cursed, aren’t I? Maybe I’ve deserved all the pain I suffered…”
“Alisha, no!” Belle yells desperately. “Please don’t think like that! You’re the sweetest person I’ve ever met!”
“But Belle, look where we are—slaves to the False Hero. We can’t go back anymore…”
“That’s—m-maybe there’s some mistake…?” Belle looks to me, pleading for me to back her up.
“No, it’s the truth. I’ve accepted my role as the False Hero, and you two will have to do the same.”
“D-does that mean Master is actually planning to destroy Reim?”
“What do you two think?”
The two girls look at each other, and I can virtually see them replaying all the recent events in their minds.
Even Laya’s face has a hint of concern at the two girl’s predicament. “What are you going to trust? The words of a kingdom that enslaved you, or your own eyes that have witnessed Lutz’s actions today?”
Alisha is the first to gather her thoughts. “I … want to believe in Master. You rescued that kid, and promised to help them…”
“Yeah, and you saved us, too. If we were still on the street, we’d probably have been caught soon. Plus, you healed Alisha’s wound.”
Despite their words, I can still hear doubt in their voices, but they accepted the situation better than I imagined. Alisha in particular is staring intently at me. Normally, she’s rather timid, but right now, she’s holding my eyes without flinching, as if desperately searching for something.
She really is suffering, isn’t she? Does she know about her curse?
According to Laya, nobody in this world knows what Unique Skills are, but since the Forsaken are hunted by the church, there must be some way for them to find out who’s cursed.
Then again, similar hunts took place against witches back on Earth. Of course, not a single witch was burned—they were all just labeled as such for one convenient reason or another. The same could be happening in this world. Yet, at the very least, the curse is real, so there may be more to it than that.
Speaking of Alisha, I wonder what Geld meant when he said she was one of his and that she would eventually obey.
“Well, I’m happy to hear you two place your trust in me. As for your question, Alisha—no, I’m not going to destroy this city. If I planned to do so, I’d only have to do one simple thing—leave.”
“Leave, Master? What do you mean?”
“If left alone, Reim is finished. Poverty, class warfare, and ruled with an iron fist. From what I can see, this city is at the edge of a cliff, and all it would take is a strong breeze to send it tumbling into ruin.”
“Then what can we do?” Belle asks. “You sounded so confident when talking to Edwin, but can you really fix all of that so easily?”
Laya answers in my stead. “We’ve faced odds like this before. It wasn’t easy, but we have an edge.”
“What do you mean?”
“Nobody in this world thinks quite like Lutz. He may be strange sometimes, but the weird strategies he uses can catch people off-guard, giving us the advantage.”
Hey, was the part about me being strange really necessary?
“I see, but this won’t just be a battle,” Belle says. “What are we going to do about the relationship between the townspeople and the merchants? It’s so bad that both sides would rather see the other dead before they’d ever consider working together. Do you really think your plan will work?”
“Don’t worry. At the very least, it should ease enough of the tension to prevent a bloody conflict. After that, it’s up to them, but I know someone who can take over from there. He should be able to resolve it.”
“Eh? Master has friends like that?”
“Well, I don’t know about friend, but he’s got a huge incentive to see this city restored, so at the very least, our goals align.”
“Mmm. It’ll work out.”
“Oh, right. Belle, I wanted to ask you about the story Edwin told us. Was his account of the events that led to this city’s conflict between the townsmen and merchants true?”
“Yeah, technically it’s true, but it wasn’t the whole story.”
“How so?”
“When the merchants fled Silvia and came here, they brought their gold with them. Reim was just a town back then, filled mostly with farmers, craftsmen, and small-time shopkeepers.”
“I see. So, having wealthy merchants settle here created a divide between them and the citizens, huh?”
“Yeah. Nobody could compete with the prices they were willing to pay to purchase land, buildings, and supplies. It wasn’t long before the people who’ve lived here for generations suddenly found everything they worked decades to obtain was suddenly gone—taken by someone who could afford the new prices.”
“No balance,” Laya says. “What was the mayor at the time doing? Shouldn’t he have stepped in to prevent it from getting so bad?”
“It’s hard to know exactly what was going on at the time. My old mistress only became the minister of finance after the rebellion, but she did have some connections, and she let a lot of stuff slip around us, since we were just slaves, but it was just bits and pieces, so I can’t be sure of the details.
“However,” Belle continues, “from what I heard from her and a few others, the mayor and most of his officials were paid off by the wealthy merchants. In the end, the citizens were left to fend for themselves, abandoned by the ones whose job it should have been to protect them.”
“Sounds about right,” I say, the disdain evident in my voice. “If all of that’s true, then maybe those greedy fools have just been getting what’s owed to them after destroying the citizen’s livelihoods.”
“Um, Master, you’re still going to help them, right?”
“Of course. Even if they deserve it, too many innocents have had to suffer alongside them. It’s high time someone put an end to the misery here, and I intend to do just that.”
“Thank goodness…” Alisha breathes a sigh of relief.
“We’ve got a lot of work to do before tomorrow, but you three can take a nap while I do some reconnaissance.”
“Where?” Laya asks.
“The Northeast section of the city, where the slimes always appear.”
“It’s dangerous, Master. There are guards everywhere right now.”
“I’ll be fine. I’ve got plenty of experience with this kind of thing by now. I’ll be back in an hour or two.”
The girls watch silently as I walk out the front door and into the darkness beyond. I’ve already applied the buffs I need: [Gale], [Enhance], and [Sense Mana]. With my preparations complete, I set off toward my destination.
----- Laya -----
Lutz walks out, closing the door behind him.
I turn and walk to Belle and Alisha’s room, with the two girls following close behind me. “You should rest, as Lutz suggested.”
“I’m surprised you’re not going with him, Laya,” Belle says to me as she takes a seat on her bed.
“I want to, but I’d only be a burden to him this time.”
“I guess so, for a mission like that. You’re really mature, aren’t you.”
“Laya’s older than all of us, even Master!” Alisha takes a seat beside Belle.
“Well, I am older than you two, but not Lutz.”
“Huh? He can’t be older than fifteen or sixteen. How old are you?”
“I’m nineteen, but Lutz is—thirty-three.”
Alisha and Belle look at each other, confused.
“Master can’t be that old!”
“Y-yeah, maybe you misunderstood him somewhere?”
“No, he was clear. Even I had a hard time believing him at first, but now I have no doubts.”
“How? Don’t tell me—is he a vampire?” Belle gulps as she asks.
“No, thankfully. You two have heard that the False Hero is from another world, haven’t you?”
“Yeah. They figured out he was the False Hero because he kept talking about that, right?”
“Yes. Well, it’s the truth. He really is from another world, and before he was summoned, he was a thirty-three-year-old human. Somehow, his body became younger when he arrived on this world.”
“Master’s really that old…?”
“It is hard to believe, but I guess anything’s possible, right?”
“Mmm. I’ve seen so much that my doubts eventually faded.”
“Laya trusts Master so much!”
I feel my face begin to flush. “I guess so.”
Belle’s lips curl into a smile. “Aww how cute. She’s blushing!”
I turn my head away. “No, I’m not.”
“Laya’s a big liar!” Alisha says happily.
“Mrrr.” A strange sound leaves my lips.
“Come here.” Belle pats the side of the bed next to her.
I sigh, then walk over and take a seat. Alisha, Belle, and I are all sitting on the side of the large bed. It’s comfy and relaxing, compared to the lifestyle I’ve grown accustomed to over the past several weeks.
“So, what do you think of him?” Belle asks.
“What do you mean?”
“I mean~.” She stretches it out. “Do you like him?”
“I like Master!” Alisha says excitedly.
I-I don’t think that’s quite what Belle means, Alisha…
“I’m just a kid, so…” I trail off.
“In elf years, but you’re actually older than us, so surely you’ve thought about it, right?”
I turn my head away from the two girls to hide my increasingly red face. “He’s done so much for me, so of course I care for him deeply.” I’m silent for several seconds as I gather my messy thoughts. “If I were older, then…”
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“I knew it! Puppy love. How sweet.” Belle playfully picks at me.
“It’s impossible, though. Elves and humans age at very different speeds. By the time I’m your age in elf years, Lutz will be forty years old.”
“Elves age that slowly?” Alisha asks.
“Once we hit twenty, our aging slows considerably. We consider it a sign of moving from childhood to adolescence.”
“If it’s impossible for you, then I guess you won’t mind if I try, right?” Belle says.
Eh? Belle likes Lutz?
A strange feeling rises in my chest. “You can’t…” I find myself saying before I realize it.
“Why not?”
“You just can’t.” I repeat myself without any additional explanation.
Belle smiles at me, as if this were the outcome she expected. “Alright, alright. But don’t be surprised if somebody takes him from you one day if you keep hesitating.”
“I-I’m not hesitating. It’s just not possible.”
What does Lutz think of me? He always treats me like I’m his daughter—protecting me and teaching me. Would he be interested if I were older?
It’s a useless question, but I can’t help but wonder.
“There’s one thing I can’t figure out,” Belle says.
I turn toward her. “Hmm? What is it?”
“Lutz was so cold to Edwin the first time they met. He didn’t want anything to do with this city’s problems. So, what changed? Why did he decide to help them?”
“Ah, that.” I look off to the side, remembering the time I had those some thoughts. “Nothing changed. He always wanted to help them.”
“Huh? But that’s not what it sounded like to me…”
“Lutz doesn’t think of himself as a hero. He only has two goals—to survive and to protect me. Well, us now.”
“Master wants to protect us…?”
“Yes. This world is filled with people in desperate need of help. How could we possibly escape from our pursuers if we stop to help each one of them?”
Belle’s eyes widen. “So that’s it. He wants to help them, but…”
“…but Master is afraid of losing us?”
“Yes. I have no doubt he struggled with his decision, yet he would rather live with the that burden on his conscience than risk losing the people he cares about.” I meet the girls’ eyes. “That’s why we need to get stronger—so he won’t have to make that choice anymore.”
Belle and Alisha look at each other, and I can see the seedling of determination sprouting within them.
Seems Lutz made the right choice by choosing these two girls. Was it luck—or destiny?
“Anyway,” I say to them, “you should sleep. You’ll need the rest.”
“Yes, ma’am!” Belle salutes me like a soldier, leaving me feeling puzzled at her strange behavior.
“Yes, ma’am!” Alisha mimics her.
They change into nightwear and lay side-by-side on the large bed. There’s enough room for me to fit as well, but I move to a chair and take a seat instead.
“Not going to sleep?” Belle asks.
“No. I’ve grown used to working hard, so I’ll be fine.”
“If you say so. Wake me when Lutz returns.”
“Mmm.”
I watch as the two girls slowly drift off. They’ve been through a lot in such a short amount of time. It reminds me of when I first met Lutz. He was like a whirlwind, sweeping into my life and carrying me along with powerful currents, changing my destiny.
Yes. I owe him more than I can ever repay. Perhaps that’s why I feel this way.
I make excuses for my muddy feelings as I silently watch the sleeping girls.

Interlude 3
----- Rhys -----
“Messenger!” I yell.
“At your service, Prince Rhys!” A messenger appears before me.
“Take this to Commander Albus.” I hand the soldier a rolled-up parchment, containing my orders.
As the soldier mounts his horse, I scan the battlefield once again. The left flank of our line under Commander Albus has pushed too far forward, thanks to the heroes who are currently decimating the fiends in that area.
If they push any further, we run the risk of breaking the cohesion of our battle line.
The orders I sent were to maintain their current position and to supply the center of the line with reinforcements, since the left flank’s movement has pushed many of the fiends toward the center, threatening to overwhelm the soldiers there with pure numbers.
The heroes won’t like having their advance halted, but I can’t risk losing men to their bloodlust.
I’ve also ordered some of the A-class adventurers on standby to aid the center. I typically keep a sufficient amount of high ranked adventurers in reserve to respond to the movements of their generals, but they can also be used as emergency troops to reinforce the line when necessary.
I’ve become quick to order my reserves to engage at the slightest sign of trouble. I can’t allow that habit to continue when we march into the lands of Chaos.
Since their generals have not engaged our army in quite some time, the adventurers in reserve have been sitting idle for most battles. It’s difficult to have such powerful units sitting by, unused.
We can’t allow ourselves to become lax in our strategies and tactics. I’ll need to hold a meeting with the commanders before we depart next week. They need to be reminded not to judge our enemies based on their recent poor performance.
As I overlook the battlefield, I see a group of Imps leaping over the battle lines with [Air Step], attempting to reach the mages and archers supporting the infantry.
Although the Imps have wings, they’ve never been seen using them to fly. Instead, they’re used as weapons and shields when engaged in melee, blocking our swords with the thick, leathery skin or lashing out with the spikes that protrude from the tips of the wing.
I watch as they leap across the sky.
Again? Haven’t they learned anything?
No, that’s not the problem. Rather, it’s almost as if they’ve forgotten the tactics they employed before the three heroes joined the war.
A few weeks ago, when the heroes were still at the capital, the fiends would never try a foolhardy tactic like this.
Leaping through the air in a blatant attempt to reach the backlines, the Imps are met with a volley of arrows and spells by the very units they’re attempting to engage.
They fall from the sky in droves. The few that do touch ground are immediately overwhelmed by the swordsmen stationed to protect the rear.
Dozens of Imps dead and nearly no loss of life on our side. Time and again they make these mistakes now. Why does it bug me so?
The battle continues for another hour. During that time, our battle line stabilizes, allowing us to efficiently cut down hundreds of fiends.
As usual, the sound of a horn resonates throughout the battlefield, signaling our opponents intent to retreat. Every fiend turns and begins to flee over the blood-soaked plains.
What I would give to have that level of coordination and obedience from my own troops…
The fiends react immediately and predictably to each order from their superiors. Whether it’s to perform a suicide raid as the Imps did during the battle or to flee in an instant, the order is obeyed with absolute dedication.
Berserkers fly into a bloodlust when engaged in melee, yet even they turn to flee when ordered, no matter how enraged they are before the horn sounds.
None of my men give chase to the fleeing army. We learned our lesson long ago to not harry their escape.
When the war first began in earnest, many attempts were made to run them down when they turned their backs, but each attempt ended up with many more losses on our side than theirs.
The fiends are quick—quicker than most of the soldiers here. So, only a select few can give chase. But the armies of Chaos are not like the armies of men.
With no fear of death and seemingly no loss of morale from a lost battle, they will turn to fight their pursuers as quickly as they turned to run. The harrying soldiers can find themselves facing the entirety of the Chaos army with no support from the main force, leading to countless deaths.
Another victory today, but no matter how many we slay, their numbers only seem to grow larger with each passing month.
“Let’s go,” I say to my attendant.
We leave the command post and begin the journey back to our war camp, located between two large hills a short distance away.
As we enter, I see the heroes gathered outside a heavily guarded building on the edge of the camp. I make a detour toward them, flagging them down when I draw near.
“Back to Roshar, heroes?” I ask them.
“Better than staying the night in this stinking war camp,” Collette replies. “A place like this isn’t fit to host a noble, much less a hero.”
“We’ve supplied amenities aplenty in an attempt to give comfort to the Great Heroes,” I retort. “Is there something else you’d like us to prepare for you to make life here easier?”
“Yes. A city, filled with interests and intrigue, not soldiers and peddlers.”
“Forgive me. Bringing a city to the kingdom’s edge is far beyond my capacity.”
“Don’t be like that, Collette,” Cedric says. “There are many areas of interest in a war camp, if you know where to look.”
“Maybe for a barbarian like yourself, Cedric. I don’t expect you to understand the delicacies of nobility—even if you were one once before.”
I see Cedric’s smile stiffen. “If you—”
“Leave it,” Rolf interrupts. “Your argument will only delay us, and I have an important task to see to in Roshar.”
The two heroes reluctantly back down, and Cedric turns to me. “Are you teleporting to Roshar tonight as well, Rhys?”
“No, I have business in the camp tonight. I merely came to wish you well on your trip.”
“Well, consider your sentiment received.” Cedric motions to the guard, and he opens the thick, metal door.
I peer inside as the heroes enter the building. The teleportation circle sits in the center of the empty room within, guarded by a ring of soldiers.
They teleport back to Roshar nearly every night. What is so important at the capital that they would split their focus from the task of wiping out Chaos?
As usual, the three heroes’ private lives continue to mystify me. Father doesn’t keep me updated, preferring that I focus my attention on the war.
I can’t blame him, but I do wonder at times if Father is able to keep them in check. At the very least, I hope he’s been able to do a better job of it than I have.
I begin the walk back to my quarters as I refocus my mind back on the tasks that require my attention.
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Chapter 7: Display of Devotion

----- Lutz -----
It only takes a few minutes for me to reach the section of town destroyed by the slimes. A makeshift barricade has been erected around the perimeter of the area. The buildings within have been partially dissolved, many to the point of collapsing from the structural damage.
Hiding in the rubble of a fallen building, I search the nearby presences and sense several groups of patrolling guards nearby. I choose my next destination based on their movement patterns, using an opening in their patrol to move into the darkness of another collapsed house further inside.
My feet never touch the ground as I move. I stride atop my translucent steps about a foot above the surface to avoid trip hazard and to prevent making noise.
Using this method, I make steady progress. The deeper I go, the more desolate my surroundings become. It’s not long before it gets difficult to find a shadow to hide in because of how dissolved the buildings are. At the same time, that gives me a clue to my destination. The middle of the outbreak will naturally have more damage to the buildings, so as long as I move with that in mind, I can stay on course.
This reminds me of one of my favorite video games series. Hiding in the shadows, avoiding patrolling guards as I attempt to reach my objective. It’s too bad this world doesn’t have cardboard boxes; I’d love to try hiding in one to prevent being spotted.
After a couple more moves, I reach an area so barren that it’s no longer possible for me to move forward. The buildings are virtually gone, so the ground ahead of me is flat and open. However, when I look around, I can see a circular pattern of partially dissolved houses surrounding the barren area in front of me.
If this section has the most damage to the buildings, then that must mean it’s the epicenter of the slime outbreak.
However, the whole area is almost completely open; it’d be impossible to hide hundreds of slimes.
What does that mean, then? Surely they’ve thoroughly explored this section, considering it’s the obvious conclusion as the source of the outbreak.
I focus on the mana around me, searching for any sign of monsters nearby. If there were an army of slimes, my spell would pick them up in an instant, yet there’s no obvious gathering of monsters.
There is a strange source of mana coming from below me. It feels close, yet it’s somehow muffled. Perhaps the ground is obscuring my ability to sense it. Ah, there’re more mana signals beneath the ground as well. What’s going on down there?
On top of that, there’s a slight mana signal coming from somewhere ahead of me. It’s so weak that I almost didn’t notice, but it’s certainly there.
It doesn’t feel like a creature. It’s similar to the mana signal I sense from my enchanted equipment, but much more powerful.
Anything with mana produces a signal that can be detected with [Sense Mana], including enchanted equipment, which is powered by the energy placed inside it during the enchanting process. It’s difficult to detect compared to a person, making it tough to pick up when equipped by someone with a high level, but when separated, it begins to stick out from the area around it which is void of mana.
The signal is so vague that I can’t reliably pinpoint its location. If I were to walk around the area, I could narrow it down, but I can’t do that with all these guards patrolling nearby.
Instead, I open up my menu screen, navigate to my Arcane spells, and use two skill points to bring [Sense Mana] to rank 3. I always try to keep unused skill points available in case I need to upgrade a skill.
I recast the newly powered-up spell on myself and smile as I move my eyes to the exact spot the odd signal is originating from. [Sense Mana] has become capable of detecting and pinpointing sources of energy much more accurately than before.
The spell’s range has vastly increased as well; if I concentrate in one direction, I can feel the mana of the townspeople far outside this destroyed section of town. I can even pick out Laya, Alisha, and Belle as they rest in one of the rooms, though the distance between us muffles the finer details of their mana presences.
With its increased strength, I can now clearly pick up that nasty source of mana beneath the ground. It’s writhing, like a bucket of worms.
With the new information gathered thanks to my strengthened spell, I return my attention to the task at hand.
Okay, objective spotted. But how to reach it?
There’s no cover near it, so I’d be spotted the instant a single guard looks in my direction, and this area in particular has a lot of patrols. There’s simply no way I’d have time to examine it.
I lean back against the partially dissolved stone building whose shadow I’ve been hiding in all this time as I try to think of a way to solve this puzzle. I run through several possibilities, but I don’t think any of them have a particularly high chance of success.
If only there were more cover near it…
Eh? More cover?
I lean forward and look behind me at the rubble I’ve been resting against. The pile of stone is made up of several sections of a collapsed building. I place my hand on a suitably sized piece of the rubble and it vanishes into my [Inventory].
With a satisfied smirk, I bide my time, waiting for the patrols to thin out before dashing to the spot where I detected the mana signal. After reaching it, I take the stone back out, placing it next to me as I lay down beside it, using its shadow to hide and obscure my outline.
Hopefully, nobody realizes the landscape changed a bit. There’re other pieces of rubble around this size nearby, so only a keen-eyed guard could spot the difference. Still, I can’t waste time.
The area appears to be just ordinary dirt ground, but the mana leaking from it tells me otherwise. I cast [Manipulate Mana], place my hand on the spot, and send my mana flowing inside it.
As I thought, there’s a spell imbedded into the ground. From the shape of the spell formation, it appears to be the [Transform] spell, although it’s definitely a higher rank version than the one I can cast.
I continue to pour my mana into the enchanted ground, letting it trace the spell’s pattern as I search for a way to dispel the magic. However, my progress quickly grinds to a halt. The deeper into the intricate formation my mana travels, the weaker my control over it becomes. At a certain point, the mana within the spell begins to absorb my own, which only serves to strengthen the enchantment and forces me to send more to prevent losing the foothold I’ve gained.
With effort and concentration, I stabilize my position within the spell formation. Then, slowly, I send my mana creeping further inward, alternating between overtaking the mana within the pattern and solidifying my defense against the backlash as it tries to push me back and absorb my energies.
Step by step, I begin to erode the mana within the formation. It’s a grueling process, and beads of sweat begin to form on my forehead from the exertion. Then, suddenly, I hear footsteps nearby.
The external noise disturbs my concentration, and in a fraction of a second, all the progress I made is lost.
Damn it! It was working!
Frustrated, I lay as flat as possible within the darkness until the patrolling guards pass by. None of them notice the new pile of rubble, and they continue on into the distance.
I can’t afford to start over. I guess I have no choice.
I once again open my Status Screen and navigate to Arcane spells. On the spell list, I raise [Manipulate Mana], bringing it to rank 3 as well.
I place my hand back onto the enchanted ground and send my mana inside. My control has increased dramatically, allowing me to quickly surpass the progress I struggled to make just moments before. Earlier, I felt as if the mana within the pattern was superior to mine, and I had to fight for every inch of ground, but now that very same mana is obliterated into raw energy, overpowered by my own.
Within moments, I’ve eradicated the mana inside the formation. I withdraw mine and with no mana left inside, the enchantment loses its power and fades. Despite that, the spell formation remains, and if I want, I can empower it again to activate it.
For now, I leave it unpowered and stare at the large trapdoor that’s been revealed now that the [Transform] spell has vanished. There are no guards nearby, so I quietly open it and see a set of steps leading down into darkness.
I make my way down until I reach the bottom, where the path ends at a wooden door. I feel the presence of several people scattered around, along with that disgusting, writhing mass of mana. There’s also a large enchantment covering nearly the entirety of the underground hideout, as if the entire place is enchanted.
So that’s what’s going on. In that case…
I walk back up the stairs and leave the underground pathway when I find an opening in the guard’s patrols. Then, I pour my own mana into the [Transform] spell formation embedded into the ground and watch as the trapdoor transforms into dirt once again.
I really need to figure out how to make something like this.
I leave the area using the same method I entered with and head back to the house we’re staying in tonight. The door’s barred, so I use [Mental Link] to contact Laya. She responds immediately and opens the door a few seconds later.
She’s dressed just as she was when I left, with her hair still bound in her lovely twin-tails.
I walk inside, closing the door behind me. “You didn’t nap?”
“No. Not tired.”
“Ah, you were watching over them as they slept, weren’t you?”
“I-it’s not like that!” A slight blush covers her face as she answers.
“Heh. Okay, okay—I get it.” I concede when she begins to pout at me. “Anyway, I found what I was looking for. Seems we’re gonna be going on a little adventure soon, so could you wake them up for me?”
Before Laya even has a chance to answer, there’s a knock at the door. Almost on reflex, I activate [Sense Mana] and pick up a familiar presence standing outside.
What’s Edwin doing here at this hour?
“Something’s going on. Go hide in our room, just in case. I don’t want him seeing you without your cloak on.” Laya does as I instruct, and I walk toward the door to open it.
“Sorry to bother you this late, lad,” Edwin says before I have a chance to speak. “There’s something I need to ask you. It’s about the rumor that’s been going around town tonight.” He pauses, his eyes hardening before he continues. “People are saying that the one who saved the kid from execution … was the False Hero.”
I stare back into his eyes. He’s already made it clear how suspicious we are. With this rumor, there’s a good chance he’s already made up his mind.
Then why show up like this? Why not just attack us while we sleep? No, that doesn’t matter. I’ve already made up my mind, as well.
I’ve prepared myself for this very question, so I know what I need to do.
“Laya. Come out.” I say without breaking eye contact with Edwin.
I hear Laya’s footsteps echoing behind me, and Edwin’s eyes move, taking in Laya’s uncloaked figure. His face immediately contorts into a mixture of resolution and pain.
“Why?” he asks. “What’s your goal here, lad? Have you come to finish off what’s left of this dying city?”
“My goal is no different from yours—survival.”
“Then why get involved in this fight? Why not just flee?”
“Not until I defeat Geld.”
“So, you do have a goal…”
“What about you? Why confront me like this? Aren’t you worried I’ll kill you?”
“I always thought myself a good judge of character. Beneath that rude exterior, I saw a kind young man. Was I wrong?”
“Yes. This world is too harsh to allow such kindness.”
“Yet, you claim to want to help us.”
“…”
“You two don’t seem to be getting ready for bed. Are you going somewhere tonight?”
“Yeah, to wipe out the slimes.”
“Slimes? They attacked? I haven’t heard any warning bells.”
“No, they haven’t attacked yet. I’m going to destroy their nest and get rid of them for good.”
Doubt floods Edwin’s face. “Nest? You’re telling me you found it so quickly when we’ve been searching months for it?”
“You could be searching years and never find it without the right spell.”
“I see. In that case, I’m going with you. I need to know the truth.”
“I don’t mind if you want to tag along, but during battle you obey my orders, got it?”
“Sure.”
With that settled, I ask Laya to go wake up Alisha and Belle and to equip them with their combat gear. When they’re ready, we head out into the darkness and I lead the group to the Northeast, toward the slime’s nest.
We come to a stop at the makeshift barricade surrounding the abandoned section of town. Sneaking through the area and avoiding all the patrols would be difficult with a whole party. Near the center, there’s hardly enough cover for a single person, much less five.
I hate escort missions. Laya’s one thing, but I doubt the other three can make it on their own. There’s no way I’m going to do something annoying, like trying to sneak them all the way through.
“Listen up,” I say as I turn to the group. “I’m going to create a distraction while you guys move toward the nest.”
“Where is it?” Laya asks.
“That way,” I say as I point my finger. “You’ll know you’ve arrived when the buildings in the area are mostly dissolved into fist-sized stones.”
“Be careful, Master.”
“Don’t worry, most of the guards around here are little more than peasants dressed in armor.” I meet Laya’s eyes. “I’ll message you when the path is clear. Stay hidden until then.”
Laya nods and I cast a barrage of buffs on our party. Edwin looks at me in surprise as his physical prowess increases from the spells.
“Oh, right.” I turn to Belle. “You might as well [Empower] us.”
“Ah, okay.” Belle channels her mana, and when she finishes, I feel my physical strength increase. She can only cast it on a single person at a time since her spell is only rank 1.
The buff is a little weak, but it can’t hurt.
I’ve had my eye on the [Empower] spell for a while, but every time I get enough skill points to splurge, other spells have taken priority.
Most enemies die in a single hit. There have been a few exceptions, such as the young salamander, but I never really felt the need to invest in a spell to increase my physical damage—until recently.
Fighting Geld has taught me that a well-equipped opponent can take quite a lot of attacks to bring down, increasing the usefulness of spells such as [Empower].
Let’s get started, then.
With the preparations complete, I leap onto an [Air Step] and over the barricade, heading toward a group of guards patrolling nearby.
I land on the top of a building that hasn’t yet collapsed, purposefully making enough noise to draw their attention. The torchbearer in front whips around and spots me. He orders me to come down, but I ignore him and leap away.
After several encounters with guards, the whole area begins to get noisy as they gather in an attempt to corner me. The next time I reveal myself, a few spells come flying at me. However, they’re all first-tier, so dodging them is a simple matter. There are a few arrows mixed in, as well. They’re a bit tougher to dodge simply because of how dark it is, but even if one were to hit me, I doubt it’d leave more than a small scratch.
“Laya, there’s an opening straight to the center now. Don’t worry about staying hidden, just reach the objective quickly.”
“Mmm. We’ll be waiting for you.”
I track the mana presences around me, keeping an eye on the situation as I continue to lead the guards away from the slime nest.
Have they not considered that I’m a distraction? Their movement patterns don’t seem to be very coordinated, either. Whoever their commander is gets a failing grade for sure.
When Laya and the others get near the epicenter, I slip through an opening in the guards’ formation and move quickly to meet up with them. As I approach, I see that Laya is already looking in my direction.
“Nice job, Laya,” I say telepathically before leaping off my [Air Step] and landing beside the group. The other three jump in surprise when I appear.
“Thanks,” Laya replies out loud, sparking looks of confusion from the others who weren’t privy to the telepathic message.
“C’mon. It’s right over here.” I lead them to the entrance and crouch down, placing my hand on the ground. “This spot has been enchanted with the [Transform] spell, which is why the patrols weren’t able to find it.”
Since my mana is powering the enchantment, it doesn’t resist as I absorb it back into my body. With its power source gone, the spell fades, revealing the trapdoor once again. I open it and step inside, with the others following quickly. Once we’re all in, I reactivate the enchantment.
“Lad, the fact that you’re able to control the enchantment means you were the one who created it. Why are you acting like this isn’t all your doing?”
“No, it doesn’t matter who created it. All that matters is whose mana is used to power it.”
“That’s true, but do you expect me to believe it’s been powered for months, only for you to find it unpowered earlier tonight? That’s very convenient.”
“It wasn’t unpowered. It was completely filled with mana. I simply overrode it with my own and took control.”
“Are you kidding me? Lad, I’m an enchanter; I know how they work. There’s no way to take control of enchantments when they’re powered.”
“Oh, you’re an enchanter, huh? Then this will be easy.”
I remove the mana from the [Transform] enchantment and ask Edwin to power it with his. He obliges and activates the spell. Then, I place my hand on it, sending my mana into the spell formation and overriding his with my own. It’s much easier than last time, which highlights the difference in power between Edwin and whoever originally created it.
“Done,” I say as I remove my mana from the enchantment. It fades, once again revealing the trapdoor above. I turn to Edwin to see the shock on his face before powering the enchantment again.
“Impossible. I powered it with my mana! How did you gain control!?” He places his hand on the enchantment, trying—and failing—to remove the mana inside.
“Just a trick I learned,” I say evasively. “So, believe me now?”
“How could I not when I witnessed it with my own eyes?”
Alisha turns to Belle. “Is what Master did amazing or something?”
“Amazing? More like impossible…”
“Not impossible for Lutz,” Laya says with pride.
With that settled, we continue down the steps until we reach the door at the bottom.
“Do you feel that, Laya?”
“Mmm. Disgusting,” she says, referring to that writing mass of mana deeper inside.
“Agreed. It’s probably a large number of slimes. The other six mana signals appear to be humans—strong ones, too.”
Well, compared to most of the humans I’ve seen around here. They’re not much of a threat to me and Laya, but I can’t let my guard down. There are still a lot of things I don’t know about in this world.
“How do you two always know everything?” Belle asks.
“Special,” Laya says confidently.
I can’t help but smirk as Laya repeats her new catchphrase.
“Ok,” I say in a serious tone, “we’ll have to fight our way through from here on. Alisha, Belle, I want the both of you to fight the two men beyond this door on your own. Laya and I will focus on supporting and protecting you, but we won’t engage with the intent to defeat them. That’s going to be up to you.”
I look to Laya, and she nods, understanding my intent. Laya or I could wipe out the two men in the next room in an instant, but if we do that, we’d never get to see how Alisha and Belle do in combat.
Their strengths, weakness, tactics, and more. I need to understand them better, so I know how to incorporate them into our strategies.
Alisha begins to tremble slightly, and Belle looks at her with worry. Despite that, she doesn’t voice any objection to my orders and faces toward the door as she waits for my signal.
“Go,” I say to Alisha.
She pushes the door open, revealing a short, wide room with a low ceiling, lit by torches. The two men inside are sitting at a table, passing time with a card game. Their shocked expressions quickly turn hostile, with the cards they’re holding scattering around them as their hands reach for their weapons.
Alisha dashes forward, stopping in the center of the room, while Belle stands just beyond the doorway, channeling her spell.
The men must realize they’re outmatched because rather than charging forward, they dash toward the opening on the opposite side of the room, which leads to a hallway that continues deeper into this underground hideout.
Before they reach it, my [Earth Wall] sprouts from the base of the opening, cutting off their escape. Rather than wasting time trying to beat on it, they turn toward us, their eyes wild as they prepare for a life and death battle.
They charge toward Alisha, intent on taking her down together.
As expected, they’d rather rely on double-teaming a single opponent, rather than splitting up, with one of them charging the back-liners. What a terrible strategy. Can’t they see that Alisha’s the only one here wearing armor?
The goal of a party’s tank is to stay on the frontline, drawing the enemy’s attacks so that the vulnerable mages in back can cast their spells uninterrupted. As a long-time gamer, watching the two men mindlessly focus our tank makes me want to facepalm.
This is almost painful to watch.
Alisha blocks a couple attacks, then lands a kick on one of the men, knocking him away far enough for Belle to target him with her spell without dragging Alisha into the area of effect.
A ball of fire leaves Belle’s extended arm, flying toward the man as he recovers his footing from the kick. He turns his head just in time to let out a small scream before the explosion blows him away.
One down. Not bad. Their coordination and teamwork are good. No doubt they’ve fought together many times.
The other man hesitates as he watches his ally’s body slump to the ground, giving Alisha an opening to attack. Her sword traces an arc through the air, closing in on his unprotected torso.
Suddenly, Alisha’s sword freezes mid-swing, inches from the man’s body. He recovers his wits and retaliates, aiming for her unarmored neck. She realizes her mistake and attempts to raise her shield to block the attack, but she’s too slow, and the sword closes in before she can get her shield up. Alisha can only watch with wide eyes as the sword draws near.
Immediately, the shining blue tip of a spear appears from behind her, deflecting the incoming sword with absolute precision. The sword passes by without touching even a single strand of Alisha’s hair.
Before the man can recover, a spray of electricity envelops him, sending him to the ground in a fit of spasms. Alisha looks to her left, where I stand with my spear now embedded in the man’s throat, then to her right, where Laya stands with her arm still partially outstretched after casting [Shock].
“Alisha, are you okay!?” Belle asks after running over.
“Y-yes. Thanks to Master and Laya…” she responds timidly.
She’d have been fine even if she took the sword, thanks to the defense-oriented enchantments I placed on her equipment, but I don’t tell her that.
“You could have finished him easily,” I say to her. “Why didn’t you?”
“T-that’s because…” She trails off without explaining herself.
“Because what? Because you’re afraid to kill?”
“It’s not the killing I’m afraid of…”
“Then why?”
“It’s … the joy that comes with it.”
“Alisha!” Belle yells.
“What do you mean by joy,” I say, ignoring Belle’s panicked voice, “and why are you so afraid of it?”
“When her face distorted in panic as she realized what was happening—the pain, the fear, the screams—all of it. I smiled as she begged me to help her—laughed as her blood spilled to the ground. I loved it.”
“Who was it? Who did you kill?”
“Our old mistress…”
“You killed her? Belle said she died from an accident while hunting monsters.”
The slave seal didn’t activate, so she wasn’t lying.
Belle winces. “I said we messed up, remember? It’s the truth, we did mess up—on purpose.”
So that’s how it is. As long as it’s not a lie, the slave seal won’t activate, even if she’s being purposefully misleading.
“How crafty.” I turn back to Alisha. “So, you’re traumatized because of what you felt that day?”
“Yes … I’m afraid that if I give in, I won’t be able to stop.”
“So you’d let them kill you instead?” Laya asks. “Do you think we haven’t felt it before—that bloodlust? Standing over that wounded man, I saw in him everything I hated in humanity: the greed, the selfishness, and the corruption. I despised him for it—enough to kill him. I screamed as I ended his life. The depth of my hatred shocked me, but I felt no regret.”
“I felt it, too,” I say. “It was great to finally be the one with the strength and power to do what I wanted, and I used it to unleash all my rage and frustration on a group of men as I killed them. It was my first time taking lives, and it made me feel sick later, but I haven’t stopped since that day.”
“But I don’t want to do bad things. I want to help people—to prove I’m not a bad person. Then, maybe one day, I’ll … be forgiven…”
“Alisha…” Belle says softly.
“Forgiven, huh? Is this about the curse?”
Alisha’s eyes widen in shock. “Y-you knew!?”
“Of course. I knew since the moment I laid eyes on you.”
“Is that why you chose me? Because I’m cursed?”
Well, in a way she’s not wrong. My interest in her Unique Skills was what made me want her as my slave in the first place. But…
“Don’t be ridiculous. That curse doesn’t define who you are, and it’s not in control of your destiny.”
“Then why? If it doesn’t control my life, why has it caused me so much pain and suffering!?”
“There’s nothing I can do about the past, but that’s not true for the future. I’ll tell you right now—I plan to cleanse that curse from you one day.”
“Cleanse the [Curse of the Forsaken]? But nobody’s ever been able to do that before…”
“Who the hell do you think I am? I’m Lutz, the False Hero—the first person to ever have been summoned from another world. If nobody’s succeeded in cleansing it before, then it’s simple.” Alisha’s eyes focus on me, desperately awaiting my next words. “I’ll just have to show the people of this world what it means to achieve the impossible.”
Alisha’s eyes begin to tear up. “How? How can you say that with so much confidence? I—I’ve struggled against the curse for so long. My life has never been the same since that day…! Will I really be free?”
I walk up to her and place my hands on her shoulders. “Trust in us, Alisha. We won’t abandon you.”
“M-master…!” She throws her arms around me in a hug and begins sobbing against my chest.
I pat her head, giving her time to calm down.
She’s really been keeping it bottled up inside of her, huh? Desperately struggling against that curse, trying to do what’s right in hopes that the Goddess will forgive her.
I’ve got a lot of things I want to say to that damn Goddess if I ever have the misfortune of meeting her…
Belle walks up to Alisha. “Forsaken or not, it doesn’t matter to me, Alisha. You’re such a nice girl. You deserve to be happy.”
“Belle, did you know…?”
“I suspected. I’ve been watching you for a long time. Beastmen are known for being stronger and faster than humans, yet you were always struggling to keep up with us, pushing yourself so hard.”
“I tried my best to hide it. I was afraid of what would happen if others found out…”
“I know. Even though I was taught to fear the Forsaken, I couldn’t bring myself to tell the mistress. There’s no way someone as kind as you could be as dangerous as the church says.”
Alisha and Belle embrace, showing their deep feelings as companions who’ve relied on each other during the worst of times.
Edwin looks on in concern. “Never thought I’d feel bad for one of the Forsaken. What has the world come to?”
“That just goes to show how important it is to see the world for what it is, rather than listening to those in power who have a vested interest in controlling how you think.”
During our conversation, I’ve been keeping an eye on the mana of the other four men deeper in. They’ve gathered in one of the side rooms down the hall, preparing to ambush us as we walk by. I relay that information to the others after everyone calms down.
None of them are particularly high level, so they’re probably all worthless grunts to whichever group created this slime pit. Still, they’re bound to know something at least.
“Laya, paralyze the last one so we can interrogate him.”
“Mmm.”
I cancel the [Earth Wall] and take the lead as we make our way down the narrow pathway. I signal for the others to stop at a safe distance before waving Alisha forward with me. I don’t even try to hide the sound of my footsteps as the two of us approach the doorway.
As expected, a man leaps out just as we reach it and swings his sword at us. Of course, the only thing he hits is the shaft of my spear as I parry his attack.
Before he can recover, my spear blurs, taking him down. The man behind him attempts to attack while I focus on his ally. A sharp clang rings out as his sword impacts Alisha’s shield.
He attempts to retreat now that his advantage has vanished, but the [Ice Lance] that appears from the air around me imbeds itself deep in his chest. I hear the sound of his sword falling to the ground, along with the thump of his body.
The two remaining men step back and look at each other, as if considering their options. I thought they may begin to beg for their lives, but instead they charge, with desperation clearly visible in their eyes.
I evade a sword and kick its wielder, sending him hurtling into a nearby wall. Immediately after, I smack the hands of the other man with the butt of my spear as he slashes at me. His sword flies through the air before clanking harmlessly on the stone floor.
My spear vanishes, and I grab the disarmed man. I give him a solid push, and he topples over, collapsing at Alisha’s feet.
She looks down on the fallen man. “So many have suffered because of you. They lost friends and families, they lost homes and shops. People like you … people like you should just die!”
Her sword slices through the air and cuts into the man’s torso as he attempts to scramble away. There’s no hesitation this time, with her weapon tracing a complete arc through his body. Her sword ends with its tip pointing toward the ground, with droplets of blood steadily dripping from the blade onto the cold, stone floor.
I look at Alisha. There’s no sign of remorse or sadness. Rather, a look of satisfaction and excitement covers her face.
She really does enjoy it, doesn’t she? Such a nice, obedient girl, yet somewhere inside her is a predator.
The final man attempts to use our focus on his dead ally to his advantage. He grips his sword with both hands and puts his entire body weight behind his attack, slashing at me from overhead.
Even though you’re attacking in desperation, it still hurts to see you leave so many openings.
Rather than taking advantage of the various ways to counter his attack, I simply raise my hand, placing it in the path of his sword. The blade reaches me, and I feel it slice into my skin. The man looks at my hand and sees only a trickle of blood trace a path down my arm, despite putting everything he had into the attack.
“Don’t hurt Master!” Alisha yells, charging toward him.
“Stop, Alisha.” I didn’t use the power of the slave crest, yet she still halts her steps obediently.
Laya appears beside us, and the man falls as her [Shock] spell envelops him. I bind him using a length of rope I keep in my [Inventory]. When he recovers from the paralysis effect, he sits up, with a mixture of fear and hatred on his face.
“Seems you and your buddies have been quite busy down here breeding slimes,” I say as I stare into the man’s eyes. “I find it rather interesting. So much so that I’d like to know more, like who ordered it and why. How about it—feel like sharing?”
He eyes my spear, which I’ve slowly lowered to his throat while speaking. Despite the threat, he doesn’t open his mouth.
“Might have to soften him up a bit, lad,” Edwin says. “Maybe the girls should wait in the other room.”
“No,” I say without hesitation.
Even if he deserves it, there’s no way I can torture him into speaking. Nobody should have to suffer like that. Nobody.
“You sure? These kinds of things can get pretty messy…”
“That’s not what I meant. I’m saying we won’t need to go that far in the first place.”
The carrot and the stick. Or, put plainly, reward for good behavior and punishment for bad. This world is quick to dish out punishments, and severely lacking in rewards.
“I have a feeling we can come to an agreement,” I continue. “After all, you want to survive the night, don’t you?”
I can see a bit of hope flood his face at my comment, but it’s immediately replaced with despair.
“Even if I did, they’d kill me,” the man says grimly.
I expected as much. These types of organizations have to make examples of betrayers to keep the others in line.
I pull out a small pouch and toss it at the man’s feet. A handful of silver coins spill out from it as it hits the ground.
“You’ll get a head start on them, along with these coins to purchase supplies,” I pause as the man looks longingly at the pouch, perhaps weighing his options. “If they’ll kill you anyway, what’s the harm in trying?”
After a brief hesitation, he nods. The carrot was a success, but that doesn’t mean I have to always play nice. There are other ways to use the stick rather than physical pain.
I reach down and grab the man’s exposed forearm, clenching it tightly. I channel my mana into my hand—but not into a spell formation. The man’s face twitches from a short, but intense, heat at the area I’m grasping.
“If I find out you lied to me, I will hunt you down. The spell I’ve placed in you will let me track you no matter how far you run. Remember that.”
“R-right!”
According to the man, Geld is the one who had this slime pit constructed, as well as the one who cast the various spells within it, such as the [Trasform] spell on the entrance. Nothing too surprising there, but he does mention that the whole underground facility has been enchanted to prevent the slimes from dissolving the walls and doors, which explains the large enchantment I’ve been sensing around us.
He claims to not know why he built this slime pit but says that Geld doesn’t seem to want to destroy the city. After the initial surprise attack, all the following ones were defeated with minimal damage, yet he continues to order the same attack nearly on a regular schedule.
After obtaining a few more minor tidbits of information, I leave the bound man in the room with a promise to release him once we finish our business here.
Back in the corridor, we walk to the thick, iron door at the end of the path. Just beyond lies the source of that disgusting mana—the slimes. There are so many that I can’t even pick out individual creatures; it feels like one large, writhing mass of mana.
I place my hand on the door and concentrate on the enchantment flowing through it. I immediately recognize the spell formation as [Shimmering Shield], and the mana flowing within it feels familiar.
Ah, [Shimmering Shield] protects against magical attacks. I guess the slimes acid is considered magic, and the spell protects the enchanted objects from being dissolved by it.
Seems enchanting things with magic can lead to some interesting results. If only I could create spell-enchanted items…
There’s no need to take over the enchantment this time, so I leave it alone and turn toward the girls and Edwin behind me.
“Alright, here’s the plan. Laya, you prepare [Shock]. Belle, you channel [Fireball]. I’ll use [Maelstrom]. Once I open the door, we all release the spells into the center of the room. After that, I’ll shut the door and wait for our cooldowns to reset before we do it again.”
“What should I do, Master?”
“For now, just be ready to engage in case something goes wrong.”
Edwin shakes his head. “I feel useless. Sorry, lad, but I don’t have much combat experience.”
“It’s fine. There’re probably a couple hundred slimes in there, but they’re all weak and stupid. Wiping them out shouldn’t be a problem.”
In fact, I wish they were stronger. I’m still far from level 23, and the only way to gain experience now is to fight more powerful foes.
A thought occurs to me as I lament on the weakness of the enemies. I look to Edwin and see him standing in the back—out of our way and out of danger. Because he’s a craftsman, his level is relatively high: 12. However, without weapon skills and magic, he’s merely a stronger, tougher commoner.
From what I’ve seen firsthand, killing monsters provides vastly more experience points than crafting. Creating more powerful items or enchantments gives more experience than creating weak ones, so the better you become at crafting, the more experience you earn. However, even with that, leveling through crafting is extremely inefficient.
To top it off, craftsmen can only unlock higher tier crafting by leveling up. That means they’re forced to grind experience crafting weak items for years before reaching a high enough level to unlock more powerful crafting skills.
Although they seem to have picked up general knowledge through trial and error, nobody in this world truly understands the underlying mechanics behind how the skill and level system works, so they probably just assume that there’s no other way. However…
“Do you want to get stronger?” I ask Edwin.
“I do, but there are more important things right now, aren’t there?”
“Maybe, but I’d say making the leader of the resistance harder to kill is pretty important.”
Although that’s just a bonus to me. I’m more interested in seeing how many levels he’ll gain here. That’ll let me know whether or not [Heroic Growth], my Unique Skill that gives me and my party five times experience gain, affects allies outside my battle party.
“Well, I guess so. But how do you plan to do that before tomorrow?”
“We’ll be engaging in melee after we thin them out.” I pull a short sword out of my [Inventory] and toss it to Edwin. “You can use that to help us out. We’ll help secure you some easy kills.”
“Fine. I’m in.”
As soon as he announces his approval, I see a blinking exclamation point appear in the corner of my vision. I open my Status Screen and my eyes go wide when I see the notification.
<Edwin wants to join your party.>
I accept the request and Edwin’s name joins Laya and the others. I open his status and have full access to all of his information. I navigate to his crafting skills and see that he has [Enchanting] rank 3 and [Enchantment Up] rank 1. Those are the highest skill levels he can learn until level 15, where he unlocks the next rank for both skills.
Now that he’s in my party, he should definitely get the benefit of my Unique Skill, [Heroic Growth], which defeats half the purpose of having him join, but that’s trumped by my realization that I can add outsiders to my party simply by asking them to join me.
This is going to be very useful in the future when I want to power level someone.
With everyone ready, I return my attention to the slimes. I nod to Laya and Belle, who are squeezed beside me in the narrow hallway. Then, I open the door.
A pile of slimes immediately falls into the pathway. There are so many of them in the room that not only is the floor completely covered, but there are actually three or four layers of slimes stacked up on top of each other.
As planned, Laya releases [Shock], paralyzing the slimes nearest the door, preventing them from swarming over us. Then, Belle’s [Fireball] flies into the center of the room, followed quickly by my [Maelstrom].
The slimes that spilled out of the room are blocking the door from closing, so I release a [Crescent Wave] with my spear, which blows them away and back into the room. I close the door before any other slimes can crawl out.
From beyond the door, we can hear the [Maelstrom] still raging as it shreds the monsters within. I look at Edwin’s experience bar as the slimes continue to die and see it ticking up at a satisfying rate. He reaches level 13 in just that one round of spells. Meanwhile, my bar has barely moved at all, despite killing dozens of slimes.
I miss the days when my experience would go up like that.
We repeat our spellcasting combo several times and manage to thin out the room quite nicely. So, we move to the next phase: melee combat. The slime’s acidic bodies will quickly wear down any weapons used to attack them, so I equip Alisha and myself with disposable weapons before opening the door.
The gooey remains of dead slimes can be seen scattered all over the floor and walls, along with a slime pool near the back of the room where new slimes are being created. Now that I have time to [Scry] them, I notice these slimes are slightly stronger than the ones we fought in the forest.
Man, I’d really love to have a monster spawner like that sometime. They may be weak but having a reliable source of monsters would be great for when I want to level a new party member.
The remaining slimes slither out at a manageable pace, allowing me and Alisha to chop them up without getting swarmed. From time to time, I purposefully use the butt of the spear to toss a few slimes behind me. After Laya paralyzes them, Edwin finishes them off with his short sword.
It’s not really necessary for him to fight since he gains experience passively from my kills, but he will level faster if he participates in the battle, so it’s not useless. More importantly, he’d probably be very curious how he got noticeably stronger without killing any slimes.
Eventually, the slimes stop appearing, and after finishing off a few stragglers, the cleanup is complete. We walk to the source of the slimes and stare at the green goop bubbling within.
“Wanna do the honors?” I ask Belle.
“Um, sure,” she agrees hesitantly. “What do I do?”
“Just cast a [Fireball] into the pool and it’ll explode. We should probably stand back, though—don’t want to get covered in goop.”
After retreating to a safe distance, Belle blasts the slime spawner, and like last time, a shrill scream erupts from the pool as it dies.
“Satisfying,” Laya says with a smile.
“Agreed. I always get a feeling of accomplishment after completing a long questline like this.”
“Questline?” Belle asks.
“Forget it,” Laya says. “You won’t understand even if he explains.”
I shrug and begin to turn when I feel a slight rumble. As the ground shakes, bubbles once again appear in the slime pit. The bubbling intensifies and with a scream, a huge blob of slime erupts from within it.
Unlike the flat, pancake-like slimes we’ve fought until now, this one stands vertically, reaching the nearly thirty-foot-tall ceiling above. The acid oozing from its purple body drips to the floor below as it fully extracts itself from the destroyed pit.
Several massive, gooey tentacles stretch out from its body, moving erratically, as if in search of prey.
Of course, I use [Scry] on it as soon as it appears, so I know that it’s a level 24 Slime Lord.
Good. I was getting bored of all the weak monsters.
I can’t help but smile as the Slime Lord orients itself toward us, seemingly recognizing us as enemies.
“Alisha, protect Belle. This one’s too strong for you right now. Belle, don’t cast until Laya and I can draw its focus. Edwin, retreat to the hallway so you don’t get caught up in the fight.” I look to Laya. “Ready, partner?”
“Mmm.”
“Let’s go!” I dash toward the Slime Lord, a simple silvered-steel spear held in my hands. Laya matches me step for step, and we both release spells as we close in on our opponent.
Laya’s blades of wind slice into the creature the same moment my ball of fire explodes on its body. Bits of goo scatter the floor and walls around it as it whips its tentacles toward us.
“Pincer,” I say to Laya using [Mental Link]. She immediately circles to the Slime Lord’s right as I move to its left.
Fighting shoulder-to-shoulder makes it difficult for Laya and I to utilize our mid-range weapons effectively. We both need several feet of space around us clear of allies in order to maximize our weapon’s potential. On top of that, the Slime Lord is forced to split its tentacles to deal with us, making it easier to find openings to attack its body.
I slice a tentacle in two as it draws near, then another. After a third slice, I release an [Ice Lance] through an opening and watch as the spell imbeds itself into the Slime Lord’s body.
It immediately emits a high-pitched shriek, and the goo around the [Ice Lance]’s impact zone begins to harden.
Interesting…
The tentacles I chopped off squirm on the ground, making their way back to the main body. When they reach it, they melt back into the body, and new tentacles quickly grow to replace the missing ones.
Regeneration, huh? So that’s the kind of battle this is going to be.
“Laya, this monster’s regeneration will turn this into a battle of attrition. Any ideas?” As I speak to her, I’m leaping around the air, thinning out the tentacles to create another opening.
“It should have a core somewhere in its main body, similar to the normal slimes.” Laya’s also activated [Air Step], and I see her chain sickle lashing out with precision as she leaps around, intercepting one tentacle after another.
“Right. We just need an opening large enough to get close to it.”
“Mmm. Elemental weakness?”
“Water.”
“Cast [Maelstrom]. I’ll use it as cover to search for its core.”
“Sounds good. Let’s get started, then.”
As Laya and I begin to change our tactics, a [Fireball] hits the Slime Lord’s main body. It doesn’t seem to do much damage, but the creature reacts regardless, sending one of its large tentacles toward the caster: Belle.
Alisha stands protectively in front of her, ready to intercept the attack. However, before it can reach her, Laya’s chain sickle arcs through the air, slicing it off at its base as it stretches out. The massive tentacle falls to the ground and begins to wriggle erratically.
“T-thanks!” Belle says as she eyes the squirming tentacle that’s slowly tracing a path back toward the main body.
I return to the center of the room, stopping a short distance in front of Alisha and Belle. Laya continues the assault directly in front of us, taking on the full brunt of its attacks by herself.
A sense of pride fills me as she puts her growth on full display before us, holding back the creature with mesmerizing, dance-like movements.
Laya forgoes offense and focuses purely on defending against the onslaught of tentacles that are now solely focused on her. It’s a tactic that would only lead to her eventual exhaustion—if she were alone.
“Amazing…” Alisha mutters as her eyes take in the scene.
“You’ll be fighting beside her one day, Alisha,” I say as I channel my spell.
“I—I don’t know…”
“When we first met, Laya was far weaker than you. This isn’t even her limit. She’s still got more to show you.” I see Alisha’s eyes focus on Laya, as if desperate to find the source of her strength.
“Here it comes,” I say to Laya.
“Enjoy this you dumb blob. [Maelstrom]!”
I cast the spell straight ahead, toward the center of the Slime Lord’s main body—right where Laya is engaging the army of tentacles.
“L-Laya!” Belle yells worriedly as the [Maelstrom] closes in on her from behind.
“Don’t worry,” I say calmly. “Just watch.”
Right before the spell engulfs her, she leaps onto an [Air Step] and watches as the circulating torrent of water below her crashes into the mass of tentacles, obliterating them into droplets of goo.
After the spell passes beneath her, she falls back to the ground, chasing the [Maelstrom], staying just out of range of its area of effect. Her chain sickle whips around her, slicing any tentacles untouched by the water.
Finally, the spell crashes into the main body, and the slime lord releases a pain-filled screech as the tentacles lash about in agony.
Now that she’s in range of the main body with no tentacles hounding her, Laya focuses on finding its weak spot. Her chain sickle slices through its body over and over, seeking that mass of hardened goo that makes up the slime’s core.
The [Maelstrom] begins to weaken, and the Slime Lord’s movements become erratic, forcing Laya to dodge several incoming tentacles as she continues to slice into the monster.
The four of us in back watch as Laya’s sickle makes one last pass, deep into the Slime Lord’s body. Immediately after, the tentacles slump to the floor. Then, the goo that makes up the creature begins to drip down its body, like the wax on a burning candle.
Laya turns from the melting slime and looks in our direction. On her face is a triumphant smile, displaying the joy that comes from a well-earned victory.
“Perfect job, Laya.” I walk up to her and begin softly stroking her head, and she looks up at me shyly.
“T-thanks…” Her timid nature causes her to stutter, but the smile never leaves her lips.
“Wow!” Belle yells. “You were so cool, Laya!”
“Laya’s strong!”
“No, I’ve still got a long way to go.” She glances back to me as she speaks.
“Still, I’m proud of you, Laya. You’ve really grown.”
“I’ll do my best to get even stronger.”
Edwin walks up. “Never thought I’d see a battle like that. Makes me realize how weak I am in comparison.”
“We all have our strengths and weaknesses, Edwin. It’s enchanters like you who allow fighters like us to bring out our full potential.”
“Guess you’re right…”
With the Slime Lord defeated, I go get the man who’s still bound in one of the rooms and we all make our way to the exit. As promised, I untie the man and release him. He runs off into the darkness without looking back.
However, the rest of us stay hidden below, with the enchantment on the trapdoor still activated.
Edwin casts a sidelong glance in my direction. “I didn’t think you’d actually release him.”
“We made a deal. He lived up to his side, so I’ll do the same.”
“What if he gets caught,” Belle says, “and tells them about us?”
“That’s exactly what I’m hoping for. I’m tracking his mana right now. Seems he ran into a group of guards. He’s running from them—ah, never mind, they got him.”
“You were serious about the spell that could track him?” Edwin asks with surprise. “I never heard of magic like that, so I thought you were just trying to scare him.”
In truth, all I did was create a tiny flame in my hand, causing a small burn to that man’s arm as I held it. But I ignore Edwin’s curious remark to avoid giving him too many clues. He’s already seen so much, but that doesn’t mean I need to share even more of my secrets with him.
The patrols in the area begin to converge at the spot where the man was captured, creating an opening for us to use to escape the area. Once I’ve chosen a path, I cancel the enchantment on the trapdoor, open it, and step out of the slime pit. I leave the trapdoor open as we dash through the devastated landscape and out of this abandoned section of town.

Interlude 4
----- Lumina -----
“I’m amazed your attendant could dig up such trite information, Your Highness,” Marquis Adel eyes Elise behind me as he sits at the desk in his study chambers.
“She and her men are very good at their job. All I needed was to ask her to find me the person in this city closest to Sir Locke, and his name was at the top of the list.” I take a sip from the cup of tea sitting on the table in front of me.
“Frightening. No wonder you bested me yesterday.”
I smile at him. “When it comes to the heroes, I always give it my all.”
“So I’ve noticed. It’s well-known that the other three heroes are a mess, but I never imagined you’d deduce the truth about Lutz so easily.”
“It was far from easy. I spent many sleepless nights worrying, until I finally decided to listen to the feelings screaming deep inside me.”
“Takes guts to make a decision like that and follow through with it. If there’s anything you need from me, just ask. I’ll gladly help you.”
“I’ll keep that in mind.”
There’s a knock at the door.
“Who is it?” Marquis Adel asks.
“The blacksmith you requested, my lord,” a guard says.
“Let him in.”
The door opens and a tall, thick-armed blacksmith walks into the room. Despite his large frame, he seems to shrink with each step he takes in our direction.
Poor man probably thinks he’s done something wrong. Why else would the marquis in charge of the province he lives in summon him?
“M-my lord!” He kneels before us.
“Stand, Baldrick.” He does as instructed. “Do you know why I’ve called for you?”
“No, my lord…”
“It seems you were quite busy near the end of Marquis Lars’ reign. I’ve word from a reliable source that you were involved in a very secretive plan.”
Baldrick’s face pales.
“Yes, a cunning plan indeed,” Marquis Adel continues. “Rebelling against your own lord often leads to a quick trip to the gallows.”
“M-my lord! If you’ll just let me explain, I—” He shuts his mouth when Marquis Adel raises his hand.
“There’s no need for an explanation. I already understand everything.”
“You do?” His skepticism is apparent.
“Yes. You joined with the rebellion in order to save this city from its cruel fate. My source spoke very highly of you.”
Baldrick’s face displays shock at the sudden turn of events.
“I could use someone like you—someone willing to fight for what they believe is right, no matter the danger involved.”
“I’d be happy to help in any way, my lord.”
“Good. I’m glad to hear that.” Marquis Adel leans forward, placing his arms on the desk in front of him. “Then, start by telling me everything you know about the False Hero.”
Baldrick gulps after hearing Marquis Adel’s request. “The False Hero? I’m afraid that I don’t know much, my lord…” he says evasively.
“Lying is certainly not your specialty, Baldrick.”
“Don’t you think you’ve scared him enough, Marquis Adel?” I shake my head.
“M-my lady?”
“You’re wrong. She’s not a noble. The young lady standing before you is King Edgar’s only daughter, Princess Lumina.”
“P-princess!?” He immediately begins kneeling again.
“Rise, Baldrick,” I say to him.
He straightens himself for the second time since entering the room, and looks straight ahead, avoiding my gaze.
“Refusing to meet the eyes of the one speaking to you is quite rude, wouldn’t you say?”
“M-my apologies, Your Highness!” He turns to me.
“Who’s scaring him now?” Marquis Adel lets out a small laugh.
“I’m only stating facts.” I say, slightly perturbed. “Baldrick, of all the citizens of this city, you were the one who had the most contact with the False Hero. He entered your shop several times, and the spear he wields is a weapon crafted by your hands, correct?”
“Y-yes, Your Highness.”
“We simply want to know your opinion of him. How did he speak? What did he say to you? What actions did he take? We want to know all of it. Be advised that we’ve completed a thorough investigation, so I’d be wary of lying, were I you.”
He hesitates, seemingly pondering his words carefully. “He’s a bit rough around the edges, Your Highness. Impolite, even rude at times, but…” He holds my eyes. “I never saw evil in him. Even now, I have a hard time believing someone like him could be the False Hero.”
“Why is that?”
“The elf girl he rescued—the first time I laid eyes on her, she looked pitiful. Filled with pain and anger. But two days later, he appeared in my shop again, and the girl was like an entirely different person—full of life and energy. I couldn’t believe my eyes.”
“I see. Anything else?”
“Yes, he single-handedly saved Carin Village from a plague of monsters. A villager I spoke to later told me that his only reward was a bath and a night at an inn.”
“That is correct.”
“Then, he killed the very men who were destroying this city. I have a hard time believing that it’s all a coincidence.”
“Seems we were right about you,” Marquis Adel says.
“My lord?”
“I will have you swear to me. What you’re about to hear will not leave this room. Understand?”
“You have my word!” Baldrick bows to him.
“We also do not believe his actions to be mere coincidence. In fact, we find them to be quite the opposite—as if he’s purposefully seeking those in trouble and saving them, as any true hero would do.”
“Hero…? That kid?”
“Do you disagree?”
“N-no, I just have a hard time believing my ears…”
“You heard correct,” I say to him. “We seek Sir Locke—Lutz as you call him—not to arrest him, but to ask for his help—to lead us to victory against the armies of Chaos.”
“You’re serious…”
“Very much so,” Marquis Adel says. “And we’d like you to join us.”
Although he looks overwhelmed at the sudden turn of events, Baldrick agrees to join our secret group.
Nearly everyone else in this world seems content to give themselves over to the currents that continue to drag us down the path of destruction.
If we don’t stand against the powerful forces that threaten to bring us to our doom, then I can only see a future where all the races are destroyed at the hands of Chaos.
We need him. We need Sir Locke to guide us—to usher us back to a path that leads to our survival.




Chapter 8: The Night Before

----- Lutz -----
I take a sip of water from my cup as I relax in a chair. Belle and Alisha look exhausted, as expected, and although he’s trying to hide it, Edwin’s obviously tired as well. It’s a little past this world’s normal bedtime. Add the physical and mental exertion from the battles we fought tonight and it’s understandable that they’d be worn out.
The only exceptions are me and Laya. Not only are our levels higher, but we’ve grown accustomed to this lifestyle. A night of combat isn’t enough to tire us out. Though, we do need to sleep soon to make sure we’re at full capacity tomorrow—especially me, since I’ve got to get up early.
I meet Edwin’s eyes. “What do you think? Did we pass your test?”
“I just don’t get it,” he says as he shakes his head. “How did someone like you get labeled as the False Hero?”
“Yeah,” Belle says, “I was wondering the same thing.”
“Master isn’t a bad person. They must have made a mistake!”
Out of the corner of my eye, I see Laya nod in agreement. I feel a sudden tinge of embarrassment from the compliments.
“Maybe so, but even if that’s true, it doesn’t change anything. To the king, the other heroes, and the people of this world, I am the False Hero.”
“You’re right,” Edwin says. “If I didn’t see it with my own eyes, I’d never believe the False Hero would go out of his way to help this city. That said, I’d be honored if you’d help us finish this battle tomorrow.”
With confirmation that the plan’s still intact, we say our goodbyes and Edwin leaves. The girls prepare to sleep, and to my surprise, Laya decides to stay with Alisha and Belle. Because the bed is so wide, the petite girls claim that they’re going to sleep on a single bed, leaving the one in the other room for me.
Despite that, Laya still comes over as I’m preparing a few things and asks for her nightly brush. Of course, I comply with a smile, and after we finish, she heads back to the other room.
I can’t believe Laya agreed to sleep with them. This will be the first time we’ve slept separated since the day we met. It’s kind of sad in a way, like she’s growing up. Is this how a father feels when his little girl turns into a young woman?
After finishing my preparations for the night, I go to the girls’ room and see that the door’s still open, so I walk in without knocking.
“I know it’s late,” I say as the girls turn to me, “but there’s one more thing I want to do tonight.”
“What is it?” Laya asks.
“It’s about Belle.”
“Me? Is something wrong?”
“Yeah. You’re too weak.”
“Eh!? But I was useful tonight, wasn’t I?” She looks at the other two girls for confirmation.
“I-I think so!” Alisha says.
“Mmm. You did well.”
“See? They think so, too.”
“I agree. You and Alisha have great teamwork together, and your experience fighting monsters has given you some sharp battle instincts. However, the fact remains that you’re too weak.”
“I see…”
“Alisha relies heavily on her equipment, so there’s not much I can do to make her stronger before tomorrow. You, however, are a mage—one who just gained a lot of levels and now has room to grow.”
Edwin reached level 16 during the slime extermination. When I checked his status afterwards, his [Enchanting] and [Enchantment Up] skills had each increased by one rank, which proves my theory that if someone practices a skill for long enough, they will eventually master it but are unable to actually learn and use it until they reach the appropriate level.
However, Belle’s [Fireball] remains at rank 2, despite now being capable of raising it to Rank 3. Normally, it’d take weeks of practice to raise the spell’s rank, but I have a way of shortening the process. Since it’s only a first-tier spell, she should be able to rank it up in fifteen minutes or so.
Each spell grows in different ways when they’re ranked up. My [Fireball] spell is still rank 1, so I don’t know how ranks affect it, but from what I’ve seen so far, spells seem to get large boosts to their strengths, and small boosts in other areas.
For example, when I ranked up [Shock], the area of effect and strength of the paralysis went up significantly, but its power only received a mild increase. It’s more of a utility-based spell rather than an offensive one, and its growth matches that.
Since [Fireball] is an offensive-oriented spell, I can safely assume that it will receive a large boost to its damage as it ranks up. Still, it’s only a first-tier spell, so I don’t expect a single rank increase to have a significant impact.
“It’s not much,” I continue, “but I want to make your [Fireball] spell stronger.”
“You want to train me? Tonight?” For some reason, she looks to Laya, who nods back at her. “I don’t understand, but if Laya thinks it’s a good idea, then I’ll do my best.”
Huh? When did they get close enough to communicate without speaking?
“You can do it,” Laya encourages her. “Lutz is a great teacher. He taught me every spell I know.”
“How many years have you been with him?”
“Years? I only met him about a month ago.”
“A month!? You learned all that magic in a month!?”
“Mmm.”
While Alisha and Belle look at each other in shock, I navigate to my spell list and eye [Fireball]. If I want to teach her, I’ll have to get mine up to rank 3 first. I don’t really want to spend the skill points on it, since I’m trying to focus on Wind magic and various utility spells—not to mention weapon skills and crafting. If I have to rank up all my Fire spells in order to train Belle, I’ll have to make some serious sacrifices in other areas.
“Although, I wish I could learn [Scorching Ray] instead,” Belle says absentmindedly as I hesitate to rank my spell up.
“Second-tier—or as you know them, Advanced-class spells, take much longer to learn. I don’t know if I could teach you in one night, especially since you’re so tired right now.”
“Aww. I feel like I’m so close to mastering it, but if you say so…”
“Wait a second. You’ve already started training to learn it?”
“Yeah. My old teacher was trying to teach me before … before I became a slave.”
In that case, maybe it will work.
I pull up a chair to the side of the bed and take a seat, then signal for Belle to sit on the edge of the bed across from me. A blush appears on her face as I grab her hands.
Hmm. I’ve noticed this before, but Belle’s mana feels really … average.
There’re no special characteristics that I can pick up from her. It fits right in alongside most of the other humans I’ve come across.
Compared to that, Laya’s mana feels clean and pure. It still amazes me every time I focus on it. Nobody else’s even comes close.
Meanwhile, Alisha’s is strikingly different. Unfortunately, being unique isn’t always a good thing, and in her case, it’s obvious that something is wrong with her mana.
As usual, the [Curse of the Forsaken] is probably to blame. And this feeling—isn’t it similar to what I felt coming from that pitch-black orb that Geld used to cast [Flame Pillar]?
He said she was one of his and that she would eventually obey. What exactly is going on?
Belle begins to fidget as I continue to silently hold her hands, so I refocus my thoughts and send my mana into her.
She immediately snatches her hands away from mine. “W-what was that!?”
“Relax. It’s just my mana entering your body. It’s part of the training.”
“I felt like something was burning me from the inside…” she says as she hesitantly allows me to grab her hands once again.
“Burning?” I ask as I turn to Laya.
For some reason, Laya looks away. She never mentioned any burning sensation while I was training her.
“It feels nice,” Laya says, still refusing to meet my gaze.
“Well, whatever. I guess it’s not harmful; I’ve been training Laya this way for a month now.”
This time, I allow my mana to slowly trickle into her. She tenses up at first, but slowly relaxes as it begins to circulate inside her.
“I-it’s comfortable,” she says softly.
“Try to cast [Scorching Ray].”
I feel her mana move as she tries to create the proper spell formation. She wasn’t lying when she said she’s close to learning it. I can see several mistakes in the pattern, but she’s doing well. Despite that, the spell formation breaks down near the end, and I feel her slump her shoulders in defeat.
“Good job,” I say, genuinely impressed.
“Thanks, but no matter how many times I try, I still can’t get it. It’s frustrating.”
“Don’t worry. If you’re that close, this should only take a few minutes.”  I take control of the energy circulating inside her.
“Eh!? Why is my mana moving on its own!?”
“I’m going to create the spell formation for you,” I say, ignoring her outburst. “Pay attention to it, so you can recognize the areas where it’s different from your attempt.”
I manipulate her mana, slowly forming the proper pattern for the spell and trying to emphasize the areas where I saw her make mistakes. When it’s finished, I cancel the spell, sending her energy back into circulation within her body.
“That’s amazing!” she exclaims.
Filled with excitement and conviction, she gives the spell another shot. I subtly nudge her mana into the proper formation as it moves, correcting her little mistakes. Again, and again, she forms the spell. Each time, she gets a bit closer to completing it on her own. Until…
“Congratulations, Belle,” I say as I release her hands. “You’ve learned [Scorching Ray].” It’s appeared as rank 1 on her spell list, so there’s no mistake.
“Eh? Just like that?” Once again, she looks toward Laya.
“Congratulations.”
Belle’s eyes light up at Laya’s confirmation, and for a second it looks like she might start jumping up and down like a kid, but she reins herself in before she gets out of control. She pleads to me to let her cast the spell, but we obviously can’t do that right now, so I deny her request.
As a Fire mage, Belle’s role in our team is to wipe out enemies with sudden, powerful bursts of magic. With her new spell, I finally feel like she’ll be able to fulfill that role adequately.
My biggest worry is Alisha. As a tank, she’ll have to absorb the majority of the enemies’ attacks to protect the allies behind her, but her stats are simply too low. I was hoping they would catch up to ours as she leveled, but it turned out to be the opposite. Her stat growth is so abysmal that she fell even further behind relative to us. At this rate, she’ll eventually become a burden to the team and be unable to fulfill her role as the tank.
There’s nothing I can do tonight, so I put those thoughts aside and wish the girls a good night before heading back to my bedroll and going to sleep.

Interlude 5
----- Rolf -----
There’s nothing quite like a hunt.
‘Rolf, you’re no assassin. You’re just a killer,’ they used to say.
I wonder if I’ll meet him again one day—my old teacher. I suppose I should be happy that I failed to kill him the night he came for me. My new position as a hero will make our reunion oh so sweet.
The silent night, draped in darkness, provides cover for me as I move unseen down the city streets.
My high-level eyes, strengthened with [Enhance], cut through the darkness, allowing me to clearly see my prey.
I trail him, biding my time. Of course, I already know where and how I’m going to strike. I could easily wait at that location until he arrives, but there’s no fun in that.
Look at him. He has no idea that his life is about to end. How pitiful.
I nearly let out a small laugh. The only thing that prevents me from doing so is the brutal training beaten into me by my old teacher.
From a side street, a patrol of guards enters the road. One of them carries a torch to light the way as they search for signs of trouble.
To think I was once as blind as those fools.
A torch will help illuminate a few feet into the night, but the torchbearer’s eyes will be unable to adjust to the darkness, preventing them from seeing beyond their limited light source.
Besides that, it makes them a beacon, visible to the very criminals they’re supposed to be seeking.
Good for sending petty criminals scurrying away, but useless for anyone with a shred of talent.
The patrol meets up with my prey, and I hear bits of a rowdy conversation between them as I watch from afar.
Enjoy it while you can.
Before long, they part ways, and my prey is once again treading alone in the darkness.
We’ve arrived.
As always, the pinnacle of the hunt floods my body with excitement. A smile forms on my face as I quicken my steps, beginning to close the distance.
My feet no longer make even the slightest noise as I move, thanks to the [Air Step] spell.
My prey turns a corner, and I follow, now just a few steps behind. He continues on, still blissfully unaware of his impending death.
I step even closer—close enough that he would feel my breath on the back of his neck, were I breathing.
Finally, I strike, wrapping one arm around his neck from behind, my hand covering his mouth as I restrain his movements with my other arm.
He jumps in surprise and attempts to free himself from my grasp. He flexes his huge, bulging muscles, trying to overpower me.
It’s useless. No matter how strong you think you are, you’re no match for a hero chosen by the Goddess.
He realizes his tactic isn’t working and begins to squirm, trying to slip out from my hold. That’s when he realizes.
“Mmmgh!” He lets slip a muffled scream as his hands clasp around the dagger stuck in his abdomen.
“If you want to blame someone for your death,” I say with satisfaction, “then blame the king.”
I remove the dagger from his gut and make one final stab—directly in his heart.
His body goes limp. I remove my arms and it falls to the ground with a thud.
I look down on the now former captain of the guard. He was in charge of the new squadron dedicated to patrolling the area around the coliseum before his untimely demise.
I’ve had enough of the king’s interference in my neighborhoods. If I have to, I’ll make these streets so dangerous for the guards that they would rather desert than be stationed here.
As I turn to leave, I catch a slight glimpse of movement in a distant alleyway.
Not a single person was here just a moment ago. I made absolutely sure of it.
I quickly move to the alley and peer into the darkness within.
Was I imagining it? No, I’m certain I saw something…
Suddenly, the sound of metal hitting stone rings out. I look to the source of the noise, a small pile of rubbish, and see a cat scurry away.
Have I lost it? Chasing a cat’s shadow…
I turn from the alley and begin walking back to my residence, the next hunt already on my mind.
----- Edgar -----
There’s a knock at my door as I sit at my desk and read through the latest batch of requests from ministers and officials.
“Who is it?” I ask the guard.
“Duke Percival de Talim, Your Majesty.”
“Send him in.”
Duke Percival enters my sturdy chambers and gives a slight bow. “Good evening, Your Majesty.”
Although his voice and appearance may seem ordinary to a casual observer, I’ve met with him more times than I care to remember, dealing with important and stressful topics which often lead to heated conflicts.
He’s fraying at the edges. So, it went just as I imagined, huh?
“Please, take a seat.” I motion toward a chair at the table situated in front of my desk. He does as instructed and pours himself a cup of tea I had prepared for him before his arrival.
Of course, during a normal meeting, a duke, the highest rank of nobility, would never pour his own drink. But this is far from a normal meeting.
“I assume,” I begin as I push the stack of parchments aside, “that the mission was a success.”
“Yes.” He gulps down the rest of his cup of tea. “Do you mind if I pour myself something stronger, Your Majesty?”
“Do as you wish.” I nod toward a cabinet stocked with various alcohols.
Duke Percival picks out a particularly strong variety and downs a cup before he opens his mouth again. “If I had known what was in store for me, I would never have taken on that mission.”
“You would rather live in ignorance than know the truth? That doesn’t sound like the Percival I know.”
“The Percival you knew yesterday hadn’t had the foundation of his beliefs shattered. Do you know what the people would do if they found out the truth?”
“Of course I know. That’s why I’ve been using my authority to keep a tight lid on the information. Fortunately, their ally, Duke Bradley de Reinhold, seems to share my sentiment.”
“Damn him. Even using something like this to his advantage. We should have rid ourselves of him after your brother’s rebellion two decades ago. We all know he was involved.”
“That’s true, but even I cannot depose someone with as much power as Duke Bradley without sufficient proof.”
“I know. Good thing for me too, isn’t it?”
“Come now. We’ve had our differences, but in the end, I believe we both just want what’s best for the kingdom. We simply disagree on the methods. But enough of that. Tell me what your spy witnessed.”
“As you requested,” Duke Percival begins, “I sent my best man to keep an eye on the captain of the guard stationed around the coliseum. At the time, I couldn’t fathom why you were being so secretive. I had assumed you suspected him of corruption and were looking for evidence, though I wasn’t sure why you came to me with the task.”
“Now you see why I couldn’t give details.”
“Yes. When my spy returned, I thought it some sick joke, yet he is one of my most trusted men.” He pours another drink and downs it in an instant. “I never imagined that one of the Great Heroes would be no better than a common murderer.”
“I was shocked by the revelation as well. It’s no secret that the heroes are … well, inadequate in certain areas. But if the people knew the depths of their debauchery, it’s possible that the war would be lost simply from the collapse of morale alone.”
“We cannot let this information escape!”
“Don’t worry,” I reassure him. “I believe everyone involved has an interest in keeping the secret. How long we can control the heroes’ behavior, on the other hand, is questionable. However, as long as Chaos is defeated before that day, we can avoid the worst-case scenario.”
“That’s true. If only we could limit their time here in Roshar and force them to focus on the war…”
“They may not have a choice soon. We are preparing a campaign to invade the lands of Chaos. I believe the heroes may find themselves busier than they expect when in enemy territory.”
“That’s great news, in many ways. Perhaps the war will be over soon.”
“We can only hope so.”
“So tell me, why did you pick me to share this with?”
“Simple,” I say as I hold Duke Percival’s eyes. “I need allies.”
“Allies? You expect me to stand against the heroes?”
“No, I expect you to stand with the people. Do you think Duke Bradley and the heroes will bring prosperity to this kingdom, knowing what you now know?”
He gulps down another cup of alcohol. “No.”
“Then let us work together to ensure it never comes to that.”
Duke Percival stares into his now empty cup. “Fine. But we play our hands carefully. I won’t subject my family and allies to such risk without care.”
“Then we are in agreement.”
Duke Percival takes his leave, saying he has many things to prepare.
My faction alone cannot stand against the combined authority and power of Duke Bradley and the three heroes. Even if I join with Duke Percival, our victory is far from assured.
Although Duke Percival leads the third most powerful faction of nobles within the Kingdom of Orakio, his strength and authority is a distant third when compared to mine and Duke Bradley.
I’m anxious to recruit even more allies to help ensure our victory, but at the same time, the more factions I gather, the more likely we are to splinter or to have one group turncoat.
I push all the documents on my desk aside and retrieve a single piece of blank parchment. On the sheet, I begin writing a letter to a person that I once swore to never contact again.
Those heroes underestimate me. I took this throne after a bloody civil war against my own younger brother. I won’t stand idly by while they desecrate the kingdom with their actions.
After finishing the letter, I walk to the cabinet and retrieve my own cup of strong liquor. I lean my head back and feel the burn of the alcohol as it slides down my throat.
It seems they’ve forgotten. Are people’s memories so short that they’d fool themselves into thinking I’d go down without a fight?
I exit my study and begin walking down the hallway, flanked by my two guardsmen. In short order, I arrive at the throne room. I walk down the red carpet but stop a short distance before reaching the steps that lead up to the throne.
I look up, my eyes focused on the wall beyond the throne. An enormous, two-handed maul hangs on the wall, visible just above the backrest of the throne. It’s a reminder—not to me, but to those who stand before me. A reminder of how I became king.
I’ll have them remember why I was once known by the name of Stormbreaker!




Chapter 9: Dichotomy of a Hero

----- Karina -----
I stop in front of the door and knock quietly.
“Come in,” I hear a weak voice say from the other side.
After entering, I see my younger brother laying on the large, plush bed within. A smile forms on his pale, sweaty face when he sees me.
“Karina, I’m glad you came. I was worried I wouldn’t get to see you tonight.”
“Of course I’d come. Have I missed a single night yet?”
“No, but I heard that the False Hero showed up today, so I thought you’d be too busy.”
“Busy? I’m swamped. Haven’t had a moment’s rest since this afternoon. Still, that’s not enough to stop me from visiting.”
I pull a vial out of my pocket and remove the cork. My brother scrunches up his nose as the potion’s bitter smell fills the room.
“Ugh. It tastes even worse than it smells, you know.”
“Yes. You’ve told me many times. Now open up.”
He lifts his head slightly and I pour the potion into his mouth. He nearly gags, but eventually manages to gulp it down. It’s already late, so after a bit of small talk, I leave with a promise to come again tomorrow, as always.
On the way back to my room, my mind wanders to the man whose fault it is that my brother has to suffer like this. He’s dead now, but even so, my hatred for him hasn’t cooled. If it weren’t for him, I could have gotten my brother the medicine he needed before it was too late. Now that the illness has gotten so bad, he’s not recovering, despite taking a vial of medicine every night.
That pig got what he deserved. How many other lives did he ruin with his greed? At least now, he can’t cause any more suffering.
I lay down on my bed, still irritated by my wandering thoughts. However, I’m so exhausted from the day’s events that I quickly drift off to sleep, despite my mood.
Sometime during the night, I’m awakened from my deep sleep by an ice-cold sensation. Without moving, I look at the sword pressed against my neck, then follow it up to the shadowy figure holding it. I can’t make out any details in the darkness, which only serves to heighten the fear swelling inside me.
An intruder!? How did he make it past the guards!?
“Did you sleep well, Mayor?” he asks sarcastically. “I’d advise against yelling. Wouldn’t want my hand to slip.”
“The False Hero,” I whisper after recognizing his voice.
“That’s right. I’ve come to finish my business with you.”
“A-are you going to kill me?” I can’t keep my voice from cracking as I ask.
“Kill? No, I’m not a barbarian. I’ll let you keep your life. All I want is money.”
“Money? I don’t have much—”
“Not your money. The city’s.”
“I don’t have it. We keep it—” I shut my mouth when the edge of the sword begins to dig into my skin. A trickle of blood runs down my neck.
“Sorry,” he says as he withdraws the sword to its original position. “My hand tends to twitch when people lie to me.”
“You devil. You’ll destroy this city…!” I yell softly through gritted teeth.
“I know. I can’t wait to see the reaction of the peasants once they realize their days of free meals are over.”
I don’t answer immediately, which causes him to once again begin digging the sword into my neck.
“Alright…!”
“I knew we could come to an agreement.” He grabs me by the arm and lifts me to my feet.
From the moment I became mayor, there’s been nothing but problems. The quality of items from the craftsmen who are still producing their goods has dropped significantly, making it difficult to export them to nearby cities. I even pay for their food and housing, yet they refuse to work hard to help Reim recover.
The slimes appeared at the worst possible time. The damage to the town isn’t important, but I’ve had to hire dozens of extra guards to patrol that area to prevent the damage from spreading. On top of that, after every attack, I have to replace all the weapons and armor damaged by the slime’s acid.
And the people, the ones I fought so hard to liberate from the oppressive merchants that invaded this city, only want more, no matter how much I give them. Only a handful show up to help run the shops or maintain the farms. The rest just laze around all day, waiting for their daily rations.
Day after day, the gold we confiscated from the merchants continues to dwindle. Now, the False Hero is going to take what’s left, leaving this city to starve.
Why? Why won’t anything just go the way I want? Why is it all falling apart!?
----- Lutz -----
Karina moves a desk, revealing a safe embedded into the wall behind it. She tugs on her necklace, and a key appears from beneath her blouse, attached to the chains. She opens the safe and steps back, her face a mixture of hatred and resignation.
I step up to the opening and see two large bags of gold coins sitting inside.
That’s all? There’s probably a thousand coins here—a fortune for a person, but not nearly enough to run a city this size for long.
Is there another safe somewhere? Perhaps I should threaten her some more…
As I consider my options, I notice several empty bags strewn around the safe.
So that’s it. It makes sense if I think about it. With how poorly Reim is managed, of course this city would bleed money. Even if I didn’t steal it, they’d run out soon anyway.
I reach in and place the bags of gold into my [Inventory]. Having seen the bags vanish, the mayor stares at me in confusion, but stays silent.
“Thanks. These coins will come in handy,” I say to maintain my persona as the False Hero.
“You’re just like them. You take what you want with no regard to the suffering you leave in your wake.”
“Like whom?”
“The merchants. When they arrived, they bought everything of importance and bribed all the officials. The people who lived here for generations were forced out of their homes and lives, unable to afford the rising prices…!”
Belle said something similar. The influx of wealthy merchants disrupted the balance of the town, causing the workers to slide further and further into poverty as the wealthy newcomers took over.
“Do you know what it’s like,” she continues, “to watch your younger brother wither away from an illness that can be cured with a single potion? That alchemist—he bribed the former mayor for sole rights to the forest where the ingredients grow, then refused to brew it no matter how much I begged…!”
It’s easy to imagine what I’d do in that situation. If Laya were dying from such an illness, I’d stop at nothing to get the medicine she needs. Despite being in my role as the False Hero, I can’t find the motivation to mock her for her misery.
There’s no doubt that if I had arrived earlier, I would have fought on the side of the workers. I’ve seen just how corrupt and cruel this world can be to those without money and power. Perhaps the merchants who’ve had their gold and belongings stripped from them are only facing the consequences of their own actions. Yet…
“That’s not my problem,” I say coldly.
Her anger fades, replaced by desperation. “Please—please I’m begging you! Don’t take it. The people of Reim have already suffered enough…”
I want to ignore her pleading eyes. Yet, as I peer into them, I see a sincerity I didn’t expect.
Don’t look at me like that. You’re supposed to be evil and selfish. So why…? Why do you care about the people?
I find myself hesitating as we continue to gaze at each other. However…
We’ve come too far to back out now. In the end, what we’re doing is in the best interest of the people, even if you don’t know it.
It’s difficult to continue since I’ve begun to sympathize with her, but I raise my hand to put an end to this meeting.
Surprise colors her face as I release my [Shock] spell. She’s only level 4, so despite lowering the spell’s power with [Manipulate Mana], she still falls to the floor, paralyzed, and her eyes follow me as I gag her and tie her up. Without saying another word, I quietly leave her room and step into the dimly lit hallway outside.
My original plan was to leave through her window, but now there’s something I need to do before I escape. I walk down the hall and stop in front of a door. Inside, I find a boy slightly younger than me sleeping on a bed. When I was sneaking in, I felt a weak, sickly source of mana coming from this room.
Is this the brother she spoke of?
The [Scry] spell shows me that he is inflicted with a debuff called Void Fever (Advanced).
If he’s still sick after all this time, then whatever medicine she’s using to cure him must not be working.
I cast [Restore] on him, which cures poison and other debuffs, then check his status again. However, the disease hasn’t been cleansed. After a bit of hesitation, I upgrade my [Restore] spell to rank 2 and try again. Once again, there’s no effect.
Damn. Does [Restore] not work on diseases?
I can’t afford to keep wasting skill points. I’ve got a major battle today and I may need to upgrade other spells.
I check my Status Screen and see that I have five skill points remaining. It’s a dangerously low number, all things considered.
Not only do I have to consider the fight against Geld, but also the difficulty in gaining experience now that I’ve out-leveled most of the monsters near the cities and highways.
What if I desperately need to rank up a spell in order to get us out of a dangerous situation, only to run out…
I stand there for several long seconds, unsure of what to do.
If I leave him like this, he’ll die for sure.
The faces of my teammates appear in my mind. They spoke so highly of me last night that I ended up getting embarrassed from all the praise. What would they think if they saw me hesitating to save this boy’s life, simply to keep from wasting skill points?
I imagine the feeling of frustration and helplessness the mayor must have felt as she watched her brother slowly growing weaker, while the wealthy alchemist refused to make the medicine she needed.
Fine…!
I upgrade [Restore] once again, bringing it to rank 3—the highest I can upgrade my second-tier spells. I say a silent prayer as I cast it on the boy. I check his status, and…
It worked!
The disease now displays as: Void Fever (Advanced) (Fading), signaling that it will vanish once the [Restore] spell has run its course. Satisfied, I walk to the window, open it, and leap out.
I make a quick stop by an abandoned warehouse to prepare it for later, and with my early morning mission complete, I head back to the house we’ve been borrowing from the resistance. As usual, Laya’s awake now that the sun’s first rays have begun to peek over the horizon.
“Jeez. You can sleep in every once in a while, you know.” I smile at her.
“No.” Her short answer only causes my smile to deepen.
“Well, objective complete on my end—although, there’s going to be a change of plans.”
“Why?”
“I learned something during my visit to the mayor’s mansion. I don’t want to leave this city with any regrets, so we’re going to have to work a bit harder to give everyone a happy ending. Is that okay with you?”
“Mmm. If it’s that important, then of course.”
“Good. Then, once Edwin arrives, I’ll explain the details. Until then—you want to learn some magic?”
Laya’s eyes light up. “Did I reach level 20?”
She holds her hand out, placing it in front of her face. Although she doesn’t have a Status Screen like me, she can [Scry] herself, which will allow her to see her level and other information.
From the position of her eyes, I can see that she’s looking at her level. However, as usual when she checks herself, I notice her eyes move to a particular spot.
She’s checking her race again, huh?
The first time I laid eyes on Laya, I was amazed when I realized that she’s a high elf. The fact that elves existed at all was a surprise, so I didn’t think anything was strange with her race. However, the first time Laya cast [Scry] on herself, she was shocked.
According to her, the title of high elf is reserved for only the most powerful of the elven warriors and mages. With their lifespan reaching into the hundreds of years, it’s not surprising that there’s never once been a high elf under the age of a hundred, yet according to her status, the nineteen-year-old Laya has already achieved it.
Of course, high elf is just a title granted to powerful elves, so there may not be a connection between it and her race. The best way to solve the mystery is to find another elf and [Scry] them. If their race also displays as high elf, then it probably doesn’t have any deep meanings.
Unfortunately, elves rarely leave their homeland, so we haven’t run into any yet to test it.
“Yep,” I say, refocusing my thoughts. “You leveled up after the boss battle—and it’s a well-deserved level if I say so myself.”
“Then, yes. [Wind Blade], please.”
“I knew you’d say that.”
My [Wind Blade] is rank 3, but Laya’s been stuck at rank 2 since she needed to reach level 20 before being able to power it up.
As always, Laya and I sit across from each other, our knees nearly touching, as I grab her small hands. I send my mana into her and crack open one of my eyes, taking in the blissful expression that covers her face.
So that’s where that look comes from, huh? The fiery sensation Belle was talking about—I wonder why Laya never mentioned it before.
I close my eyes again and focus on the training. Like every time before, I can’t help but be impressed by Laya’s ability to master these complex spell formations.
If I weren’t automatically given the knowledge on how to cast the spells when I rank them up, then I’m positive it’d take me several times longer than Laya to master them. She really is special, in more ways than one.
The training is over before I know it, and I reluctantly release her hands. “Great job, as usual.”
“Thank you, Lutz.” The smile on her face is all the reward I need.
With each increase in rank, the [Wind Blade] spell releases an additional blade, bringing hers up to five now. Additionally, the strength of each blade rises, along with its ability to track its target. There are a few other bonuses as well, such as increasing the size and speed of the blades.
After the training, the sun is high enough in the sky to justify waking Belle and Alisha, and after doing so, we all prepare ourselves while waiting for Edwin to arrive.
Soon, there’s a knock at the door, and I open it, already aware that it’s Edwin due to the feel of his mana.
“Ready, lad?” he asks after entering the house.
“Yeah, I’ve already completed my mission this morning.”
“I knew you would. I had my doubts when you first explained your plan, but after last night, those doubts have vanished.”
“That’s good, because I’m going to need you to put your trust in me one more time.”
“Oh? Is there a problem?”
“Yeah, it’s something I learned when I visited the mayor this morning…”
I go over the events that transpired at the mayor’s mansion, giving Edwin and the girls all the information I stumbled on while I was there.
Alisha in particular looks like she’s about to break out in tears when she hears of the mayor’s sick younger brother, but they end up being tears of joy after I explain how I healed him from his terminal disease.
After giving them the details, I explain several changes to the plan and how each of their roles will need to be revised to compensate.
“Lad, that’s a lot of changes so close to the start of the operation. Are you sure about this?”
“I can’t go through with the original plan after finding out the truth.”
“Guess I shouldn’t be surprised. Oh, well. We’ll have to make it work.” He doesn’t seem too upset. If anything, he looks relieved.
“Then if that’s settled, we should get moving. Don’t want to miss our chance.”
Edwin leaves, then I turn toward the girls. “You up for it, Laya?”
“No problem,” she answers confidently.
“I don’t deserve such a reliable partner.” I stroke her head softly, and she closes her eyes in satisfaction.
“W-what about us?” Belle asks. “Aren’t we reliable?” She stares at me and Laya, as if jealous of our close relationship.
“Hmm…” I rub my chin, pretending to consider my answer as she leans forward in anticipation. I look at her nervous face and let out a small chuckle. “Of course you are.”
“Jeez,” she says with a pout. “Don’t tease me like that…”
“Master sure is a meanie!” Alisha’s smile contrasts her words.
“Hah. I can’t deny that.” I open the door and we all step outside. “This goes without saying, but … be careful.”
“Mmm.”
“Wow,” Belle says with an exaggerated expression on her face, “you’re such a worry wart.” Her mischievous smile tells me she’s getting back at me for teasing her.
“Worry wart!” Alisha echoes Belle.
“Guess I deserved that…” I shake my head. “Anyway, let’s go.”
The three girls depart, heading toward their objective, while I take off in a different direction.
----- Laya -----
I feel Lutz’s mana slowly fade into the distance as we head to our separate destinations.
“Are you sure you don’t want our help, Laya?” Belle asks me.
“I’m sure. It will be easier by myself.”
“Laya can do it.” Alisha’s face is tinged with worry, despite her confident words.
“Although I’m not at his level yet, Lutz trained me for these kinds of ‘quests’, as he calls them.”
“I hate that I’m starting to get used to his weirdness…” Belle says with a sigh.
“I went through the same phase. You’ll get over it soon.”
“Is Master really from another world?”
“Yes,” I respond, “without a doubt. He knows things that nobody else in this world seems to understand, and the way he thinks isn’t normal.”
“I thought my life was over when I became a slave,” Belle says in an unusually serious tone. “Yet, look at me now—working to help save an entire city from ruin. It almost doesn’t feel real.”
“Mmm. Meeting Lutz will do that.”
“Master is … Master is an important person,” Alisha states mysteriously.
Belle looks at her. “Because he’s the False Hero?”
“No—I don’t know. I just feel it. He’s important…”
We reach our destination while Alisha’s vague words hang in the air. An old, abandoned warehouse stands before us. The previous owner deserted it because it’s near the edge of the barricade surrounding the Northeast of town, where the slimes appear.
We step inside and see the remnants of what used to be the inventory stocked inside. It’s been picked clean, either by the owner before they fled, or by looters looking for some easy coin. What’s left is simply too broken to be useful and is messily strewn about the floor.
“There.” I point to a soft, fresh bed and a sturdy, wooden chair sitting in a clear patch of ground, with both having ropes coiled atop them and a hazard-free path leading to where they sit. “Lutz prepared that for us while he was out this morning.”
“Must be nice to have that [Inventory] skill. He moved a whole bed to this old warehouse so easily…”
“You haven’t seen anything yet.” I think back to that huge boulder that vanished when he reached out to it. “No doubt he cleared this path simply by walking and sending all the junk in his way into his [Inventory], then threw it all out in a pile—like that.” I point to a suspicious pile of debris stacked up next to the cleared path.
“Laya sure knows Master well.”
“Yes. I’ve watched him for a while now, after all.” Nobody knows him better than me. “You two stay here, as we planned. I’ll be back soon.”
“Be careful,” Alisha says.
“Yes, please take care, Laya.”
“Mmm.”
I walk back out of the warehouse and to my next destination as the morning sun continues to rise in the sky.
My objective is a bit far, but now that I’m by myself, I use my full speed, covering the distance several times faster than would be possible for Belle and Alisha. It doesn’t take long before the mayor’s mansion comes into view.
Her residence is small when compared to the size of Marquis Adel’s manor in Silvia. It’s two stories, and the fenced-in land surrounding it is only large enough for a small garden, a patio, and a tool shed the groundskeepers use to maintain them.
He really does have a soft heart. To think he’d risk changing the plan so much for the sake of two people he hardly knows.
I’ll have to work hard to make sure everything goes as planned.
Using the strategy Lutz taught me, I track the mana presences of all the guards and residents of the mansion, searching for an opening to sneak through without being spotted.
Seems all the doors are covered. I’ll have to use a window, as I suspected.
I scan the numerous windows that cover the mansion, and my eyes spot one on the second floor that’s fully open, as if beckoning me to enter. However…
A trap?
The open window leads into a room with a weak, sickly source of mana.
It’s the same window Lutz used to escape this morning after cleansing that kid’s disease. Why is it still open? And the kid is still inside that same room. Surely the mayor would have taken measures to ensure her brother’s safety after what Lutz did to her.
Despite my trepidation, I move closer to that open window.
There are no other mana sources in the room, and only a few scattered randomly in the surrounding area. It doesn’t feel like they’ve set a trap…
I let go of my hesitation and activate [Air Step]. With a few, quick leaps, I’m through the window and inside the room.
I look down at the kid lying on the bed. His eyes meet my own, and I raise my arm as most mages do before they cast a spell. I’ve already prepared [Shock] in case he yells, but he simply stares at me without a shred of fear in his eyes.
What’s going on? I know I’m not exactly the most fearsome person to see, but shouldn’t he be at least a little afraid at having a mage enter through his window?
“Are you with him?” he asks, surprising me.
Him? Does he mean Lutz? Don’t tell me…
“You—were you awake?”
“This morning? Yes. I can rarely sleep for more than a couple hours at a time because of my disease.”
“Then why are you still here with the window wide open?”
He smiles. “My sister wanted to close it, but I begged her to leave it open. I wanted some fresh air. I felt like it would help me recover my strength now that my disease is gone.”
I raise my eyebrows in surprise. “So, you know what he did.”
“Yes, but I don’t know why.”
“The answer is simple. You may find out soon enough.” I move to the bedside. “I’m taking you with me.”
“Alright,” he says without hesitation.
Although I’m small, my high level and enchanted equipment make lifting the kid an easy task. [Scry] tells me he’s 14 years old, but he hardly looks it with his thin, sickly body.
This is twice in two days that I’ve had to carry around a young, human male. I never thought I’d find myself in a situation like this.
I leave the mansion the same way I came in and head back toward the abandoned warehouse where Belle and Alisha await my return.
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Chapter 10: Abduction

----- Lutz -----
I wonder how Laya’s kidnapping mission went. No, if it’s her, I’m sure she managed just fine.
The mayor’s carriage continues to roll down the cobblestone road as I trail it alongside several other guards. The leather armor beneath my chainmail reeks of unwashed sweat and grime, causing me to unconsciously wrinkle my nose in disgust.
I should have chosen my target more carefully. I didn’t realize he was so filthy. Though, most of the other guards’ armor looks just as dirty.
The boring escort mission continues on to an unknown destination. They don’t tell grunts like me any important details. Distributing information on a need-to-know basis makes it difficult for enemies to set up ambushes. Unfortunately for them, that’s not good enough this time.
“We’re ready,” Edwin says through our linked minds.
“Good. Let’s do it.”
Most of the nearby townspeople stand listlessly as we pass by. The street’s not crowded because there’s hardly any economic or social activity in this city, but countless pairs of eyes watch us from windows and alleyways.
After several minutes, a group appears on the street, blocking the road ahead of us. The carriage comes to a stop and the captain of the guard steps forward, ordering them to disperse. They ignore the guard, and a face I recognize steps forward from the group.
“We’ll leave—after you give us the gold coins the mayor is trying to steal from the city!” Edwin says loud enough for the nearby townspeople to hear.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” the guard replies, “but I won’t ask again. Move.”
“Don’t play dumb! We know the mayor is fleeing with all the gold! What do you think is going to happen to us afterwards!? Everyone will starve!”
The guard looks back and signals for the others to prepare for combat, but before anyone can move, the mayor steps out from the carriage.
“I recognize you,” Karina says to Edwin. “You’re the leader of the resistance.”
“It’s dangerous, Mayor. Please stay in the carriage while we take care of these criminals.”
“No. Once they see there’s no gold in the carriage, they won’t have a reason to fight anymore, correct?”
Edwin nods. “If the carriage is empty, we’ll leave.”
“Then let’s make a deal. If the gold you’re looking for is here, I’ll surrender to you. But if it’s not, you’ll agree to negotiate with me to end your rebellion.”
Edwin looks surprised at her request but agrees.
She must be desperately trying to bring the town together by placing a bet she can’t lose, since she knows that the gold is already gone.
A group of men tentatively approach the rear of the carriage, escorted by the guards. The captain nods, and a guard opens the cargo door. The two large bags I placed during the commotion sit inside. The gold peeking out from the bags glistens as the rays from the morning sun hit them.
Although the range of my [Inventory] is short, I can easily place or remove items through small barriers, such as the doors of a carriage.
“I knew it!” Edwin says, his eyes hardening as he looks at her. “You were going to steal all the gold, weren’t you!?”
Even the guards hesitate after seeing Edwin’s words proven true. Meanwhile, the townspeople who were watching eagerly seconds ago begin to stir at the revelation.
Mayor Karina flinches as hostile glares fall on her from all sides. “T-this can’t be…! The False Hero! He stole all the gold this morning! This must be his doing!”
All eyes are on her as she desperately tries to make excuses, which gives me the opportunity to retreat into a nearby alley. As soon as I’m out of sight, I send the equipment I’m wearing directly into my [Inventory] and replace it with my usual combat gear.
Then, I leap up onto the roof of a nearby building and look at the scene below. The mayor is still yelling something as she stands at the door of the carriage, while the guards watch indecisively.
Good. Nobody’s made any rash moves yet.
The only thing that worried me during this part of the plan was whether fighting would break out after they found the gold.
If the mayor left the city with the money, the guards would have starved just like everyone else, which is probably why they haven’t moved to protect her.
Before the situation breaks down, I leap off the building onto an [Air Step] and make my way over to the scene. I stop about ten feet above the carriage and look down on the people below. Some of them notice me and point as they spread the word to the others. Within seconds, most of them are looking up at me with wide eyes.
“Hmph. Seems they figured out our plan, Karina,” I say confidently as I look into her surprised eyes. I let my lips curl into a devilish smile as I peer down on them.
“False Hero! What have you done!?”
“Come now. There’s no need to continue the act anymore. You’ve done well enough. I will hold up my end of our bargain and grant you the wish you desire.”
“Wish? What are you talking about!? I would never work with someone like you!”
“My, how dedicated you are to your role.” I leap down onto an [Air Step] just a couple feet in front of Mayor Karina.
She shrinks back as I stare down at her, a wicked smile on my face as I stretch my arm out. Before she can turn to run, I release [Hypnosis], causing her to freeze in fear.
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Immediately after, I scoop her up into my arms, pulling her close to me. She can’t resist, ending up in a bridal carry. From the perspective of everyone else, it looks like she’s voluntarily complying with me.
I cancel [Hypnosis] and sigh in relief as the dual-casting pain fades. None of the guards move to follow me as I leap away with the mayor in my arms.
“W-what … are you…?” she says as she struggles to recover from the lingering fear. All the recent events must be catching up to her because her eyes are filled with uncertainty.
“I’m taking you somewhere safe.”
I drop my False Hero persona and return to my normal way of speaking. Unsurprisingly, Karina doesn’t relax despite the sudden change in the tone of my voice. She begins to struggle against my grip.
“Stop squirming. Your brother’s also there. You want to see him, don’t you?”
“You kidnapped my brother, too!? Please, he’s sick—he can’t survive without his medicine…”
“He’ll be fine.”
Her eyes are filled with doubt, but she keeps her mouth shut for the rest of the trip, perhaps afraid of angering me now that she knows I have her brother.
I land in front of an unused warehouse and Laya opens the door before I even reach it.
“Success,” she says as she motions to the mayor’s brother laying on a bed inside. His wrists are loosely bound to the bed posts to prevent him from escaping.
“Are you alright!?” Karina runs to her brother’s side after I put her down.
Although I cured his disease, his body is still weak as he recovers from the months he spent at death’s door. After making Karina an enemy of the people, there’s no telling what they’d do to her brother, forcing me to kidnap him for his own safety.
“Sorry,” Karina says softly. “You got dragged into this mess because of me…”
“It’s okay. We’ll be fine.”
He speaks with a confidence I wouldn’t expect from someone who had just been kidnapped. I look at Laya and she gives me a small smile.
What exactly happened during her mission? No, that’s not important right now.
I motion for Karina to sit in the chair placed next to the bed and bind her as well. For some reason, the boy’s calm eyes follow me as I move. It’s a bit creepy, and I can’t help but wonder why he looks so relaxed in this situation.
“Why?” Karina asks. “Why are you doing this?”
“Like I said, it’s for your own safety.”
“You expect me to believe that you’re tying us up in this empty warehouse to keep us safe?”
“It may seem strange, but it’s the truth. I can’t have you getting captured by the townspeople now that they’ve turned against you.”
Her skeptical eyes harden as she looks at me. “If only you didn’t arrive, I could have…” She trails off.
“Could have what? Saved the city? Have you taken a look around you recently? Reim is on the brink of a bloody, civil war. The townspeople sit idle, fed and housed by the gold you stole from the merchants. The vast farmlands that lay just outside the city’s western wall were never seeded. The craftsmen who still produce are making nothing but worthless junk. How much longer do you think you could keep this city going?”
“I-I know that…! Do you think I’m a fool!? I see what the city’s become, but if we all worked together, then…!”
I sigh. “You just don’t get it, do you?”
“W-what?”
“It’s simple economics and human nature. Nobody would want to work hard or risk starting a business if they can’t reap the benefits of their own labor. You took away all their incentives to work and produce, guaranteeing them food in their stomach and a roof over their head in exchange for their loyalty.”
“I didn’t give it to them for that reason. I just wanted to help them.”
“Your reasons don’t matter. What’s important is how they see your actions. With their lifestyles guaranteed by you, and merchants who make decent coin vilified, it’s obvious that the city would sink into economic hardship. With no workers and no businesses, you were forced to use up all the resources stockpiled by the previous mayor, weren’t you?”
“Yes…” she admits. “We ate the grain and sold off most of the valuables in order to pay for our supplies.”
“Without producing your own goods, you can only rely on imports to keep the city going. Yet, what happens when you can no longer pay for the imports? You have no exports to offer in exchange—only a city filled with desperate citizens and angry merchants.”
She lowers her head, her hair obscuring her expression as she stares at the floor.
I turn from her and look at the three girls beside me as they stare at the former mayor in pity. “It’s time.”
“Has he started moving yet?” Belle asks.
“Yeah, he left his house just a few moments ago. I guess he noticed the commotion.”
After I left the carriage, I felt the mana sources of the people spread in every direction as they rushed out to inform others of what happened. Normally, the people around town sit idly through the day, but now, I can feel their mana buzz around like a beehive that’s been struck by a rock.
“He’s heading toward the mayor’s mansion,” I continue. “Let’s go. I want to finish this.”
The girls and I leave the siblings behind in the abandoned warehouse as we make our way toward our next destination—Geld.
----- Karina -----
Silence falls over the warehouse after the False Hero, his elf slave, and those two criminal girls leave. I should be happy that my brother is still alive, but the hopelessness of our situation smothers all such feelings.
What now?
He kept mentioning how he’s protecting us, but there’s no way the False Hero would be doing all this out of kindness.
He must have another goal. Will he kill us when he’s through with this city? Or worse…
I shudder as I imagine what would be in store for us if he were to hand us over to Chaos. Life as a prisoner or slave to them would be a fate worse than death.
“I’m sorry…” I say to my brother again.
“For what?” he asks in an unusually lively voice.
Is it my imagination or does he look less sickly?
I’ve seen my brother’s pale face every night for months when I help him take his medicine. It’s dark in here, but his skin seems to have regained some of its healthy glow from before he got sick.
“Because whatever he has planned for us can’t be anything good,” I say to him.
“You shouldn’t worry too much, Karina. I think we’ll be alright.”
“How can you say that? That man is the False Hero, you know.”
“He is?”
“Yeah. Everything went wrong after he showed up…”
That’s right. If it weren’t for him, none of this would have happened. Things weren’t going great before, but I’m sure we could have found a way to turn this city around if he hadn’t arrived.
“Last night,” my brother says, “I was lying in bed, unable to sleep, when someone entered my room. I was too scared to yell for help, so I pretended to be asleep, hoping he’d go away.”
“What!? Why didn’t you tell anyone!?”
“Because, as I laid there, I felt a healing energy enter my body. I was so shocked I almost let out a yelp despite my fear.”
“Healing energy? As in magic?”
“Yeah, it felt just like the mages you hired to cure me after you became mayor.”
“But the [Restore] spell didn’t work. Even the accomplished healers gave up after a few tries.”
“That man’s spell was just as strong as the best healers you found. Like you said, they didn’t work. But, as I laid there confused, the man cast it again. The spell was stronger than the first one—stronger than any of the other healers.”
“That doesn’t make any sense…”
“That’s not all. After that, he just silently stood over me for what felt like a very long time. Then, he cast it once more. That final spell flowed through my body with a strength that made those other healers seem like apprentices, and when the spell faded, I knew I had been cured. The disease—is gone.”
“It’s gone? That incurable disease…?”
“Yes. I already feel better than I’ve felt in months, and it’s all thanks to that person. After the final spell, I snuck a look at him. It was that man—the one you call the False Hero.”
“That’s impossible…! Why would he do something like that? Is it because he wants to keep you alive to use against me?”
“No, I don’t think so. When that elf girl kidnapped me, she was very gentle. She told me that soon, it would be dangerous for me to stay in the mansion and that they would protect us.”
What’s going on?
None of it makes sense to me. I still don’t trust him, but my brother’s words have given me the tiniest bit of hope to cling to in this otherwise hopeless situation.
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Chapter 11: Swarm

----- Lutz -----
A few minutes after he entered, Geld emerges from the mayor’s mansion. He must not have liked what he heard inside because his face is contorted in anger. From my vantage point atop a building, I watch as he hastily makes his way down the road, toward us.
“He’s coming. Everyone ready?”
“Mmm.”
“Yeah!”
“Ready, Master.”
After several long seconds, Geld enters our range.
“Now!”
As soon as I speak, a red beam of fire shoots out from an alleyway and collides with the unsuspecting mage. The [Scorching Ray] carries him across the road and he crashes into a stone building. He screams, pinned between the building and the flames, as the spell continues to scorch him.
After a few seconds, the spell ends, and I’m surprised to see him still standing. He has burn marks on his exposed skin, but they don’t slow him down as he rushes toward the source of the spell. Before he can even make it halfway, five blades of wind slice into him from behind. He stumbles, and I see a few droplets of blood fly through the air.
A short distance from Geld, Alisha steps out into the road. She swings her sword, and a shockwave shoots out, hitting him in the chest. Unlike the two spells, Alisha’s sword skill barely even causes him to flinch. Despite its ineffectiveness, now that Geld can see one of his attackers, he focuses on her.
“I knew it! I’ll make you and your friends pay for getting in my way!”
I feel his mana gathering as he speaks, so I jump off the roof and leap across the sky until I’m directly above him. I cancel my [Air Step] and begin to plummet to the ground a couple dozen feet below.
All of the kinetic energy from my fall is concentrated at the tip of my spear as it pierces him in the shoulder, near the base of his neck. It tears through his thick, black robe and into his flesh. However…
It can’t be…!
Despite being the most powerful attack I’ve ever unleashed, I can tell that it’s far from the killing blow I expected. Geld goes down with a yell, and I strike again. My second attack draws blood but is much too shallow to finish him.
Before I can follow it up with a third, he holds his arm out and a [Fireball] erupts from his hand. His spell hits my chest and explodes on contact, sending me flying back. I hit the ground and roll, using my momentum to spring back to my feet.
“That hurt, you bastard!” Geld screams at me as he stands up. Blood is slowly flowing out of the wound in his neck.
“I expected it to do more than just hurt. You sure are tough.”
Mages are usually weak against physical attacks. How did he manage to increase both his magical and physical defense so much, without sacrificing his magical power? Is his equipment really that powerful, or is it because of that artifact?
Even now, I can feel that ominous mana emanating from the pitch-black orb he’s hiding in his robes. Concentrating on it causes a shiver of anxiety to run down my spine.
Geld doesn’t seem the least bit nervous, despite being pincered between me and Alisha while surrounded by hidden mages.
Alisha, on the other hand, looks at me with worry. We planned for a drawn-out battle in case our ambush fell apart, but it didn’t fall apart; it went just as planned—except for the part where he survives. Seeing him take all of our strongest attacks and stand back up must be making her nervous.
Although she’s supposed to be our tank, there’s no way Alisha can withstand his spells in her current state. I’m not confident she could survive a direct hit from his [Scorching Ray].
The short stalemate is broken when he launches another [Fireball] at me. I easily evade the spell and counter with [Wind Blade], but a [Shimmering Shield] appears in front of him, intercepting all five blades of wind.
I charge toward him to bring the battle back to melee. As I run, he sticks his arm through the magical shield and casts [Ice Lance]. Without slowing, I twirl my spear and shatter the spell before it reaches me.
Geld backpedals and prepares another spell as I close in. I arrive before he finishes, and my spear slices into him once again. I strike twice more in quick succession, and he grunts in pain as he endures my assault.
He completes his spell despite being under heavy pressure, and I preemptively begin to strafe around him, anticipating another projectile spell, but he surprises me by reaching out and grabbing my wrist.
I grit my teeth as pain shoots up my arm, and I pull back, causing him to lose his grip. The pain lessens but continues to linger. As I reposition, Laya’s [Wind Blade] spell strikes him once again as I begin to channel my own magic.
Before I finish, Belle’s [Scorching Ray] flies out from another alleyway. Unfortunately, he was prepared this time and manages to evade it. Still, it gives me the time I need to finish.
I cast my [Maelstrom] from only a few feet away from him. He fails to evade and is engulfed by the spell. Inside its area of effect, he’s continually hammered by the water as it violently circulates like a miniature hurricane. The spell continues onward, dragging him with it as he struggles against the powerful currents around him.
I leap forward and into the edge of the spell’s effects. The edge is considerably weaker than the center, but even so, it’s difficult to see or hear with all the water hitting my face. I can only imagine how disorienting it must be for Geld.
While buffeted by the forces of my own spell, I continuously strike out with my spear. I feel it sink into his body time and time again.
I swing my weapon one final time and a wave of energy shoots out. I leap out of [Maelstrom]’s area of effect and see Geld go flying out the other end of the spell, knocked back by my [Crescent Wave].
He collapses to the ground with a grunt, bleeding from wounds all over, his robe in tatters. Still, the look in his eyes tells me that he hasn’t given up yet. On top of that, something’s wrong. I feel weak and sluggish.
I check my status and see that I have a debuff called [Decay]. Looking at my stats, I notice they’ve decreased substantially.
When did he cast this on me?
I use [Restore] on myself and I feel my strength slowly returning as the debuff begins to fade. During that time, Geld gets back to his feet.
“Don’t you know why I’m here!?” His breathing has grown ragged, making it difficult for him to scream intimidatingly.
“To destroy this city, obviously.”
“Then why are you stopping me!? You’re the False Hero—the enemy of humanity! We should be working together!”
“As if I care what you think.”
“Damn you…!” he yells as he reaches into his robe.
He pulls out the orb, and I feel the mana within it begin to form into a spell.
You’re far too predictable.
A confident smile appears on his face as he stands there, preparing to cast another obscenely powerful spell.
That smile fades quickly when Laya’s chain sickle swoops down from above him and strikes the orb, knocking it from his hand. He watches in horror as the artifact hits the ground and rolls, coming to a stop at my feet.
I reach down and pick it up. “Did you really think I wouldn’t have countermeasures in place after what happened last time?” A mocking smile forms on my face.
“G-give that back…! It was given to me by my master!”
“And who is this master of yours?”
His face contorts in rage, and I feel the mana inside him forming into a spell.
Because I ranked up [Sense Mana], I’m able to discern which magic people are channeling to some degree. So, I’m not surprised when a [Scorching Ray] erupts from his hand.
I meet his challenge head on, releasing the same spell back at him. An intense explosion occurs when the two beams meet in the middle, each vying for dominance. At first, it looks like they’re evenly matched, but suddenly, one of the beams begins to quickly overtake the other.
This is bad! At this rate…!
I’ve dabbled in every type of magic, but my [Scorching Ray] spell is only rank 1. I didn’t expect to overpower a high-level Fire mage, but with my absurdly high stats and enchanted equipment, I thought I could at least cancel his spell with my own. Even that was too naïve. His spell will reach me before it ends—or at least it would have if he didn’t get hit by Belle’s [Scorching Ray].
The beam of fire hits his smiling figure as he watches his spell overpower my own. His magic is disrupted, and he’s once again pinned against a building by the force of the flames.
I cancel my ray and leap into the sky. I jump higher and higher, until I reach a height that even I don’t know if I can fall from and walk away uninjured. I push that worry out of my mind and watch as Belle’s spell ends. This time, Geld collapses once the flames die out.
I leap off my [Air Step] and begin to freefall with the tip of my spear poised to strike his unprotected chest as he lay face up on the ground. The wind hitting me picks up with each second that passes, getting as loud as a freight train as I near the ground.
After several seconds of falling, my spear reaches him. It pierces his robe and flesh as the immense amount of kinetic energy is released at a single point. I feel it continue through his body and into the cobblestone street below, pinning him to the road.
When I land, I bend my knees to absorb as much of the impact as possible and roll to the side in an attempt to disperse the rest. However, even with that, I feel something rip in my leg. Despite the intense pain, I spring back up to my feet and eye Geld as he screams.
I quickly cast [Cure] on myself and feel my injury begin to slowly heal. I limp toward Geld and stand over him as he looks up at me in hatred.
“You…you’re ruining everything…!” he spits out. “What will our master think when he finds out!?”
“Our master?”
“Don’t play dumb…! Why did he choose you as the False Hero when there are so many others who are more qualified!?”
What’s he talking about? Does he know something about why I was summoned to this world?
“How much do you know?”
Rather than answering, he begins to channel for another spell. My spear is pinning him to the ground, so I can’t use it. Instead, I do the next best thing. I remove that shield from my inventory—the one that I used to block his [Scorching Ray] when I saved that kid from the execution. It appears in my hand, and I immediately release it and watch as it falls toward Geld’s face below.
Because time doesn’t pass in my [Inventory], the shield is still every bit as hot as it was when I stored it. The bright red, burning-hot shield lands on his face. His spell falls apart and he screams in pain as the intense heat scorches him.
I reach down, sending the shield back into my inventory. “Don’t try anything funny. Tell me what you know. All of it.”
“Why? You should know more than me! Or can it be … do you not know anything?”
I simply stare back at him.
“Hah! So it’s true!” He shows me a disgusting smile. “Then, let’s make a deal. If you let me live, I’ll answer your questions.”
His request makes me hesitate, so by the time I realize he’s channeling for another spell, it’s too late. He completes it before I can stop him. I don’t recognize the spell as he channels, so I prepare for the worst. However, after casting it, he simply vanishes.
I stand there staring at the now empty street, still pierced by my spear.
----- Geld -----
The darkness fades, and my vision returns. As usual, teleporting causes my stomach to lurch, making me feel nauseous.
To think I’d be forced to use this amulet here—and by someone who’s supposed to be my ally!
I reach beneath my tattered robe and pull out the amulet hanging around my neck. As I hold it, it crumbles into dust. The [Teleport] spell embedded within was much too powerful for it.
I look around the forest, trying to orient myself. I didn’t have time to set my destination properly before casting, so there’s no telling how far off I am. As I search, I pull out a healing potion. The bottle’s cracked from the battle, but it’s not broken.
Eventually, I find my way to my destination. I see ratmen scurry around as they eye me warily. Unlike most other monsters, ratmen have enough intelligence to create crude villages like this one. On top of that, they breed quickly. Normally, monster villages that are too close to human settlements are quickly noticed because of their tendency to recklessly expand due to their population growth.
However, these unfortunate creatures don’t dare venture beyond their village borders. They’re intelligent enough to know when to be obedient. I continue to the center of the village where four creatures stand, watching the ratmen scurry around. These creatures serve as guards, killing any of them who attempt to leave the village.
Thanks to them, the ratman population has continued to grow over the last couple months without being noticed by the humans nearby.
“It’s time,” I say to the four creatures. They can’t speak, but they do understand simple language. In fact, they are more intelligent than most humans think.
The creatures roar at my words, causing the ratmen to shrink in fear.
It’s too early, but if I fail my task, he’ll kill me. Besides, I have to get back my artifact.
It’s a good thing I held onto this.
I pull a wand out from within my tattered robe. It’s far weaker than the magnificent orb that was stolen from me, but it’s still several times more powerful than my own magic.
It’s not my fault if the False Hero meets his end here, is it?
A smile forms on my face as I imagine the powerful [Scorching Ray] held within this wand overpowering him, burning him into cinders.
“You,” I say as I look to one of the creatures beside me. “Go with them. Leave no survivors.”
It roars in delight at being given a chance to fight. The hundreds of ratmen rush toward the city of Reim, and at their head is a single, powerful Berserker.




Chapter 12: Protector

----- Lutz -----
“A teleportation spell?” I ask.
“Yes,” Belle responds. “It’s Dark magic, so it’s rare to see.”
“How far can it take him?”
“That depends on the strength of the caster. Weaker mages may only be able to teleport a couple miles, but I’ve heard some can go as far as a hundred miles or more.”
“So he could be anywhere by now. I can’t find his mana within my search range, so he must have teleported pretty far.”
While I was searching for Geld’s mana, I picked up on Edwin’s. He’s still at the carriage, along with a crowd that’s going larger by the minute. With all that gold just sitting around, there’s a chance fighting could break out over what to do with it.
“Nothing we can do about it now. Let’s report to Edwin. After that, we’ll be leaving this city for good.”
Laya and Belle nod, although they look sour at how it turned out. Alisha doesn’t acknowledge my words at all. She hasn’t even spoken since the battle ended.
“What’s wrong, Alisha?”
After a second of silence, she looks at me and answers. “Master, am I useless?”
“Huh? What are you talking about? Of course you’re not useless.”
“But I couldn’t do anything to help. My attack is too weak, and you ordered me to not engage in melee. I could only watch as all of you fought.”
“Well of course your attack is weaker than a mages spell, but you played the role I gave you perfectly. You drew his attention to give me a chance to ambush him. I don’t see anyone here complaining, do you?”
“He’s right, Alisha. You did well!”
“Mmm. Good job.” Laya stands on her tiptoes and rubs Alisha’s head. It’s a bit surreal seeing a little elf girl petting a young cat-girl.
I’m not jealous or anything, but I’d really like to pet her, too. I wonder if she’d let me touch her ears…
“I guess so…” Alisha says.
She’s obviously not satisfied, but I can’t find the words to cheer her up.
I guess she just needs some time to get over it. Maybe I can give her some special training later or come up with a way to power her up so she can be more useful.
It’s a difficult task, but it’ll give me something to focus on during our travels. Besides, if I can find a way to make her stronger, I’ll probably be able to apply it to us as well.
We move to the west side of town, toward the mayor’s abandoned carriage. When we get close, I cast [Mental Link] and speak to Edwin.
“Hey Edwin, we’re finished here.”
“Oh? So you managed to kill him?”
“Not exactly. He teleported away before we could land the final blow. He’s not in the city anymore, so hopefully he fled and won’t return.”
“I see. That’s concerning, but I guess it could have been worse.”
“Agreed. So, how’s it going over there?”
“We’re currently negotiating on how to use the gold. We need to elect a new mayor but finding someone both suitable for the position and unbiased is looking impossible.”
“What about you?”
“Me? Hell no! I’m an enchanter, not a politician. There’s no way I could stomach dealing with problems like this every day.”
“Hah, I know what you mean. Well, there is one person I trust to solve this, but it’ll take a few days.”
“Who’s that?”
“The new lord of this province, Marquis Adel.”
“You trust a noble? That’s surprising.”
“Well, some things happened, and he owes me a favor. You think this city will survive a few days as it is?”
“I don’t know, but we may not have a choice…”
“True, I guess I can—”
I trail off when I notice a peculiar mana presence. It’s at the very edge of my range, beyond the western wall of the city, but it’s getting closer. With each second that passes, I get a clearer image of what it is, until…
“Listen close! This city is about to be attacked by a horde of monsters!”
“Huh? What do you mean?”
“No time to explain. They’re coming from the west. Gather as many guards as you can. I’m heading over there to check it out.”
I cancel the spell before he can respond and turn to the girls to inform them. Rather than being afraid, they look excited—especially Alisha. I can’t help but wonder if maybe they’re starting to turn into battle maniacs, but I guess that’s a good thing.
We arrive at the wall and look westward. The farmlands outside the city end at the edge of a forest. Inside that forest is the source of the mana—a huge swarm of monsters. Mixed within them is a creature strikingly different from the rest. Its mana is eerily similar to what I felt from that powerful orb.
“Five, maybe six hundred,” I say.
“Isn’t that too much?” Belle asks.
“Depends on how strong each monster is. I can’t tell their individual strength with so many of them packed tightly together, except for one.”
“Geld?”
“No. Whatever it is, it’s not human. Be careful.” I look at the girls and they nod.
This timing is no coincidence. This has to be Geld’s doing. Looks like I’ll need to finish him off after all. Otherwise, he may attack again once I leave.
As we step out of the city and onto the farmlands, I refresh the buffs on the party. There’s no time to prepare defenses, so we have no choice but to face them head on.
Even if we can kill them all, what are we going to do if hundreds of them decide to ignore us and rush into the city?
I look back at the wall behind us. The gate is shut, but I doubt it’ll hold against a horde this size for long—especially if that powerful monster reaches it.
I check my Status Screen.
Four skill points remaining. I need to use them wisely.
I decide to place two of them into [Scorching Ray]. The beam will pierce right through a group of weaker monsters, killing them by the dozens. On top of that, ranking up the spell will allow me to train Belle later, powering her up even further.
“Here they come.”
The first monster exits the forest at full sprint. Dozens more appear every second, until the farmland is covered in these rat-faced monsters. In the middle of the pack is a single creature several times larger than the others. As soon as I lay eyes on it, my heart begins to thump erratically in my chest.
That monster…!
The over seven-foot-tall creature’s body is packed with muscles. Its dark gray skin is leathery, while the jaw on its misshapen head hangs open as it rushes forward, exposing a set of sharp fangs. Its arms are nearly long enough to scrape the ground as it runs, and the claws on its hands extend several inches past its fingers.
I first laid eyes on these fiends during my time in the dungeon. Back then, just seeing one made my blood run cold.
“Lutz?” Laya’s face is tinged with worry as she looks into my wide eyes.
I must have carried that fear with me all this time, because I find myself gripping my spear so tightly that my knuckles have turned white. However…
I’m different now.  I’m a much higher level, and I have allies with me.
My grip returns to normal, and my eyes narrow as I continue to look at that monster’s huge, muscular body.
No, it’s more than that. This is my chance to truly see how much I’ve grown!
“I’m fine. Most of those rat monsters are weak. We shouldn’t have a problem as long as we don’t get surrounded. The big one is level 30. I’ll engage it while you three clean up the others. Laya, you’re in charge. Can you do it?”
“No problem.”
It sure is nice to have reliable allies at times like this.
“A-are you sure you want to fight it alone?” Belle asks. “That’s a Berserker, you know. It’s a creature of Chaos. Most people don’t stand a chance against them solo.”
“I know, but this is something I need to do.” I remember the scene of the castle soldiers struggling against them despite having a massive numerical advantage. Yet, at the same time, I saw the other heroes effortlessly fight several at once and win.
I’m still so far behind them. But I’ll catch up one day—I swear it!
“They’re almost in range. Start channeling.”
Behind me, I hear cries of despair from a few townspeople as they watch the approaching horde. I must have been recognized as the False Hero because they begin to curse me, believing I’ve brought the army of Chaos to their city.
“Cast!”
As soon as I yell, I release my [Scorching Ray]. The newly ranked-up spell produces a thicker, hotter beam, tearing through their ranks with ease as I swing my arm in an arc. Beside me, Belle releases hers as well, and dozens of rat monsters scream in pain as they burn.
I begin to channel for my next spell as I charge toward the Berserker. Laya’s gigantic blades of wind fly past me, slicing into a group of monsters.
Her [Wind Blade] spell makes mine seem weak in comparison. That Unique Skill of hers is really starting to show its strengths as she levels.
I watch as her spell slices into their ranks, with each blade cutting through several monsters before dissipating.
Just before I reach the front line of rat monsters, I release my [Maelstrom]. It tears through them, killing them or tossing them away, clearing a path to the Berserker. The large, demonic monster charges straight through my Water spell. It receives a few cuts, which it ignores as it continues toward me.
I’d be flattened if I took its charge directly, so I leap over it before it reaches me, striking at it with my spear as I fly over its head. As I had hoped, attacking makes it angry, and it turns back to me instead of continuing toward town.
What is there to be afraid of? It’s no different than the battle against the young salamander. A brutal fight to the death. I wasn’t afraid then, so why start now!
I raise my spear and focus my mind on my opponent as he charges at me once again.
----- Laya -----
I watch as Lutz fearlessly engages that enormous Berserker. As always, I’m captivated by his fighting style. The way he effortlessly casts spells even while engaged in brutal melee combat is nothing short of amazing.
Every time I think I’m starting to catch up to him, he proves me wrong. Just how far ahead of me are you planning to go?
It’s as if I’m climbing a mountain, following the path Lutz clears for me. Yet, every time I ascend to the next ledge, I look up to see that his figure has grown smaller than before, despite my progress.
I don’t have time to sulk. Lutz trusted me to take charge in cleaning up these ratmen.
The smaller monsters steer clear of the Berserker, afraid of getting caught up in its ferocious battle. They charge us instead, with a dangerous gleam in their eyes.
Something’s weird about these monsters. They aren’t normally this aggressive. I’ll need to play it safe, just in case.
“Stay mobile,” I say to Alisha and Belle. “Don’t let them surround you. Alisha, protect Belle so she can focus on her magic.”
The two girls nod, and I motion for them to follow as I retreat away from the gate. Most of the ratmen follow, but one group ignores us as they charge the city.
Annoying. We’ll have to deal with them before they break the gate down.
For now, we focus on the enemies rushing toward us. Without stopping, we cast a volley of spells at them. Dozens die, but hundreds remain.
They’re quick. Belle and Alisha won’t be able to outrun them for long.
The cooldown for Belle’s [Scorching Ray] has passed, so Alisha steps in front of her to protect her as she casts. The beam flies past me as I rush toward the oncoming monsters, and I watch as it incinerates the ratmen unlucky enough to be caught in its area of effect.
A few head toward Alisha, but most focus on me, screeching in joy as I willingly approach.
The [Wind Blade] I release slices through their ranks as I reach them. A ratman that narrowly avoided getting cut in half leaps at me with its claws. I swing my chain sickle, severing its head from its body.
My weapon lashes out again, killing another. After a third, I’m forced to start retreating as they begin to swarm me but continue to attack as I do so, my chain sickle often slicing through several ratmen in a single swing. I hear Belle’s [Fireball] explode nearby, creating a small opening for me.
I turn and run through that gap as I channel my mana. When I’m finished, I turn and cast [Shock], paralyzing a large group of them. I kill one after another as they twitch helplessly. When the monsters unaffected by my spell catch up, I leap up onto an [Air Step].
I activate my chain sickle’s weapon skill, [Dominion], allowing me to control the sickle’s speed and direction with my mana. I look down on the creatures from my translucent step.
I’ll show you who’s the prey here!
The sickle whips out in an arc, incomparably faster than the attacks before, slicing through two ratmen in an instant.
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Without reeling it back in, the sickle changes directions, ending the life of another. Several more meet the same fate as they try to swarm me.
Ten.
I count the number of dead ratmen as my sickle blurs around me, cutting into my enemies with speed and precision.
Twenty.
Without fail, each enemy that steps into my chain sickle’s range is sliced in two. Yet, their numbers continue to increase.
Thirty.
It’s not enough. I need to be faster.
I focus all of my attention into the chain sickle and my mana that’s flowing within it. No sounds reach me, and I see nothing but my weapon and my enemies.
As their numbers finally become too much for me to keep at bay, the speed of my sickle increases. The ratmen that were beginning to close in on me suddenly collapse as their severed heads fall to the blood-laden ground.
Fifty.
Soon though, [Dominion] ends, and I’m forced to reluctantly begin retreating again, unable to keep up with their numbers now that my attacks have slowed.
Before my [Air Step] spell runs out, I leap up, far above the heads of the ratmen, and turn to look at the two girls behind me.
A small pile of corpses surrounds Alisha as she finishes off the few remaining creatures near her, while Belle has retreated further back to avoid getting caught up in her battle. As I watch, she raises her arm, and a fiery beam streaks toward the main group of ratmen below me. I’m once again treated to the sight of them burning to death.
I leap higher as I watch, until I reach a suitable height. Then, I jump off my step, toward an empty patch of ground on the edge of the group of monsters. I channel as I fall, and when I land, I release another [Wind Blade].
How many have we killed? Two hundred? Three hundred? There’s still so many left.
I glance at the gate and see the monsters beating and clawing at it. Ratmen aren’t particularly strong, yet the gate is already beginning to buckle from their attacks.
At this rate, they’ll make it into the city before we can deal with them!
As I watch, a stone wall erupts from the ground directly in front of the gate. The monsters are flung away as the wall grows just high enough to protect it.
I peek at Lutz and see him still engaged in a fierce battle with the Berserker. Despite that, he managed to not only keep an eye out on the battlefield but found time to cast a spell to protect the gate.
Even as I fight, I can feel his gaze sweeping over us protectively, ready to come to our aid if necessary.
He’s getting even further ahead of me. But I won’t lose. One day, I will catch him and walk proudly by his side.
With renewed focus, I ready my chain sickle as I engage the ratmen once again.
----- Belle -----
“Stand back, Belle!” Alisha yells to me.
I retreat a few steps, putting some distance between me and Alisha as she engages a small group of ratmen that made their way over to us.
Her sword cuts through the air, and the first one hits the ground. She blocks the claws of the next with her shield, then retaliates with a stab, ending its life instantly.
Unreal. She’s like an entirely new person.
During all the battles we fought with our old mistress, Alisha’s movements were painfully sluggish for a beastman. She pushed herself so hard, trying to keep up the charade, but it was obvious to me how much she was struggling.
Look at her now—her movements are crisp and clean, and she has enough strength to kill these enemies in a single blow.
I’ve also grown. I’ve always lacked speed and stamina, even for a human. But with my new enchanted equipment and after gaining the so-called “levels” fighting the slimes, I finally feel like I have the strength to fight.
Alisha blocks an attack, then sidesteps to her left, giving me the chance to use my [Fireball] on the group of ratmen without dragging her into the spell’s radius.
The Fire spell explodes in the middle of the group, killing several, with the concussive force knocking even more off balance. Alisha dives back into them before they regain their footing, cutting two more down in an instant.
The combination attack we used countless times while fighting monsters with our old mistress allows us to thin out over half the group, leaving few enough for Alisha to finish on her own.
Back then, this combo would allow us to defeat a single monster—two if we were really lucky. Other times we wouldn’t even kill one. But now we can eliminate a dozen, and these ratmen are even more powerful than the monsters we hunted back then. Just how much have we grown?
As expected, the final one falls, and Alisha turns to me. “Are you okay, Belle?”
“Of course, thanks to you.”
“I’m glad.” The happy expression on her face warms my heart.
I made the right decision back then—not turning her in for being a Forsaken. I don’t care what the church or Goddess says, nobody as sweet as Alisha could be a danger to this world.
Perhaps she does enjoy killing a bit too much, though…
I didn’t miss the smile on her face as she cut down the ratmen.
“Wow, look at her.” Alisha says as she watches Laya’s battle.
The group we just slaughtered is tiny in comparison to the group she’s facing. Yet she fearlessly charges into them over and over, killing them by the dozens each time. I’m mesmerized by her dance-like movements as she leads them around the barren farmlands, never allowing them to surround her.
“I thought we were getting stronger,” I say, “but we’ve still got a long way to go before we can catch up to them.”
“Master said we would be fighting side-by-side with her one day. I—I want to believe in him.”
“Seriously, that guy says some ridiculous things sometimes, but if it’s him…” I look in his direction.
Lutz matches the Berserker’s assault blow for blow. Each time they clash, anxiety rises in my chest as I see that giant creature’s figure preparing to overwhelm him. Yet, that never happens. Despite my worries, Lutz always manages to stay one step ahead of the Berserker.
“It’s amazing, no matter how many times I see it,” I say.
“What is?”
“The way he fights. So precise, with each move seemingly calculated to take advantage of his enemy’s openings and weaknesses. And yet, he somehow finds a way to cast spells at the same time.”
Alisha looks confused. “Is casting spells while fighting that hard?”
“Most front-line fighters who learn spells don’t cast in melee. While concentrating on casting, they leave openings for their enemies to exploit, making it dangerous. But not Lutz. It’s as if channeling doesn’t hinder him at all…”
I begin to channel [Scorching Ray], now that it’s ready to cast again.
“Oh. But Laya does it too, right?”
“Not exactly.” I look back to Laya.
As I watch, she leaps far into the sky, giving me an opening to release my spell. The ray burns through the ratmen as she watches from far above. After my spell ends, she suddenly leaps off her [Air Step] and begins to fall to the ground. When she lands on a clear patch of ground, she releases five blades of wind, which cut down nearly two dozen more.
“Laya alternates between offensively attacking with her chain sickle and evasion to reposition herself. It’s only when she’s repositioning that she channels for her spells. It’s a mock version of melee casting, where she gives herself time to channel by focusing on defense.”
“That’s different from Master?”
“Yeah. Whether he’s defending or attacking aggressively, it doesn’t seem to matter to him. He can channel just fine, either way.”
“Master is special.”
“Yeah…” Despite seeing another group of ratmen heading our direction, I find myself staring at Lutz as he fights.
He really is…
----- Lutz -----
The Berserker’s claw passes inches in front of my face as I sidestep its attack. I strike while it’s off balance, scoring another small wound on its body. My spear has trouble penetrating its thick skin, forcing me into a battle of attrition as I inflict cut after cut.
The Berserker is nearly two feet taller than me, with long arms ending in sharp claws that protrude several inches from its fingers. Despite my spear’s length, the range of the Berserker’s attacks nearly matches my own.
My blood flows from several small gashes. Every time I move in for an attack, I put myself in danger, and I’ve paid the price for it more than once. Still, despite its thick muscles and deadly claws, it seems to have as much trouble injuring me as I do it.
I feel it growing frustrated as I leap away from yet another one of its attacks. As I gain some distance, I check on the girls again. Laya’s done amazingly well so far. Over half of the rat monsters are dead, and she leads the others on a wild goose chase throughout the farmlands as she constantly crashes into their ranks, only to disengage before they can lock her down in combat.
Belle is being protected by Alisha, who intercepts any creatures that wander too close, allowing her to cast her spells uninterrupted. Although Laya only met Belle and Alisha one day ago, they’re already working as a competent team, dividing their roles and effectively defeating their opponents.
Laya sure is amazing. Only one month ago, she wouldn’t have been able to defeat even a single one of these rat monsters. Now, she can slay them by the dozens while adapting her strategy on the fly to protect her allies. Just what is it that motivates that girl to push herself so hard?
When this battle began, I kept a close eye on the girls, worried that they’d get surrounded. It seems my concern was unnecessary, and my [Earth Wall] should prevent the group at the gates from breaking into the city long enough for us to finish our battles.
It’s time to forget everything else and focus on the enemy in front of me.
When battling a monster for the first time, it’s best to fight defensively as you learn their attack patterns. I’ve taken time to study the Berserker, and I’ve gotten a grasp on various aspects of its fighting style.
I’ve seen enough. It’s time to swap tactics.
I release the [Ice Lance] I’ve been channeling. It strikes the Berserker in the chest as it lunges at me. With its attack hampered, I easily avoid it and put all my weight behind my spear as I retaliate. It roars as my stab sinks deep into its gut. It turns to swing at me only to be met with a cone of electricity, stunning it just long enough for me to give it another wound on its neck before retreating.
One of the benefits of [Manipulate Mana] is reducing the cast time and cooldown of spells, allowing me to toss first-tier magic out one after another, even while engaged in melee. Through trial and error, I’ve found that the Berserker is strong against Fire magic, so I stop casting it and focus on other spells.
The back-and-forth battle continues until the Berserker finally begins to slow. When I sense its weakness, I begin to channel a spell, despite already holding one at the ready. As always, dual casting causes the mana inside me to run amok, but I ignore the pain.
I release my first spell. Five blades of wind appear around me and fly toward the Berserker. I charge forward alongside the blades as they begin slicing into the creature.
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When I get in range, I lash out with my spear, digging into its flesh with several, quick attacks. The combination of my spell and spear knocks it off-balance, but it still manages to swing its massive arm. As I deflect its incoming claw with my spear, an [Ice Lance] appears seemingly out of nowhere and strikes the Berserker in its face.
I quickly follow up with my spear, scoring three more hits on its body. When it recovers, I cast my third spell and a burst of electricity forks from my body mid-swing.
Even as I cast, I never stop attacking. The brutal assault leaves no gaps for the monster to regain its posture. As soon as I release a spell, I channel for the next, even as I have another ready to cast.
I ignore the steadily increasing pain inside of me as I continue my barrage of attacks. The Berserker stumbles, and I leap away as I cast [Maelstrom]. Too weak to fight the raging currents, it’s dragged back along with the spell. I immediately cast [Ice Lance], followed by [Wind Blade]. The Berserker roars as all the attacks hit its defenseless body.
Once the [Maelstrom] ends, the Berserker drops to the ground, its body bloody and battered. As I ready my spear to finish it, I look closely at the Berserker and see that it’s no longer breathing. With its death, the tension leaves my body and exhaustion settles in.
Casting spells in such quick succession has left me with very little mana remaining. The [Cure] spell I cast on myself a while back is slowly healing my wounds, but it’ll be a while before I can fight at full capacity again.
I turn and see the girls have switched to a more aggressive strategy now that less than a hundred of those rat monsters remain. Instead of helping them, I push my body to run toward the city. The group of monsters have destroyed my wall and are once again beating on the gate.
I crash into them from behind, my spear a whirlwind of blows. I ignore their attacks. They’re so weak that most of them can’t even draw blood with their claws. Less than a minute after I arrived, all of the rat monsters lay dead at my feet.
Laya and the others are mopping up the stragglers on their end, so my help isn’t required. Instead, I look atop the city’s wall, where a group of guards and citizens look down on us in silence. I spot the man I’m looking for, Edwin, and contact him with [Mental Link].
“I’m going to find Geld and put an end to him. I’ll meet up with you after sundown at the house we used last night.”
“Ah, okay.”
“What’s wrong?”
“What do you mean ‘What’s wrong?’ Lad, you and those girls just slaughtered an army of monsters strong enough to destroy this whole city! And your battle with the Berserker—I’ve never seen anyone fight like that!”
“I wouldn’t have survived this long if I were weak, you know.”
“I guess so…”
“Anyway, I’ll see you tonight.”
The girls arrive at my side shortly before I finish my conversation with Edwin. Not a single one of those rat monsters is left alive.
“Great job—all of you.” I rub the top of Laya’s head as I speak, and she narrows her eyes in satisfaction.
“Hey, that was pretty fun!” Belle exclaims.
“Being with Master is exciting!”
All three of them look just as exhausted as I feel. It might be dangerous to chase Geld as we are, but if we let him get away now, there’s no telling how long it’d take to track him down.
I can’t afford to spend days or weeks hunting him. I need to move on before this kingdom’s soldiers arrive.
I search the area for signs of his mana. I feel it, a short distance past the tree line. However, I don’t feel any happiness or relief that my target has come to me—only dread. Dread at the fact that he brought three more Berserkers, and they’re all charging toward the city at tremendous speed.
I look at the three girls beside me. Their tired, happy expressions show pure delight at the victory they’ve achieved today. Atop the wall behind me are the people of Reim. Some are openly weeping at being given a second chance at life.
We can’t defeat three berserkers…
Nothing in this world is more important to me than Laya. I’d sacrifice any number of cities if it meant keeping her safe. Even Alisha and Belle have begun to grow on me the more time we spend together. I won’t order them to lay down their lives for a group of humans who hate us.
Isn’t there anything I can do!?
I rack my brain, searching for any way out of this mess.
I know the Berserker’s attack patterns now, so even if I had to fight another one, I could probably win, even if I’m this tired.
I look to Laya. She’s obviously expended a lot of her mana and stamina. Her face is pale and sweaty. She defeated hundreds of ratmen almost by herself, so her exhaustion doesn’t surprise me.
If Laya weren’t so tired, even she could defeat a Berserker. I’m sure of it. But can she do it right now?
If I asked, Laya would no doubt face one of those enormous beasts—because she trusts me.
Even if Laya and I did each fight one Berserker, what about the third? It’s too early for Belle and Alisha to defeat one. They’d be trampled in seconds.
Can I face two at once…?
If I were well-rested, I’m fairly confident I could take two, but in the state I’m in now, I can only imagine a future where I’m pushed to exhaustion and overwhelmed before I can take them down.
Even if I could defeat two, I need to consider Geld. He won’t stand idly by while we struggle against the Berserkers. He’ll be slinging powerful spells at us the entire time, making it impossible to focus on our battles.
Can Alisha and Belle hold Geld off while Laya and I defeat the Berserkers?
I run several possible scenarios through my head, looking for the plan with the highest chance of success. Yet, in the end, I don’t find a single promising solution.
Is there no way, even with all these overpowered skills the Goddess gave me!?
The Goddesses skills? Wait, that reminds me…!
I’ve been carrying something for a while now. I was going to get rid of it when I had the chance, but I’m glad that opportunity hadn’t yet arrived.
I turn back to the girls. “Do you three trust me?”
“Yes,” Laya answers without hesitation.
“Um, I do too, Master!”
“I-I guess so…” Belle looks away awkwardly as she answers.
“Then I need you three to do something for me. It’s going to be dangerous, but it’s the only way we can save this city.”
The girls are shocked when I tell them that three more Berserkers are heading our way, along with Geld. They’re even more surprised when I explain my plan to them.
“I’ll do it,” Laya says.
I look at her with worry. “Sorry to ask something like this…”
“Not a problem. I trained hard for a reason.” Her confident words ease my mind, just a little.
“It’s a bit scary,” Belle says, “but I’ll do my best.”
“M-me too, Master!”
“Thanks Alisha, Belle.” A smile forms on my face as I look at my two new, reliable partners. “Let’s go, then. Laya, carry Alisha.”
I swoop Belle into my arms in a princess carry. Her face immediately reddens, and her mouth hangs slightly open as she looks up at me.
Laya and I leap over the city wall and land on the other side. The girls immediately move into their positions.
Laya stands alone just behind the city’s western gate, her chain sickle at the ready.
Hidden a short distance away are Belle and Alisha, waiting for their moment to emerge.
I run down the main road that goes from the gate toward the center of the city, yelling at the townspeople to run and hide. Fear of the False Hero pushes some of them into fleeing, but others stay and watch, despite my reputation.
Too many people saw us protecting the city. They’re probably skeptical of me being the False Hero since it was the mayor who spread that information in the first place, and she’s become their enemy.
I ignore the people and arrive at my destination: a particularly tall building. I leap to its roof and look at Laya below as she waits calmly.
Sheesh. That girl is too good for someone like me. I have to make sure to reward her properly after this.
I feel the Berserkers close in on the gate, with Geld a short distance behind them. The people who refused to run are in a frenzy now as the guards on the city wall begin yelling that three Berserkers are charging across the farmlands.
A few seconds later, they crash into the gate, and the sturdy, wooden doors splinter and break, hitting the cobblestone road with a thud.
The three Berserkers roar as they rush toward Laya, intent on crushing her. Laya’s petite frame can’t compare to the over seven-foot-tall Berserkers whose bodies are packed with thick muscles, yet as she stands in their path, she raises her chain sickle and activates [Dominion].
The sickle lashes out, slashing at the Berserkers, inflicting a small, yet noticeable wound on each of them. Furious, they focus on Laya, following her as she begins to retreat.
As I thought, Berserkers go into a blind rage when attacked. They’ll follow their target until they either kill them or are attacked by another.
As Laya leads the Berserkers down the road, Geld enters through the broken gate. As soon as he steps into the city, Belle’s [Scorching Ray] scores a direct hit on the unaware man, carrying his body across the street where he collides with a building.
That man never learns. How many times has he been pinned against a building by Belle’s [Scorching Ray]?
Belle and Alisha aren’t trying to defeat Geld; I merely asked them to distract him for a while. Unlike the Berserkers, he’s difficult to predict, but from what I’ve seen, he’s also susceptible to flying into a rage and losing his focus on his surroundings when attacked.
I should get ready.
I use my last two skill points to power up my [Earth Wall], bringing it to rank 3. Then I leap off the building and onto an [Air Step]. I create more steps as I jump higher. Eventually, I reach a height where the people below begin to look like ants as they move around the streets.
I grit my teeth to the pain as I begin to channel a spell while continuing to cast [Air Step].
As ordered, Laya brings the three Berserkers to the base of the tall building. When they get directly below my position, I release my [Earth Wall].
Now that I’ve powered it up, I have more control over its shape. I form it into a ring, surrounding the Berserkers in an earthen wall.
The strength of the stone has also greatly increased. As strong as they are, even the Berserkers can’t destroy it in an instant, which gives me the time I need.
I take out an object from my [Inventory]. I grabbed it for fun on a simple whim. I never expected it to be useful.
The huge boulder I picked up from the side of the highway as Laya and I were traveling to this city appears directly below me. It’s over twice my height, and even thicker than it is tall. With no ground beneath, it begins to plummet.
I watch as the boulder shrinks in size as it gains speed, dragged down by the law of gravitational force.
The boulder reaches the Berserkers before they’re able to break out of their stone prison, and it impacts the ground with a thundering crash. A spiderweb of cracks spread out from the epicenter, shattering the road in front of the tall building.
I smile as a plus sign begins flashing at the corner of my vision.
Heh. Thanks for the experience points.
I look at the ground below from atop my [Air Step]. With the Berserker’s dead, there’s only one enemy remaining. I look at Geld and see him pointing a small stick at Alisha.
No, that’s not a stick! There’s a powerful gathering of mana forming inside it…! An artifact!?
I contact all of the girls and tell them to avoid Geld’s next spell at any cost.
Alisha turns her head to look behind her. She sees a group of townspeople who are unknowingly standing in the path of Geld’s magic. I see her desperately trying to get them to move, but it’s too late.
“Sorry, Master…” Alisha’s apologetic voice resounds in my head.
“Dammit!” I yell out loud.
I channel a spell as I start to descend back to the ground and watch as Geld releases a beam several times more powerful than any he’s cast before. I cast [Shimmering Shield] a split second before the ray reaches Alisha. The shield spell specializes in defending against magic, so the beam fails to penetrate it on contact. However…
I guess that’s all I can expect from a rank 1 spell against such powerful magic.
The shield shatters, and the beam continues on. I watch in horror as it slams into Alisha’s shield. I was unsure if she could even survive his normal [Scorching Ray], yet now, she’s standing against one whose power sends a shiver down even my spine. I finally hit the ground and run toward her, praying that I make it before the spell overwhelms her.
Alisha should have been overpowered almost immediately, but even now, she’s standing strong. Her cheap shield is melting as she holds it, and parts of the beam make it through her defenses, hitting her body. Yet she digs her heels into the ground, protecting the townspeople behind her.
How!?
The answer comes to me immediately.
Her Unique Skill, [Protector]!?
The skill description says she gains bonus stats when she protects an ally from a powerful attack. I thought it would only activate for party members, but that doesn’t seem to be the case. Indeed, when I check her status, she has the [Protector] buff, along with increased stats.
They’ve doubled!?
My eyes go wide at the power of her Unique Skill. Still, it’s obvious she’s struggling. I grit my teeth as I continue rushing toward her.
----- Alisha -----
I won’t … I won’t let them die…!
I disobey Master’s order to run. As I stand with my shield between me and the oncoming spell, fear nearly causes my legs to tremble.
I don’t care!
I steady my nerves and watch as Master’s magical barrier appears in front of me. The beam hits it, and I start to wonder if it will hold. The thought is short-lived. The spell shatters and the ray of fire grows larger in my vision as it closes in.
When the flames reach me, the impact is nearly enough to knock me off my feet, but I barely manage to steady myself—somehow.
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A mysterious strength fills me. It’s a familiar feeling—one I’ve felt many times during the hunts with my old mistress. Without this strength, there’s no way I could have survived until now.
However, I instinctively know that it’s not enough this time. My shield grows warm, then hot. Suddenly, my arm begins to burn, and I have a nearly irresistible urge to leap away to safety.
No…!
I ignore my rising panic, even as the shield deteriorates, allowing parts of the beam to hit my body.
I can’t feel my arm anymore, but I hold my shield steady with my other hand, desperately bracing it against the powerful magic.
I can feel my shoulder and torso burning now, too, and suddenly realize that my shield is all but gone—melted into molten metal that continues to drip to the stone road below.
I can’t anymore…
Just as I reach my limit, and my vision begins to fade, the spell suddenly stops. I focus my eyes and see Master standing in front of me, blocking the beam with his shield.
“M-master…”
Ahead of him, I see a volley of wind blades along with a ball of fire flying toward Geld, forcing him to cancel the spell.
“That was dangerous, you idiot,” Master says as he turns to me.
“A-are they okay?”
“The townspeople? Yeah, they’re fine thanks to you.”
“Thank goodness. I didn’t want to fail again…”
The last of my strength gives out, and I begin to collapse, only to find myself in Master’s arms as he looks at me in relief.
“You’ve been trying your best all this time, haven’t you?” he says softly.
“Yes, I—I just want to help people…”
“I know. You’ve done well, Alisha. I’m proud of you.” Master gently lays me down. “Rest now. I’ll finish this.”
“O-okay…” I respond weakly as tears begin to leak from my eyes.
“Alisha!” Belle yells as she arrives.
“She’s fine. Take care of her.” He turns toward Geld.
I can’t see Master’s face anymore, but I can feel it—an immense amount of rage is leaking out of him as he stares at Geld.
----- Lutz -----
I could see pain in Alisha’s eyes—not physical, but emotional. Whatever she went through in the past, she’s been carrying it with her for a long time. It’s continued to weigh on her, threatening to drag her down. Yet, she continues to struggle against it, refusing to let it defeat her.
I focus on Geld and stare into his wretched face without even trying to cover the anger leaking out from me.
Laya’s currently engaging him in combat to keep him busy, but she’s struggling to land a decisive blow.
I activate [Mental Link]. “Laya. Let’s show this piece of garbage what happens to anyone who tries to take away what’s important to us!”
“I won’t let him escape this time.” Laya’s voice is ice-cold.
“You ready to use our most powerful battle tactic?”
“Yes.”
“Then let’s get started.”
Laya disengages, climbing into the sky on a series of translucent steps. As usual, Geld’s single-minded bloodlust causes him to remain focused on her, and he casts his spell as she retreats. Laya expected that, so she easily evades his [Fireball].
I use his lack of awareness to close the distance without opposition, charging with my spear poised to strike. When I reach him, I lash out, scoring a deep wound in his back.
Geld grunts in pain and stumbles from the force of the impact. He turns to me and is met with the tip of my spear as it closes in on his neck. He desperately twists, avoiding a direct hit, but blood still sprays through the air from the shallow wound I manage to land.
Before Geld can recover his balance, my own [Fireball] appears and explodes as it impacts his body. Despite my aggressive assault, he doesn’t go down. Rather, he raises his arm toward me, his face filled with determination.
With his focus on me, I step back and enter a defensive stance, preparing to evade, just in case. However, as expected, it was an unnecessary precaution.
Laya’s chain sickle swoops down from above Geld, catching him in the arm. It wraps around his wrist, and she gives her weapon a strong tug, pulling his arm up.
Unable to direct his spell at me with his arm caught in Laya’s chains, he can only frantically begin channeling his magic into his other arm as I re-engage.
My five blades of wind slice into his body at the same time as my spear finds his neck. The tip sinks in deep this time, but even that isn’t enough to take down a powerful opponent.
Geld yells in fury as blood gushes from his new wound, and his other arm comes up, aiming at me. However, just before he casts, Laya yanks on the chain sickle still wrapped around his wrist. The force of her pull knocks him off-balance, causing the [Ice Lance] he releases to miss me by a wide margin.
He looks up at Laya above him. “You little bitch!”
Geld reaches up to grab the length of chain, but Laya’s already begun to reel her weapon back in, so his hand grasps nothing but air. Meanwhile, Laya lands on a nearby rooftop and waits calmly for her next opportunity.
My spear inflicts yet another wound as his anger causes him to switch his focus to Laya. I follow it up with my own [Ice Lance], then another swing.
Unable to reach Laya with me hounding him, he reluctantly returns his attention to me. He manages to put up a decent defense against my next couple blows, then releases his [Scorching Ray] at nearly point-blank range.
As usual, he telegraphs his intentions by raising his arm, so I’ve already begun to focus on evasion before the spell even leaves his hand. As he sweeps his arm toward me, trying to catch me with his beam of fire, five blades of wind cut into his defenseless back.
The impacts cause his arm to move erratically, but he keeps his spell active, despite the disruption. Surprisingly, he regains his balance quickly and I’m forced to evade as the ray starts closing in on me once again.
He’s not able to keep the spell up much longer though, because Laya’s [Shock] envelopes him, paralyzing his body and cancelling his magic. She stands a dozen feet behind Geld, near the edge of her spell’s range.
With his body frozen, I charge toward him again as Laya activates [Dominion] and sends her chain sickle toward his back. Our weapons reach him simultaneously, and two fresh wounds appear on his body.
Laya and I land several wounds each, and I can finally see desperation in his eyes as he begins to reach his limit. The relief on his face is obvious when feeling finally returns to his body and he’s able to move again.
That relief is immediately replaced by an intense frustration when I release my own [Shock], paralyzing him a second time. Reusing the same debuff in quick succession causes a weaker effect, but it’s still enough for us to get in a couple more attacks before he regains control of his body.
However, the intense assault was too much for him, and as the paralyze effect fades, he collapses to the ground.
I release my hatred on him as I stab him in the chest at the same spot that nearly took his life once before.
“Let’s see how you like it.” I raise my arm, pointing it toward his body as he lies helplessly on the ground.
“W-wait! I’ll tell you everyth—” His words are cut short as my [Scorching Ray] slams into his body.
He screams as the recently powered-up magic burns into him. I don’t care about what he might know about me, why he’s after Alisha, or how he has control of Berserkers. All I care about is ending the life of the man who nearly took away someone important to me.
And end it did. When the spell is over, the only thing that remains is a corpse.
Laya doesn’t spare a glance at his body as she walks up to me. “Victory.”
“Yeah. Great job, seriously. You disrupted his attacks perfectly. You’ve really grown, Laya.” I stroke her hair gently.
As a Wind mage, Laya specializes in quick, disruptive attacks, meant to prevent the opponent from being able to focus on their fight.
While I engage, she swoops in at the opportune times, keeping the enemy off-balance and giving me opportunities to strike without fear of retaliation.
It’s a tactic we practiced and honed during our weeks in the forest, although this is the first time we’ve actually been able to use it against an opponent powerful enough to thoroughly test it.
Laya looks up at me with a small blush. “Thanks. I’ll get even stronger.”
Geld’s actions here caused a lot of misery, but with his death, this city can finally begin its long road to recovery.
----------
“Here we are,” I say to Edwin as I open the door to the abandoned warehouse.
“I still can’t believe I agreed to this after everything she did to us.”
“Sorry about that, but you’re the only one I can trust to take care of it.”
“I know, lad. I owe you big time. We all do. I’ll do it, even if I don’t like it.”
We enter the warehouse with Laya, Alisha, and Belle following behind us.
“We’re back,” I say to Karina, who’s still bound to the wooden chair.
“W-what’s he doing here?” she asks nervously.
“He,” I put my hand on Edwin’s shoulder, “is your new traveling companion.”
She stares at me, dumbfounded. “Traveling? Where to?”
“Silvia. Edwin’s heading there anyway, so I figure he can escort you and your brother.”
“Are we to be hanged…?”
“Huh? You really think I’d go through the trouble of saving you just to send you to your death?” I sigh.
“The lad’s got a powerful friend in Silvia,” Edwin says. “He should be able to help you.”
“How? People think we’re working with Chaos now, thanks to the False Hero.” She looks at me.
“Ah, well, that was a necessary evil. We had to break the foundation of the townspeople’s trust in you. Hopefully, that’ll leave them more open to changing their opinions of the merchants they’ve been tormenting these last few months. Don’t worry, Edwin has a letter that I wrote to my friend. He’ll make it all work out.”
“How?”
“Just do as you’re told, and you’ll be fine,” Edwin says. “Probably.”
Hey, was the ‘probably’ necessary?
We untie Karina and her brother, and Edwin leads them to the warehouse door. Karina’s brother is still weak, so he’s walking unsteadily with the help of his sister.
He turns to me as he reaches the exit. “Thank you. For everything.”
“Right.”
Laya told me that the kid was awake when I cured his disease, which explains why he trusts me so much.
“With that taken care of, we should probably head out,” I say to the girls. “I know we’re all tired, but we can’t afford to stick around after everything we did.”
“I’m ready,” Laya says.
“I’ll go wherever Master goes!” Alisha’s voice is much livelier than I’d think possible, considering her condition.
“Yeah, I’m sick of this town. Let our adventure begin!” Belle seems to have grand illusions about what lies ahead.
I walk to the door to hide my smile, and with all the loose ends tied up, we make our way out of the eastern gate, finally putting the city of Reim behind us.




Chapter 13: Mellow Nocturne

----- Lutz -----
I watch as Belle and Alisha set up their tent. Laya and I have already finished ours. We’ve done this so many times now that our hands move on their own.
It’s Laya’s turn to cook today, so I take the appropriate tools out of my [Inventory], along with a slab of pork and some vegetables, before sitting in one of the chairs I set up next to a table.
After leaving Reim, we continued eastward. We traveled on a small highway during the day and moved into the forest shortly before nightfall.
I pull the pitch-black orb out of my [Inventory]. The artifact Geld kept in his robes continues to leak that same ominous mana.
“Learn anything about it yet?” Laya asks as she cooks.
“Not much. It feels like it’s enchanted with a huge number of spell formations, all interlinked in a complex pattern, but the mana inside is too powerful for me to take over, so I’m not able to test it.”
“You can’t overpower the mana, even with rank 3 [Manipulate Mana]?”
“Yeah. There’s no doubt that the mana belongs to someone much more powerful than Geld.”
“That’s … kind of scary.”
“Just gives us another reason to keep getting stronger.”
“Mmm. I’ll work hard.”
I continue to study the orb and its mana but make no progress.
There are still a lot of mysteries surrounding Geld and this orb. But from everything he said, it’s obvious who his master is.
He was so sure I was his ally. But that can’t be the case, can it? After all, according to my Status Screen, I’m…
I hear Belle’s triumphant voice as she proclaims victory over the tent, disrupting my thoughts. I turn to see a somewhat flimsy tent next to mine and Laya’s.
Well, at least it’s standing.
“Never would have thought camping could be so convenient,” Belle says as she makes her way over to the table.
The large, red ring on her finger glimmers from the light of the cooking fire as she takes a seat. The ring I took off Geld’s corpse is imbued with a powerful magical enchantment, which is what gave him so much magic power.
“I’m still lacking a couple things, but it’s definitely better than sleeping on the dirt.”
“You’ve got all this, and you’re still not happy?”
“Master’s never satisfied!” Alisha smiles playfully as she walks to my side.
On Geld’s other hand was a deep blue ring, imbued with strong magical defense, capable of blocking an absurd amount of magical damage. That ring now sits on Alisha’s finger. With it, her ability to tank has vastly improved.
“I just see some room for improvement, that’s all.”
Ever since she recovered from her injuries, Alisha’s been a ball of energy and optimism.
“By the way, Alisha—you don’t have to refer to me as Master, you know.”
“Um, do you hate it when I call you master…?”
“I-it’s not that I hate it, but I just don’t want you to force yourself.”
“Then it’s fine, Master!” Alisha hugs me and begins to rub her cheek against mine.
“W-what’s this for!?”
“Wow, you’re blushing!” Belle’s annoying voice enters my ears.
“I’m just happy!” Alisha states, as if that answers my question.
“Hey,” Belle says. “Do you want me to call you master too, Master?” An innocent smile is plastered on her face as she asks.
“Don’t you dare. It’ll just make my skin crawl.”
“Aww, but Master~”
This girl sure has gotten cheeky lately.
I feel a tug on my sleeve and turn to see Laya staring at me.
“S-should I call you master, too?” Laya says as she fidgets nervously.
“Absolutely not!”
For some reason, Laya’s cooking is extra delicious as we all sit at the picnic table and chat.
As usual, Laya comes to me after her bath. I’ve already placed a stool nearby, and she sits on it while Belle and Alisha watch curiously.
That’s right. They were in the other room last night during our nightly ritual.
I slide the brush through Laya’s moist hair. As always, her face relaxes in satisfaction. Belle looks surprised at the whole situation, yet she has a glimmer in her eyes, as if she’s somehow cheering Laya on.
On the other hand, Alisha’s eyes follow the movement of the brush, as if captivated. She leans forward in her chair, looking like she’s going to pounce toward us at any second.
When we’re finished, I look to Alisha. “Next?”
I barely even get the word out before she leaps forward, planting herself in the stool. With a smile, I gently comb through her lavender hair.
I was worried that Laya might get jealous that another girl is enjoying the ritual that until now only existed between us, but when I sneak a peek at her, she has a satisfied smile on her lips as she looks warmly toward Alisha.
As usual, she’s much more mature than I give her credit for.
As I brush, I lift my other hand up to Alisha’s head. While I was growing up, I had several cats. Every one of them shared particular areas where they like to be petted and scratched.
Suddenly, my fingers make contact with the base of her furry cat ear, right where it meets her hair.
“Ah~!” She lets out a dangerous sound.
Hey, don’t moan like that when I touch you.
I pretend like I didn’t hear anything as I continue to pet and scratch her ears. She leans into my hand, and I end up with her cheek resting in my palm as I rub her ear with my thumb.
I continue to slide the brush through her hair as I gently stroke her head and ears. After several comfortable minutes of relaxed brushing, I remove my hand and send the brush back to my [Inventory].
“More~” Alisha demands softly.
“Next time.”
She reluctantly stands and walks back to her chair at the table with a satisfied look on her face, her tail gently swaying back and forth with each step.
With that, the day comes to an end. Our quest to save Reim was successful, and we can finally look forward to the next leg of our journey—reaching the elves.

Interlude 6
----- Rhys -----
“Ready to march at your order, Prince Rhys!”
I look out over the army.
Over fifty thousand troops. Nearly every man with an ounce of training has been gathered, leaving only the bare minimum to defend our cities.
I turn around, toward the two hills that once flanked our war camp. Most of the tents and makeshift buildings have been dismantled, leaving the area barren, except for several large piles of rubbish.
The teleportation circle has been destroyed, severing the connection with the circle located in Roshar. A Dark mage can re-establish it at another location if we deem necessary.
No doubt the heroes will want to teleport back each night. I should talk to them soon. It’s far too dangerous to allow them to spend time in Roshar. What if the fiends attack while they’re gone?
The fate of all the races may be resting on the success of this invasion. The thought causes me to break out in a cold sweat.
If only the other kingdoms and races would join with us. With our combined strength, there’s no way we could lose.
The kings of the other human nations refused our offer to merge our armies after negotiations broke down over the chain of command.
The beastmen prefer to wage their own war on the small strip of land that borders the lands of Chaos, while the elves and vampires seem content to ignore the war entirely.
We must succeed. Anything other than victory will only lead to our eventual destruction.
I turn to the troops. “March!”
As soon as I give the order, the ground begins to shake as tens of thousands of troops move in unison, crossing the border that separates our kingdom from the lands of Chaos.




Epilogue: Hidden Peril

----- Edwin -----
I shake my head at the sign above the shop door. It’s the same old wooden sign he’s used for as long as I’ve known him.
You never change, do you?
I walk in and see my old friend behind the counter. As usual, he’s working on one of his blades while he waits for a customer to show up. His eyes widen in a rare display of surprise when he looks at me.
“It’s been a while, hasn’t it, Baldrick?” I say with a smirk.
“Hah, well if it isn’t Edwin. Finally decided to ditch that dirt-hole of a city, did ya?”
“What can I say? I guess I missed your ugly mug.”
“That so? Well, this ugly mug’s been looking for a decent enchanter ever since you left. Nothing but half-baked apprentices left around here.”
“Oh? Well, you’re in luck, Baldrick. I’m looking for a weapon-smith to partner with to start my new business.”
We both smile as we agree to work together like the old days.
“Before that, though,” I continue, “I need to make a delivery.”
“Who are you looking for? Lots of people left town around the same time as you, so they might not be here anymore.”
“No, he’s here. It’s a delivery for Marquis Adel.”
“Lord Adel?” Baldrick asks curiously. “What business would someone like you have with a high noble?”
“It’s complicated. I got involved with some messy stuff up north. I’m sure you’ve heard of what happened in Reim.”
“Yeah, had me worried for a while.”
I look around nervously before continuing. “Well, thing is—I met the False Hero in Reim.”
“Are you serious!?”
“I know, I know! I wouldn’t tell this to anyone else!” I preemptively begin to defend myself. “I have some important information for Marquis Adel regarding the False Hero. I just get nervous at the thought of going to his mansion. I can’t figure out what I should say to the guards at the gate without sounding suspicious.”
Baldrick begins to close up the shop without responding to me. When he finishes, he beckons me to follow him out the back door.
“Let’s go,” he says.
“Where to?”
“Lord Adel’s mansion.”
“Hey, didn’t you hear me earlier?”
“Yeah. That’s why I’m taking you.”
I start sweating a bit at the sudden turn of events, but I know Baldrick’s not someone who’d betray me, so I follow along until we reach the mansion. The guards order us to halt at the gate and ask what our business is.
“I need to see Lord Adel. Tell him I have new information for him.”
I thought for sure that they’d scold him for his words. It almost sounds like he’s giving them orders, rather than asking for permission. Amazingly enough, one of the guards heads into the mansion. When he returns, they open the gate and let us in.
“What’s going on? How did you get us in so easily?”
“A lot of things happened while you were gone.”
A butler leads us to a waiting room, and I attempt to steel my shaky nerves as I wait to be summoned into the lord’s office.
----- Lumina -----
My eyes move to the door when someone knocks. Marquis Adel lifts his head from the documents at the same time.
“Enter.”
The butler opens the door, ushering in the blacksmith, Baldrick, and the man who claims to have information on the False Hero. They stop a few steps into the room and bow to us.
“I didn’t expect to see you again so soon. I assume you wouldn’t bring trivial news to me in such a fashion.”
Baldrick straightens. “Correct, my lord. I believe you’ll want to hear what this man has to say.”
All eyes fall on the skinny man beside the blacksmith. The servant who informed us of their arrival told us his name is Edwin. He’s still bowing awkwardly as he looks up at us.
“Fine. Speak, then.”
“Y-yes, my lord! You see, I lived in the city of Reim until a few days ago. As you may have heard, the False Hero showed up there.”
“Yes, we just received word this morning.”
“Well, I met him during his stay in the city and he asked me to deliver this letter to you, my lord.”
Edwin pulls a sealed letter out of his coat and walks forward, placing it on Marquis Adel’s desk. The marquis opens it immediately, and I see a smile form on his face as he reads it. When he finishes, he hands it to me.
“You’ll want to read this, Your Highness.”
“Highness…? C-could you be Princess Lumina!?”
“Yes, that is correct,” I state simply before turning my attention to the letter.
Sir Locke explains the dire situation the city had found itself in, the events that caused it, and a few suggestions on how to fix it. In the end, he pushes the responsibility off on Marquis Adel, claiming that he is owed a favor for his work in Silvia. He also notes that Edwin teamed up with him to restore the town and that he sent the young woman who led the rebellion in Reim to us to deal with.
I hand the letter back to the marquis. “Seems he’s been quite busy, doesn’t it?” A smile unknowingly found its way to my face as well.
“Indeed. So, Edwin, I want to hear your opinion on the False Hero.”
He turns his ashen face toward Baldrick.
“Go ahead. Tell him the truth,” the blacksmith encourages him.
“My Lord, your Highness—I do not believe the man I met in the city is the False Hero prophesized by the Goddess. He risked his life time and again to save everyone in the city. There must have been some mistake.”
“Good.” Marquis Adel says. “What I’m about to say to you cannot leave this room, do you understand?”
“Yes, my lord!”
“Nobody in this room believes that man, the supposed False Hero, is allied with Chaos. We may very well be the only people in this world who understand that beneath his abrasive attitude, he is a good man willing to do what’s right.”
“So Lutz spoke the truth.” He looks at everyone’s faces. “Everyone here knows?”
“Correct. Now, tell me everything you know about his actions in the city.”
Edwin recounts a fantastical tale of adventure, from how Sir Locke came up with a plan to settle the city’s conflict and reunite the two warring factions, to his elimination of the mysterious slime infestation. After that, he battled the powerful mage and defeated his army of hundreds of ratmen, including four Berserkers, before finally defeating the mage himself.
It’s just like the stories of past heroes I read as a little girl!
I fight to maintain my composure as the excitement in my chest threatens to overwhelm me.
“Do you know his next destination?” I ask after he finishes detailing the events.
“My apology, Your Highness, but I didn’t ask.”
“That’s unfortunate, but I have already surmised his ultimate destination, so perhaps I will be able to intercept him before he reaches it.”
“You know where he’s going? How?” Marquis Adel asks.
“What else would a hero do after rescuing a little elf girl from human slavery? Why, he’d return her to the elves, of course.”
“That’s … probably correct,” he admits, then turns to Edwin. “One last thing. This young woman Lutz mentions in the letter—where is she?”
“I left her at an inn, my lord. A-are you going to help her?”
“Rebels are often quickly disposed of when the rebellion falls apart, but…” He looks at Baldrick. “There are exceptions.”
Marquis Adel excuses them and turns toward me with a grim look on his face.
“Is something the matter, Marquis? Surely you found that tale to your liking, no?”
“Yes, it was an amazing story, befitting of a hero. However, it only confirms my deepest fears.”
“What do you mean?”
“The lord before me, Marquis Lars, was not acting of his own accord. He attacked the elves during a time when all the races should be coming together. He also had an unregistered teleportation circle beneath the mansion.”
“Yes, both major crimes. His days were numbered, even if you and Sir Locke hadn’t arrived.”
“That made me wonder. Why would a high lord from a long-standing family risk everything by blatantly attacking the elves? So, I began an investigation. Not just here in Silvia, but in the entire province.”
“What did you find?” A foreboding feeling hangs in the air as he looks at me.
“I didn’t want to mention this until I had more evidence, but with Edwin’s description of the events in Reim, it’s become clear—this province has been infiltrated by Chaos.”




Extra Chapter 1

----- Alisha -----
Everyone’s heard of them. The ones who have turned their backs on the Goddess—the Forsaken.
The stories I heard about them as child felt so far away, like a storm on the horizon that you’re sure will never reach you. I still clearly remember that feeling of shock when I woke up one early morning to find my village at the center of that once distant storm.
Nobody knows why the village was cursed. Everyone gathers to pray for the Goddess’ forgiveness, but it’s useless.
We can’t hide it for long. Travelers and merchants come and go all the time. It’s only a matter of time before one of them begins to wonder why the once lively village has become solemn and dreary. Or perhaps they’ll notice how weak and lethargic the townspeople have become. Everyone knows that the Curse of the Forsaken saps the targets strength.
My parents know what would happen once others found out, so we flee the village before the army arrives. It’s too dangerous to stay in our country, so they choose the only option they have left—heading north, into the human’s territory.
Because of the constant conflict between our two races, beastmen are treated poorly in human lands. But at least they won’t know of the curse.
Our new life in the human lands doesn’t last long. Maybe it’s the poor diet of moldy bread or the filth that surrounds us in the slums, but my parents get sick. We can’t afford medicine, so I can only pray for their recovery. I should have known the Goddess wouldn’t answer my prayers. We are Forsaken, after all.
A lone beastman child on the streets is easy prey for slavers. I guess it could have been worse. The woman I’m sold to is mean, but at least I have a bed and something to eat.
My new mistress is obsessed with becoming strong. She forces me and her other slaves to hunt monsters. We risk our lives to injure the monster so that she can safely kill it.
Everyone likes to have someone to look down on. Perhaps that’s why even the human slaves I fight beside treat a beastman like me as an outcast, except for one—Belle.
Still, I try my best to protect the others when we fight monsters. That’s why my mistress gives me a set of armor. It’s too big for me, and much too heavy, making it difficult to cover my allies. The others are jealous that I have a suit of armor, while they have cheap leather jerkins. I want to give it to someone else, but I can’t disobey my mistress.
“Watch out!” I yell to a nearby slave.
She has her back turned to a monster that appears out of nowhere. I run as fast as I can, trying to make it to her before the monster, but I’m exhausted from wearing this armor all day, and its weight is preventing me from moving quickly.
I’m too slow. There’s a spray of blood as the monster’s claws sink into her flesh, and she goes down. I crash into it as soon as I arrive, driving my sword deep inside it. It dies instantly. I desperately try to bandage her wound, but it’s no use. She dies in my arms.
I failed again…
“What do you think you’re doing!?” my mistress screams. “You killed that monster! How am I supposed to get stronger if I don’t defeat them!?”
As usual, she spares not a thought for the slave who just lost her life. She only thinks of herself. That’s why Belle and I came up with a plan. At this rate, we’ll all die one at a time, only to be replaced by others who will meet a similar fate.
The opportunity comes sooner than I expect. A powerful monster appears, and I pretend to injure it before waving the mistress over to finish it. She’s surprised when it leaps back to its feet, completely uninjured. It attacks her, and she screams for help.
I ignore the pain from the slave seal as I disobey the order to save her, savoring the sight of her terrified face. The last thing she sees is the smile on my lips as the light fades from her eyes.
Belle and I stick together, living as fugitives. We’re forced to steal to survive, causing us to have a run-in with a group of guards. We manage to escape, but not before one of the guards leaves a nasty wound in my stomach.
That’s when he finds us—Lutz. The first thing he does when he sees the injury is cast a healing spell on me. I can feel my wound begin to quickly heal from his powerful energy.
Such magical strength. The healing magic of my former slave companion can’t even compare…
He takes control of our slave seals somehow, and just like that, I have a new master. He says he’s going to force us to fight, just like our old mistress. Fear and depression swirl inside me as I find myself in the same situation we fought so hard to escape.
It’s no use. The curse is too strong…
Despite my fears, things are different with my new master. He’s scary sometimes, but he’s not mean. I can’t help but feel like he’s always watching over us, protecting us. Somehow, I feel myself growing much stronger every time we fight together.
As we battle to save the city from an evil mage, he orders me to run, but I can’t let the townspeople behind me die. I stand my ground against the mage’s [Scorching Ray]. There’s no way I should be able to block it, yet I feel strength surge through me as I stand against his spell.
Right as I think I can’t take any more, he arrives. He places himself between me and the ray, protecting me. I collapse, only to be caught by his reliable arms and gently lowered to the ground.
He praises me for my actions, and for the first time in a long while, I finally feel like I’ve found a new home.




Extra Chapter 2

----- Belle -----
I can only watch as Alisha desperately tries to bandage the wounded slave. Despite her efforts, the girl dies.
She’s going to blame herself again.
As a beastman, even the other slaves treat her poorly. Yet, she continues to try her hardest to protect them each time we’re forced to fight.
She’s a sweet girl. Perhaps that’s why I took such a liking to her. It’s also why I was so surprised when she came to me with a plan to get our mistress killed.
In the end, the plan worked, but it wasn’t long before we were enslaved once again—to a young man. Alisha worked so hard to free us from that battle maniac, but we end up back where we started.
As we walk to a clothing shop on order from our new master, Alisha falls into depression at our situation.
“Don’t worry, Alisha,” I say, concerned. “Our new master is a young man. I’ve got a plan.”
“Really?” Alisha responds.
The encouraging smile on my face grows wider at the hope in her voice. “Yeah. He’s about the same age as me, and I’m not bad looking, right? If I play my hand right, I may be able to wrap him around my finger.”
“B-but Belle, that would mean…” Alisha’s embarrassed face is cute.
“It’s no biggie, Alisha. This day was bound to come eventually, right? This time, I’ll be the one protecting you.”
When we return, I become overly playful with our new master, trying to win his favor and keep his attention on me. He’s a tough nut to crack, but I won’t give up.
Things get out of hand quickly, though, and we’re dragged into the city’s mess. That’s where I begin to notice his kindness. Despite his attitude, he always seems to do what’s right—even risking his life to save people he barely knows.
Even though I hated fighting with my old mistress, I’ve always loved magic. The battles we fight with Lutz are different, though. They’re a bit scary sometimes, but in the end, they’re exhilaratingly fun. He even teaches me the [Scorching Ray] spell I’ve struggled with for so long.
I never thought I’d play a role in saving a city from destruction, yet with Lutz leading us, we do just that. He even uses his body to shield Alisha from that mage’s spell. When she recovers, she’s like a whole new person. She gets really close to Lutz after that. It makes me a little jealous.
Lutz’s eyes fall on me as we travel down the empty highway after leaving Reim, and I feel my heart flutter.
Jeez. How did it end up like this? You were the one who was supposed to fall for me.
The four of us continue down the road as I try to sort out the feelings flooding my chest.




END
Volume 2
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